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Are you ever anxious or afraid? We are very prone 
to these emotions. In the original creation, the 
only fear was the fear of God or reverence for 

Him. There was no reason for any other type of fear. 
Adam and Eve had no enemies (although one was 
lurking in the background) and lacked for nothing. 
They were blessed in their friendship with the Lord 
and living their lives for His glory. Fear came in with 
sin. When our first parents ate the forbidden fruit 
their innocence was replaced by guilt, and the Lord’s 
presence, in which they had delighted, now troubled 
them. Their guilt left them exposed to God’s wrath, and 
they vainly sought to hide from Him (Gen. 3:8,9).

Covenant
In His mercy, God delivers His elect people out of the 
estate of sin and misery into which Adam took us, and 
graciously brings them into an estate of salvation. He 
does this through His Son Jesus Christ, working in our 
hearts by His Spirit to give us a believing dependence 
upon the Saviour. True reverence for God is restored 
in us. We are now His sons, with all the blessedness 
that implies, yet in this fallen world we must expect 
trouble. Fears and worries still arise within, perhaps 
overwhelming us at times. How are we to deal with 
them? Surely in the same way as David, who said to 
the Lord, “What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee” 
(Ps. 56:3).

In every difficulty we face as pilgrims, God has made 
provision for us in His covenant. We find that in looking 
to Him as the God of our salvation and leaning upon 
Him by faith, our difficulties become less intimidating 
and our unease subsides. Part of the Lord’s provision is 
the ‘fear nots’ which He speaks to us in the Scriptures. 
They come to His people in a fatherly way, to encourage 
them along the way of life. Let us remind ourselves of 
these ‘fear nots’ and why they are needed.

Assurance
One reason they are needed is that Christians 
sometimes lack assurance of salvation. Saving faith is 
believing in Jesus Christ in such a way that I entrust 
the salvation of my soul entirely to Him (2 Tim. 1:12); 
assurance is the confidence that I am trusting Christ in 

that way and so have eternal life (1 John 5:13). Genuine 
believers know from the Word of God that tares are 
found within God’s kingdom on earth. They may have 
known professing Christians who fell away from the 
faith and gave no sign of repentance or recovery before 
leaving this world. Aware of the wickedness in their 
hearts, they fear that they too could be castaways.

To calm their anxiety, the Lord says to His own: 
“Fear not: for I have redeemed thee, I have called thee 
by thy name; thou art mine.” (Isa. 43:1). God’s love for 
His people is seen in Christ’s atoning death for them. It 
is through effectual calling that we know that we have 
a saving interest in that death, but how can we be sure 
that we have been effectually called? We are called by 
name. When the marks of grace, the evidences of the 
new birth, are preached, we may identify ourselves as 
God’s children; by them, the Lord says to us, “thou art 
mine”! If we are assured of that, then any fear that we 
are yet in our sins ought to disappear.

Peace
A second reason is that believers may experience a 
lack of peace in their hearts. We can be very aware of 
our habitual sins and of grieving the Holy Spirit: we 
feel that our sin is permanent, and some may even 
be concerned that they have committed the “sin 
unto death” (1 John 5:16). Or perhaps the believer, 
though not aware of having provoked the Lord to 
anger, experiences desertion. He cries day and night 
to the Lord but is not heard. We have probably all 
had occasion to lament with the Psalmist: “Lord, why 
castest thou off my soul? why hidest thou thy face from 
me?” (Ps. 88:14)

The hypocrite is content without God. Sadly the 
church in Laodicea had become like that, saying of 
herself, “I am rich, and increased with goods, and 
have need of nothing” (Rev. 3:17). The converted man 
is quite different; he is afraid, above everything else, 
of being left to himself. He needs to hear these words 
from the Lord: “Fear not: for I am with thee” (Isa. 43:5). 
To be reassured of God’s gracious presence gives a 
peace to our soul which we will not obtain by grappling 
with the mysteries of His providence. It gives great 
encouragement to the believer to know that, though 
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his sin may be great and his faith little, he is loved and 
pardoned by the Lord.

Strength
A third reason is that the Lord’s people require 
strengthening. In her journey towards heaven, the 
church is like Gideon and his three hundred men, “faint, 
yet pursuing” (Judg. 8:4). These men were the best 
soldiers in Israel, selected by divine direction as having 
the right qualities for the battle. They were promised 
victory over the Midianites, although it would involve 
much effort. The church has also been carefully chosen 
by the Lord, yet in a different way. This army does not 
consist of the wise, mighty or noble, but of the foolish, 
weak, base, despised and nothing; these have found 
grace in His sight, that no flesh should glory in His 
presence (1 Cor. 1:26-29)!

In our spiritual warfare, we can feel very feeble. That 
is because we are in ourselves. The fear of succumbing 
to temptation is a real one – and a good one if it brings 
us to the throne of grace. The Lord says this to us: 
“Fear not; I will help thee” (Isa. 41:13). He holds our 
right hand to strengthen and steady us. When Gideon 
sought loaves of bread from the men of Succoth, to 
sustain his troops as the conflict continued, his request 
was refused. We are not left in such difficulty. Jesus 
Christ is “the bread of life”, and He promises that His 
people shall never hunger and never thirst (John 6:35). 
Nourished by Christ we can fight the good fight of faith 
and gain victories over our enemies.

Perseverance
A fourth reason is that Christians must persevere. 
Believers have a lifelong struggle with their enemies. 
The world, which both beguiles and threatens us, will 
not be left behind until we cross the Jordan of death. 
Our flesh, the body of sin and death which we received 
from Adam, will be in us until we breathe our last 
breath. And we may be sure that the devil will not 
cease to give us his attention while we remain here. 

It is also our lot today to live in one of the “perilous 
times” which Paul warned of – seasons when gross 
wickedness abounds, not only in the nation but in the 
church, and when the godly suffer persecution (2 Tim. 
3:1-5,12).

The prospect of suffering for the cause of Christ 
may make us tremble. How could we endure it, 
without denying the Lord? The aged apostle John, 
exiled in the isle of Patmos “for the word of God, and 
for the testimony of Jesus Christ” (Rev. 1:9), received 
these words from the ascended and glorified Saviour: 
“Fear not; I am the first and the last” (Rev. 1:17). That 
title, with the other ‘I am’ sayings which John was 
given to record in his gospel, reveals Jesus Christ as 
the eternal God – the One who was Israel’s refuge, and 
whose everlasting arms were underneath them (Deut. 
33:27). Christ is the same today as He was yesterday; 
He cannot fail, neither can His people.

Comfort
A fifth and final reason is that the child of God needs 
comfort. Listening to some, one would think that to 
be a Christian is an easy thing, yet that is far from the 
truth, as we have seen. We agree with John Calvin, 
that “all whom the Lord has chosen and honoured 
with admission into the society of his saints, ought to 
prepare themselves for a life, hard, laborious, unquiet 
and replete with numerous and various calamities.” 
Calvin had Christ’s well-known words in view: “If any 
man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take 
up his cross, and follow me.” (Matt. 16:24) Despite all 
that we have said, there may still be a fear here. Our 
thought is: “what if my cross should become too heavy 
for me, and I should fall under its weight?”

No word is of greater encouragement to us than 
this one from Christ: “Fear not, little flock; for it is 
your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” 
(Luke 12:32) He had told the disciples that the fear 
of God was the antidote to the fear of man and even 
of martyrdom, and that they were not to be anxious 
regarding their material needs, for their heavenly 
Father would feed and clothe them. Their priority 
was seeking the kingdom of God (v.31). The comfort 
for believers is that they do not in any way earn the 
kingdom: it is appointed to them freely by a sovereign 
God, and therefore it is secure. His grace will enable 
us to bear with every affliction until we reach the 
promised land of heaven, where we shall have no need 
to hear again, “fear not”.
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(Abridged from the section on John 11:1-6 in Ryle’s 
‘Expository Thoughts on the Gospels’)

“Now a certain man was sick, named Lazarus...”
(John 11:1)

These verses teach us four things about sickness:

1. True Christians may be sick as well as others. 
We read that Lazarus of Bethany was one “whom Jesus 
loved”, and a brother of two well-known holy women. 
Yet Lazarus was sick, even unto death! The Lord Jesus, 
who had power over all diseases, could no doubt have 
prevented this illness, if He had thought fit. But He did 
not do so. He allowed Lazarus to be sick, and in pain, and 
weary, and to languish, and suffer, like any other man.

Sickness can never be anything but trying to flesh 
and blood. But sickness, we must always remember, 
is no sign that God is displeased with us: more, it is 
generally sent for the good of our souls. It tends to 
draw our affections away from this world, and to 
direct them to things above. It sends us to our Bibles, 
and teaches us to pray better. It helps to prove our faith 
and patience, and shows us the real value of our hope 
in Christ. It reminds us that we are not to live always, 
and tunes and trains our hearts for our great change. 
Let us be patient and cheerful when we are laid aside 
by illness. Let us believe that the Lord Jesus loves us 
when we are sick no less than when we are well.

2. Christ is the Christian’s best Friend in time of 
need. We read that when Lazarus was sick, his sisters 
at once sent to Jesus, and laid the matter before Him. 
They did not ask Him to come at once, or to work a 
miracle, and command the disease to depart. They only 
said, “Lord, behold, he whom thou lovest is sick”, and 
left the matter there, in the full belief that He would do 
what was best. Here was the true faith and humility of 
saints! Here was gracious submission of will!

No doubt when those whom we love are sick, we 
are to use diligently every reasonable means for 
their recovery. But in all our doing, we must never 
forget that the best and ablest and wisest Helper is 
in heaven, at God’s right hand. Like afflicted Job, our 
first action must be to fall on our knees and worship. 
Like Hezekiah, we must spread our matters before the 
Lord. Like the holy sisters at Bethany, we must send up 

a prayer to Christ. Let us not forget, in the hurry and 
excitement of our feelings, that none can help like Him, 
and that He is merciful, loving, and gracious.

3. Christ loves all who are true Christians. We read 
that “Jesus loved Martha, and her sister, and Lazarus.” 
The characters of these three good people seem to 
have been somewhat different. Of Martha, we are 
told that she was “careful and troubled about many 
things”, while Mary “sat at Jesus’ feet, and heard his 
word.” (Luke 10:41,39) Of Lazarus, we are told nothing 
distinctive. Yet all were loved by the Lord Jesus.

We must never forget that there are varieties in 
character, and that the grace of God does not cast all 
believers into the same mould. Admitting fully that 
the foundations of Christian character are always the 
same, and that all God’s children repent, believe, are 
holy, prayerful, and Scripture-loving, we must make 
allowances for wide varieties in their temperaments 
and habits of mind. We must not undervalue others 
because they are not exactly like ourselves. The 
children of a family may be curiously unlike one 
another, and yet the parents care for all. It is even so 
with the Church of Christ. There are degrees of grace, 
and varieties of grace; but the least, the weakest, the 
feeblest disciples, are all loved by the Lord Jesus.

4. Christ knows best at what time to do anything 
for His people. We read that “when He had heard that 
Lazarus was sick, He abode two days still in the same 
place where He was.” In fact, He purposely delayed His 
journey, and did not come to Bethany till Lazarus had 
been four days in the grave. He never moved till the 
time came which He saw was best.

Nothing so helps us to bear patiently the trials of 
life as an abiding conviction of the perfect wisdom 
by which everything around us is managed. We are 
all naturally impatient in the day of trial. We are apt 
to say, like Moses, when beloved ones are sick, “Heal 
her now, O God, I beseech thee.” (Num. 12:13) We 
forget that Christ is too wise a Physician to make any 
mistakes. It is the duty of faith to say, “my times are in 
thy hand” (Ps. 31:15). The highest degree of faith is to 
be able to wait, sit still, and not complain. The hand 
that was nailed to the cross is too wise and loving to 
smite without a needs-be, or to keep us waiting for 
relief without a cause.

DEVOTIONAL

SICKNESS
J.C. RYLE
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In March we considered the phrase God is love. 
Following on from that, we noted that the God of 
love has spoken, and considered the subsequent 

question of whom God loves. We then looked at the 
issue of infants who die in infancy, and the mentally 
impaired, within the context of God’s love. This was 
followed by the sobering matter of reprobation.

In 1 John 4:10 we read that God “loved us, and 
sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” That 
link between love and pardon is significant, but how 
seldom do we realise its significance! The Psalmist 
acknowledged to the Lord, “there is forgiveness 
with thee, that thou mayest be feared.” (Ps. 130:4) 
Forgiveness has a specific purpose, namely that God 
should be ‘feared’. The word ‘fear’ indicates reverence, 
and is particularly used for worship. We see this 
in Psalm 96:9: ‘O worship the Lord in the beauty of 
holiness: fear before him, all the earth.” Fear and 
worship are synonymous.

In 2 Kings 17:36 we read: “But the Lord, who 
brought you up out of the land of Egypt with great 
power and a stretched out arm, him shall ye fear, and 
him shall ye worship, and to him shall ye do sacrifice.” 
Here two things are brought together: redemption and 
worship.

We can summarise things in this way: worship has 
been instituted by God as an evidence of forgiveness. 
This becomes clear as we look at the following points:

1. Revelation of Forgiveness was Needed
A study of creation will not lead anyone to the discovery 
that there is forgiveness of sin with God. A study of 
God’s providence will not lead to this discovery either. 
Rather, what is required is specific revelation that 
there is forgiveness with God. As John Owen (1616-83) 
says, “It is a pure gospel truth” (A Practical Exposition 
on Psalm CXXX, London: Religious Tract Society, 1830, 
p.189).

2. How Forgiveness was Revealed
Immediately after the fall of our first parents, God gave 
the promise of a Redeemer (Gen. 3:15). After that we 
read of the first sacrifices being made, by which the 
sins of our first parents were covered (v.21). Shortly 

after this we read of sacrifices being offered to God 
(4:3-5). In other words, worship. Such worship by 
way of sacrifice demonstrated the truth that there is 
forgiveness with God.

After the great work of redemption from Egypt, God 
gave to his people the law, which included prescribed 
ceremonies for worship. The intimate connection 
between the ten commandments and worship is seen 
in Exodus chapter 20, where, following the moral law 
(vv.1-17), God turns to worship (vv.18-25). Chapters 
21-23 of Exodus deal with civil law, and chapters 24 
and following relate to worship. In that worship, 
sacrifice has a central place. Owen writes: “After the 
giving of the law, the greatest, most noble, and solemn 
part of the worship of God consisted in sacrifices.” 
(Practical Exposition, p.197) In other words, the 
central truth being presented to sinners is, “there 
is forgiveness with God”. In these sacrifices all the 
great themes are presented, displayed and evidenced: 
sin, bondage, redemption, substitution, satisfaction, 
pardon, forgiveness and reconciliation. This then was 
the nature of worship for four thousand years from 
Adam to Christ.

3. Ceremonial Worship is Realised in Christ
The Epistle to the Hebrews is very clear concerning 
the typical aspects of worship. Christ is the High 
Priest whose offering is of such a glorious nature 
that the sacrifices instituted after the Fall have now 
ceased. The reason for this is Christ himself. The 
heavenly pattern replicated on earth has served its 
purpose, since the great Redeemer has now come. 
The perfect substitution of Christ, his pure offering 
for sin, being entirely sufficient to satisfy the demands 
of the law, is evidenced by his resurrection. As Christ 
died on account of our sin, so he rose on account of 
our justification. The resurrection is the central proof 
that Christ is enough for us. So where does that leave 
worship?

Significantly, worship continues to bear witness that 
“there is forgiveness with God”. Consider, for example, 
the two sacraments which Christ instituted, which 
carry on from the Old Testament. John proclaimed 
the baptism of repentance for “the remission of sins” 

DOCTRINE

WORSHIP PROCLAIMS FORGIVENESS
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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DOCTRINE / WORSHIP PROCLAIMS FORGIVENESS

5. The Importance of Public Worship
It may be asked, Why is an assembling together 
necessary? Why can we not do our own thing when we 
gather for worship? Why must we follow a directory 
at all?

To gather for worship is an extraordinary event. 
Listen to Owen again:

“What is a church? Is it not a company of sinners 
gathered together, according to God’s appointment, to 
give glory and praise to him for pardoning grace, for 
the forgiveness of sins, and to yield him that obedience 
which he requires from us, on the account of his having 
so dealt with us? This is the nature, this is the end of a 
church.” (Practical Exposition, p.251)

In other words, the gathering of the Church for 
worship is extraordinary because in our assembling 
and praise, as God has commanded it, we confess that 
there is forgiveness with God that he may be feared.

The Serious Implications
What are the implications of the above?

First, a wilful absence from public worship is a 
denial of all this: it is a denial of the glory of God and 
a denial of the message that there is forgiveness with 
God.

Second, failing to worship God means that being 
part of the Bride of Christ, the redeemed of the Lord, is 
viewed as irrelevant. Is that not a shocking thing?

Third, a refusal by the State to permit worship 
is a frontal assault upon all of these truths; they are 
effectively dismissed as unnecessary for anyone. Denial 
of the worship to God is the ultimate act of atheism.

Fourth, since God inhabits the praises of Israel, and 
has given to the Church the very songs which she is 
to sing, the common thread running through those 
psalms is indeed, “there is forgiveness with thee, 
that thou mayest be feared”. To pollute worship with 
uninspired material, no matter how pleasant and 
delightful, is to say that we can write better songs than 
God. Such material is then tyrannically imposed upon 
the Lord’s people, overriding everything, because men 
think their will, and not God’s, determines worship.

Fifth, since we know that the central message 
of Biblical worship is to tell poor sinners, gathered 
together, that there is forgiveness with God, how 
refreshingly relevant such worship becomes! How 
liberating, comforting and assuring! We often come 
to worship tired, afraid, stressed, worried and with a 
hundred other feelings, yet from the call to worship 
until the benediction, God declares to us, “there is 
forgiveness”. Since the Psalms are also prayers, and 
God has promised to hear our prayers, let us gather and 
sing heartily to him, with whom there is forgiveness of 
sin.

(Mark 1:4). Not that baptism is the instrument, way 
or means of pardon, but rather that in baptism is the 
declaration “there is forgiveness with God”. This is 
why the children of believers are baptised, wherein 
God declares himself willing to be a Father unto them. 
Likewise in the Lord’s Supper we have the same 
declaration of forgiveness with God. If in baptism we 
have the promise announced, in the Lord’s Supper we 
have the promise confessed.

4. Why Worship is 
Prescribed by God
The central reason 
why God will not 
allow man to decide 
the content of 
worship is twofold. 
On the one hand, all 
the glory of it must 
go to him alone, and 
to ensure that, he 
must prescribe it. 
On the other hand, 
the central message 
to sinners is and 
remains, “there is 
forgiveness with 
God”. To allow man to tamper with worship in any way 
is to diminish and ultimately to eradicate both aspects 
of worship. In his exposition of Psalm 130, John Owen 
helpfully wrote:

“God never allowed that the will or wisdom of man 
should be the spring and rule of his worship. That 
solemn word wherewith he fronts the command that  
is the rule of his worship, ‘Thou shalt not make to 
thyself ’, which is the life of the command (that which 
follows being an explanation and confirmation of the 
law itself, by instances), cuts off all such pretences, and 
is as a flaming sword turning every way to prevent 
men’s arbitrary approaches to God’s institutions. God 
will not part with his glory of being the only lawgiver, 
as to the whole concern of his worship, or any part of 
it, to any of the sons of men.” (Practical Exposition, 
p.195)

Owen is saying, regarding the first reason, that to 
secure the glory of God worship must be prescribed by 
God alone.

Regarding the second reason, in the same exposition 
Owen states:

“There are some ordinances of worship appointed 
for this very end and purpose, to confirm unto us the 
forgiveness of sin; especially in that worship which is 
instituted by the Lord Jesus under the New Testament.” 
(Practical Exposition, p.247)

John Owen
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“and Abram went down into Egypt” (Genesis 12:10)

Abraham is generally set forth as a man of faith, 
but several times in his life his faith failed to act 
faithfully to God’s revelation of Himself; this 

chapter declares one of these occasions.

Abraham’s Faith
Abram had faith. He had been given it to answer God’s 
call, to follow Him out of Ur into the promised land (a type 
of Heaven). God gave him the capacity and willpower to 
respond and he went forth in “the obedience of faith” 
(Rom. 16:26). Faith was a new power in the soul, not the 
extension of something he already possessed. However, 
a sign of weakness was seen early on, when he lingered 
at Haran (outside Canaan) because of his father. Family 
influence can be a hindrance to the believer’s consistent 
following of God.

Nevertheless, Abram had the marks of faith. He 
believed God’s promises (Gen. 12:3,4), he depended 
on God’s “I wills” (vv.1-3), and he worshipped (vv.7,8). 
Now he travelled (v.5), and his faith made him distinct 
among the people on the earth as he passed through 
them to reach Canaan. He continued this nomadic 
way of life here (vv.9,20), because faith cannot settle 
down in this world – we are restless to reach “a better 
country” (Heb. 11:16). Faith is our response to the 
Covenant of Grace, and it takes “the grace of the Lord 
Jesus Christ” to respond in faith – this is God’s blessing 
upon the sinner (2 Cor. 13:14).

Abraham’s Failures
Abraham was still a young convert when he reached 
Canaan, and one of his first experiences there was of 
famine. This was doubtless unexpected, but faith is 
always tried, sometimes to the very limit of endurance. 
God’s people are not exempt from the hardships which 
characterise the human race. Sometimes Abraham’s 
faith failed; it became weak and damaged his integrity, 
as in this chapter (cf. Gen. 16:1-4 & 20:1-5 for other 
occasions). Abraham looked around for a natural way 
out of his distress, and went down to Egypt to find 
help – from a people at enmity with the true God! God 
did not tell him to go down there, but Abraham did 
not wait upon Him; his confidence in God’s provision 
failed and he turned to the world.

Bad consequences followed, as they always do 
in time. He saw that the people there were not to be 

trusted, but he stayed on, and resorted to falsehood 
to protect himself. But falsehood is no protection; it 
is usually the result of cowardice, not faith. Perhaps 
Abraham only wanted to go so far in his falsehood, but 
no one can limit the course of sin once it is embarked 
upon. His falsehood was unjustifiable by his faith; it 
was an act of distrust and indeed cowardice. However, 
God intervened to deliver Abraham from the serious 
consequences of his sin, but not from the public shame 
before the Egyptian world and indeed before his own 
servants.

We learn that to reach godly ends we must use God’s 
means and not our own. Moreover, Abraham was too 
confident of his own abilities in choosing to go down 
into Egypt; a man who felt his weakness more would 
never have attempted such a venture into ‘enemy 
territory’. He was trusting in himself and he now had to 
learn by bitter experience that we cannot trust in the 
fleeting strength of our faith but in God’s faithfulness. 

God’s Faithfulness
God intervened to protect Abraham and also to prevent 
his sin causing further suffering to others (and himself). 
He is faithful to His people, even when they have bouts 
of unfaithfulness to Him (2 Tim. 2:13; Ps. 105:15); no 
servant of God is sinless. This was a moment of self-
discovery for Abraham, a lesson to be learned for the 
future; driven home by his being rebuked publicly. He 
was made aware of his weakness and humbled. He 
would learn that the shortcut to extricating oneself 
from some distress is not usually the right way, and the 
right way often involves difficulties.

Many have started out well but then went off 
the path, and few have come back to it. True faith 
will be afraid to leave the path marked out by God’s 
Word, and how thankful they are to be corrected for 
their strayings! Abraham taught Isaac that he was 
not to cross God’s boundaries in life (Gen. 24:6), but 
to welcome restrictions upon our ‘freedom’. “True 
freedom is to obey Christ”, said Samuel Rutherford.

Abraham now retraced his steps back to the place from 
which he went astray, to where he was at the beginning 
(13:1-4). Repentance retraces our path, and when we 
get to the right way again (Ps. 107:4) we continue there. 
We shall of course meet further temptations to stray, 
but acknowledging and remembering our mistakes 
in the past is wisdom; however, we must also pray for 
the strength to put what we have learned into practice. 

FAITH, FAILURE AND GOD’S FAITHFULNESS
REV. JAMES CLARK

PRACTICAL RELIGION
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PRACTICAL RELIGION / FAITH, FAILURE AND GOD’S FAITHFULNESS

THE MODERN CHURCHGOER
REV. JAMES CLARK

“Why is the house of God forsaken?” (Nehemiah 13:11)

The house of God was where the church (people) 
met with God; it was ‘Bethel’. The question arose 
because the Levites, in particular, had abandoned 

this place of public worship, and worship had fallen into 
neglect, with all its attendant bad consequences. This is 
a relevant question today when so many have limited or 
abandoned attendance at public worship.

Wrong View of God
Our worship of God depends upon our view of God. 
For many today God is just a part-time extra, and His 
worship is not all that important to their lives. It is not 
only the church that has been devalued in their lives but 
God Himself. He comes a poor second to themselves, 
their families or their worldly commitments (Heb. 
10:23,25,39). This contemporary church age is 
characterised by self-will, selfishness and indifference 
to the claims of God and our sacred duties. What 
characterises the modern part-time churchgoer is a lack 
of love, gratitude and devotion to God. This begs the 
question – has God actually done anything in their lives 
to produce reasons for these three graces? These three 
are always found in those redeemed by Christ. The true 

believer says with Robert Murray M’Cheyne, “How much 
I owe!” Like the redeemed woman in Luke 7:47, because 
of what Christ has done for them, they “love much”, and 
this commitment to Christ is seen in their lives.

Neglectful Attitude
Nehemiah highlights two factors contributing to this 
attitude of contemptuous neglect. The first was a 
rejection of the Fourth Commandment (13:15-17); they 
found something better to do on the Sabbath day than 
to worship God! Many in the church today only have 
nine Commandments, or even fewer, in their sights. 
The second was marrying the unbeliever (13:27); 
usually such a home influence will gradually loosen the 
commitment of the believing spouse.

Poor Testimony
Refusing to attend public worship gives a poor testimony 
to the world around us. “Why should we bother, when the 
Christians themselves hardly go?” God is dishonoured 
in their eyes and ‘Christians’ lose their credibility, in 
addition to their evidences of being in a state of grace. 
Where there is no interest in what happens in public 
worship, where Christ has promised His presence (Matt. 
18:20), can there really be spiritual life?

Otherwise, there will be a repetition of the same mistake, 
as happened in Chapter 16.

How often the Lord disentangles us day by day 
from the results of our own foolishness! What infinite 
patience He exercises over His children! If we stay on 
the path we shall find all that we need (Phil. 4:19), but 
impatience and distrust shall lead us astray if we give 
in to them. A sense of weakness will keep us close to 
our Protector, whose “gifts and calling” are “without 
repentance” (Rom. 11:29).

Coping with Failure
We live in a world which has not learned to deal with 
failure. It glamorises success, but when failure comes 
hope fails and the purpose for living is gone. Sadly, 
this is also true of large portions of the church. Lack of 
success discourages many. Too many forget that failure 
is not final. There is always pressure to be successful, 
but “duty is ours, success comes from God.” (Charles 
Spurgeon) God says in the end, “Well done, thou good 

and faithful servant” (Matt. 25:21). Many ministers 
have questioned their calling because they were badly 
taught at college, as if success was a mark of grace! 
Poor Jeremiah – this excludes him! And yet who was 
more faithful in such times of apostasy?

We feel failure as we pursue holiness, for we sin daily 
in thought and word and deed. How do we cope? We go 
to Christ, and we are encouraged. “I thank God”, says 
Paul (Rom. 7:25) – there will be a final deliverance, a 
final end to the internal conflict. But meanwhile, “fight 
the good fight of faith” (1 Tim. 6:12), part of which is to 
fight against unbelief, and its resulting discouragement. 
We may also feel failure when disabled by suffering, to 
serve as we desire. But remember, there is an “if need 
be” in this condition; it is “the will of God” for you at 
this time (1 Pet. 1:6; 4:19).

We cope by trust, and trust produces patience. 
Therefore, expect repeated pressures, expect 
temporary failures, and expect God. “I will never leave 
thee” is His promise to you in Christ (Heb. 13:5).
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“Hast thou found honey?” – Proverbs 25:16

While young people are not the only group who 
are guided in their decisions by “What shall 
give me pleasure?” (called in philosophy 

‘hedonism’), they are certainly the foremost group. The 
media have seen this long ago and aim their adverts 
principally at the younger generation. The devil baits 
his hook differently, depending on the type of fish he 
wants to catch and retain on his hook.

Counterfeit Pleasure
The pleasure seeker is looking for honey, which is 
usually a symbol of purity and sweetness. But is it 
genuine? It is easy to mix wax or some other substance 
in with honey, so that it will not do you as much good as 
you thought it would – although it may taste the same. 
The world abounds with counterfeit pleasures. None 
of them is pure enough to last, which is why the media 
is always announcing some new thing coming out. 

Young people are even taken in by churches 
advertising the pleasure of worshipping with them in 
comparison with others. Their ‘worship’ is designed to 
attract (at the expense of the Second Commandment) 
those who put ‘pleasure’ above conformity to Christ. 
The world doesn’t like reverence – it is antagonistic to 
their view of pleasurable entertainment of the senses. 
But there is a “beauty of holiness” in the worship of 
God. The worship He has appointed is not designed to 
entertain but to draw us near – and this is no laughing 
matter. Christ is described in Revelation 5:5 as a Lion, 
and this alerts us to His majesty and that He must be 
approached with reverence.

Lasting Pleasure
There would be something wrong in the way we 
approach the Lord if we felt the same as when we 
approach a fellow creature. Entertaining worship 
seeks to bring Christ down to our level, whereas true 
pleasure is being near God “in spirit and in truth” (John 
4:23). This is a lasting pleasure, and one that grows and 
does not fade away like the world’s variety. There is no 
pleasure in disobeying God, however ‘boring’ it may feel 
not to get our own way. To be near to God is true honey, 
and once tasted, you desire more.

God’s Word continues in Proverbs 25:16: “eat 
so much as is sufficient for thee, lest thou be filled 

therewith, and vomit it.” Sometimes getting the pleasure 
you wanted and sought does not do you any good after 
all, and you regret pursuing it, or pursuing it too much. 
Honey can be sticky, and you can affect others also if 
you touch them with it. Does our pursuit of pleasure 
jeopardise other people? Self-denial is not only good 
for us but often good for others also. But self-denial is 
not popular; it is painful not to get what we want, and 
subject ourselves to God’s wisdom, but what God says 
is good and safe for us (Prov. 21:17). Even the world 
accepts that you ‘can get too much of a good thing’, 
which thing the world, of course, supplies. Risk of 
excess often leads to ruin by over-indulgence. 

Eternal Pleasure
There are lawful and unlawful pleasures, and if we 
keep eternity in mind (eternity necessarily follows 
our exit from this world), we can have a good idea 
of what pleasures will abide with us when the world 
is gone. The devil has duped people into thinking that 
this world is a garden, when in fact it is a wilderness 
(with its corresponding desert mirages), something 
the believer has to get through, and not painlessly 
either. Even the world acknowledges that no feeling of 
delight can last for long; no emotion can. The believer 
therefore accepts that “pleasures for evermore” (Ps. 
16:11), or constant and uninterrupted pleasures, can 
only be found in heaven. “The finest instincts of the 
soul may often be developed by self-sacrifice, and then 
ruined by gratification. In cases of doubt it is best to 
deny.” (F.W. Boreham).

Many old – and wealthy – people die in despair. 
They never found what they spent their life looking 
for – happiness. They looked in all the places where 
God never put it. If they met Jesus Christ, they would 
find it. It is all in Him, and He brings it with Him. 
Who can be happy with a conscience unforgiven and 
unforgiving? The pleasure of knowing the Lord cannot 
be bought, earned or fabricated. It can only be received 
by the seeking soul, the one who cannot live without 
Him. Pleasure, like assurance, is not found by seeking it 
directly. It is found by seeking Christ, and then you find 
that “all these things shall be added unto you.” (Luke 
12:31)

“In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct 
thy paths....Her ways are ways of pleasantness, and all 
her paths are peace.” – Proverbs 3:6,17

YOUTH FOCUS

PRINCIPLES OF PLEASURE
REV. JAMES CLARK

October 202110
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School in Theology (Rev. Trevor Kirkland)

The 68th School in Theology gathered in 
Carronvale House, Larbert, from 6th to 9th 
September, after the hiatus of the previous 

year. The chief aim of the School is a combination of 
instruction and fellowship. It is unique in providing 
spiritual and theological reflection and discussion 
upon a range of topics over three and a half days. As 
the name indicates, it is not a conference but a school. 
Therefore the seven papers given demonstrated depth 
of study, thought and careful examination, all aimed at 
producing solid teaching, help and delight.

The School opened on Monday evening with a paper 
on the controversy between George Whitefield and the 
Seceders, the latter of whom have been unfairly portrayed 
as short-sighted, narrow-minded and extreme. This is 
due to ignorance over the crucial issues involved.

On Tuesday we were treated to a feast of good 
things. Rev. Aaron Lewis (Crosslanes Chapel, New 
Forest) spoke on Revitalising the Diaconal Ministry, 
showing its necessity and usefulness to others. The 
‘Branch’ Passages in Zechariah were then ably tackled 
by Rev. William Macleod (Knightswood).

The missionary slot was a Zoom link with Rev. 
Shanmugam Partheepan, our missionary in Sri Lanka, 
who updated the School on current events regarding 
Covid and lockdown, and also on ministerial challenges, 
congregational needs and future plans. The day ended 
with a thrilling examination of the Presence of God by 
Rev. Malcolm Watts (Salisbury).

Wednesday began with book reviews, where 
attendees were given surveys of publications ranging 

CHURCH NEWS
from biographies (Stephen J. Nichols on the life and 
ministry of the late R.C. Sproul) to sermons (Rev. John 
Macsween). Given the huge range of material available 
it is essential that buyers exercise discernment, and 
reviews are designed to assist us in purchasing the 
best material. Colin Campbell from the Evangelical 
Bookshop, Belfast, provided an excellent selection of 
books for the School, which was appreciated.

Rev. Murdo Angus Macleod (Snizort) gave a 
challenging paper on Preaching to the Conscience. After 
defining ‘conscience’, he proceeded to demonstrate 
from biblical examples the effectiveness of application. 
How often application to the soul is absent in preaching! 
With a judicious analysis of Scripture, we saw how and 
why application is essential.

Rev. Iain Smith (rtd) treated us to a stimulating 
paper on the New Heavens and New Earth as 
used in Isaiah, Peter and Revelation. Assumptions 
and generally understood interpretations were 
challenged – something which is often required to 
examine what we really do know and upon what 
basis. How often a view is simply taken for granted, 
without examination!

The school ended on Thursday with Rev. David 
Fraser (rtd) exhorting us with a paper entitled Don’t 
Lose Heart. From Scriptural, personal and historical 
examples, he showed the source of losing heart (pride), 
the response to losing heart and directives to sustain 
hope. Audio/video recordings of the lectures can be 
found on the Partick congregation’s SermonAudio site 
(https://www.sermonaudio.com/solo/partickfcc/
sermons/).

2021 School in Theology at Larbert (courtesy of Rev. Andrew Allan)
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Experiencing Persecution

The August 2021 issue of Hudson Taylor Ministries 
magazine contained the following interesting item 
on the current persecution of Christians in China 

which is reprinted here with kind permission of HTM:
“We recently asked a house church preacher to share 

some insight on how he experiences the increasing 
persecution in his region. Here is his answer.

‘I personally give much more attention to our internal 
challenges. After the pandemic, we, as co-workers 
and pastors, are all feeling the need for theological 
training, shepherding, and church government. I think 
this pandemic and the high-pressure policies from 
the authorities have caused many Chinese churches 
to wake up, reduce external expansion, and cultivate 
their inner conviction and gospel teaching. The 
fellowship that I have been working with has also felt 
this change. We have studied the Heidelberg Catechism 
three times. Each time takes one year to finish. More 
and more brothers and sisters are showing much 
concern about their sins, and long for the sweetness of 
the gospel. More and more prayers have shifted from, 
“doing great things for the Lord” to, “I am a sinner, and 
Christ does great things.” The preaching of the pastor 
has also changed from the original mere explanation of 
Scripture verses, to preaching of the law and the gospel. 
Of course, it is only a beginning, so I look forward to, 
and pray for, a deeper change.’”

Quote

“Can we come to a throne of grace, seeing 
ourselves miserable sinners, yet believing 
that the blood of Jesus Christ cleanseth from 

all sin, and the righteousness of Christ justifies from all 
condemnation, and therefore cry, God be merciful to me 
a sinner; Jesus, save me or I perish? This is from the faith 
of Christ. This is the prayer of faith. The Spirit of Christ 
has inspired it. We have the Spirit of Christ. Do we delight 
to hear of Christ, to have fellowship with Christ, to live 
upon Christ, to walk with Christ, and to have the power of 
Christ’s grace subdue the power of sin in our hearts, lips, 
and lives? Then verily we have the Spirit of Christ.”
William Mason

In addition, each day at the School began with prayer 
followed by breakfast. Midday meals and evening tea 
were provided by Carronvale House. Tea and coffee 
were in constant supply. Unsurprisingly, the papers 
given stimulated conversation and discussion, well 
into the small hours for some. Morning devotions and 
evening worship are tasked to a number who attend 
the School, thus ensuring that those who are not giving 
a paper have an opportunity to contribute as well.

The business meeting on Wednesday was followed 
by a meeting of the School’s Committee to plan the 
school for 2022, which promises to be an equally 
thrilling experience for all who attend. Appreciation 
was expressed to the Secretary of the School, Rev. 
Andrew Allan (Partick).

Ministers and Elders of the Free Church (Continuing) 
are to be encouraged to come to the School. Essentially 
it is an excellent opportunity for in-service training.

The Chinese Community Party versus Christian 
Education
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)

On 1 September children across China started the 
new school year with new textbooks and a new 
curriculum infused with ‘Xi Jinping thought’. 

The new curriculum is part of a CCP campaign that 
many are calling ‘Cultural Revolution 2.0’. Integral to 
the campaign is a focus on capturing and controlling 
the hearts and minds of youth, to ensure they grow 
to follow the CCP. China’s Compulsory Education 
Law makes it illegal to home-school or to operate 
unregistered schools. On 1 September eviction notices 
were served to several families – all members of Early 
Rain Covenant Church, Chengdu – who live across 
seven units in a residential compound and home-
school their children together. On 4 September police 
raided Maizi Christian Music High School in Harbin, 
confiscating equipment and arresting Principal Xu. 
Please pray.

CHURCH NEWS

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

October 202112

Rev. Trevor Kirkland giving book reviews at the 
School in Theology (courtesy of Rev. Andrew Allan)



Free Church Witness 13

AROUND THE CHURCH

AYR
REV. GRAEME CRAIG

The town of Ayr and the historic county of Ayrshire 
have a long Gospel history. The Lollards had 
influence here before the Reformation and 

thereafter the area was blessed with notable ministers, 
such as Rev. John Welsh of Ayr. Periods of revival during the 
early and mid-seventeenth century were not uncommon, 
and it is little surprise that this affected later generations. 
Covenanter graves and memorials abound throughout the 
area. Although the Free Church was greatly influential in 
the mid-nineteenth century, the general spiritual decline 
and liberalism affecting the south did untold damage. 
Sadly today, Ayr, like many other places, is spiritually 
impoverished, with many people, even in their sixties, 
having had little connection with any Church.

Resumption of Services
One year after the division of 2000, FC(C) services were 
resumed in Ayr, with supply being provided by Rev. 
Bryan Baxter, Mr John Macpherson, Mr Alex Campbell, 
Rev. John J. Murray and Mr Harley Cameron. In 2006, Rev. 
Gavin Beers was inducted, and he remained until 2018, 
labouring diligently and reaching out to the community. 
Shortly thereafter the central Church was able, at 
minimal cost, to purchase the current building, which 
had been rented since 2012. The Congregation has had 
its ups and downs, but by 2019 they were so weakened 
numerically that they were wondering how it would be 
possible to keep going. Rev. Graeme Craig accepted a call, 
however, and was inducted in November of that year.

Recent Encouragements
Despite lockdowns with limited opportunity to reach 
out to others, the Congregation have experienced 
encouragements and the situation is now much 
stronger and secure. In recent weeks a Sabbath School 
has begun, a Bible Club for older primary school 
pupils has been initiated, and a Ladies’ Bible Study 
has commenced. As well as the usual services, time 
is made for fellowship after the services, particularly 

the Prayer Meeting. 
The Congregation’s 
Elder, Dr James Millar, 
and his wife, with the 
Mackay family, have 
helped sustain the 
Congregation during 
recent lean times.

Local Community
Ayr and Prestwick have 
a population of 60,000. 
Around 300,000 souls 
live within half an hour’s drive of the church building and 
a number of families come from outwith the town. The 
main focus of the Congregation however is on Ayr itself 
and particularly the local community around the building, 
which covers Lochside and Whittlets (population 4,000). 
This area has many needs and is full of contrasts. There 
are many ordinary people whose gardens show the 
care and respect they have for their neighbourhood. 
Many lives are also evidently blighted by drink and drug 
problems. All have need of the Gospel, yet ignorance and 
darkness prevails.

Gospel Outreach
The fact that, when built in 1964, the church building 
was used by the Bethel Mission which was active 
amongst the young, helps provide a bridge with the 
community, and the Congregation’s local name of 
‘Bethel Free Church’ resonates with them. Recent 
outreach by both the Minister and the Home Mission 
Worker has revealed that people are now noticing 
activity around the Church and that numbers attending 
have increased. This is encouraging, but there is 
much work to do. The fields are white unto harvest, 
but, if a harvest is not reaped, many will perish. The 
Congregation value prayer as they look to reach out in 
the local community and throughout Ayr.

Some of the Ayr congregation

Dr James Millar, Elder, 
and his wife Nanette
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MISSIONS

MISSION OF INQUIRY
REV. JAMES MACINNES

The primary motivation of the Home & Foreign 
Mission Committee in publishing Mission of 
Inquiry (reviewed by Rev. Murdo MacIver below) 

is to raise awareness of the Church’s responsibility 
toward Jewish Mission. The challenge of Mr Keddie’s 
book is – what will you do today?

Considering the location and demographics of most 
of our congregations, it may appear that there are not 
many practical opportunities for involvement in Jewish 
Mission. Yet, without doubt, the first, and greatest, 
part of any Christian endeavour must be to call upon 
the Lord in prayer. The Scriptures make clear that the 
Jewish people have an abiding place in the purposes 
of God (see in particular Romans 11), and that despite 
the present rejection of Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the 
day will come when they will rejoice in Him.

Our Church has for many years supported the work 
of Christian Witness to Israel (CWI), as one way to 
advance Jewish Mission. The General Assembly agreed 
to promote this work by distributing the bookmark due 
to be included with this issue. It is worth noting that CWI 
has recently changed its name to ‘International Mission 
to Jewish People’, in part to emphasise the priority of 
reaching Jewish people with the gospel, regardless of 
their location, and to demonstrate that their work is not 
focused upon the nation state of Israel.

Mission of Inquiry to Israel in 1839 and its 
Consequences
John W. Keddie, Free Church of Scotland 
(Continuing) Home & Foreign Missions 
Committee, pbk, 42pp, £5.00 (to order please 
contact missions@fccontinuing.org or visit 
Church website)

If you know nothing about the subject covered 
in this book but are looking for a profitable and 
stimulating read, then this latest publication from 

our prolific and much-loved denominational historian, 
Rev. John W. Keddie, is ideal. Every Christian should 
harbour an innate love and prayerful concern for 
the Lord’s ancient people the Jews, and lament the 
continuing darkness under which they labour. If this is 
you, then read this publication.

My copy of the original book, of which this 
publication is a wonderful snapshot, amounts to some 
four hundred and forty-six pages, and while all of it 

is informative as a historical piece, it would be fair to 
say that some parts are more captivating than others. 
What Keddie has skilfully achieved is to condense the 
background, the content and the consequences of this 
Mission of Inquiry without losing the flavour and tone 
of the original.

The Narrative of a Mission of Inquiry to the Jews from 
the Church of Scotland in 1839, to give it its full title, 
involved four prominent ministers, Alexander Black, 
Alexander Keith, Andrew Bonar and Robert Murray 
M’Cheyne (all except the last post-Disruption Free 
Church men), embarking on a six-month adventure 
throughout Europe and the ‘Holy Land’, to investigate 
how the Jewish people were dispersed throughout 
these lands, and to make recommendations for best 
maximising opportunities for the Reformed Church in 
Scotland to evangelise the Jewish people.

The book is divided into six logical and easily 
digestible chapters. The bulk of Keddie’s effort is 
concentrated in the third chapter, which forms the 
centrepiece and summarises some of the notable 
experiences of these men during their mission. The 
other chapters provide either a suitable introduction 
and context or the resulting outcomes and continuing 
work among the Jews since 1839. A seven point 
conclusion of the author’s personal thoughts on the 
subject provides a most suitable postscript.

Having sat under Mr Keddie’s tutelage for three 
years at our Seminary, I suspect that I will not be too 
wide of the mark in speculating that the most likely 
motivation for his compiling this book is to provide a 
bite-sized taster of a significant but often overlooked 
episode in Church History, and by such means to whet 
the appetite of the reader to embark on the meatier 
main course of devouring the original book. I would be 
surprised if he does not succeed in his objective.

If the reader chooses not to use the book as a 
springboard to the expanded work, they will still be 
rewarded with a useful knowledge of a significant 
missionary endeavour of the Church of Scotland, just 
a few years before the Disruption of 1843. Keddie’s 
book provides a fascinating, relevant, and encouraging 
synopsis of a subject that we should all be familiar 
with, if for no other reason than to be able to pray with 
greater intelligence for the promised ingathering of 
the Jewish people into the True Vine.
Rev. Murdo MacIver
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A WARNING FROM WALES

Religious liberty under threat

In July the Welsh Government published a draft 
‘LGBTQ+ Action Plan’ for the country. To read it is 
to be confronted with the dismal reality of a nation 

departing from God, and the divine judgement which 
follows. Wales, sometimes referred to as the ‘land of 
revivals’, has gone so far in its rebellion against the Lord 
that its government can propose that an expanding list 
of sinful sexual orientations should be granted the sort 
of status in the Principality which ought to belong only 
to the Christian religion.

In a separate ‘Integrated Impact Assessment’, 
the Welsh Government explain that achieving their 
ambition to be “the most LGBTQ+ inclusive country in 
Europe” means that “we must pursue systemic cultural 
change”. This includes “supporting faith communities 
to be inclusive of LGBTQ+ people.” But what if a church 
desires to be faithful to God’s word? What if it should 
be unwilling to include these people as LGBT+ people, 
while being willing to include them in the way in which 
it would include anyone else – as sinners who give 
evidence of “repentance toward God, and faith toward 
our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:31)?

It is of great concern that the government then 
admit that their Action Plan “may affect matters 
concerning freedoms of expression on the ground of 
belief and faith”, and say that this interference “may 
be necessary in a democratic society in the interest 
of public safety, health or morals, or protecting the 
rights and freedoms of others.” Taken together, 
these statements can only mean that the Welsh 
Government are of the view that it is the expression 
of Biblical teaching which may be a threat to public 
safety, health and morals, and that the rights and 
freedoms of LGBTQ+ people need protection from it. 
How perverse! Sadly the government in Scotland is 
not far behind that in Wales on this issue.

The famed revival of 1904-5 is said to have resulted 
in 100,000 people in Wales becoming Christians, yet 
it was only a temporary blip in a downward trend. 
A survey in 2018 revealed Wales to be the least 
religious part of the UK. In September the Anglican 
Church in Wales, which was disestablished in 1920, 
voted to offer ‘blessings’ to same-sex couples who 
have ‘married’ in a register office, two months after 
the Methodists agreed actually to conduct such 
‘marriages’. Christianity in Britain is being hollowed 
out. The people have gone, but sound doctrine went 
first, and godly living, and both need to be recovered 
urgently.

CHRISTIANITY IN AFGHANISTAN

Biblical Christianity will survive

The news broadcasts regarding the pull-out of 
western forces from Afghanistan were both 
harrowing and troubling. Two things stood 

out. There was the bizarre account of a British former 
soldier who refused to leave the country unless the two 
hundred dogs and cats from his animal shelter were 
airlifted out. Never mind the scores of people who 
needed evacuation! This symbolises the degeneracy 
of our culture, where animal lives often mean more 
than human lives. Then there was the abandonment 
of many Christians to the sword of Islam. Despite the 
virtual blackout by our media, reports are filtering out 
of executions. Where does this leave us?

First, the bad news. Looking at what is happening 
across the Middle East and Africa, where Christians are 
daily facing persecution, robbery, false imprisonment 
and ultimately death at the hands of followers of the 
‘religion of peace’, we can see that unless there is a serious 
alteration of policy in the UK, we may find ourselves 
facing a similar catastrophe. Wherever it achieves a 
majority, Islam, like Romanism, insists on exercising the 
oppressive power which it believes belongs to a majority.

Second, the good news. The very existence of 
Christianity in Afghanistan and neighbouring areas 
bears witness to the indestructibility of the Christian 
faith (Matt. 16:18). In 592AD, when the Persian Shah 
laid siege to the city of Edessa on the Mesopotamian 
frontier, he was told: “this belongs neither to you nor 
to Rome but to Christ”. Though the city fell and Islam 
conquered across North Africa, the gospel could not 
be obliterated despite the executions which followed. 
The sole reason why there were and are any called 
Christians in Afghanistan and elsewhere is that the 
gospel of Christ will endure despite fire and sword. 

Third, the warning. Why did Islam conquer North 
Africa so easily? The answer is simple. In the fourth 
century AD, the heresy of Arianism replaced orthodoxy 
there. As Arianism rejects the divinity of Christ and 
denies the doctrine of the Trinity, so does Islam. Arianism 
relied heavily upon the State for its advancement and 
preservation; again, Islam is similar. Both chronologically 
and geographically, where Arianism was strongest, 
Islam conquered more quickly than elsewhere. 

There is a sobering lesson here. Biblical Christianity 
will survive, regardless of its environment. The means 
to withstand Islam is sound, orthodox doctrine; 
deviant forms of the faith will simply be crushed by 
the violence and collapse. May the Lord deliver His 
persecuted people in Afghanistan.

COMMENT
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(This article is an extended review of two biographies 
of Thomas Hog recently printed: Murdo A.N. Macleod, 
Thomas Hog, Scottish Reformation Society, Scots 
Worthies series, pbk, 54pp, £5.00; and G.M., The Banished 
Minister, Blue Banner Publications, hbk, 185pp, £9.95, 
available from James Dickson Books.)

Like the proverbial London bus, a biography of 
Thomas Hog (1628-92) in print has been a long 
time in coming, and now two have appeared 

together. Whether planned or not, this is well deserved, 
for Hog’s historical importance was considerable. As 
the leading Covenanting minister of the Highlands, 
Hog is the direct ancestor of the Free Church, far more 
so than Lowland leaders like Richard Cameron.

The Biographies
The first of these books is a new work, by our own Rev. 
Murdo A.N. Macleod, and will serve most purposes 
better, being cheap, admirably concise and yet very full 
in terms of the fairly limited information about Hog’s 
life that has survived. Mr Macleod includes several 
sources as appendices, among them two fragments 
from Hog’s own pen that have survived in manuscript. 
The second book is a republication of a nineteenth-
century biography, published by an author identified 
only as ‘G.M.’ It is a longer work, and a thoroughly 
engaging read that tells the story of Hog well, but the 
author evidently did not have access to all the sources 
that Mr Macleod has been able to use. Both would 
be worthy additions to the library of anyone with an 
interest in Scottish church history.

Background and Student Years
Hog was born in Tain in 1628, and seems to have 
been committed to Presbyterian principles from 
childhood, though he wrestled grievously with his own 
spiritual standing. At one point in his student years in 
Aberdeen, he reached a point of suicidal temptation, 
but was brought from this to clear assurance of his 
standing in Christ. After his studies were complete, 
he served for a time as a private chaplain in the home 
of the Earl of Sutherland. The Earl was an important 
Covenanter and Church elder, and doubtless helped 
to cement Hog in his convictions (though G.M.’s talk of 
Sutherland speaking at question meetings alongside 
the humble crofter elders is just anachronism: the 
formal fellowship meeting was not introduced until 
the eighteenth century).

Ministry in Kiltearn and Auldearn
Hog was ordained and inducted to Kiltearn, the rural 
parish that centres now upon the village of Evanton, in 
1654. Despite opposition, he saw fruit from his ministry 
there in some converts. However, in 1661, Hog was 
purportedly deposed from the ministry by the Synod 
of Ross, which was wholly subservient to the newly 
restored King Charles II. The King was determined 
to impose bishops on the Scottish church, and there 
would be no room in the Episcopalian Kirk for resolute 
Presbyterians like Hog. He removed to Auldearn, but 
disregarded the discipline of the Synod, and continued 
to preach and administer the sacraments there. This 
resulted in ongoing persecution.

Imprisonment on Bass Rock
In 1677, Hog was arrested and taken to Edinburgh, and 
eventually confined on the notorious Bass Rock. There 
he became ill, due to the cruel conditions in which he 
was kept. When appeal was made on his behalf for his 
imprisonment to be eased, the leading Episcopalian, 
Archbishop James Sharp, instead demanded that Hog 
be moved to the lowest cell, a mere hole, evidently 
hoping that Hog would die there. Instead, Hog made 
a remarkable recovery, such that he used to remark 
afterwards that Sharp was “the best doctor he ever had”!

Exile, Return and Death
Hog was released in 1679 and returned to Auldearn, but 
continued to endure harassment from the Government 
in his labours. In 1683, he was again arrested, and 
eventually went into exile in Holland, where he 
befriended William of Orange and his wife Mary. In 1688, 
they ascended the British throne as William III and Mary 
II, and Hog was able to return to his native land. In 1691, 
he was restored to Kiltearn, though by then he was old 
and his health was broken. He died a few months later.

Epitaph
Hog was buried, as he had requested, under the 
threshold of the old Kiltearn parish church. This 
church still exists as a ruin, on the road leading in to the 
modern village of Evanton. Hog’s grave was marked by 
the solemn inscription: “This stone shall bear witness 
against the parishioners of Kiltearn if they bring ane 
ungodly Minister in here.”

[More pictures of Old Kiltearn Parish Church are found 
at: https://her.highland.gov.uk/monument/MHG8130]

CHURCH HISTORY

THOMAS HOG OF KILTEARN
REV. ALASDAIR J. MACLEOD
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An Inestimable Privilege: 
Sermons by Rev. John 
Macsween M.A.
hbk, 352pp, £14.00. 
Available from Bethesda 
Hospice Charity Shop, 
48 Bayhead Street, 
Stornoway, Isle of Lewis 
HS1 2DZ & Stornoway 
Christian Bookshop, 
30 Kenneth Street, 
Stornoway, Isle of Lewis 
HS1 2DR.

It would have been difficult in the last century to have 
found a more able, spiritual, or theological preacher 
than Rev. John Macsween of Point, Isle of Lewis. Even 

the learned Prof. John Murray of Westminster Seminary 
sent his freshly-finished Commentary on Romans to 
Mr. Macsween to read through and comment on before 
he finally published it.

There was a reverence about Mr Macsween in the 
pulpit which sadly contrasts with the brash, bombastic 
presentations of the Word today. It was clear that he 
was in the presence of God and so was the hearer. 
What was notable about Mr Macsween was his 
infrequent use of the Divine Name in prayer, a mark of 
his profound reverence. He had a searching ministry; 
every part of the heart was explored, and every aspect 
of the Person of Christ was explained and applied to 
sinner and saint. There was a solemn reality about 
his application of the Word to the hearer bound for 
eternity, and the hearers always left with something 
important to ponder on the  journey.

There are 38 sermons in this collection, faithfully 
transcribed  from the recordings made in Lewis and in 
North America. They are unique, superior, and presented 
in plain language, and are heartily commended.    
Rev. James Clark

Sacrifice
Howard Guinness, Wakeman Trust, pbk, 83pp, 
£4.95

This little book, first published in 1936, is a 
classic work of challenge to wholehearted 
commitment to Christian service. The author 

was a doctor and student evangelist, the grandson of 
the great Victorian preacher and friend of Spurgeon, 
Henry Grattan Guinness.

There are five chapters. ‘Poverty’ argues for 
selflessness in the dedication of our resources to the 

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

Worship and Witness in Crisis – Has the Church 
Failed the Covid Test?
Matthew A. Vogan & Matthew J. Hyde (eds.), 
Ettrick Press, pbk, 296pp, £10.95

The book contains ten short articles examining 
the Church’s response to the Covid judgement. 
The ten articles are written by a number of 

Ministers and other Christians from within the wider 
church circle. The purpose of the publishing of this 
book is stated on the rear cover as “not to criticise the 
church. Instead it seeks to analyse the questions Covid 
has posed to the church, from a biblical and historical 
perspective, with the aim of equipping the church for the 
future.”

Whilst many questions 
that have arisen are 
addressed, the main focus 
seems to be whether the 
Church was right to go along 
with the lockdown, and 
close for public worship. 
It seems clear that most, 
if not all, the writers argue 
that the Church has failed 
the Covid Test by closing its 
doors for public worship. 
Here are two quotes from 
the book:

“It is necessary at all times that Christians should 
meet together, whether they have Ministers or not, and 
whether the Magistrate allows it or not.” (p.33)

“The link between the Sabbath day and the institution 
of public worship is such that failure to keep public 
worship must be deemed a breaking of the Sabbath.” 
(p.61)

The book is well written, easily read and 
informative. All authors write from the perspective 
that the Covid-19 judgement is now behind the 
Church.

I found the book interesting and in many respects 
challenging. I think chapters one, two and nine are 
particularly beneficial. Whilst the issues raised may be 
of interest to the wider church, I would recommend all 
church office-bearers to read this book. Local public 
worship is their responsibility, and to be informed of 
these serious issues is a requisite for the discharge of 
their duty.
Rev. Richard Ross

BOOK 
REVIEWS
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Lord’s work; ‘Love’ for 
patience and care in the 
choice of a spouse, with our 
eye always principally on 
the work of the Kingdom; 
and ‘Discipline’ for the chief 
dedication of our time and 
energies to God’s work. The 
fourth chapter, ‘Experience’, 
is more personal, describing 
compellingly the author’s 
seasons of backsliding, and 
times of spiritual renewal. 
This is particularly helpful 

for the author’s identification of spiritual benefit with 
diligent habits of worship, witness and order in his 
life. Finally, ‘Power’ argues from Acts 1:8 for active 
submission to the Lordship of Christ as the great 
means of spiritual power. A single loose statement, 
“When I enthrone Christ...he is now free to do what he 
wills with me” (p.77), does not undermine the force of 
the wider argument.  It merely describes the subjective 
experience of sanctification, rather than the objective 
reality that it is always God Who works in the soul, 
sovereignly, to bring us to submit to Christ.

Though a brief and easy read, this is a book 
calculated to leave an impact on the life. Guinness’s 
call to sanctified sacrifice is welcome and urgent: 
“Where are the people of vision today? Where are 
those who have seen the King in his beauty, by whom 
from henceforth all else is counted but refuse that 
they may win Christ?....Where are the people who, like 
Moses, commune with God face to face as a man speaks 
with his friend, and unmistakably bear with them the 
fragrance of the meeting through the day?” (pp.82-83)

Though no doubt chiefly intended as a counter 
to the ‘higher life’ teaching associated with Keswick 
which was so prevalent in early twentieth-century 
evangelicalism, calling believers rather to earnest 
sanctified effort in the mould of the older Puritan 
evangelicalism, this little book is equally relevant to 
our age. In a day when evangelicalism has all too often 
become flabby and self-indulgent, Sacrifice is a tonic, 
and is highly recommended.  
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

Around the Table of the King: Meditations on 
communion service from a Jewish perspective
John Jacobs, DayOne, pbk, 192pp, £8.00

The sub-title (“Meditations on the communion 
service from a Jewish perspective”) is perhaps 
more expressive of the content of this very 

interesting and edifying book. Written by a converted 

Jew, it comprises 34 easily-
read chapters of just 
three or four pages each, 
each chapter ending with 
something devotional 
such as a prayer or 
quotation. As with most 
Day One publications, Bible 
quotations are from the NIV.

Drawing from his Jewish 
heritage, Jacobs gives us 
a fascinating insight into 
the Old Testament festivals 
and Jewish practices and 
compares this with the New Testament and Christ. The 
text that came to mind in reading this book was: “What 
advantage then hath the Jew? or what profit is there 
of circumcision? Much every way: because that unto 
them were committed the oracles of God.” (Rom. 3:1-
2). The chapter, Thoughts on the Bread, is particularly 
good. Among other things Jacobs says: “...making the 
Passover bread, or Matzah, the dough is crushed flat, 
then pierced with a pointed tool to prevent it rising in 
the oven. We remember Christ’s body pierced with nails 
and a spear. For the Christian, this illustrates how Jesus 
was treated at his death...(Isa 53: 5).”

This highlighted my ignorance of the Old Testament 
and Christ pictured there. There are many things that 
will surprise the reader about little Biblical phrases 
that one could easily overlook, but which add a whole 
new dimension to the understanding of the narrative. 
To mention just one or two. We are told that Naomi’s 
(and Ruth’s) return to Bethlehem took place “in the 
beginning of barley harvest”. Why was it at the feast 
of tabernacles that Jesus cried, “If any man thirst, let 
him come unto me, and drink”, and not at one of the 
other feasts? And why are we told that the sponge with 
the vinegar was offered to Jesus on a stalk of hyssop, 
and not just any other stick? We would do well to 
remember that “All scripture is given by inspiration of 
God, and is profitable...” (2 Tim. 3:16).

Whilst we would agree with most of Jacobs’ 
theology, some of his quotations from other authors 
are, sadly, a bit off the mark. For example, immediately 
after asserting that “Christ is the Host; it is He who 
invites us to His table,” he goes on to quote a prayer 
from the Iona Abbey Worship Book that begins, “Come, 
Lord Jesus, be our guest....” There is also a completely 
irrelevant chapter on Easter eggs: the book would be 
much the better without it.

If one can overlook the blemishes, there is much 
that an exercised Christian can benefit from in reading 
this book.
Calum Macleod (Knock & Point)
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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. 
October      November    December
3    Ayr, Greenville, Snizort    7    Arran, Edinburgh–St Columba’s, 
10  Cross, St Louis            Kilmorack & Strathglass
17  Ballyclare & Doagh    14  Aberdeen, Tarbat
24  Atlanta, Knock & Point, Poolewe & Aultbea  21  Brora, Glasgow–Shettleston
31  Glasgow–Partick           28  Kiltearn (All dates subject to change due to COVID-19)
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“He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied: by his 
knowledge shall my righteous servant justify many; for he shall bear 
their iniquities.”

Isaiah 53:11
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