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There is something very comforting for Christians 
in the doctrine of God’s providence. Rightly 
understood and believingly applied to our lives, 

this truth is a balm for our souls in every time of trouble. 
As we experience the coronavirus pandemic and its 
consequences, which include loneliness, frustration, 
unemployment, sickness and death, the knowledge 
that a mighty, sovereign and loving God is wholly in 
charge of this event gives wonderful reassurance to 
believers. That knowledge is certainly worth a lot 
more than sentiments such as “together we will beat 
this” and “we will meet again”.

The word ‘providence’ is sometimes used carelessly, 
as though it meant nothing very different from chance 
or fate, yet it is the providence of God, and we are bound 
to view it in that way. There are certainly difficulties in 
the doctrine of providence, which may deter some from 
considering it. That fact, along with the many mysteries 
in the workings of providence, means that we should 
concentrate on the ‘who’ and ‘what’ of providence, 
rather than the ‘how’ and ‘why’. We need to ask, as 
does our Shorter Catechism, “What are God’s works 
of providence?” The Catechism gives us this helpful 
answer: “God’s works of providence are, his most holy, 
wise, and powerful preserving and governing all his 
creatures, and all their actions.” (SC 11)

Idea
The term ‘providence’ is an interesting one. It comes 
from a Latin word meaning “to see before”. The idea is 
that of tending something with an eye to its future, as a 
parent with a child or a farmer with a field. So it is with 
God and His creation. Some imagine that God created 
the universe and then withdrew from it, leaving it to 
operate according to natural laws, rather as one might 
wind up a clock and then let it run down. The truth 
is that God, having made all things, maintains them in 
existence and regulates their actions, as the One who 
knows the end from the beginning (Acts 15:18).

God has a fixed, eternal purpose to glorify Himself, 
and the works of creation and providence are the steps 
He takes in accomplishing that great end. While God 
is ‘transcendent’, existing altogether apart from His 
creation, He is nevertheless intimately involved with 
it. To believe otherwise is to deny the God who has 
revealed Himself in the Bible and throughout human 
history – the God who is “not far from every one of 
us” (Acts 17:27). And it is to deny the only hope for 

mankind, which is that “Christ Jesus came into the 
world to save sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15).

Universal
The Scriptures teach us that divine providence is 
universal. God is “the great King” (Ps. 48:2) and “his 
kingdom ruleth over all” (Ps. 103:19). A god who did 
not or could not control His creation could hardly be 
worshipped. Providence begins with the preservation 
of things or the sustaining of them in their being. God 
is “upholding all things by the word of his power” 
(Heb. 1:3) and in Jesus Christ, all things “consist” or 
“hold together” (Col. 1:17). In preserving His living 
creatures, man included, God makes daily provision 
for their needs: “Thou openest thine hand, and 
satisfiest the desire of every living thing” (Ps. 145:16). 
Nothing and no one can exist for a moment without the 
providence of God!

God’s providence also involves the government of 
things or the directing of their actions. This includes 
those natural actions which are essential to our bodily 
life, as the apostle Paul proclaimed to the Athenians: 
“in him we live, and move, and have our being” (Acts 
17:28). Our moral actions are under God’s hand too. 
Sin can only be committed if God permits it, and then it 
is turned by Him to His glory. “Surely the wrath of man 
shall praise thee: the remainder of wrath shalt thou 
restrain.” (Ps. 76:10) This is seen most remarkably in 
the cross of Christ. Finally, and in a hidden way, God 
orders the whole inner life of every individual: “The 
preparations of the heart in man, and the answer of 
the tongue, is from the Lord.” (Prov. 16:1). Reflecting 
upon these things as believers ought to encourage us!

Holy
Divine providence, like its Author, is holy (Ps. 145:17). 
In relation to nations, providence rewards their 
obedience to God and punishes their disobedience 
(Prov. 14:34). We can see this with God’s covenant 
people Israel, enjoying great spiritual privileges but 
often provoking God to anger by their sin. Some people 
ask, “If there is a God, why is there a coronavirus?” 
Their mistake is that they focus entirely on God’s love, 
with no thought for His holiness. The righteous Lord 
has sent the coronavirus as a judgement upon a wicked 
world. It has visited our nation – one which the Lord 
has so greatly blessed – to scourge us for our rebellion 
and unbelief. The presence of such an affliction is no 
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reason to doubt the existence of God: on the contrary, 
it is clear evidence that God does exist, and that He is 
indeed “the Judge of all the earth” (Gen. 18:25).

Will anyone challenge the assertion that the devil has 
a hold upon our nation? Such has been the decline in 
biblical Christianity in our country that Satan is able to 
deceive people into believing the most brazen lies: that 
abortion, the destruction of a unique and irreplaceable 
human individual, is a branch of healthcare; that unions 
between individuals of the same sex are the equivalent 
of marriage, that the Church of Rome, full of superstition 
and idolatry, is the church instituted by Christ; that 
Islam is truly a religion of peace; that those who love the 
world will go to heaven when they die. “Shall I not visit 
for these things? saith the Lord: and shall not my soul be 
avenged on such a nation as this?” (Jer. 5:9)

Wise
Divine providence is also wise (Isa. 28:19). It arranges 
everything to the advantage of the Lord’s people. Paul 
expresses this most comfortingly in those familiar 
words: “And we know that all things work together 
for good to them that love God, to them who are the 
called according to his purpose.” (Rom. 8:28) There is a 
divinely-appointed co-operation of events in the life of 
every believer. If we look at one event in isolation from 
the rest we may not see any good in it, but if we view 
it in the context of our whole life, and especially the 
coming eternity, we will see it differently. A single dark 
thread may not be very attractive in itself, but when 
it is set in its place it contributes to the final pattern. 
A medicine is composed of several ingredients, some 
of which, if taken on their own, are harmful; yet when 
they are taken together they make the patient whole.

The great wheel of divine providence has many cogs, 
engaging smaller wheels, which engage yet smaller 
wheels. Even our sins and faults are turned to good, as 
was the case with Simon Peter and his denial of Christ 
(Luke 22:31-32). Perhaps we are thinking, “Surely a 
virus can’t do anyone any good!” but it can and will if it 
pleases a merciful and gracious God. He can make use 
of it to cause sinners to consider their latter end, which 
they would not do otherwise; He may also use it to take 
some of His beloved saints home to glory.

Powerful
Divine providence is powerful too (Dan. 4:35). It is 
never thwarted by any creature, and extends even to 
the greatest among men: “The king’s heart is in the 
hand of the Lord, as the rivers of water: he turneth it 
whithersoever he will.” (Prov. 21:1) If the rulers of this 
world realised this, it would surely have a humbling 
effect upon them, which would be for their good and 
perhaps ours too. Believers may feel vulnerable during 
a pandemic: we are not only frail in ourselves; we can 
also be put in danger by the actions (or inactions) of 
governments trying to cope with the crisis, especially 
when they do this with no regard for the Lord.

A Christian is to commit himself to God at such a 
time. As John Calvin wrote: “This, I say, is his comfort, 
that his heavenly Father so embraces all things under 
his power – so governs them at will by his nod – so 
regulates them by his wisdom, that nothing takes 
place save according to his appointment; that received 
into his favour, and entrusted to the care of his angels 
neither fire, nor water, nor sword, can do him harm, 
except in so far as God their master is pleased to 
permit.”

Church
There is a special providence of God which works on 
behalf of the church, as the body of Christ, and takes 
care of it (Amos 9:8,9). Because of this providence, we 
need not fear for the church, although sometimes we 
are tempted to, particularly in a day of small things; 
the Lord will ensure that “a seed shall serve him” 
(Ps. 22:30). Robert Shaw wrote concerning God’s 
watchfulness over His church: “The very means which 
her enemies intended for her destruction and ruin 
have, by an overruling Providence, been rendered 
subservient to her edification and enlargement (Acts 
8:4). The preservation of the Church, in spite of the 
craft and malice of hell, and of all the pernicious errors 
and bloody persecutions which have threatened her 
ruin, is no less wonderful than the spectacle which 
Moses beheld, – a bush burning but not consumed.”

To know God as the God of providence, as well as the 
God of our salvation, is rich consolation for the believer. 
Let us rejoice that the Lord can deliver His church and 
people from all that is against her and them, being “the 
governor among the nations” (Ps. 22:28). And let us 
never forget that He does so in answer to our prayers, 
and give Him the praise. “And call upon me in the day of 
trouble: I will deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify me.” 
(Ps. 50:15)
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“Come, my people, enter thou into thy chambers, and 
shut thy doors about thee: hide thyself as it were for a 
little moment, until the indignation be overpast.” 
(Isaiah 26:20)

This passage is a word in season to God’s people 
in a time of national crisis. It reminds us of the 
night of the Passover in Egypt when the Angel 

of death swept over the land. The Israelites were 
to shelter behind blood-sprinkled doors. It was a 
time of God’s ‘indignation’, as at the Flood, as at the 
Babylonian invasion, and as at the present day. There 
was no refuge from the flood but in the One provided, 
the Ark of promise. So today, there is no refuge 
anywhere but Christ, no safety in time of danger but 
in Christ.

Rest
In times of panic we shall find rest and peace in Christ 
alone. Changes appear every day, but He is “the same 
yesterday, and to day, and for ever.” (Heb. 13:8) He 
alone is the Great Physician, whose healing power is 
forever and not just for a lifetime on earth. Dark clouds 
appear here but the Sun shines continually in Heaven, 
and in times of trouble we long for our eternal Home 
(Col. 3:1-4; Ps. 23:6).

Prayer
“Shut thy doors”, says God. We are to go inside and pray 
(Matt. 6:6), and our very posture in prayer ought to be 
a reminder to humble ourselves under God’s mighty 
Hand in Providence (1 Pet. 5:6). Faith, hope and 
love combine in prayer, especially in a time of God’s 
judgement upon the world. The verses in Isaiah teach 
that some time was to elapse before the deliverance 
would come. We also are to wait, trusting in God.

Trial
The delay would be a trial to faith and therefore God 
gave His people the comforting message in the text. 
Let us also shut the door to keep the devil out, “for 
so it falls out too often with God’s people when they 
are at rest in God’s Name or promises: Satan creeps 
in by unbelieving doubts and puzzling objections, and 
beats them out of their refuge back again into trouble.” 
(John Flavel) Behind the doors is the time we need to 

contemplate the acts of God and meditate on eternal 
destinies; also to think lovingly of Him “who hath 
abolished death, and hath brought life and immortality 
to light through the gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10).

Advocate
The Lord says “Come”, leave all things to Him, simply do 
as He says. Draw near to your Refuge, and abide there. 
He has proved His immutable faithfulness before, 
although we did not understand His dealings with us 
at the time. We are not able to tell how or when the 
present judgement upon church and nation shall end, 
but it is wisdom to seek an Advocate with the Father (1 
John 2:1), who can guarantee our safety. It shall be but 
“a little moment” in God’s eyes. Plagues have come and 
gone on the earth since Adam’s Fall; there is something 
to be learned from them, if we are willing to be taught 
by God.

Patience
We patiently wait upon God. Patience is not easy, but 
we are not to venture forth “until” the storm passes by. 
There will be much to do among the survivors. This is a 
time to wait upon the Lord and so renew our strength 
(Isa. 40:31). God is calling us to Himself. We entrust 
ourselves to His keeping. Like Noah coming out of the 
ark, we shall find that our country, our world, shall not 
be the same again.

Worship
Although we are taken aside for a while, the worship 
of God continues; prayers ascend, Psalms are sung, the 
Bible is read, Christ is magnified. The public means of 
grace are not so plentiful, but God has provided for this 
also; all His elect shall be found and gathered in. “I am 
found of them that sought me not” (Isa. 65:1). How so? 
Because He was seeking them! And in the final analysis 
this is what matters: the Good Shepherd shall seek and 
find and there shall be rejoicing in Heaven (Luke 15:4-
7; Matt. 18:11-14).

“Hear, Lord, my pray’r; unto the voice
    of my request attend:
In troublous times I’ll call on thee;
    for thou wilt answer send.” 
   (Psalm 86:6,7, metrical)

DEVOTIONAL

CHRIST IS THE ONLY REFUGE
REV. JAMES CLARK
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Afifth principle of the Free Church is the place 
given to Scripture, as having supreme authority 
in the Church. This principle is held by all 

evangelical churches in theory, but not necessarily in 
practice.

Introduction
Culturally we have shifted from ‘modernism’ to 
‘postmodernism’: the rejection of absolutes has 
been followed by the rejection of facts. The clearest 
expression of this is seen in today’s confusion regarding 
identity: we are told that we can be what we choose to 
be, whether male, female or anything in between.

Intellectuals warned of this long ago. The American 
historian Richard Hofstadter  (1916-70) wrote Anti-
intellectualism in American Life in 1963. Evangelicals 
dealt with the subject, such as David Wells of Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary in No Place for Truth 
(1993). Others made a similar point, for example 
William Kilpatrick addressed the lack of moral teaching 
in public education in the USA in Why Johnny Can’t Tell 
Right from Wrong (1992).

Much of evangelicalism has fallen victim to this new 
culture. The collapse is expressed in the sidelining of 
doctrine and creeds, which are substituted by personal 
opinion. Not even Scripture is regarded as authoritative, 
for alongside the Bible are placed new revelations and 
spiritual experiences. Equally devastating is the way 
in which the teaching of Scripture is reduced to “what 
you think it teaches”; in other words, the individual is 
authoritative.

What we need then is a restatement of the supreme 
authority of Scripture. While we accept that there are 
other lawful authorities, such as parents, kirk sessions 
and civil government, we must insist upon the long-
held principle that the Scriptures are the only infallible 
rule of faith and practice. Christ’s Word rules the 
Church.

1. The Trustworthiness of Scripture Attests its 
Authority
When the Lord Jesus declared, “I and my Father are 
one”, the Jews accused Him of blasphemy (John 10:30-
33). The Saviour rebutted their charge by quoting from 
the Scriptures of the Old Testament: “Is it not written 
in your law, I said, Ye are gods?” (v.34) He was referring 
to Psalm 82:6. What is striking is the way in which He 
does this.

(i) Christ refers to the verse He quotes as “law”, 
specifically “your law”. Significantly, the verse is not 
from the first five books of the Old Testament, which 
the Bible itself terms “the law of Moses”, but from the 
portion called “the psalms” (Luke 24:44). The reason 
Christ refers to the verse He cites as “law” is because 
it is part of Scripture: He is ascribing legal authority 
in His Church to the whole of Scripture. This is not the 
only time that Christ does this; He describes Psalm 
35:19 as “law” (John 15:25). Nor is Christ alone in 
this. The apostle Paul does the same in 1 Corinthians 
14:21, where he quotes Isaiah 28:11 as “the law”; 
likewise in Romans 3:10-19 (quoting from Psalms 
5,10 & 14).

(ii) Christ reinforces His citation from Psalm 82 with 
the assertion “the scripture cannot be broken” (John 
10:35). The verse He refers to is Scripture, and no part 
of Scripture can be broken. The word ‘broken’ is used 
for breaking the law of Moses (John 7:23), including 
the Sabbath commandment (John 5:18). Christ is 
stating that Scripture cannot be annulled, withstood 
or denied. You see how Christ is arguing: Scripture as 
a whole cannot be broken, therefore this particular 
scripture in Psalm 82 has indisputable authority.

 
2. The Appeal to Scripture Affirms its Authority
All through the New Testament there is an appeal to 
the Scriptures of the Old Testament. This simple appeal 
is an affirmation of the authority of Scripture.

DOCTRINE

FREE CHURCH DISTINCTIVES: 
(5) CHRIST RULES HIS CHURCH 
BY SCRIPTURE
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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Application
1. It is foolishness not to believe what is written in 

Scripture. When the risen Christ talked with the two 
disciples on the way to Emmaus, He reproved them for 
their unbelief: “O fools, and slow of heart to believe all 
that the prophets have spoken” (Luke 24:25). He then 
“expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things 
concerning himself.” (v.27) The lesson is that our 
Lord demands an unqualified belief in the Scriptures, 
without any limitation. Unsurprisingly, those who are 
not Christians expect Christians to believe the Bible.

2. Beware of not reading the Scriptures carefully. 
Christ said to the chief priests and scribes on one 
occasion, “have ye never read”, and quoted Psalm 
8:2 to them (Matt. 21:16). On another occasion He 
said to the Jews, “have ye not read this scripture”, 
and quoted Psalm 118:22-23 to them (Mark 12:10-
11). Soon afterwards the Sadducees, who denied the 
resurrection, sought to entrap the Lord by referring 
to the writings of Moses, but He confounded them 
by saying, “Do ye not therefore err, because ye know 
not the scriptures, neither the power of God?” (Mark 
12:24) Christ was stressing the vital importance of 
reading, searching and understanding the Bible. All of 
our mistakes are due to our neglect of Scripture and 
our refusal to think through its teachings, comparing 
one part with another (1 Cor. 2:13).

3. The Gospel rests upon the historical fulfilment of 
Scripture. This fact is asserted by Paul, in terms of the 
death, burial and resurrection of our Redeemer (1 Cor. 
15:3,4). Throughout the book of Acts, wherever the 
Gospel went, those who preached it made appeal to 
Scripture. When Philip encountered the Ethiopian in the 
desert, and heard him reading from the prophet Isaiah, 
he “began at the same scripture, and preached unto 
him Jesus” (Acts 8:30-35). When Paul ministered to the 
Jews in Thessalonica, he “reasoned with them out of the 
scriptures” concerning the suffering and resurrection of 
Christ (17:1-3). Later, as he stood before king Agrippa, 
Paul was able to affirm that during his ministry he had 
said “none other things than those which the prophets 
and Moses did say should come” (26:22).

Every aspect of Christianity rests upon Scripture, 
and Scripture is enough.

When there are questions concerning the doctrine, 
worship, discipline and government of the Church, and 
the Christian life in general, the answer should begin, 
“it is written”. Christ used this formula at the outset and 
the conclusion of His public ministry. When tempted 
by Satan in the wilderness He said: “It is written, Man 
shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that 
proceedeth out of the mouth of God.” (Matt. 4:4); in 
fact it was the only weapon He used against the evil 
one (vv.7,10). And shortly before His ascension Christ 
reminded His disciples that He had told them that 
everything written about Him in the Old Testament 
must be fulfilled (Luke 24:44). He went on: “Thus it is 
written, and thus it behoved Christ to suffer, and to rise 
from the dead the third day” (v.46). If it is foretold in 
Scripture, then it is bound to come to pass!

3. The Fulfilment of what is Written Testifies to its 
Authority
Throughout his account of the Gospel, Matthew records 
many different events concerning our Saviour as having 
occurred in fulfilment of Scripture. These include: 
His miraculous conception (1:22,23); His birth in 
Bethlehem (2:4-6); His upbringing in Nazareth (2:23); 
His teaching by parables (13:34,35); His entry into 
Jerusalem (21:4,5); the parting of His garments (27:35).

In addition, Christ Himself refers to certain events 
in His life as being the fulfilment of Scripture. They 
include: His reading and preaching from Isaiah’s 
prophecy when visiting the synagogue in Nazareth 
(Luke 4:16-21); His betrayal by one of the twelve 
disciples (John 13:18); His arrest by the armed mob 
in Gethsemane, when the Jews had not taken Him on 
other occasions (Mark 14:49).

On the basis of what Scripture states, Christ 
announced with complete confidence that specific 
future events would come to pass. When they had left 
the upper room to go to the mount of Olives, Christ said 
to the disciples: “All ye shall be offended because of me 
this night: for it is written, I will smite the shepherd, 
and the sheep of the flock shall be scattered abroad.” 
(Matt. 26:31) He was quoting Zechariah 13:7, and 
this prophecy was fulfilled soon after in the garden of 
Gethsemane, when “all the disciples forsook him, and 
fled.” (Matt. 26:56) 

It is no surprise to find that the Lord Jesus Christ 
is the ‘revealer’ in the book of Revelation, or that He 
is called “the faithful and true witness” (Rev. 3:14). 
As the great Prophet of the church, Christ opens 
our understanding, that we might understand the 
Scriptures (Luke 24:45).

“The Gospel rests upon 
the historical fulfilment 
of Scripture.”
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“This do in remembrance of me.” (1 Cor. 11:24,25)

The Lord’s Supper was instituted by the Saviour 
on the night before His arrest, to commemorate 
His death (Matt. 26:26-29; Mark 14:22-25; Luke 

22:19,20; 1 Cor. 11:23-26). It was instituted during the 
celebration of the Passover, so we are to understand 
that this ordinance replaced the Passover in the new 
administration, just as Baptism replaced Circumcision. 
The phrase, “this do in remembrance of me”, is found 
once in Luke’s account and twice in Paul’s account. 
What exactly are we exhorted to remember?

The Lord in His Death
Our Westminster Confession of Faith states that Christ 
instituted this sacrament, “to be observed in his 
church unto the end of the world, for the perpetual 
remembrance of the sacrifice of himself in his 
death” (WCF 29:1). Note the phrasing: we are not to 
remember the Lord’s death by or in itself, but how the 
Lord sacrificed Himself in His death. The former may 
suggest a passivity, whereas the latter stresses the 
Saviour’s activity: Christ gave Himself to suffering and 
death (John 10:18). We are not active in death, but our 
Lord was. The pains of Hell had no claim upon Him, but 
He permitted them to take hold upon Him (Ps. 116:3).

Sacrifice implies offering, and the concept of offering 
brings us to the topic of priesthood. As our great High 
Priest, the Lord Jesus was both priest and offering 
(Heb. 4:14; 5:1). He gave His back to the smiters (Isa. 
50:6), and in so doing allowed them to tear open His 
flesh. He gave His body to death, and death broke it, 
though miraculously not a single bone of His was 
broken (Ps. 34:20; John 19:36). He offered Himself as 
the once-and-for-all blood sacrifice unto God, and in so 
doing “poured out his soul unto death” (Isa. 53:12). We 
are therefore exhorted to remember Christ’s priestly 
action. We remember Him in His death.

The Lord in His Love
The phrase “new testament” (e.g. Luke 22:20) refers to 
the new covenant, which was inaugurated at Christ’s 
crucifixion. The blood of Christ propitiated the wrath of 
God and ushered in the blessings of the new covenant, 
which promised a new heart, inner sanctification and 
covenant knowledge of God based on the forgiveness of 
sins (Jer. 31:31-34). The Mosaic covenant was ratified 
by the blood of the burnt offerings, which Moses took 

and sprinkled upon the people, saying, “Behold the 
blood of the covenant, which the Lord hath made with 
you concerning all these words.” (Ex. 24:8) As the blood 
of calves and goats ratified the covenant bond between 
God and Israel, albeit in a typical way, so the shed blood 
of Christ ratified the covenant bond between God and 
elect sinners, in an everlasting, internal way. His blood 
guarantees the blessing of the covenant of grace.

The love of God for His people is covenantal. The 
Father elected sinners in covenant union with Christ. 
This is why God can say, “Yea, I have loved thee with 
an everlasting love” (Jer. 31:3), and this is why those 
who have no interest in His covenant love have no 
right to partake of the symbols of the new covenant. 
The Lord’s Supper is a love feast for the Lord’s people. 
They are mindful that everlasting love is held out to 
them in mercy’s hands, only because of the everlasting 
covenant. They are mindful that those everlasting 
arms which have enabled them to go forward to the 
Table are the same arms which were outstretched for 
them on the cross. We remember His covenant love for 
elect sinners.

The Lord’s Blessings
The Lord’s blessings come to us by the Spirit and 
through the activity of saving faith in our hearts. By 
faith, Christ and the benefits of the new covenant are 
applied to believers, and they are strengthened and 
consoled through His atonement. They remember 
that their guilt has been dealt with, and divine wrath 
propitiated. Not even death can separate them from 
the love of Christ (Rom. 8:35-39); it now becomes a 
portal to glory. At the Lord’s Table they contemplate 
His love and His invisible but real presence. More 
than anything else, perhaps, they remember that 
their Saviour is not dead but alive, forever making 
intercession and inhabiting their praise.

This is beautifully illustrated in the following 
part of an address given by a minister as he was 
addressing the communicants at the Lord’s Table. 
“There are”, he said, “three wonders which God sets 
before us in the sacrament. Firstly, the bride prepares 
a feast in remembrance of the death of her husband, 
and secondly, her husband is not dead, but alive, and 
thirdly, not only is her husband alive but he is with 
her at the table.” When we remember the Lord in His 
death, we ought to remember our great need and His 
even greater love for His church (John 3:16).

PRACTICAL RELIGION

REMEMBRANCE
REV. THOMAS BUDGEN
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(Willison [1680-1750] was an influential minister in the 
Church of Scotland. Among his most popular works is 
‘The Afflicted Man’s Companion’, first published in 1737. 
He wrote it in order “that the afflicted may have a book 
in their houses, and at their bedsides, as a monitor to 
preach to them in private, when they are restrained 
from hearing sermons in public.” This is a section from a 
chapter containing ‘Special Directions to the Children of 
God, when under Sickness, or any other Affliction’.)

The time of affliction is usually God’s gracious 
season of meeting with his people, the time of 
their rarest comforts and sweetest foretastes 

of heaven, according to 2 Corinthians 1:5, “For as the 
sufferings of Christ abound in us, so our consolation 
also aboundeth by Christ.” Paul and Silas never sung 
more joyfully than when they were laid in the inner 
prison, with their backs torn with scourges, and their 
feet fast in the stocks (Acts 16:24). And when was it that 
Jacob saw the angels of God ascending and descending 
upon the ladder that reached between heaven and 
earth, but at the time when he was in a destitute case, 
forced to lie in the open field, having no canopy but the 
heavens, and no pillow but a stone?

God’s Kindness
When was it that the three children saw Christ in the 
likeness of the Son of God with them, but when they 
were in the furnace, and that when it was hotter than 
ordinary? When was it that Ezekiel had a vision of 
God, but when sitting solitary by the river Chebar in 
the land of his captivity? When was it that John got 
a glorious vision of Christ, but when he was an exile 
in the isle of Patmos? And when was it that Stephen 
saw the heavens opened, and Christ standing at the 
right hand of God pleading for him, but when they 
were stoning and bruising him to death? So that the 
most remarkable experiences of God’s kindness that 
believers get in this world, have been joined to the 
time of affliction: the consideration whereof should 
move every Christian to wait on the Lord, and bear his 
cross with patience.

The Believer’s Patience
When you are helped to Christian patience and 
submission under God’s hand, it contributes much 
to the credit of religion, and to the conviction of the 
world, that there is a certain reality in the truths of the 
gospel, and a great  efficacy in the grace of God which 
bears you up, and carries you through beyond the 
strength of nature.

O believer, bear up with patience under the cross, 
for thou hast not long to bear it. God’s wrath on the 
church abideth but for a moment, yea, a little moment. 
“Come, my people, enter thou into thy chambers, and 
shut thy doors about thee: hide thyself as it were for 
a little moment, until the indignation be overpast.” 
(Isa. 26:20) Surely a moment, a little moment, which 
is the smallest part of time, will soon be over; and wilt 
thou not have patience for a moment? The psalmist 
supported himself with this consideration, “He will 
not always chide: neither will he keep his anger for 
ever.” (Ps. 103:9) The time of indignation will soon be 
overpast, and the time of consolation will succeed.

The Mansions Above
O believer, the end of all thy trials is near; think on it, 
and look for it. Is it bodily pain or sickness that is thy 
affliction? Then consider, the end of it will be either 
life or death: if death, then what thou sufferest is the 
last struggle; bear it patiently: those enemies you now 
see, you will see them again no more. In the mansions 
above, there is no pain nor crying: the inhabitants there 
shall never say they are sick; and one hour with them 
will make thee forget all thy momentary afflictions. If 
the issue shall be life, you will be ashamed, when well, 
that you had no more patience whilst sick.

I shall close this direction with the words of the 
apostle James. “Take, my brethren, the prophets, who 
have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example 
of suffering affliction, and of patience. Behold, we 
count them happy which endure. Ye have heard of the 
patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord; that 
the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy.” (James 
5:10,11)

PRACTICAL RELIGION

THE TIME OF AFFLICTION
JOHN WILLISON
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There have been many stories recently of people 
claiming to have changed their gender. US 
Olympic sportsman Bruce Jenner, now known 

as ‘Caitlyn’, is one of many celebrities identifying as 
‘transgender’. Those who deny that a person can change 
sex are condemned as ‘transphobic’. Some feminists 
have had invitations to speak withdrawn after saying 
that men who undergo gender reassignment surgery 
do not become women, and Christians are criticised 
for upholding the Bible’s teaching on this matter.

Emphasis on Feelings
‘Trans’ ideas are now promoted in universities, colleges 
and schools. Storybooks are published for the young 
with characters who change their gender. The trans 
movement claims that everyone has a ‘gender identity’ 
which may be different from their biological sex. It 
teaches that ‘the real you’ is what you feel deep down 
inside, and that this sense of inner person overrides all 
other factors, including a person’s biology.

It is argued that if a person’s ‘gender identity’ does 
not match their birth sex then the person can decide 
whether they are male, female or other. Numerous 
categories of gender identity have been introduced, 
including non-binary, gender-fluid, demi-girl, and tri-
gender. These claims wrongly assume that feelings, 
which are subjective, can overrule the reality of our 
biology as either male or female. They attach more 
importance to human emotions than to God’s design.

Changes in Society
Trans beliefs and ideas have influenced the thinking 
of politicians, civil servants, journalists and other key 
figures in society. During the last twenty years laws 
have been introduced in several western countries to 
recognise people in their preferred gender identity. 
The Gender Recognition Act (2004) in the UK is an 
example. Under this legislation a man in his forties 
who has fathered children can be issued with a birth 
certificate stating that he was born female!

Developments in medical technology have also 
advanced the trans agenda. Surgery and hormone 
therapy can alter someone’s physical appearance, 
making a man look more like a woman and vice versa. 
The phrase ‘sex change’ is used but this is misleading: 
no amount of surgery can change a person’s sex.

Only Two Sexes
When faced with the false claims of the trans movement 

it is important for Christians to understand what the 
Bible says about sex and gender, and to know how to 
apply biblical principles in responding to the issue. 
Scripture makes clear that every person is created by 
God in His image as either male or female (Gen. 1:27).

There are only two sexes, and our sex is fixed by God 
at conception. To live as the opposite sex dishonours 
God and gender reassignment surgery desecrates a 
God-given body. In contrast to the idea that a person 
can be ‘trapped in the wrong body’, the Bible teaches 
that human beings are a coherent whole, with body, 
soul and spirit. We do not simply inhabit our bodies; 
they are part of who we are.

Our Physical Body
The early Christians were challenged by a philosophy 
called Gnosticism. This heresy argued that the body 
was part of the material world, a worthless shell which 
imprisoned the true inner self. Yet our physical body is as 
much a part of us as our soul. Our bodies are designed by 
God to serve and glorify Him. “I will praise thee; for I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14). Because 
of sin and the Fall our bodies are subject to illness, decay 
and death (Rom. 5:12), but the bodies of believers will 
one day be raised to everlasting life (1 Cor. 15).

Our physical bodies are important and we must not 
degrade them. Paul says to Christians, “know ye not that 
your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in 
you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own?”(1 
Cor. 6:19) His aim was that “Christ shall be magnified in 
my body, whether it be by life, or by death.” (Phil. 1:20)

Compassion without Compromise
People tempted to live as the opposite sex need help to 
come to terms with reality. It is not loving to affirm them 
in their confusion. As Christians we are to “[speak] the 
truth in love” (Eph. 4:15), applying Biblical principles 
compassionately yet without compromise. Showing 
Christ’s love to a transsexual must include telling them 
of their need for repentance, as it must for everyone.

We are not chance collections of atoms. Every 
person is created by God and is to be treated with 
dignity. Our gender identity is not to be understood in 
terms of feeling, but of calling. God has called us to live 
either as men or women, and His calling meshes with 
how He has created us. For some it may be a challenge 
to live out that calling, but to choose an identity 
contrary to the created reality of our body is sinful and 
will ultimately cause deeper distress.

YOUTH FOCUS

GENDER IDENTITY
CALLUM WEBSTER
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Coronavirus Difficulties

The Coronavirus outbreak is having an impact on 
many aspects of life. The suspension of church 
services, and the fact that our distributor is 

having to self-isolate, have meant that it has not yet been 
possible to distribute the April issue to congregations 
and individual subscribers, for which we apologise. 
Efforts are being made to get the April issue and 
subsequent issues into circulation; in the meantime the 
digital versions have been made available on the Church 
website. For more information please contact the 
Distributor (see inside front cover for contact details).

During this extraordinary time many events, 
including Communion seasons and the Spring 
Conference, have had to be postponed or cancelled 
altogether, and the meeting of the General Assembly in 
May has been affected. Worship has been maintained 
in a number of our congregations however, through 
live broadcasts. Further information can be found on 
the Church website.

Sadly two of our retired ministers, Rev. Malcolm 
MacLean (senior minister of North Tolsta) and Rev. 
John J. Murray (senior minister of Edinburgh), passed 
away on 18th March and 1st April respectively. 
Obituaries will appear in future months when the 
magazine is back in circulation (D.V.).

The Lord has a Controversy (Rev. Iain Smith)

In response to the Coronavirus outbreak, and with 
the present ‘lockdown’ in mind, a weekly Internet 
prayer meeting has been held each Monday evening 

since 23rd March. Organised by Rev. James Gracie 
(Edinburgh), the meetings consist of reading through 
the metrical Psalter, prayers and short Bible addresses. 
Details of how to join the meetings are on the Church 
website.

The following is a summary of the address given by 
Rev. Iain Smith (Harris) at the prayer meeting on 30th 
March, based on Hosea 4:1-3:

This testimony of Israel’s disgraceful conduct led to the 
controversy God had with them, and it is also the reason 
for the judgement He later brought upon them. Today 
people argue, Is this coronavirus a judgement from 
God? Our Lord’s cautious response to the deaths at the 
collapse of the tower in Siloam should make us hesitate in 
drawing conclusions. However, Jesus was not hesitant in 
stating that this tragedy was a providential warning from 
God, threatening far worse than mere death. He said: 
“except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.” (Luke 13:5)

There are times when evidence of Divine judicial 
activity cannot be denied, whether it applies to 
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mankind in general or to the Lord’s people in particular. 
The Flood of Noah’s time was not an accident: it was 
a clear judgement from God on the widespread and 
gross sin of humanity. The invasions of Jerusalem by the 
Babylonians and the Romans were not random attacks 
from warmongering nations: they were clear acts of 
judgement by God against the sinful conduct of those 
who maintained that they were His chosen people.  

As we grapple with this question of judgement 
concerning the coronavirus presently sweeping across 
the entire world, we should analyse our circumstances 
in the light of biblical history and teaching. In this 
instance, it is beyond question that we can refer to 
the words in Hosea 4:1: “the Lord hath a controversy 
with the inhabitants of the land”. He certainly has a 
controversy with the Church, as the body of people 
that bear witness to the Christian religion. In so 
many instances, the Church has done what Israel of 
Old Testament times often did, namely, abandoned 
Scripture and violated the Laws of God.  

It is even more certain that the Lord has a controversy 
with the nations of the earth, and especially with 
western society. But what should be so amazing to us 
as Christians is the tolerance of God regarding social 
conduct over recent decades. It could reasonably 
be stated that we have surpassed those spoken of 
by Isaiah, “that call evil good, and good evil; that put 
darkness for light, and light for darkness; that put bitter 
for sweet, and sweet for bitter!” (5:20) In the cascading 
standards and degenerative conduct of the western 
world, perhaps it is no coincidence that the fury of 
heaven has erupted when the social engineers began 
to legislate to interfere with the sexual orientation of 
children. This seems to have been the point at which 
God said, metaphorically, thus far and no further!  

Two matters ought to be clear in our minds. First, 
the impact and crippling effects of this coronavirus are 
on such a monumental scale, that only the Omnipotent 
and Sovereign God could have brought this about. Using 
a virus invisible to the naked eye, God has brought the 
mighty nations of the earth to their knees. It is redolent 
of how He crippled Egypt in biblical times. We read in 
Isaiah 7:18: “the Lord shall hiss [or ‘whistle’] for the 
fly that is in the uttermost part of the rivers of Egypt, 
and for the bee that is in the land of Assyria.” Has God 
‘hissed’ or ‘whistled’ for this virus? He certainly has 
the wherewithal!  

The second matter we should be clear about is that 
our God is a merciful God. In the second commandment 
He promises to show mercy “unto thousands of them 
that love me, and keep my commandments” (Exod. 20:6). 
There we have a promise which implies pardon for all 
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the nations, should they turn to God in repentance. 
But it is Hosea that best pictures the situation now 
prevailing in the Christian Church. Here in our social 
and ecclesiastical isolation, removed from our people 
and depending upon electronic ministries to maintain 
our Gospel obligations, we should remember how 
the Lord spoke to His people in the prophet’s time. 
Referring to His Church He said: “I will allure her, and 
bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfortably [or 
tenderly] unto her.” (2:14)

May the world hear and heed the voice of God 
speaking so clearly in providence. And may the Church 
hear this still small voice speaking to us in these 
difficult days, and may that voice be to our souls as the 
sound of many waters.

Getting Home (Tim Nixon)

It was a once in a lifetime holiday. We had been 
invited to Australia. We had never taken a long 
haul flight but it was an opportunity to see a part 

of the world we could only dream of. We set off from 
Inverness airport on 25 February with nerves aplenty. 
My apprehension was overcome by a calm resignation 
that we simply had to trust in our gracious God for 
journeying mercies.

We arrived safely at Sydney airport and our kind 
friends Alan and Jan drove us to their home in Penrith. 
We had booked four weeks with a busy itinerary, 
including the Blue Mountains, a trip up the east coast 
and some trout fishing. A fabulous adventure, listening 
to beautiful morning birdsong and watching kangaroos 
bouncing along lovely beaches and farmland. The 
weather was superb and the time passed quickly. 
However, by the final week the Coronavirus was 
spreading worldwide and on the Tuesday our airline 
stopped flying. I thought, “but I’ve got a ticket!”, yet it 
meant nothing.

We went to the airport on the Tuesday, in the hope 
that being there in person would make some difference, 
but it did not. We were numb. Our friends were also in 
shock as we drove back to Penrith with heavy hearts. The 
next few days were spent exploring various options but 
it seemed that only Qatar Airways were still operating. 
Through the generosity of our friends we were able to 
book flights back to the UK on week six, on a Thursday. 
However on the Wednesday evening we discovered that 
these flights too were now cancelled!

Through Jan’s persistence we were offered yet 
another flight on the Saturday evening. Doubts and 

fears arose: would this too be cancelled? The morning 
arrived and going for a walk I wondered, will we finally 
see our Highland home again? The apostle Paul speaks 
of “our earthly house of this tabernacle” (2 Cor. 5:1), 
and tells us, “here have we no continuing city, but we 
seek one to come.” (Heb. 13:14) I asked myself, Which 
home do I desire most, our earthly or our heavenly? I 
was struck with this searching question.

I remember an elderly minister saying to someone 
years ago, “It is quite nice being in the departure 
lounge!” He meant that he was looking forward to 
leaving this world to be in heaven with our precious 
Saviour. On the Saturday afternoon we left our friends’ 
home for Sydney airport once again; few words were 
spoken on the way. We said our goodbyes, entered the 
terminal, glanced up at the departure screen – and 
our flight was on! My wife broke down; it had been a 
stressful experience but we were homebound at last.

In this life we meet with many troubles, and some 
of God’s children pass through very difficult times. The 
Lord’s people are taught in the school of trial, and it is 
often in the darkest hour that the light of God’s love 
shines most brightly. The whole experience has taught 
us many lessons, one of them being that it is possible 
to have a ticket in our hand and yet be turned away. 
To enter heaven we must have saving faith in Jesus 
Christ. Have you given serious thought to your final 
departure?

Christian Crisis in Nigeria
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)

For two decades now, the Islamic violence targeting 
Northern Nigeria’s Christian minority and the 
Middle Belt’s Christian farming communities has 

been met with denial and silence, both inside Nigeria 
and internationally. With more than 60,000 Nigerians 
dead and some 1.8 million displaced, Global Terrorism 
Index now ranks Nigeria third on its terrorism index – 
below Afghanistan and Iraq and above Syria. Precisely 
because the violence is ethno-religious and the victims 
are mostly Christian, world leaders are reluctant to get 
involved. Please pray.

Quote

“If God, by the affliction that is upon thee, shall 
teach thee how to loathe sin more, how to 
trample upon the world more, and how to walk 

with God more, thy afflictions are in love.”
Thomas Brooks

CHURCH NEWS
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The Inverness congregation comprises 
35 members and 15 adherents. Sabbath 
attendances average about 50 people each week. 

There is also a Thursday evening prayer meeting with 
about 22 people attending and a Saturday evening 
prayer meeting, which about 14 people attend. The 
present Minister was inducted in November 2012. 
Several people left the congregation about five years 
ago, but more have come in, and the congregation is 
now the second highest financial contributor to the 
denomination.

Location
The location of the church building at Culloden 
Road, Westhill, which was purchased in 2008, is 
disadvantageous in some respects: we are located 
outside the city boundary, there is no paved path 
to it from the city and it is dangerous to walk along 
the roadside; nor is there a bus service. However, 
the congregation help one another with lifts and any 
visitor who needs help getting out here will find ready 
help.

Building
The Westhill building is the venue for the standing 
committees of the Church during the year and also for 
the Commissions of Assembly if they are necessary. 
The building is also the present location for the 
FC(C) Seminary. The Deacons’ Court here undertook 
extensive repairs and rebuilding over recent years at 
a cost of thousands of pounds, so that we now have 
excellent facilities for the committees and students. We 

also hold an annual Bible Conference here each August 
(though this may have to be postponed this year due to 
the current medical crisis).

Outreach
Over the past few years the congregation did two years 
of outreach in the nearby village of Croy, and has begun 
tracting in Ardersier (though this work is currently 
suspended until the virus situation improves). There 
is a close family atmosphere in the congregation and 
often a sensible presence of the Most High during the 
worship. In the preaching, the Person and work of 
Christ is emphasised, along with the eternal election 
of the Father, and the necessity of the Spirit’s work in 
the soul.

Services
Sabbath services are held at 11.00am and 6.30pm 
and prayer meetings are held on Thursday at 7.30pm 
and Saturday at 7.00pm. The congregation has had a 
monthly fellowship over the past seven years and also 
a Sabbath School; both are held upstairs now in the 
newly refurbished rooms. The room downstairs where 
we worship is fairly small and this promotes a good 
rapport between preacher and hearers. Many visiting 
preachers have commented on this aspect of the 
worship here. We believe that the worship of the Living 
God through the Mediator is the most important activity 
on earth and in Heaven and prioritise it accordingly. 
“Them that honour me I will honour” (1 Sam. 2:30).

AROUND THE CHURCH

INVERNESS
REV. JAMES CLARK

Part of the Seminary library

The room where the services are held
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MISSIONS

Amongst the many changes brought about 
by the international shutdown due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic was one which impacted 

me personally. I had planned to assist at the Sri Lankan 
mission for a couple of weeks from 23rd March.

Baptisms Postponed
Amongst the different duties I expected to have was 
the privilege of baptising Dia, the infant daughter of 
Rev. Partheepan and his wife Dino, and three older 
girls, Banuja, Nilanthini and Kajanika, each in their 
upper teens. The baptisms have now been postponed 
because, as in this country, the congregation cannot 
gather together for public worship. And Dia’s baptism 
must be delayed until such time as there is another 
visiting minister: Parthee cannot baptise his own 
daughter when he is the one who must take the vows.

The three teenagers all come from a small village 
about five miles from Vavuniya. It is a very poor village 
and the men are all day-labourers, and are therefore 
struggling to provide for their families during the 
Coronavirus shutdown. Our Christian pre-school is 
located there, and it is from there that children are 
brought by bus for the weekly Sabbath School and 
evening service.

These girls, all from a Hindu background, have been 
very diligent and faithful in attendance; they display 
a good understanding of biblical doctrine, and above 
all a desire to honour and serve the Lord. The Kirk 
Session is pleased to accept them into membership, 
though conscious that there will be many trials for 
them, particularly with their families and community 
disappointed to see them depart from Hinduism.    

Practical Christian Care
It may seem a strange providence then, that the day 
before the planned (but now postponed) baptisms, 
Parthee together with a couple of the young men 
from the congregation were welcome visitors in the 
village. It was not possible of course to properly visit, 
but permission had been granted, by both the local 
government official and the police, to distribute food 
parcels. Please pray that the Lord would bless this 
opportunity to demonstrate practical Christian care to 
these needy families, who through the pre-school and 
Sabbath School have had increasing contact with the 
Church.

Perhaps the distribution of this food will demonstrate 
that rather than wanting to take from them, the Church 
has something to offer and is concerned to give. The 
priority of course is the ‘bread of life’, the gospel of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, but as the Scriptures emphasise, 
words are not compelling when not complemented 
by holistic, practical love. “If a brother or sister be 
naked, and destitute of daily food, and one of you say 
unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; 
notwithstanding ye give them not those things which 
are needful to the body; what doth it profit?” (James 
2:15,16)

W o n d e r f u l l y 
one of the men in 
the congregation 
who has regular 
work is employed 
in a food wholesale 
and distribution 
company. This 
has allowed bulk 
purchasing without 
the need to visit 
multiple outlets, 
and ensures the 
best value at a time 
of uncertain prices.

Bringing God’s Word
There is a lot of misunderstanding about the origin of 
the virus, and criticism of the Christian church (and 
perhaps deliberate misinformation) remains in the 
wider community. The Coronavirus is portrayed as 
being introduced to Sri Lanka by the Western (and 
therefore the ‘Christian’) world.

Together with meeting the immediate needs of 
those associated with the congregation through 
food distribution, and countering these damaging 
rumours, Parthee is using every opportunity to bring 
God’s Word. Presently he records sermons that can be 
distributed via WhatsApp (it seems that everybody 
in the congregation has a mobile phone), and posted 
online for access from further afield.

Please continue to pray for Rev. Partheepan and 
the congregation in Vavuniya and Mullaitheevu, and 
particularly the three girls awaiting baptism and their 
families.

UPDATE FROM SRI LANKA
REV. JAMES MACINNES
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UK IN ‘LOCKDOWN’

Questions for the Church

Covid-19 has thrown up a number of issues for the 
Church. To begin with, while we accept the right, 
and indeed the duty, of the State to maintain 

public health and safety, a due regard for the proper 
relation between Church and State would surely have 
led to government consulting with churches before a 
‘lockdown’ was imposed on the UK. The restrictions 
put in place have made it impossible for Christians 
to gather, even if they follow the social-distancing 
guidelines, yet at the same time many shops and other 
facilities remain open. There is no direct attack upon 
believers but the application of the policy makes no 
attempt to facilitate public worship.

The longer the lockdown continues, the greater 
the danger is that staying at home replaces the 
requirement to assemble together (Heb. 10:25). We 
are thankful for the technology which enables online 
meetings, but we must be careful that we do not 
confuse ‘virtual churching’ with physical gathering. 
We cannot approve of the private baptisms and 
communions which are suggested as an alternative. 
There is also the question of our civil liberties. It 
has been astonishing how quickly and easily our 
freedoms have been curtailed and an entire country 
made compliant and submissive. The government 
action may be warranted on this occasion, but it may 
not always be so. In his sermon at the Great Ejection 
of 1662, the Puritan Thomas Brooks warned, “when 
the gospel goes, Civil Liberty goes.”

The present crisis has fractured social life. Funerals 
are conducted with a handful of mourners, weddings 
have been cancelled and family visits have been put 
on hold. Relationships are maintained through the 
phone and the Internet. What stands out however is 
the dominance of secularism. Many older believers 
have drawn attention to the absence of a national day 
of prayer, such as has been held during previous crises: 
neither the Prime Minister nor the monarch has issued 
any call for one. It is the sad fruit of the “we don’t do 
God” attitude adopted by government during Tony 
Blair’s premiership.

Daily news bulletins update the death toll from the 
Coronavirus, yet there is no obvious seeking of God. 
All that people live for – wealth, entertainment, sport 
and a host of other things – has been taken away, and 
a nation which refused to keep the Sabbath holy now 
finds that every day is a rest day. These are the ways of 
God. We pray that many will be brought to listen to the 
whisper of God in this epidemic.

A CHURCH CALENDAR?

A growing trend

Across the Presbyterian and Reformed world 
there is a growing trend towards the observance 
of a Church calendar. Roman Catholics and 

Anglicans are known for this practice. For Anglicans it 
is entirely in keeping with their historic statement of 
faith, the Thirty-nine Articles, which teaches that “the 
Church hath power to decree Rites and Ceremonies” 
(Article XX). The notion that the Church has any such 
authority was rejected by the majority of the Reformers 
and their successors, particularly in Scotland, most 
noticeably in the abolition of ‘Christmas’ and ‘Easter’.

Astonishingly we now see Presbyterians condoning 
these and other semi-popish observances. For 
instance, while it does not surprise us that the Anglican 
theologian N.T. Wright has written books for ‘Lent’, to 
find that the Reformed theologian Sinclair Ferguson 
has done so is quite shocking. In his new book To Seek 
and to Save, Ferguson provides daily ‘reflections’ for the 
five weeks of ‘Lent’, beginning with ‘Ash Wednesday’, 
and also for ‘Holy Week’ and ‘Easter Sunday’.

We could provide many other examples of this 
Romeward move within Presbyterianism. What matters 
here is that the Westminster Confession of Faith, which 
Presbyterians pledge to conform to, states unequivocally 
in Chapter 21:1: “the acceptable way of worshipping the 
true God is instituted by himself, and so limited by his own 
revealed will, that he may not be worshipped according to 
the imaginations and devices of men, or the suggestions of 
Satan, under any visible representation, or any other way 
not prescribed in the holy Scripture.” Check the Scripture 
proof texts in a full edition.

The meaning is straightforward. God, through the 
Bible, prescribes His own worship, and forbids any 
way of worship invented by man. Only God can declare 
a day holy and therefore the Church may not set apart 
any days or periods of time for Christians to observe; 
thus ‘Lent’ and special ‘Easter’ services are unlawful. 
The fact is that as adherence to a Church calendar 
increases, Sabbath-keeping declines. The Lord Jesus 
Christ, as the only Head of the Church, has appointed 
one day of the week to commemorate His resurrection, 
but it is being replaced by an annual remembrance. 
‘Protestant’ ritualism attempts to create interest in the 
Church as interest in Scriptural religion wanes.

Candles and crosses and other such things are 
attractive to many who have little love for Christ and 
His institutions, yet the answer to secularism is not 
ritualism but faithful adherence to Biblical principles, 
along with earnest prayer for the Lord’s blessing.

COMMENT
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In an entry for 20th November 1666, the famous 
English diarist Samuel Pepys (1633-1703) records: 
“I did hear that there are some troubles like to be 

in Scotland, there being a discontented party already 
risen, that have seized on the Governor of Dumfreeze 
and imprisoned him, but the story is yet very uncertain, 
and therefore I set no great weight on it.”

What Pepys was referring to was the Pentland 
Rising which lasted from 15th to 28th November 1666. 
On 15th November, Sir James Turner, Governor of 
Dumfries and a prominent enemy of the Covenanters, 
had been seized at Dumfries by the Covenanters and 
imprisoned in Maxwell Town, Galloway. The Pentland 
Rising which followed Turner’s abduction culminated 
in the Battle of Rullion Green in the Pentland Hills in 
Lothian, on 28th November. Approximately 2,000-
3,000 men and 600 horse of the Scottish Royal Army 
led by Tam Dalyell of the Binns (1615-1685) were 
opposed by about 900 Covenanters.

The Covenanters 
On 25th November the Covenanters were marching 
from Douglas towards Lanark where they would spend 
the night and next day renewing the National Covenant. 
It was here they were at their strongest; their numbers 
had peaked and their morale was at its highest. 

Sadly at Lanark a disagreement arose amongst 
them which would cause a rift and lead to some of 
their number departing. News had reached them that 
General Dalyell and his men were only a short distance 
behind them, so they had a choice to make. Some 
wanted to stay and fight at Lanark, feeling that this was 
the best position. Others wanted to press on towards 
Edinburgh and fight there. The leadership chose the 
latter, so they left Lanark and headed towards Bathgate 
and into a vicious storm of rain, sleet and snow which 
would see their numbers dwindle further due to 
exhaustion.

Alexander Peden
The covenanter minister Alexander Peden (1626-
1686), who was known as ‘Prophet Peden’, joined the 
march to Edinburgh. However Peden had a strange 
premonition of their defeat and departed from their 
company at Lanark. The marchers were indeed 
defeated at Rullion Green. Peden later regretted his 
departure, and remarked to a friend that he could not 
understand why the Lord had not damned him to Hell 
immediately for his treachery.

Ulster Connection
The Covenanters were led at Rullion Green by Colonel 
James Wallace (d.1678), a veteran of the Covenanter 
Army in Ulster during the 1640s, during which time he 
was Governor of Belfast for about two-and-a-half years. 
He married one of the Edmonstones of Ballycarry in 
County Antrim. The heavily armed Royalist force was 
led by General Dalyell, who was another veteran of 
the Covenanter army in Ulster who was stationed at 
Carrickfergus. Of the fifty odd who were killed, two 
of those who are named on the monument also have 
Ulster connections – Rev. John Crookshanks of Raphoe 
in Donegal and Rev. Andrew McCormick of Magherally 
near Banbridge, County Down.

A Certain Irony
On 4th April 1644, at Carrickfergus, County Antrim, 
Scottish ministers arrived on the instructions of the 
English Parliament, to take steps that the Solemn League 
and Covenant “be taken by all the officers, soldiers, and 
protestants of their nation in Ireland” (James S. Reid, 
The History of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, p.25).

Among the Scottish officers gathered at Carrickfergus 
Castle that day was the 29-year-old Major Thomas 
Dalyell. As a portent of what was to come, in the face 
of about 1400 soldiers and 400 civilians who signed or 
swore the Covenant that day, Dalyell was the only man 
who refused to sign it! Twenty-two years later, at the 
Battle of Rullion Green, it was the same Dalyell who led 
the Royalist force against the Covenanters, cutting them 
down at Turnhouse Hill, near what is today Flotterstone 
Information Centre in the Pentland Hills Regional Park.

Lessons 
1. The Covenants are a line of division. They separate 
out those who pursue the Crown Rights of the 
Redeemer from those who do not.
2. Division often weakens the cause of Christ. Had the 
Covenanters not divided they would perhaps have 
stood a better chance of victory.
3. Providence sometimes seems contrary to the 
promises of God. The defeat of the Covenanters 
actually strengthened adherence to the Presbyterian 
cause in the long term.
4. Seeming setbacks in the cause of Christ are merely 
the prelude to success. Too often we take a short term 
view of events, forgetting that God is in control.
5. Past events shape the present. The present cannot
be understood without a knowledge of the past.

CHURCH HISTORY

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

Christ Victorious: Selected Writings of Hugh Martin
Matthew J. & Catherine E. Hyde (eds.), Banner of 
Truth Trust, hbk, 425pp, £16.50

Hugh Martin (1822-85) was one of the sharpest 
and clearest theological writers of the 
Disruption Free Church of Scotland. Several of 

his books have deservedly been recognized as classics, 
including The Shadow of Calvary, The Prophet Jonah 
and The Atonement. However, many of his writings 
were in shorter form, printed in obscure nineteenth 
century periodicals not readily available to the 
present-day reader. Matthew and Catherine Hyde 
are to be commended for their work in editing these 
materials to form a new volume by Dr Martin. Their 
‘Introduction’ is particularly astute in the identification 
of three key emphases in Dr Martin’s work.

The book contains ten sermons, nine essays, one 
series of letters, thought to be addressed to his friend 
Alexander Auld of Olrig and his wife Christina, and 
one final letter addressed to Dr Martin’s daughters. 
The quality of the matter goes without saying – this 
is vintage Martin, profound in reasoning, original in 
thought, vigorous in expression, warm and heartfelt in 
application. These writings are evidently the work of a 
pastor, but far from being diluted with facile illustration 
or simplistic generalisation, they match confessional 
precision with earnest feeling. Who is writing material 
of this quality now?

One striking sermon on the promises of God being 
“yea” and “Amen” (2 Cor. 1:20) offers rich comfort to 
the believer. Consider this passage: “Moved of his Spirit, 
who striveth with me and persuadeth me, I receive his 
testimony, and set to my seal that God is true. I do not 
work, I believe; I make no suggestion or proposal, I 
simply believe. I give my signature to his covenant. To his 
father’s ‘yea’ I give my simple ‘amen’. In one hand now he 
holds God’s Yea, in the other my Amen. From the Father 
to me he brings and reports the Father’s Yea; from me 
to the Father he carries back and reports my ‘Amen’. 
Glorious Daysman! His hand is upon us both.” (p.47)

Other sermons offer rich exegetical insight into 
subjects including the principle of harvest in the Gospel 
and Christian experience, and the ongoing Heavenly 
priesthood of Christ. Possibly a little weaker is one 
very early sermon against the Papal Antichrist. Despite 
much valuable teaching, one point has not aged well: 
he asserts that we do not need to fear infidelity (open 
unbelief) in comparison with Romanism (p.157), 
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which he has almost directly 
contradicted in this very 
volume in an essay from the 
end of his life (p.237). Sadly, 
Dr Martin was to see much 
of the corrosive power of 
unbelief at work in the 
Christian Church during the 
course of his long ministry.

The essays will repay 
careful and attentive 
reading. They direct 
attention to the very heart of 
true theology: justification, 
the atonement and the work of Christ. One particularly 
impressive chapter concerns the procession of the 
Spirit from the Father and Son, which finds a solid 
basis for this doctrine, and, what is more striking, 
rich and heart-warming application from it. Another 
considers the Christian life as a pilgrimage: “Be not 
afraid, O believing reader, to be a stranger in the earth. 
Be assured your spiritual safety, comfort, and usefulness 
are all bound up with your really being so.” (p.350)

The loving and compassionate tone of the letters 
reveals Martin as a man of warmth and friendship, 
yet always a teacher, and of a true pastoral heart in 
patiently untangling spiritual difficulties. Is there not 
comfort that a man who endured such grave physical 
and mental ill-health as to be incapable of continuing 
in the pastoral ministry beyond his early forties, and 
complained of his “sense of uselessness” (p.401), has 
left such a precious legacy to the Christian Church!

This work is a publication of the first class, and is 
commended to all serious Christian readers.
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

The Great Awakening: A History of the Revival of 
Religion in the Time of Whitefield and Edwards
Joseph Tracy, Banner of Truth Trust, hbk, 
453pp, £17.00

First published in 1842, the title of this book by 
a Congregationalist minister may have coined 
the term ‘The Great Awakening’ to describe 

the series of spiritual events (especially in America) 
centring upon the years 1740-42.

The parallels between the times of the moderates in 
Scotland and the nation’s religious awakenings sit easily 
with our American counterparts in the 1700s. Whitefield 
travelled three times to the Colonies (as the USA was 
then known), preaching to thousands, though he was 
apparently poor at ‘guesstimating’! (p.409) How great 
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was the Great Awakening? 
The answer is elusive. 
Conservatively, 50,000 
conversions were reported – 
equivalent to approximately 
130,000 in Scotland today. 
But the concentration of the 
Awakening was incredibly 
significant. Many ministers 
were converted (twenty 
around Boston alone from 
1744-48), church ‘members’ 
were converted, stricter 
guidelines for Divinity 
student entrance were 

introduced, congregations grew, and about 150 new 
Congregational churches (not including those within 
Presbyterianism) were planted (p.411).

Many have criticised Tracy for his immense detail, 
but this does not lead to tedium. The account is 
grippingly presented, with much of the detail being 
extracts from other writers and when diary extracts 
are used the broad and personal nature of the evidence 
effectively makes this a living history. Tracy’s thesis that 
this was a ‘Great’ Awakening spanning many colonies is 
not uncontroverted, but if the Awakening were confined 
to New England then it could not, in a secondary way as 
has been stated, effect political and economic cohesion, 
the catalyst for the later formation of the United States.

This account of the Great Awakening also 
concentrates on the great controversies enveloping this 
period which also need to be told. A zealot, Davenport 
(Chapter 14), denounced as ‘unconverted’ all with whom 
he disagreed, disgraced himself with civil unrest, was 
charged with riot and denounced as “under the influence 
of enthusiastical impressions and impulses” (p.250). He 
should be a warning of the destructive ‘pride’ which 
may enter ministerial ranks. Unwise itinerant preachers 
deliberately operating outside pastoral charges often 
engendered resentment and chaos, thereby injuring the 
cause. The many excesses – extreme emotion, fainting, 
and so on – were viewed by Jonathan Edwards as not 
definitive evidences of conversion, but this cannot alone 
eclipse the whole work.

This book deals not just with the USA. Chapter 15 
covers the scandal of the Whitefield-Wesley division. 
Sadly, those whom the Lord blessed under Whitefield’s 
preaching later rejected him; buildings he erected were 
closed to him and poisonous pen letters were sent to 
him. The division was over Wesley’s insistence on not 
merely preaching against ‘election’ but also writing 
against it, by “special divine revelation”, coupled, Tracy 
believes, with him being prepared to face down any 
challenge to his growing leadership (p.268).

With a desire for an awakening, Jonathan Edwards 
gives us this advice: “no discourses had ‘been more 
remarkably blessed, than those in which the doctrine of 
God’s absolute sovereignty with regard to the salvation 
of sinners, and his just liberty with regard to answering 
the prayers, or succeeding the pains of mere natural 
men, continuing such,’ were insisted upon.” (p.1)

This retypeset, tightly-printed work by the Banner 
will serve as the standard work on the Great Awakening 
for many. A delightful read, highly commended to all.
Rev. Raymond A. Kemp

The Guardsman
George Venables (Jamie Campbell, ed.), 
DayOne, pbk, 130pp, £6.00

This book details a 
soldier’s army life 
having signed up 

while underage. It is written 
by George Venables but he 
writes about himself in the 
third person.

He catalogues his early 
days and his subsequent 
experiences serving on the 
Western Front in the First 
World War. Having earlier 
come to faith and being 
brought up in a Christian 
home, he found the idea of killing abhorrent, but soon 
realised the reality of being at war. 

The difficulty of being a Christian in such an 
environment and sometimes facing the mockery of his 
comrades did not make his life easy, but occasionally 
meeting other believers and spending times in prayer 
with them, even in extraordinary circumstances, 
encouraged him.

The brutality of war is brought before the reader, 
although obviously with care not to go into unnecessary 
detail. He writes very honestly of his own failings in 
the face of the horrors of war. 

This is an interesting little book which we imagine 
would be of interest to most people, not necessarily 
Christian.

A word of caution however. I did find it difficult 
to understand why the editor did not remove some 
(though there is not much) bad language. I think if Day 
One ever have to reprint the book they should remove 
such. The book would not be any way the worse for it 
and indeed in my opinion far better. I would therefore 
caution giving the book as it stands to any young 
believer or even unbeliever. 
Rev. Kenneth Macdonald
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CONGREGATIONAL REMITTANCES
                 ORDINARY REMITTANCES 
    
    
Presbytery of Inverness        
Aberdeen   
Duthil-Dores   
Inverness    
Kilmorack & Strathglass  
Poolewe & Aultbea   
Total Inverness Presbytery  

Northern Presbytery       
Assynt & Scourie   
Brora    
Kiltearn    
Tarbat    
Total Northern Presbytery  

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

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

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

Smiths Falls

Total From Congregations

Other Donations
Legacy 

TOTAL

Included in the above: Tax 
Recovered on Gift Aid Declarations

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

Mrs Muriel Smith
Free Church (Continuing) Manse, Loch Mor, 
Struan, Isle of Skye IV56 8FB
financialadministrator@fccontinuing.org

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

General Treasurer
Mr Murray Mackay
4E Millburn Avenue, Renfrew, 
Renfrewshire PA4 8UL
generaltreasurer@fccontinuing.org
(mobile) 07793 535227

The Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) is a 
recognised Scottish Charity (SC 030976).

Total to Feb 2019
£

4,500
5,000
7,000
4,350
2,760

23,610

0
0
0

4,500
4,500

1,560
0
0

100
4,800
6,900
4,800
5,000
2,000

25,160

6,735
4,750
4,400
3,150
5,600

18,741
43,376

4,500
2,600
5,950
4,500
4,500

22,050

990

119,686

12,507
31,837

164,030

0
164,030

CENTRAL BUILDING
FUND YTD 2020

£

0
7,441

20
0
0

7,461

60
1,719

0
0

1,779

50
0
0
0
0
0

2,548
0
0

2,598

0
0
0

1,320
0

1,187
2,507

1,554
0

120
0
0

1,674

0

16,020

0
0

16,020

0
16,020

Total to Feb 2020
£

4,500
5,500
6,000
4,350
2,850

23,200

0
3,000

0
4,500
7,500

4,148
2,200
1,500

300
4,800
7,000
4,800
5,200
2,000

31,948

9,805
4,850
4,350
2,400
6,000

16,697
44,102

4,500
1,500
5,950
4,500
4,500

20,950

990

128,690

10,489
0

139,179

0
139,179

Feb 2020
£

1,500
2,000
2,000
1,450

950
7,900

0
0
0

3,000
3,000

3,090
0

500
100

1,600
3,000
1,600
2,000
2,000

13,890

6,662
1,700
1,120

700
2,000
4,806

16,988

1,500
500

2,650
1,500
1,500
7,650

0

49,428

6,221
0

55,649

0
55,649

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. 
May     June    July
3    Arran, Edinburgh–St Columba’s  7    Tarbat   7    Snizort
10  Glasgow–Shettleston,     14  Poolewe & Aultbea  14  St Louis
       Kilmorack & Strathglass,   21  Bracadale, Brora  14  Dumfries
       Kilmuir & Stenscholl   28  Kiltearn   14  Atlanta (All dates subject to
         change due to COVID-19)



“And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall 
reap, if we faint not.”

Galatians 6:9

Published by the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing)

A family receiving food parcels from our congregation in Sri Lanka


