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The New Testament Church has many advantages 
over the Old Testament Church. The Bible likens 
the difference to that between childhood and 

adulthood. A child is destined for an inheritance, yet 
during his young years he must bear the yoke, much as 
a servant does; he is under parental authority, receiving 
instruction and correction and giving obedience. 
Only when he reaches maturity does he enjoy the full 
entitlements of his sonship.

The Old Testament Scriptures show us how God, by 
promises, types and ceremonies, trained up His church 
for its inheritance, which is enjoyed in the Messiah. In 
time God’s only begotten Son came in our flesh and 
redeemed His people on the cross. By His death, the 
Lord Jesus Christ fulfilled the ordinances belonging to 
the old covenant (Col. 2:14) and introduced the new 
and better covenant of which He is the Mediator (Heb. 
9:15; 8:6). Having risen from the dead and ascended to 
heaven, where he is seated at God’s right hand, Christ 
has “received gifts for men” (Ps. 68:18) and has sent 
the promised Holy Spirit to His church. What are the 
consequences of this for the church and for Christians?

Fulness
The shadows of the Law have given way to the substance 
of the Gospel, in which Jesus Christ shines graciously 
upon sinners. The church now has the complete 
Scriptures (Eph. 2:20) and with them the fulness of the 
Spirit of Christ (John 7:38,39), who powerfully opens the 
eyes of our understanding to the truths of God’s Word, 
just as the Saviour promised His disciples, “he shall 
take of mine and shall show it unto you.” (John 16:15) 
According to Christ, John the Baptist, the greatest Old 
Testament prophet, was nothing in comparison with 
the least apostle or minister under the New Testament 
(Matt. 11:11): the one declared that the Saviour had 
come, but the other proclaims that He has now actually 
died for sinners and risen again for their justification.

Under the new covenant, the Lord has put His 
laws into our minds and written them in our hearts 
(Heb. 8:10). As a result, the least Christian ought to 
be more knowledgeable than the believers who lived 
before Christ appeared in our world. The day which 
Abraham saw from afar (John 8:56) has come, and we 
live in the brightness of its light. We behold clearly the 
sacrifice, not of bulls and goats but the Son of God. He 
made atonement for our sins by His sufferings, bearing 
them all away to a land not inhabited, where they are 
forgotten forever. We also enjoy the blessing of “the 
Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father.” 

(Rom. 8:15) Yet when we reflect upon the privileges 
which the Lord’s people have now, are we not ashamed 
that our witness is so poor compared to those who saw 
these things only from a distance?

Faith
The key to spiritual strength and prosperity is saving 
faith in Christ. “The people that do know their God shall 
be strong, and do exploits.” (Dan. 11:32) Many who 
profess faith in Christ seem to make little progress in 
the spiritual life. They may have put their hand to the 
plough, but they are always looking back; their sword 
stays in its sheath and their trowel is never in use. The 
Lord issues this challenge to us all, “What do ye more 
than others?” (Matt. 5:47). In the end, it is not our good 
thoughts or fine words that count but our actions. The 
Word of God could hardly be more plain: “whosoever 
doeth not righteousness is not of God” (1 John 3:10). 
Our love for the Lord must be evident in our deeds.

We need a remedy for our feebleness and lack of 
spiritual vigour – the failure of our lives to match up to 
our spiritual privileges. We ought to consider the great 
servants of God and learn from them, especially the 
saints in Scripture. They were men and women of flesh 
and blood, subject to the same frailties as we are, yet 
they glorified God in their lives. Many of them are found 
in the saints’ gallery in Hebrews chapter 11; we should 
visit it often and study their portraits. These believers 
suffered for the Lord and His cause: they were tortured, 
tried, stoned, sawn asunder, tempted, slain, destitute, 
afflicted and tormented for their faith (vv.35-37). They 
“loved not their lives unto the death.” (Rev. 12:11)

Trials
Among the many of whom Paul did not have time 
to write are four whose names are synonymous 
with zeal for God. As young men captive in Babylon, 
Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah distinguished 
themselves by their refusal of the fare which 
Nebuchadnezzar set before them. They feared a 
greater King, and would not eat or drink anything 
forbidden in God’s law or which had been offered to 
false gods. It is better to have a good conscience than to 
eat “deceitful meat” (Prov. 23:3). God always rewards 
the obedience of His people, which they render to Him 
out of faith and love. These youths honoured the Lord 
and He honoured them; His favour could be seen in 
their faces! (Dan. 1:15).

This experience was designed to prove these 
young men and prepare them for yet greater trials. 

EDITORIAL

FAITH IN THE FIRE



Nebuchadnezzar began to appreciate their God-given 
abilities and they were appointed to administer the 
affairs of the state. The enemy of souls then sought to 
destroy their good influence, targeting Daniel’s three 
companions. The devil stirred up Nebuchadnezzar 
to commit an act of gross idolatry by erecting a huge 
golden image and summoning the world to worship it, 
upon the threat of being cast into a fiery furnace (3:4-
7). Satan had observed these godly young men and 
knew that they would refuse to obey such a command: 
surely they would be consumed to ashes in the furnace?

Confidence
It is humbling for us to see how calm these men were, 
even as they submitted to Nebuchadnezzar’s penalty. 
While the flames raged about them, faith burned 
brightly within them. Faith looks, not to circumstances 
but an unchangeable God and an unalterable covenant. 
It says: “our God whom we serve is able to deliver us” 
(3:17). Faith joins the one who possesses it to Jesus 
Christ, who is the source of our strength, and believers 
rejoice in this unbreakable union: “For whether we 
live, we live unto the Lord; and whether we die, we 
die unto the Lord: whether we live therefore, or die, 
we are the Lord’s.” (Rom. 14:8) In this confidence, the 
believer commits himself, even in his darkest hour, 
into the hands of the only-wise God.

Something extraordinary happened within the 
furnace. A fourth figure was seen, whose form was 
“like the Son of God.” (Dan. 3:25) It was the Lord Jesus, 
walking with His servants in the midst of the fire, which 
had no power upon them (v.27). The Lord’s people are 
upheld in their fiery trials, for their Saviour draws near 
and strengthens them. In all their afflictions they are 
comforted by the assurance that in the end good will 
come to them from these things (2 Cor. 4:17). We never 
endure these experiences alone; those who are faithful 
to Christ know something of what is meant by “the 
fellowship of his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10).

Future
This present evil world is sometimes a furnace for 

God’s people, and it is desperately sad to see our own 
land becoming like that. The persecution of believers is 
not yet an outright one, but there is a growing pressure 
to conform to what those in positions of power and 
influence in our increasingly secular society deem to 
be ‘acceptable’. Beliefs and opinions which were once 
mainstream are now condemned, and those who hold 
them can now expect to be penalised in their education, 
employment and other areas of life; they may even 
find themselves marginalised by large sections of the 
visible church.

Those of a ‘progressive’ outlook are fond of telling 
those with conservative moral and religious views that 
they are “on the wrong side of history”. They believe 
that all future generations will see very clearly just 
how superior the liberal views of our modern age 
are to everything which went before. Such people are 
greatly mistaken. Their error is in thinking that history 
is always moving towards their goal of a secular 
paradise, where man finds perfect happiness without 
God. As Christians, we know differently! The history of 
the future has already been written and it is contained 
in the Bible. It ends with the new Jerusalem, where 
“the tabernacle of God is with men” and He wipes away 
all tears from their eyes (Rev. 21:2-4).

Boldness
Given the eventual triumph of Christ and His church, 
should we not be fearless of men, and much more 
militant for the Lord than we are? Charles Bridges 
wrote: “The faithful and constant Christian will be bold 
to walk contrary to the course of this world; outfacing 
the scorn of men; valiant for despised truth; glorying 
in a persecuted name.” There will be a reviving of God’s 
work in our land when His people take courage and 
declare to every earthly power which would usurp the 
crown rights of Jesus Christ, “We will not bow down 
to you! We will burn before we will bend.” In this we 
are following the apostles, who said, “We ought to obey 
God rather than men.” (Acts 5:29)

When the Protestant reformer Hugh Latimer was 
burned at the stake in Oxford in 1555 with Nicholas 
Ridley, he said to his friend: “Play the man, Master 
Ridley; we shall this day light such a candle, by God’s 
grace, in England, as I trust shall never be put out.” Are 
we ‘playing the man’? Some groups are pulling down 
statues, but the church should be pulling down the 
strongholds of Satan (2 Cor. 10:4). Some people are 
‘taking a knee’ in support of their cause, but we should 
be falling upon our knees and spreading out our hands 
to the Lord. When we really do so, perhaps it will 
please the Almighty to have mercy upon our land.

July 20204
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“Faith looks, not to 
circumstances but an 
unchangeable God 
and an unalterable 
covenant.”
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“Thou hast kept the good wine until now.” (John 2:10)

God gives His people the best last. This is a 
great comfort to the ageing Christian. Some 
say, “We have seen better days”, but are not 

our closing days better? Have we not more light of 
the Spirit, more warmth in our desire “to depart, and 
to be with Christ; which is far better” (Phil. 1:23)? Is 
not Heaven more sharp to our senses? When we see 
our ‘House’ (Ps. 23:6) in the distance it is not very 
clear; we see the outline and some features. But as we 
come nearer we begin to see more and more through 
the windows (of Scripture). Now we see more and it 
absorbs our thoughts more: the King in His beauty, 
the children around Him, the activities of Heaven. 
An aged Christian said, “I spend more time with the 
saints in Heaven now than with those on earth.” There 
are other Christians, born before us, who “have been 
sent on ahead” (Samuel Rutherford), and they take 
something with them – earth is a lesser place without 
them. But our greatest thoughts are for the One who 
loved us and gave Himself for us (Gal. 2:20) – without 
Him there would be no Home to go to. Heaven would 
not be Heaven without Christ.

But without Christ the last will be worst. A 
novelist once quoted the remark, “Life is a bad 
business, but we must make the best of it.” This is the 
attitude of those who try to live without Christ; their 
life is one of hard work with increasingly despairing 
thoughts as they reach the end of their time here. 
Their strength and heart gradually fail; they are 
waiting for the End and not for Christ. Contrast the 
thoughts of the ageing Asaph. “My flesh and my heart 
faileth: but God is the strength of my heart, and my 
portion for ever.” (Ps. 73:26) The Christian lives and 
dies thinking of a strength which is beyond ourselves 
– “Hitherto hath the Lord helped us.” (1 Sam. 7:12) 
The Lord is not going to change now, or ever; He is 
always the same (Heb. 13:8). As we grow older, this 
world attracts us less and less; we feel more the 
attraction of that “better country” (Heb. 11:16) – “the 
Home we were made for” (Augustine).

As the years pass by, we have lost much but we 
have gained more. We cannot say we are better and 
that sin has been left behind; we have to carry the old 
man on our backs until we reach “the river which has 
no bridge.” But we are more chastened and subdued, 
somewhat more submissive to God’s wise, overruling 
Providence; quieter, gentler, more patient, not hasty 
to condemn, readier to sympathise with the failings of 
others – “There but for the grace of God go I.” We look 
back to foolish choices of earlier years and comfort 
ourselves that there is less time and less opportunity 
to make such painful mistakes. Times of devotion are 
more precious to us; we are getting ready, rehearsing 
for the great Day, when there shall be no “spot” or 
“wrinkle” or “blemish” (Eph. 5:27) in our worship. 
Youth had energy, but without experience; there was 
zeal, but still naivety regarding the deep things of God 
and of human nature. The harvest comes at the end, 
not at the beginning of the implanted seed’s life.

For the Christian, as at Cana, Christ waits to 
give the Best at the Last. We must wait too, but with 
growing anticipation. We stand beside graves, and 
we say to ourselves, “Well, he made it.” It is how we 
finish that matters. We look around at the graveside 
and think, “One day others will be here and looking at 
my grave.” A Christian gave his mourners something 
to look at when he died; he arranged the following 
words to be written on his gravestone below his name, 
“Found, kept and brought Home by Christ.” This sums 
up the Christian life. More and more we depend on 
Him who keeps us from falling; this produces more 
prayer, and the conversation between earth and 
heaven becomes more constant as we draw near the 
final transition. The English Puritan Richard Baxter 
(1615-1691) wrote of Heaven:

“My knowledge of that life is small,
    The eye of faith is dim;
But ’tis enough that Christ knows all,
    And I shall be with Him.”

Truly, the Best shall be Last.

DEVOTIONAL

THE BEST LAST
REV. JAMES CLARK
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Aseventh principle which belongs to the Free 
Church – and the final one we shall consider 
in this series – concerns the kingdom of Christ 

and the place of children within the kingdom. This 
principle comes into sharp focus with the doctrine of 
Baptism.

Introduction
The subject of Baptism is sometimes hotly debated. 
For some Christians their existence seems to depend 
upon it, and to lose their view of Baptism is almost 
akin to losing their salvation. Baptism is an ordinance 
of the Church, which means we must reject any notion 
of ‘private’ baptism.

Baptism is one of the two ordinances of the New 
Testament Church which are termed ‘sacraments’, it 
having replaced Circumcision. The Shorter Catechism 
defines a sacrament in the following way:

Q. 92. What is a sacrament?
A. A sacrament is an holy ordinance instituted by 

Christ; wherein, by sensible signs, Christ, and the 
benefits of the new covenant, are represented, sealed, 
and applied to believers.

The Catechism is telling us two things:
1. A sacrament is a visible aid. By “sensible signs” 

– signs that we are able to perceive and appreciate 
– Christ and His benefits are “represented” to us. So 
we see, hear and taste for ourselves Christ and His 
benefits.

2. A sacrament is a means of grace. Christ and the 
benefits of God’s covenant are “sealed and applied”. 
The sacraments tell us repeatedly that salvation is a 
reality.

The question we must consider is the place which 
the children of believers have in God’s covenant.

1. What the Issue is in Baptism
Firstly, we can say what the issue in Baptism is not. 
The issue is not adult Baptism versus infant Baptism. 
All churches agree that adults outside the Church 
should be baptised upon profession of faith. This is the 
teaching of our Catechism:

Q. 95. To whom is baptism to be administered?
A. Baptism is not to be administered to any that are 

out of the visible church, till they profess their faith in 
Christ, and obedience to him; but the infants of such as 
are members of the visible church are to be baptized.

The position of the Church in relation to those who 
are outside the visible church is absolutely clear. They 
must come to saving faith in Christ before they can be 
admitted to the Church by baptism. On this issue then, 
paedobaptists agree entirely with those who baptise 
only adults.

Secondly, we can say what the issue in Baptism is. 
It centres on the children of believers: not all children, 
but only those children with believing parents: “the 
infants of such as are members of the visible church 
are to be baptized.”

2. The Basis of Infant Baptism
Let us consider the practice of the Church as we find it 
in Scripture, which must be authoritative for us:

The Old Testament
It might be objected, Why go to the Old Testament? 

Are we not New Testament Christians? We answer that 
we are part of the one Church of Christ. It is to the Old 
Testament Jewish Church that we Gentiles have been 
added. Bringing in the Gentiles did not lead to the 
creation of a new church. As Paul teaches, there is only 
one olive tree, and we have been grafted into it (Rom. 
11:17,18).

Central to the people of God is the Covenant, as stated 
in the God’s words to Abraham: “And I will establish my 
covenant between me and thee and thy seed after thee 
in their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a 
God unto thee, and to thy seed after thee.” (Genesis 17:7) 
The Covenant is about union and communion with God. 
It is an act by God, who promises to be a God to believers 
and to their children. God is promising to Abraham that 
He will be his Saviour, Keeper and Lord.   

Another significant text is: “Now therefore, if ye will 
obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye 
shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: 
for all the earth is mine” (Exod. 19:5). God chose 

DOCTRINE

FREE CHURCH DISTINCTIVES: 
(7) CHRIST’S KINGDOM AND 
COVENANT CHILDREN
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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DOCTRINE / FREE CHURCH DISTINCTIVES: (7) CHRIST’S KINGDOM AND 
COVENANT CHILDREN

The Position of Children
We must remember that we are looking at the 

children of believers and not of unbelievers. The 
children of believers are not to be treated as pagans. 
Paul says that they are “holy”, even if only one of their 
parents is a believer (1 Cor. 7:14). He uses the same 
word in his address to the Church at Corinth: “to them 
that are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints” (1 
Cor. 1:2). So the children of believers are different from 
other children: they are part of the Church as much as 
adults – part of the Christian community, the public, 
professing people of God.

 
3. Why Christ Welcomed Children
We find the Lord Jesus Christ taking a child in His 
arms (Mark 9:36). On another occasion He placed 
His hands upon children and prayed, and in receiving 
these children He declared, “of such is the kingdom of 
heaven.” (Matt. 19:13,14) For Christ to receive these 
children was a visible indication that they belonged to 
Him. In his account, Luke calls these children “infants”, 
or sucking children, and says to the disciples: “Suffer 
little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: 
for of such is the kingdom of God.” (Luke 18:15,16).

Now if these children are in the Kingdom, is it really 
to be the case that the visible Church will drive them 
out? When was the Church ever told by God to remove 
children?

Application
1. What is the point of Baptism? It is a sign and 

seal of the reality of God’s promise to His people. It 
tells them that what they hear and are taught from the 
Bible is real. Baptism is an encouragement to believing 
parents as they nurture their children to claim God’s 
promise in relation to their children; it is a comfort to 
them that God will fulfil His promise to them to be their 
God. Baptism is administered in obedience to Christ’s 
command to disciple, to baptise and to teach.

2. The neglect of Baptism is sinful. The Westminster 
Confession of Faith states that it is “a great sin to contemn 
or neglect this ordinance” (28:5). Significantly, Christ 
had no words to commend the Pharisees and lawyers 
who snubbed John’s baptism; in doing so, they “rejected 
the counsel of God against themselves” (Luke 7:30). 
Moses was almost killed by God for neglecting the sign 
of the Covenant (Exod. 4:24-26). It is no less problematic 
to reject Baptism in the New Testament than it was to 
neglect Circumcision in the Old Testament.

3. Covenant obligations. The entire congregation is 
required to remember one another in prayer. Baptism 
reminds you that you are part of that community. Do 
you pray for the children of the Church?

Israel, redeemed them and brought them to Himself, 
making them His own special people. The terms of 
God’s Covenant with them are that He will love them, 
teach them and protect them; in turn, they will trust 
Him, worship Him and serve Him. Covenant means 
salvation – “I will be your God” – or in the words of 
Christ,  knowing God is “life eternal” (John 17:3).

The sign of God’s Covenant under the Old Testament 
was Circumcision. God gave Abraham “the covenant 
of circumcision” (Acts 7:8), which shows how closely 
the Covenant and the sign are. In fact, circumcision 
is called the Covenant: “This is my covenant...Every 
male child among you shall be circumcised”; and, “my 
covenant shall be in your flesh” (Gen. 17:10,13). The 
sign and the Covenant are bound together, so much so 
that they mean the same thing: eternal life.

The New Testament
It is not an accident that in the New Testament 

‘households’ are recorded as being baptised (Acts 
16:15; 1 Cor. 1:16). It does not solve the issue to try to 
argue that there were no children in these households. 
It merely sidesteps the obvious: as households were 
circumcised in the Old Testament, so households are 
baptised in the New Testament. In the case of the 
Philippian jailor, it is precisely because of his believing 
that the rest of his house were baptised (Acts 16:32,33).

There are two further things to consider here:
The Promise of God
At Pentecost, the apostle Peter proclaimed the 

gospel to the Jews gathered in Jerusalem, saying to 
them: “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the 
name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye 
shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost. For the promise 
is unto you, and to your children, and to all that are afar 
off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call.” (Acts 
2:38,39) These Jews would have understood perfectly 
what Peter meant. In effect, what they were hearing 
was a reiteration of the Covenant promise God made to 
Abraham in Genesis 17:7, “to be a God unto thee, and 
to thy seed after thee.”

What was promised to Abraham and what was 
promised at Pentecost agree as to the content. It is a 
promise of salvation running in the line of continuing 
generations. We have no right to say that in the Old 
Testament the children are included in this promise 
but in the New Testament they are excluded from it. 
When were children put out of the Church by God? 
The promise also agrees as to the relation. Believing 
parents and their children are united together in the 
promise, and the promise is connected to the sign. In 
Genesis the promise was connected with Circumcision, 
and in Acts it is with Baptism. In both places the sign is 
the result of the Covenant promise.
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Introduction

Theologians disagree on whether the term 
‘backsliding’ can only be applied to a truly 
regenerate person, or whether a counterfeit 

Christian, a reprobate and hypocrite such as Judas 
Iscariot, can also be described as a backslider. Often the 
outward sin manifested in both is indistinguishable, 
causing confusion and doubt in the minds of those 
who are truly converted and yet find themselves falling 
into gross private or public sin. The title of this article 
indicates its boundaries. It limits the term backsliding 
to the truly regenerate child of God – a sinner saved 
by grace, but one who has sadly and most dangerously 
backslidden into a course of sinful conduct. It is 
referring to a Christian who is behaving like a David 
in his sin, but will never be a Saul; who is sinfully 
denying the Lord like Peter, but will never betray Him 
like Judas Iscariot; who has departed for a season 
like Onesimus, but will never return to the world for 
ever like Demas! J.C. Ryle emphasises the grievous 
condition of a backsliding Christian: “A stranded ship, 
a broken winged eagle, a garden overrun with weeds, 
a harp without strings, a church in ruins – all these are 
sad sights: but a backslider is a sadder sight still.”

What is Backsliding?
The Biblical word for backsliding implies that there is 
a high place, an elevated position previously occupied, 
from which one has retreated or slidden away. The 
direction being taken is clearly a backwards one. 
The believer no longer occupies the high ground. 
The term implies a falling away: “for thou hast fallen 
[back] by thine iniquity.” (Hos. 14:1) There is a 
drifting, a neglecting, a slipping; like a boat eluding 
insecure moorings and drifting further and further 
out into dangerous waters. The high standards of 
God-honouring Christian living, personal holiness 
and fruitbearing, have been turned back from. There 
is a turning out of the narrow path! Israel was being 
warned by the same prophet for the final time that they 
were exhibiting all the signs and sins of backsliding: 
“for Israel slideth back as a backsliding heifer” (Hos. 
4:16).

A Christian must always be going forward in faith. 
We are to be growing in grace and knowledge (2 Pet. 
3:18) and building upon the foundation of our faith (2 
Pet. 1:5ff.). Backsliding may be described as a prolonged 
period in the Christian life when rather than growing, 
believers are declining. It is often imperceptible to begin 
with, but just as a rock gathers momentum the further 
it rolls down a hillside, so the Christian will accelerate 
in barrenness, declension and sin during a period of 
backsliding. All backsliding is sin, but not all sin is 
necessarily backsliding! It is not just an individual sin of 
anger, or temper, or lust, or hatred flashing in the heart 
of a Christian, but rather a pattern of sinful behaviour 
over a period which may be days, weeks, or months, and 
sadly, in some extreme cases, may extend for several 
years. Ryle again explains that Christians can backslide 
so far and for so long as to make them despair of their 
very salvation, and says: “if that is not hell, it is certainly 
the next thing to it! It is a taste of hell. It is a hell on earth!”

The Causes of Backsliding
For the true child of God, backsliding is nothing 
short of a catastrophe. It is injurious to the soul, 
the body and the mind. It is most detrimental to the 
individual and inevitably to all those around who 
observe the spiritual decline, and are grieved and 
discouraged by the obvious departure from the faith. 
In John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, as Hopeful 
and Christian moved across the Enchanted Ground at 
pace, leaving Ignorance far behind them, they spoke 
about backsliding. Christian identified to Hopeful nine 
causes of backsliding in believers:

1. They draw back in their thoughts as much as 
possible from the remembrance of God, death, and the 
judgement to come.

2. They then cast off by degrees, private prayer, 
sorrow for sin (repentance) and mortifying their sinful 
flesh.

3. Next they shun the beneficial company of lively, 
warm-hearted Christians.

4. Coldness and neglect in public duties creep in, 
such as attending the means of grace, reading the Word 
of God, and attending Christian fellowships.

PRACTICAL RELIGION

THE BACKSLIDING CHRISTIAN
REV. MURDO MACIVER
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5. They begin to find fault with other Christians, 
picking holes in the coats of the godly, because of some 
weakness which they fancy they have seen in them, 
and casting aspersions on the good name of disciples 
behind their back.

6. Then they begin to associate with worldly, loose, 
and evil-minded people. They also give way to carnal, 
lustful, and immoral practice in secret, and seek to find 
such practice in those who are counted true, that they 
may say they are their example.

7. After this they play with sin openly.
8. Then being hardened, they show themselves as 

they are: downright wicked.
9. Now, being bogged down again in the gulf of 

misery, they perish forever in their own deceiving 
unless a miracle of grace prevents it.

Beware lest any of these behaviours are creeping, 
or have already crept, into your own life, for they are 
certain signs of a backsliding Christian!

The Cure for Backsliding
It has been said, “Backsliding begins in the heart, 
spreads to the closet, infects the home and then erupts 
in public.” There is an ignominious fall. Backsliding is 
a most critical condition: it is a severe and grievous 
illness, but it is not incurable. There is great hope for 
the backsliding Christian! “I will heal their backsliding, 
I will love them freely” (Hos. 14:4). Only God Himself 
can provide the healing and restore the backslider, 
even from descending to very near the gates of hell 
itself! This sovereign grace of God does not of course 
absolve the backslider from straining every sinew and 
expending all energy to seek a return to the Lord, as 
Scripture commands of such.

The English Baptist minister Andrew Fuller 
(1754-1815), in his work The Backslider (which is 
recommended reading), suggests eight steps on the 
road of return for the backslider:

1. Embrace every possible season of retirement for 
reading the Holy Scripture. Read your Bible!

2. Reflect on the aggravating circumstances of thine 
offence. Ponder your offence to God!

3. Reflect on the goodness of God in having hitherto 
borne with thee. Ponder God’s patience and long-
suffering with you!

4. Reflect on the state and exercises of thy mind in 
former times. Remember and meditate upon the sweet 
communion you have lost through your backsliding!

5. Set apart special times to humble yourself 
before God by fasting and prayer. Humble yourself in 
repentance before the Lord in your private closet!

6. To prayer, it is necessary to add watchfulness. 
Double the guard on your heart and stand firm in the 
evil day against all the temptations to remain in your 
backslidden state!

7. In your approaches to the Saviour, let it be 
under the character in which you first applied to Him 
for mercy...that of a sinner. Cast yourself as you are 
upon the mercy of God in Christ as you first did at 
conversion!

8. In all your supplications, be content with nothing 
short of complete recovery. A sticking plaster is useless! 
Full restoration is essential. “Restore unto me the joy 
of thy salvation” (Ps. 51:12) is the objective of the 
returning backslider.

The cure begins with a forensic examination of 
our current conduct to see whether any of the nine 
downward causes of backsliding Christian identified to 
Hopeful are evidenced in our own lives, and if they are, 
to take immediate remedial action. God will always 
provide a way back for His people, but what a bitter 
road the road of return is for the backslider. A painful 
one and a sorrowful one! “And Peter went out and 
wept bitterly.” (Luke 22:62) How could I have forsaken 
such a loving Saviour? God grant that it may not be 
you, beloved Christian!

Preventing Backsliding
It is a truism that prevention is better than cure. 
Every Christian who has endured the awful darkness 
of seasons of backsliding, profoundly regrets ever 
having rebelliously strayed into that path. What 
steps can the Christian reader employ to prevent 
a repetition of the costly mistakes of others? The 
Puritan William Jenkyn (1613-1685) provides the 
best advice imaginable: “The best way never to fall, 
is ever to fear.” Live constantly with a holy fear of 
God ever before your eyes, and a holy wonder at the 
work of salvation wrought for you by the Lord Jesus 
Christ in His atoning suffering and death. The Apostle 
Jude exhorts his readers, “Keep yourselves in the love 
of God” (v.21) He urges them to protect themselves 
by nurturing three essential Christian qualities: a 
most holy faith, a most holy love and a most holy life. 
Consistent holy living in the fear of God is the perfect 
antidote to backsliding. May all His people be found 
keeping themselves in the love of God and “looking 
for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal 
life.” (Jude 21)

“Consistent holy living 
in the fear of God is 
the perfect antidote to 
backsliding.”
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Ican still remember it after almost forty years: the 
awkward, somewhat embarrassed feeling that 
swept over me in the lecture theatre on my first day 

at university. The Professor of Geology was enthusing 
us with the wonderful insights the earth sciences had 
provided. Geology, we were told, had moved on since the 
days of the Church of Ireland Archbishop James Ussher 
(1581-1656), who declared that the earth was created on 
23rd October 4004 BC. We now knew better, just as the 
world has moved on from the Bible. Everyone seemed 
to have a good laugh, but I sat in silence, not knowing 
what to say or think. How many people – perhaps my 
Geology professor among them – have received Bible 
teaching in their youth but rejected it when it seemed to 
be contradicted by the advances of science.

In those days the Church didn’t seem to have 
much to say on Creation. Either one accepted a literal 
understanding of Genesis chapters 1-11 and got on 
with the rest of life, or a compromise was worked out 
and the Bible was made to fit around various “accepted 
findings” of science. There was no Internet and few 
resources available to help one navigate to a good 
understanding of Creation. Be thankful that today 
there are many resources within easy reach helping us 
to defend the historicity of Genesis 1-11 and a young 
earth, and that our ministers support and encourage 
this understanding of the Bible.

Biblical Truth Matters
It was ten or more years after that lecture, and after 
I was in the Ministry, that I came to a clear view of 
Genesis and the doctrine of Creation. Yet the question 
may be asked, “Does it matter? Don’t many in the 
Christian community reject a young-earth position 
and cope with it just fine? Surely this position places 
a stumbling block before an unbelieving world?” How 
is one to respond? All the truth God has revealed in his 
Word matters. The Church is not at liberty to accept 
one doctrine and reject or ignore another; it must 
accept all the truth God has declared (2 Tim. 1:13). Just 
as the doctrines of the Trinity and justification by faith 
were worked out and refined, so the Church is to do 
the same regarding Creation as revealed in the Bible. If 
Scripture is clear on this issue then loyalty to the Lord 
Jesus Christ demands that what it teaches be accepted 
and professed, whatever a sceptical world may say.

Biblical Truth is Interconnected
Few if any doctrines are stand-alone truths; they impact 

other areas of truth. If the true humanity of Christ is 
denied, then His ability to be the representative and 
substitute of His people is affected. This overthrows 
the Biblical doctrine of the atonement. The doctrine 
of Creation impinges on such doctrines as the origin 
of man, the unity of the human race, the Sabbath, the 
fall of man, Christ as the last Adam, and Heaven as 
the paradise of God. It also impacts the doctrine of 
Scripture. A rejection of the traditional understanding 
of Creation in favour of one which fits in with modern 
science may appear to solve some difficulties, but it 
creates problems elsewhere.

Biblical Truth is to be Defended
Christians are to be ready to give a reason for the 
hope they have in Christ (1 Pet. 3:15). We do not 
believe fables or a contradictory mishmash of ideas. 
The Bible is true in all it asserts, and its history is 
reliable, as archaeology increasingly reveals. The 
truth to be defended includes not only the virgin 
birth and the resurrection, but also Creation. Many 
reject the Bible as ‘unscientific’ and irrelevant to the 
21st century, often because of what it says regarding 
Creation, so there is a need to show that this truth 
fits in with the facts of science much better than 
ideas about evolution and the ‘Big Bang’. In this way 
believers and their children are confirmed in the 
faith, as they see that what they believe is reasonable 
and defensible. They are also equipped to challenge 
the world and show that its view is wrong, and rooted 
in wilful ignorance. The ground is therefore prepared 
for confronting unbelievers with the reality of their 
sin and their need of the Saviour.

Biblical Truth Keeps Scientists from Error
On a practical level, it should be noted that much 
research in Geology, Biology, Astrophysics and the 
Social Sciences is affected by evolution. If evolution is 
wrong then the research in these areas may be flawed 
or interpreted wrongly. During the Nazi era, much of 
their racism and experiments on people (eugenics) 
was due to their zealous belief in evolution and desire 
to produce a master race. Even ideas on the origin of, 
or changes in, Covid-19 are affected by evolution. It 
may produce wrong results or lead to wasted time if 
the whole basis for investigation is unsound.  

Does Creation matter? Of course it matters! Love to 
Christ and to souls should give us all a desire to know 
what the Bible teaches about Creation.

YOUTH FOCUS

DOES CREATION MATTER?
REV. GRAEME CRAIG
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Obituary – Rev. John J. Murray 
(Rev. William Macleod)

It was a great shock when Andrew Murray phoned 
to say that he and his mother were going to see his 
dad in Leverndale Hospital and that it was unlikely 

he would survive that afternoon. Later he phoned to 
say that his dad had passed away. I had talked to John 
on the phone just two days before when he told me 
he was better and hoped to get out of isolation the 
following day. I felt a huge sense of loss. He was an 
elder in our congregation and had often preached for 
me. He was a wise counsellor to whom I could go for 
advice. He was a godly and humble man, a real example 
to us all. A lovely female member of my congregation 
had died just the day before. Never before have I had 
two of my flock awaiting burial.

John James Murray was born in 1934. As a teenager 
he came across good books such as Boston’s Fourfold 
State and The Life and Diary of David Brainerd. 

Through reading 
these his soul’s 
salvation became his 
priority. In 1953 he 
heard Professor John 
Murray preach on 
John 6:37 and it made 
a deep impression 
on him. Professor 
Murray’s Calvinism as 
expressed in his great 
book Redemption 
Accomplished and 
Applied, his emphasis 

on the glorious majesty and sovereignty of God and 
the vital importance of union with Christ, remained 
with him all his days. After leaving school he worked 
for a time in insurance in Edinburgh but gave that up 
hoping to study for the ministry.

At this time he began to recognise the need for 
Britain to recover the Reformed faith. He loved 
the warm, Highland piety of John Kennedy and a 
former generation. Though the Free Church was 
constitutionally Reformed and subscribed to the 
Westminster Confession of Faith yet in quite a number 
of congregations the old, robust, experimental 
Calvinism had given place to a general evangelicalism. 
At this time he got to know Rev. Kenneth MacRae of 
Stornoway and shared his concerns. In 1959 he began 
publishing a little magazine named Eternal Truth in 
which were short articles by such authors as Warfield, 
Watson, Baxter, Kennedy and Ryle. At this time Iain 
Murray and Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones, having the same 

CHURCH NEWS
concerns, had begun the Banner of Truth Magazine in 
England and had republished some of the old classics. 
When they saw John’s gifts he was invited to come to 
London to help. From 1960 till he became a student 
for the ministry in 1973 he was heavily involved in all 
the work of the Banner of Truth and made a massive 
contribution to the recovery of the Reformed faith 
across the world. I first met him at a Banner of Truth 
Conference at Leicester in 1972. I remember him as 
an elder at the General Assembly pleading for family 
religion, for catechising and encouraging our covenant 
young people to improve their baptism.

During his early days in London John met Cynthia 
MacPhee, originally from the Fort William area. They 
married in 1966 and were blessed with three children. 
Having completed his studies at the Free Church 
College he became minister in Oban in 1978. He was 
involved in work with children and young people and 
also as a chaplain in the local schools and many who 
had no connection with the local congregation spoke 
appreciatively of his ministry in the town. Two years 
later, in December 1980, their oldest child Lynda, who 
was just thirteen years old, died of a brain tumour. This 
was obviously a traumatic event as any parent would 
understand. However, sustained by the grace of God, 
he continued to minister faithfully. Later he wrote a 
most helpful booklet, Behind a Frowning Providence, to 
encourage others going through trials. Many thousands 
of this booklet have been printed and it continues to be 
widely used today.

In 1989 he received a call to St Columba’s Free Church 
in Edinburgh which he accepted. He continued as minister 
in Edinburgh till he retired in 2002. His ministry was 
able and profitable and appreciated by many, especially 
the young folk. Sadly, during this time there was the 
controversy over the private life of one of the professors 
in the Free Church College who also was a member of his 
congregation. This led to a division in the Free Church in 
the year 2000 and Mr Murray sided with the Free Church 
(Continuing). Having been a close friend of the professor 
concerned, it was a particularly painful episode in his life.

Retiring from the ministry, he moved to Glasgow 
where he at different times was interim-moderator of 
several congregations. He continued to preach regularly 
and wrote books and pamphlets. His biography of his 
friend John Marshall was much appreciated, as was his 
biography of John Knox. The burden of his heart was to 
see a rediscovery of the greatness of God, his holiness, 
majesty and awesome splendour. In his book, Catch the 
Vision, he traced the growth of interest in Reformed and 
Puritan theology in the second part of the twentieth 
century. He grieved that the movement went so far and 
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then seemed to stop and reverse. He yearned to see 
reformation and revival spreading throughout the world.

When I came to Glasgow in 2006 John was in my 
congregation. He had been interim-moderator and 
continued to have a pastoral care for the congregation 
and he and Cynthia would often visit the sick and 
housebound. Whenever I had to be away preaching 
elsewhere, he was a great help as he would preach for me. 
The people loved him. As a preacher there was nothing 
flamboyant about his style, but the material was solid. He 
always had a carefully prepared message. His theology 
was excellent and you came away from his sermons 
feeling that you had got something solid to think about.

Early in 2018 his second daughter Anna was 
diagnosed with terminal pancreatic cancer. This seems to 
have tipped John into a severe clinical depression. After 
some months it eased a bit but he never got back to his 
old buoyancy. Latterly he was in and out of Leverndale 
hospital and it would seem that it was there that he caught 
the Coronavirus from which he died. Our sympathy goes 
to his dear wife Cynthia who has been amazingly upheld 
through it all and to Andrew and Kirsteen and their five 
sons and also his brother William.   

Update on Presbytery of USA 
(Dr James Wanliss, Elder, Greenville)

The Free Presbytery of the United States 
comprises congregations in Atlanta (GA), 
Greenville (SC), Mebane (NC) and St. Louis (MO), 

whose ministers are Rev. Brent Evans, Rev. Robert 
McCurley, Rev. Gavin Beers and Rev. Jonathan Mattull 
respectively. Our congregations are comprised of a 
wide variety of ages, and there are particularly large 
numbers of young people; most congregations have 
experienced significant growth and several families 
travel great distances or have moved from other states 
to worship with us. Increasing numbers of people 
throughout the country appear to have an interest in 
the testimony of the Free Church and the Presbytery 
is exploring possibilities to extend our witness to the 
glorious gospel of God’s free grace in Christ.

The Presbytery’s quarterly magazine, The Master’s 
Trumpet, is available at the Presbytery’s publishing 
imprint website (GrangePress.com). Grange Press is 
expanding the reach of our witness through the printing 
of classical reformed materials, particularly from our 
Scottish Presbyterian heritage. Other digital materials are 
available, including high quality recordings of selections 
from the Scottish Psalter. Outreach efforts include a 
free digital course on Biblical theology, accessible at: 
johnknoxinstitute.org/videos/history-of-redemption

Like our brethren overseas, the challenges 
produced by the Wuhan coronavirus have affected 

everyone within the bounds of the Presbytery. The 
dramatic changes forced upon society by government 
regulations, and the general caution, fear and panic 
in society, have made us all feel somewhat weary. We 
remember the words of our God, “A bruised reed shall 
he not break, and the smoking flax shall he not quench: 
he shall bring forth judgment unto truth.” (Isa. 42:3) 
Our congregations faced intense pressure to cancel 
public worship as the state shut down businesses and 
forbade gatherings. To lose the voice of God was a 
judgement too great to bear, and we wrestled with God 
not to forsake us. How precious it seemed if one could 
be just a doorkeeper in His house!

We are pleased to say that in God’s grace and mercy 
all our congregations have continued to hold public 
worship. There has been some societal disapproval 
and risk of sanctions, and some of our members have 
been cursed by those driving by our meeting houses. 
Thankfully much of the pressure from the state is 
now off and some other churches are resuming public 
worship services. We are aware that matters may 
change swiftly, but our hope continues to be in the 
Maker of heaven and earth.

Magazine

God willing there will be a November/December 
double issue of the magazine containing material 
relating to this year's General Assembly.

‘No’ to Minang Bible in Indonesia 
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)

Indonesia is home to some 6.8 million Minangkabau. 
They are the fourth largest ethnic group in Indonesia 
and the dominant ethnic group in West Sumatra. 

They are 99.72 percent Muslim and 0.26 percent 
Christian. On 3 June Indonesia’s Communication and 
Information Minister removed a Bible app – ‘Kitab 
Suci Injil Minangkabau’ [The Bible in Minangkabau 
language] – from the Google Play Store at the request of 
West Sumatra governor, Irwan Prayitno. Backed by the 
Indonesian Ulema Council (MUI, Indonesia’s top body 
of Islamic clerics), Irwan insisted that the Bible app is 
offensive to the Minangkabau, whose culture is based 
on Sharia and the Quran, not the Bible. The action sets 
a very dangerous precedent and has triggered a fierce 
debate on religious freedom both in West Sumatra and 
across Indonesia. Please pray.

Quote

“The creature may have the milk of our love, 
but God must have the cream.”

Thomas Watson

CHURCH NEWS
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The Eye peninsula, known locally as Point, extends 
from the east coast of the Isle of Lewis. It is 
joined to the rest of the island only by a narrow 

land bridge (the Braighe), which in stormy weather is 
occasionally closed to traffic. The population is about 
2,000. Despite the proximity to Stornoway, Point has 
always historically been a distinct community and 
this is reflected in the existence of a separate FC(C) 
congregation on the peninsula.

History
A ruined church can be visited near the Braighe dating 
back to medieval times, with evidence of Christian 
worship from the early days of the Celtic Church. After 
the Reformation, however, Lewis enjoyed little evidence 
of Gospel light until revivals came in the early nineteenth 
century. At that time, an Act of Parliament provided funds 
for so-called ‘Parliamentary’ churches to be founded 
in a number of Highland locations remote from parish 
centres, and in 1829, Robert Finlayson became the first 
minister of the Knock Parliamentary Church (named 
after the local village, as it was not a parish church).

Blessing
Finlayson was an exercised evangelical, and the new 
congregation was soundly grounded in the truth. In 
the Disruption of 1843, the great majority followed 
his successor Duncan Matheson into the Free Church, 
bearing the historic name ‘Knock’, even though the 
new Free Church was built in the more central village 
of Garrabost. A sad division in the congregation in the 
1960s could not be healed and resulted in a second 
congregation, Point Free Church, being recognised in 

the same area. Nonetheless, very considerable blessing 
was known in the twentieth century, with repeated 
waves of revival, notably in 1957 (the following year, 
78 people professed faith at the communion seasons). 
Notable ministries included Rev. John Macsween, a 
gifted theological preacher, in Point (1966-76), and 
Rev. Kenneth Smith in Knock (1984-96), a faithful 
minister who stood with the FC(C) in retirement.

Present
In 2000, minorities from both congregations adhered 
to the Free Church (Continuing), and were united 
harmoniously into a single congregation under the 
name Knock & Point. Rev. James Clark was inducted 
in 2006, and a new church building was erected in 
Garrabost, opening in 2012. The present minister was 
ordained and inducted in 2015. Sabbath services are 
held at 12.00noon and 6.00pm and the Prayer Meeting 
is on Wednesday at 7.30pm (due to the Covid-19 
situation the services are currently broadcast via a 
YouTube channel ‘Knock & Point FCC’, with the prayer 
meeting held by Zoom). The congregation remains 
small, with Sabbath attendances of 20 to 25, but has a 
good mix of ages. There are three elders, two deacons, 
and a retired minister (Rev. Kenneth Macdonald), all of 
whom are active in the work, as they are able.

Prayer
Particular prayer needs are for the Word to be 
savingly applied to covenant children; for comfort and 
encouragement for elderly and housebound members; 
for growth in grace and in the knowledge of God; and 
for outreach efforts in the community to be blessed.

AROUND THE CHURCH

KNOCK & POINT
REV. ALASDAIR J. MACLEOD

Members of the Presbytery of the Outer Hebrides at the ordination 
and induction of Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod on 30th January 2015
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(A summary of the address given by Mr Macleod as 
Moderator of the General Assembly, which met briefly 
by teleconference on Monday 18th May 2020.)

“Is any among you afflicted? let him pray.” (James 5:13)

Surely this is a relevant verse for us today. We 
should be in Edinburgh for our General Assembly 
but we are confined to our homes. Our churches 

are closed and we cannot gather for worship. But it is 
not just us that are afflicted, but the whole world!

Different
Never before, at least not since the days of Noah, has 
the whole world been afflicted. True, there have been 
pandemics, plagues and flus that have affected many 
countries and millions have died. But this one is different. 
It has spread to every country. Medicine has advanced 
enormously so that we understand what is taking place, 
but it is largely helpless to find a solution. Scientists are 
working round the clock yet the magic vaccine seems 
months, if not years away. Politicians proudly claim to 
have the answers but apart from their economically 
devastating lockdown policy they have no solution. 
The pleasure industry has been heavily afflicted, 
entertainment venues closed, local pubs and clubs shut, 
football has stopped and there are no holidays.

Prayer
The whole world is afflicted. Let the whole world pray! 
But the world can’t pray because it is spiritually dead. So 
the people of God must pray. What are we to pray for?

1. Pray that the world would recognise the one true 
God, that He has done this, and that the fear of God 
would come upon mankind.

2. Pray for universal repentance, that men and 
women would realise their rebellion against God and 
their breaking of His commandments.

3. Pray for the Jews, that the blindness would be 
taken from their eyes and they would recognise Jesus 
as the Messiah. They were cast out of the church so that 
the Gentiles might be brought in. However, there is a 
promise in Romans 11 that they will be brought back in, 
and when that happens, it will be life from the dead for 
the Gentile world. Amazing days are before us!

4. Pray that Satan will be bound, that a mighty angel 
will come down from heaven and “cast him into the 
bottomless pit, and shut him up, and set a seal upon 
him, that he should deceive the nations no more, till 
the thousand years should be fulfilled” (Rev. 20:3). 
Pray that the great deception of the antichrist of Rome 

will fall. Pray that the deception of the false prophet 
Mohammed will cease. Pray that the hold Hinduism 
and Buddhism have over the millions will end, that 
the cults will lose their grip, that liberalism will be 
excommunicated from the Protestant churches and 
that evolution would be shown up for the folly it is.

5. Pray for a reformation of theology and a rediscovery 
of the doctrines of the Reformed Confessions.

6. Pray for a reformation of life, and for holiness and 
humility to characterise God’s people.

7. Pray for a reformation of worship so that God will 
be worshipped with biblical purity and reverence in 
every church.

8. Pray for the reformation of the churches so that 
they all come together on the basis of the full truth of 
God’s infallible Word. “That they all may be one....” (John 
17:21) Let our prayers join with Christ’s intercession.

Impossible
You say this is impossible. It is asking too much. It would 
be almost heaven on earth. But your God is too small! 
Here we are told about Elijah. In his day, wicked Ahab 
was on the throne and ruthless Jezebel was promoting 
Baal worship. The prophets of the Lord were being 
massacred. What hope was there? But Elijah believed 
in God and prayed that no rain would fall on the land. 
There was no rain for three years and six months. 
Everyone suffered. He called Israel to Mount Carmel. 
He prayed for fire to come from heaven and devour the 
sacrifice. It happened and Israel cried out, “The Lord, 
he is the God; the Lord, he is the God.” (1 Kings 18:39) 
The 450 prophets of Baal were taken and killed. Elijah 
prayed again and the rain came. Is anything too hard 
for the Lord? Think big and pray big!

Purpose
God from all eternity had His plan. Elijah’s prayers 
didn’t change that plan. So why pray? People say, “What 
will be will be.” Even if they don’t say it they act like that. 
How terribly fatalistic we are! God’s way of bringing 
about his plan was through Elijah’s prayers. God’s way 
of bringing about the last great revival will be through 
our prayers. James declares: “Let him know, that he 
which converteth the sinner from the error of his way 
shall save a soul from death, and shall hide a multitude 
of sins.” (James 5:20) How wonderful to be involved in 
the conversion of one soul! How amazing to be involved 
in the conversion of the world! God has stopped the 
world in its tracks for a purpose. Look up and pray to 
Almighty God. Remember, “The effectual fervent prayer 
of a righteous man availeth much.” (James 5:16)

ASSEMBLY ADDRESS

LET HIM PRAY REV. WILLIAM MACLEOD
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VIRTUAL CHURCH

Virtual church isn’t ‘real’

As a result of the Covid-19 lockdown, 
congregations have sought for alternative 
means to maintain worship and hold together. 

The Internet has become, not only a useful but a 
necessary tool to that end. There is a tendency, 
however, as with all useful things, that once the crisis 
passes, what appeared to be a solution then becomes 
a problem. Good inventions may lend themselves to a 
sinful use. We have the example of the railways after 
the 1859 revival in Ulster, which spread to other parts 
of the UK: when the revival passed the trains continued 
to run, only now they took people to the seaside instead 
of to gospel meetings.

The motor car quickly became a means for Christians 
to go elsewhere than church, leading to a depleted 
attendance at evening services. The caravan has led to 
some Christians being absent from their congregations 
for large parts of the year. When television began, 
services were broadcast on sabbath days, and soon 
many churchgoers found it more convenient to stay at 
home. Sadly we can expect the same with the Internet. 
After three months of closed churches, there is the 
danger of professing Christians becoming lazy and 
apathetic. How easy it is to log on to church by computer 
from the comfort of one’s armchair!

In this light a number of things need to be asserted:
1. Virtual church is no Church, because it is not a 

gathering of the Church according to Scripture. We 
read of “the day of the assembly” (Deut. 9:10), and 
of Israel gathered together as “the assembly of the 
people of God” (Judg. 20:2). Without this physical 
assembling (Heb. 10:25) there is not a Church, and 
virtual gathering is not physical assembling.

2. Virtual church is no Church, because there are 
no sacraments and no discipline. The full marks of the 
Church are not present in what is merely a momentary 
hearing by means of technology.

3. Virtual church is no Church because it cannot 
carry out ‘churchly’ activities such as adding members 
to the Church and pastoring believers and their 
families.

4. Virtual church is no Church because it cannot be 
visible in the world and before the world.

5. Virtual church is no Church because it does not 
answer to the metaphors used for the Church in the 
Bible, such as body, temple and bride.

While virtual church can minister to God’s people 
in extraordinary times, it must never be allowed to 
become the norm.

CREMATION

What does the Bible say?

In recent years cremation has become a popular 
alternative to burial in Scotland. Numerous 
arguments are now advanced in support of this 

practice, such as the lack of land for new burial grounds 
and the threat traditional burial poses to public 
hygiene. Some of these arguments have been adopted 
by professing Christians. In opposition to cremation 
we note the following:

Negatively. 1. Burning evidences God’s contempt. 
The leftover manna was to be burnt (Exod. 12:10), Asa 
burned Maacah’s idol (1 Kings 15:13), and rebellious 
Jerusalem was given into the hand of the king of 
Babylon, to “burn it with fire” (Jer. 21:10).

2. The practice of burning bodies is especially 
cursed by God. Divine judgement came upon Moab for 
burning the bones of the king of Edom (Amos 2:1,2).

3. God’s particular judgement upon wicked Jezebel 
was, “there shall be none to bury her.” (2 Kings 9:10)

Positively. 1. Burial was the only practice amongst the 
Old Testament saints, as we may see with Sarah (Gen. 
23:19), Abraham (Gen. 25:9,10) and Isaac (Gen. 35:29).

2. God buried Moses (Deut. 34:5,6). How instructive! 
The God who is infinite, eternal and unchangeable in 
His wisdom did not burn the body of His servant but 
buried it.

3. The example of Christ, who was buried. He 
spoke of his burial beforehand (John 12:7), thereby 
demonstrating its importance in relation to his 
glorious resurrection. 

4. Theologically, burial is important because the 
body is significant (1 Cor. 15). Paul contrasts the present 
and the future: “It is sown in corruption; it is raised in 
incorruption: it is sown in dishonour; it is raised in 
glory: it is sown in weakness; it is raised in power: It 
is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body.” 
(vv.42-44). His climactic assertion, “O death, where 
is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?” (v.55) is a 
triumphant declaration that the grave is not the end.

5. The Shorter Catechism (Q./A. 37) teaches us 
that at their death believers have the assurance of 
resurrection, because “their bodies, being still united 
to Christ, do rest in their graves till the resurrection.” 
What a wonderful testimony to place the body of our 
loved one in a coffin, to lower that casket into a grave 
and to return home knowing that the same body shall 
rise again. 

We thus conclude that cremation is not for 
Christians. May we retain, assert and defend the 
biblical practice of burial.

COMMENT
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It is Edinburgh at the time of the annual Free 
Church Assembly meeting towards the end of May 
in 1844. It was a remarkable occasion. There had 

been an awareness at the Disruption the previous 
year of awakenings touching many parts of the 
country. Overtures came in to that second Free Church 
Assembly to take up the matter of personal religion as 
a priority amongst the proceedings.

Humiliation and Prayer
Consequently, it was decided to set apart Tuesday, 
21st May, as a day of humiliation and prayer, with 
a sermon to be preached by Rev. Charles J. Brown 
(1806-1884) of Free New North, Edinburgh. 
Members of Assembly were to engage in a religious 
conference. “I shall deeply regret”, said Rev. Robert 
S. Candlish (1806-1873), of St George’s, Edinburgh, 
“if we enter into any consultation as to what ought to 
be done before we have thoroughly and truly humbled 
ourselves in the sight of God, and spread out before 
Him our sins and failings.”

Brown in his introductory remarks set the scene: 
The ‘conference’ was “not so much to speak to one 
another as to speak to the Lord our God, and pour 

out our hearts before Him in sorrowful confession of 
our many, many shortcomings and sins, in order that, 
betaking ourselves to the fountain of Immanuel’s 
blood, and taking hold of the strength of the good and 
holy Spirit of Christ, we may humbly and heartily offer 
ourselves to the Lord, that if He have any delight in us, 
and if we have found grace in His sight, it may please 
Him in infinite mercy to make some use of us as His 
instruments in the great work on which His heart is set, 
and for which the Son of God died.” I dare say such a 
thing should be the primary feature of all our Church 
courts and meetings!

Sermon
The sermon of Brown’s was memorable and moving. 
He preached from Habakkuk, chapter 2, verse 1: “I will 
stand upon my watch, and set me upon the tower, and 
will watch to see what he will say unto me, and what 
I shall answer when I am reproved.” There was heart-
searching for all in the Assembly: “Oh, it were well if we 
this day heard the great and gracious One addressing 
to each of us the inquiry: ‘Lovest thou Me?’ Blessed if we 
are able in humble hope to answer. ‘Lord, Thou knowest 
all things, Thou knowest that I love Thee!’”

He went on to lay open the low state of their souls 
and of religion in their own hearts. Among other 
things, “How is a minister to teach to others the ways 
of God unless he is walking close and straight in them 
himself? How shall he lay open the sins of others, not 
harshly, but tenderly, unless he is seeing and mourning 
in secret over his own?”

Solemn
Brown was direct, and did not leave himself out: “the 
Word of God is the weapon we must wield, but the only 
way to get to the very heart of the Word is nothing else 
than living on it ourselves in secret. What guilt lies on us 
in this matter. We who ought to have been ensamples to 
the flock, who have had so many and peculiar advantages 
for walking with God, alas, our distance from Him has 
all but paralysed our ministry. We have not dealt in the 
secret place of the Most High. His Word has not dwelt 
richly within us.”

“What mischief have we thus done to souls – what 
good have we failed to do – what endless opportunities 

CHURCH HISTORY
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have we lost! ‘Have mercy on us, O God!’” His sermon 
was unsparing and searched out the secrecies of the 
heart, as well as the course of life and work in the 
ministry of the Gospel. It produced a reaction – and a 
good one among the fathers and brethren.

There was, we are told, “a deep, solemn melting 
of heart on his own part, and that of his audience.” 
“Many a head was bowed, and here and there amidst 
the Assembly men were silently seeking relief in tears.” 
“Men’s hearts were full; the Assembly remained for a 
time hushed in silence. It seemed as if members were 
afraid to disturb the solemnity of the scene; as if it would 
be best for each to retire and enter into his closet, and 
shut the door behind him.”

Revival
What does this do for those who are supportive of the 
ministry of the Word and Gospel these days? Does it 
not send us to the secret place and to our knees before 
the great God of Heaven, and the exalted Saviour to 
plead for such penitence and humility before Him, 
preachers and hearers, and for experiences of the 
Spirit’s quickening in these days – in our churches, in 
our ministries and in our families and communities – 
and in our divinity faculties! It amounts to a longing 
for revival – personal revival in our souls and in our 
ministries and churches.

In Psalm 85 the Psalmist cries: “Wilt thou not revive 
us again, that thy people may rejoice in thee?” (v.6). We 
read in Habakkuk: “O Lord, I have heard thy speech, 
and was afraid: O Lord, revive thy work in the midst 
of the years, in the midst of the years make known; in 
wrath remember mercy.” (3:2) Thousands were saved 
at Pentecost (Acts 2:41,47; 4:4). “Then Philip went 
down to the city of Samaria, and preached Christ unto 
them. And the people with one accord gave heed unto 
those things which Philip spake” (8:5,6).

Renewal
This is what God can do! We will know something is 
happening spiritually when preaching, prayer and 
Scripture stir us to a renewed piety and devotion to 
Christ, and fill us with a zeal for God, for truth and for the 
salvation of souls. We will know something is happening 
spiritually in the churches when Christ and His Word are 
once again accorded authority by them in all matters 
of faith and life. Let us pray for such an anointing of the 
Holy Spirit in our lives and in our day! What can we cry 
but: “Lord Jesus, hasten such a day!”

“It is God’s will through His wonderful grace, that the 
prayers of His saints should be one of the great principal 
means of carrying on the designs of Christ’s kingdom 
in the world. When God has something very great to 
accomplish for His church, it is His will that there should 
precede it the extraordinary prayers of His people, as is 
manifest by Ezekiel 36:37; and it is revealed that, when 
God is about to accomplish great things for His church, 
He will begin by remarkably pouring out the spirit of 
grace and supplication (see Zechariah 12:10).” 
– Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)

“Believers keep up and maintain their walk with 
God by secret prayer. The spirit of grace is always 
accompanied with the spirit of supplication. It is the 
very breath of the new creature, the fan of the divine 
life, whereby the spark of holy fire, kindled in the soul by 
God, is not only kept in, but raised into a flame.” 
– George Whitefield (1714-1770)

“Every means will be in vain until He pours the Spirit 
down. “Upon the land of my people shall come up thorns 
and briers...Until the spirit be poured upon us from on 
high” (Isaiah 32:13-15). We may preach publicly, and 
from house to house, we may teach the young, and warn 
the old, but all will be in vain; until the Spirit be poured 
upon us from on high, briers and thorns shall grow. Our 
vineyard shall be like the garden of the sluggard. We 
need that Christ should awake; that He should make 
bare His arm as in the days of old; that He should shed 
down the Spirit abundantly.” 
– Robert Murray M’Cheyne (1813-1843)

“Revivals begin with God’s own people; the Holy Spirit 
touches their heart anew, and gives them new fervour and 
compassion, and zeal, new light and life, and when He has 
thus come to you, He next goes forth to the valley of dry 
bones....Oh, what responsibility this lays on the Church of 
God! If you grieve Him away from yourselves, or hinder 
His visit, then the poor perishing world suffers sorely!” 
– Andrew Bonar (1810-1892)
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(Books for review should be sent to: Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod, 
25c Swordale, Point, Isle of Lewis, HS2 0BP)

None Greater: The 
Undomesticated Attributes of God
Matthew Barrett, Baker Books, 
pbk, 283pp, £8.13

The ‘undomesticated’ in this 
book’s subtitle makes a 
serious point: far too often 

Christians bring God down to their 
level, when in reality “none greater 
can be conceived” (rear cover).

Although not a theology proper, this short 
work is a conservative presentation of the Divine 
Essence. Individual chapters cover the attributes of 
Incomprehensibility, Infinity, Aseity (self-existence), 
Simplicity (without parts), Immutability, Impassibility, 
Eternity and Omnipresence; there is a chapter dealing 
with Omnipotence, Omniscience and Omnisapience 
(Wisdom), another with Righteousness, Goodness and 
Love, and another with Jealousy and Glory. Essentially, 
Barrett covers Shorter Catechism Q.4.

We found this work stimulating, refreshing and 
helpful in places. Naturally such lofty issues are conveyed 
in technical, theological language, but there is a helpful 
Glossary (pp.247-256). The subtitles are often off-putting 
and appear trite – ‘Baby Talk’ and ‘The Dog Who Met God’ 
– but in the main there is elucidation. Quotations from 
Augustine, Anselm and Aquinas bring past scholarship to 
bear upon a presentation which keeps the Trinity linked 
to the divine attributes, and not over-reaching them 
(p.13). While God’s attributes may be distinguished (p.72), 
Barrett does not set one attribute against another, which 
would contradict God’s simplicity. Did God suffer when 
Jesus was on the cross? If so, what would this say about 
God? The truth is that God is impassible: He cannot suffer. 
That is why the Incarnation was needed (see Chapter 7).

There are flaws in this book. It lacks both Scripture 
and Subject Indexes, and uses time-consuming end 
notes rather than footnotes (pp.257-272). There are 
three substantive points. First, Barrett twice mentions 
(pp.158,242) John Piper’s suggested alteration to the 
answer in Shorter Catechism Q.1, in which “to glorify God, 
and to enjoy him” becomes “to glorify God by enjoying 
him”. Barrett believes that the Puritans would not mind 
this, but we believe they would. Piper is suggesting that 
unless we are enjoying God we cannot glorify Him.

Second, Barrett’s prolific illustrations are 
occasionally unbecoming: leaving aside the Facebook-
type revelations about the Barrett family, to describe 

BOOK 
REVIEWS

The Cosby Show as a “classic” (p.64), when the main 
actor was under indictment, and has now been 
convicted, of heinous sexual deviancy, demonstrates 
the dangers of modern-day, cultural assimilation. 
Third, the English Standard Version is used.

Readers should also consider the more popular 
work by Arthur Pink, The Attributes of God; for the 
determined there is Stephen Charnock’s classic, The 
Existence and Attributes of God.
Rev. Raymond A. Kemp

The Sum of Saving Knowledge
David Dickson & James Durham, 
Reformation Press, pbk, 106pp, 
£6.10

This short work was 
originally published with 
the Westminster Confession 

of Faith and Catechisms in 1650. In 
this new edition a modern layout 
and explanations of the occasional 

antiquated word greatly assist the reader. The first 35 
pages are a helpful historical introduction by Matthew 
Vogan of Reformation Scotland, in which footnotes 
give brief detail on the different characters mentioned. 
This well-written essay explains that ‘The Sum of 
Saving Knowledge’ was prepared to complement the 
Westminster documents by presenting the theology of 
the Confession in a direct pastoral address to the reader.  

Don’t rush through ‘The Sum’, as it is best read 
thoughtfully. You will find familiar phraseology from 
the Shorter Catechism, and Scripture texts explained 
in a few short headings. You will find that you are 
addressed personally, and encouraged to reason 
through the contents and respond to the mercy and 
grace of God in the gospel. The purpose of ‘The Sum’ 
is to establish and confirm confidence in believing 
in the Lord Jesus Christ. Reading ‘The Sum’ was 
instrumental in Robert Murray M'Cheyne’s conversion 
and Covenanting martyrs on the scaffold asserted its 
significance, but more recently it has been overlooked.

I won’t tell you that this book will bring before you 
the wonder of God’s grace in terms of the Covenant of 
Works, the Covenant of Redemption, and the Covenant 
of Grace – because that might intimidate you, and make 
you think that ‘The Sum’ is beyond you. Rather, I will 
leave you to stumble across these rich truths, with 
the confidence that as you read ‘The Sum’, and then 
reread it (because you will want to), you will grow in 
appreciation of all that is here taught. Buy this book!
Rev. James MacInnes
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COMMUNION DATES
Communions are held on the following Sabbaths. Visitors should contact local ministers for times of the main services and 
the preparatory and thanksgiving services. Contact details may be found on the Church website. 
July   August   September
5    Snizort  2    Harris  6    Portree
12  St Louis  16  Duirinish  13  Duthil-Dores, North Uist & Grimsay
26  Atlanta  30  Stornoway  20  Glasgow–Knightswood, Kilmuir & Stenscholl, Scalpay Harris
      27  Inverness–Greyfriars, Lochalsh & Strath, Mebane
         (All dates subject to change due to COVID-19)



“Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any man will come after me, 
let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. For 
whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his 
life for my sake shall find it”

Matthew 16:24-25
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