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When Moses prayed, “I beseech thee, shew 
me thy glory”, the Lord’s answer was, “I will 
make all my goodness pass before thee” 

(Exod. 33:18,19). The goodness of God is not simply one 
attribute among many: it is the sum of His perfections. 
In this fallen world, God’s goodness is surely a matter 
for our consideration. It is also something to celebrate. 
The Psalmist exhorts us: “O give thanks unto the Lord; 
for he is good” (Ps. 107:1). Are we doing that, even in 
our present difficulties?

The Psalmist also summarises the truth of God’s 
goodness for us, when he says to the Lord: “Thou 
art good, and doest good” (Ps. 119:68). David is 
acknowledging two things here: God’s absolute 
goodness, or what He is in Himself, and His relative 
goodness, or what He is to His creatures. The Lord 
Jesus Christ, when dealing with the rich young ruler, 
told him, “there is none good but one, that is, God” 
(Matt. 19:17). What is meant by the fact that God is 
good, and what significance does it have for us?

Creation
What marvellous goodness, as well as mighty power, 
God showed when He created this vast universe, and 
especially this world of ours, filling it with such a 
wonderful array of living things! “O Lord, how manifold 
are thy works! in wisdom hast thou made them all: 
the earth is full of thy riches” (Ps. 104:24). Supremely, 
it pleased the ever-blessed God to make man, in His 
image and after His likeness, to be His servant and 
friend, placing him in the beautiful garden of Eden. 
Through man’s disobedience sin entered paradise, 
and the creation was cursed by God, but though He 
opened the floodgates of heaven to punish man for 
his depravity, the Lord set a bow in the cloud as the 
token of His covenant with the earth, that “the waters 
shall no more become a flood to destroy all flesh” (Gen. 
9:15). The rainbow pictures God’s goodness, arching 
over the whole world and shining in front of the storm 
clouds of His justice. And like the rainbow, there are 
different ‘colours’ or hues in God’s goodness, creation 
being just one of them.

Preservation
The goodness of God is also seen in the way He preserves 
His creatures. When Paul preached to the idolaters at 
Athens, he declared to them that God “giveth to all 
life, and breath, and all things...For in him we live, and 

move, and have our being” (Acts 17:25,28). Everything 
in the universe is upheld by God’s power, and our 
continued presence in this world is due solely to His 
own sovereign will. Never think that you have a right 
to “threescore years and ten” (Ps. 90:10)! Through 
God’s kind providence we are spared from death and 
harm, and enjoy our measure of health and strength. 
We have food, clothing, shelter and warmth. While 
our own effort may be required in the procuring of 
our earthly necessities, and while to some extent we 
may have our fellow men to thank for them, we must 
never forget that there is but one First Cause of all, the 
eternal God. Each one of us is in His hands, and wholly 
indebted to Him. “O Lord, thou preservest man and 
beast.” (Ps. 36:6)

Bounty
The Lord does not simply maintain His creatures in 
existence: He is very bountiful towards them, including 
the ungodly. Asaph noted how wicked men often enjoy 
material prosperity: “Their eyes stand out with fatness: 
they have more than heart could wish.” (Ps. 73:7) 
What an abundance of good things the Lord bestows 
upon us all, yet many take this supply for granted, and 
complain of the slightest lack or the least hardship. We 
may be finding the Coronavirus pandemic trying, but 
will we not agree that this affliction is no more than 
we deserve, and that the good things we have received 
in our lives have far outweighed the evil things? And 
that it is the same for men in general – even for those 
who are provoking the Lord daily by their sin and 
impenitence? Truly, “the earth is full of the goodness 
of the Lord.” (Ps. 33:5) And there is no greater gift that 
the Lord has given to us than the offer of Jesus Christ 
in the gospel. No sinner ever deserved to hear that. Is it 
perhaps the case that the way of salvation has been set 
before you many times, and yet you are still despising 
God’s goodness to you in this, by continuing in your 
unbelief?

Patience
God deals patiently with men, for He is “the God of 
patience” (Rom. 15:5). In men, patience is that quality 
by which a burden is borne or a trial endured. That 
divine judgement does not always break forth the 
moment sin is committed, being delayed for a time, is 
an evidence of God’s goodness. His patience is seen in 
that, though He sustains many and repeated wrongs at 
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the hands of sinners, He does not punish them at once 
as He might. This holy patience is exercised in different 
ways towards the elect and the reprobate, being 
sometimes termed “longsuffering” and sometimes 
“forbearance”. Though soon after the creation God was 
“grieved” that He had made man on the earth (Gen. 6:6), 
“the longsuffering of God waited” a hundred years until 
Noah had finished preparing the ark and preaching 
righteousness to his fellow sinners (1 Pet. 3:19,20; 2 
Pet. 2:5), before He sent the Flood upon a wicked world. 
When the Jews crucified the sinless Son of God, forty 
years passed before the Lord brought desolation upon 
them, during which time the gospel was proclaimed to 
them. What remarkable patience! And He is showing 
the same patience to our world today.

Love
These colours reveal the goodness of God to all men, 
but there are other, yet brighter, colours to be seen, 
revealing His special goodness to a special people. 
The love of God is His goodness at work to promote 
men’s highest happiness. God’s love is manifested in 
that He chose a certain number out of fallen mankind, 
with the aim of delivering them out of the estate of sin 
and misery, while He left others to the consequences 
of their sin. The greatness of this love is seen in that 
the Father chose these favoured individuals in His only 
begotten Son Jesus Christ, who was appointed as the 
“one Mediator between God and men” (1 Tim. 2:5). 
The Father sent the Son for the sake of His people; in 
the words of Andrew Gray, Christ came “to renew the 
broken friendship between God and man, the eternal 
plot of love that was laid in heaven from all eternity.” 
Calvary is the supreme demonstration of God’s love, 
a glorious display of its infinite breadth, length, depth 
and height. The love of Christ “passeth knowledge” 
(Eph. 3:19), yet while it is past finding out, the Lord’s 
people are comforted by the experience they have of it, 
particularly in their darkest moments.

Mercy
When God in His goodness relieves sinners in their 
distress, and delivers them out of their misery, we are 
witnessing His mercy. What is our greatest need? Surely 
it is to have the guilt and filth of our sin removed. We 
may have much of this world’s good, but only a saving 
union with Jesus Christ can open the way for spiritual 
mercy to come to our souls. As branches in the true 
Vine, believers find that God is “plenteous in mercy” 
(Ps. 86:5). Worldly individuals clothe their bodies with 
costly garments, but Christ covers our souls with His 

priceless “robe of righteousness” (Isa. 61:10). Many 
feast themselves upon the finest foods, but our hearts 
are nourished by “the bread of life” (John 6:35). Some 
have magnificent dwellings upon this earth, but we 
look forward to “a building of God, an house not made 
with hands, eternal in the heavens.” (2 Cor. 5:1) The 
words of John Flavel speak to us: “Let those that have 
full tables, heavy purses, rich lands, but no Christ, be 
rather objects of your pity, than envy”.

Grace
God’s goodness in blessing the undeserving and hell-
deserving is expressed by that precious term, grace. 
If we are Christians, it is because God has shown “the 
exceeding riches of his grace in his kindness toward 
us through Christ Jesus.” (Eph. 2:7) In the counsels 
of eternity, the triune God purposed to bless helpless 
sinners with a salvation which is “to the praise of the 
glory of his grace” (Eph. 1:6). William à Brakel wrote: 
“This is the grace of God so highly exalted in His Word 
– that God, without finding anything in man, yes, 
contrary to his desert, gave His Son as a Surety.” By His 
perfect obedience, both in His life and in His death on 
the cross, the Lord Jesus Christ redeemed God’s people, 
purchasing grace for them by satisfying for their sins 
and pacifying God’s wrath. Through the working of 
the Holy Spirit, and the gift of faith in Christ, we poor, 
unworthy sinners know what it is to be reconciled to 
God and entitled to all the blessings of salvation – the 
blessings which belong to this life and those which are 
reserved for the life to come. The gospel we preach and 
believe is indeed “the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 
20:24)!

God’s children are privileged to enjoy the fullness 
of God’s goodness. They “taste and see that the Lord 
is good” (Ps. 34:8), and He crowns them with His 
“lovingkindness and tender mercies” (Ps. 103:4). His 
goodness makes them good, and at death they are made 
perfect in holiness and enter glory. Has the goodness 
of God led you to repentance (Rom. 2:4)? May He bring 
us all to know His saving goodness in Christ, and to 
praise Him with our whole heart for it.
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“God’s children are 
privileged to enjoy 
the fullness of God’s 
goodness.”
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(The substance of a prayer meeting address delivered in 
Snizort on Wednesday 19th August 2020)

“Hear, O Israel: Thou art to pass over Jordan this day, 
to go in to possess nations greater and mightier than 
thyself, cities great and fenced up to heaven...” 
(Deuteronomy 9:1-29)

The Book of Deuteronomy contains a number of 
sermons delivered by Moses towards the end of 
his ministry and just before the Children of Israel 

entered the Promised Land. This chapter records one 
of these addresses. The words with which the chapter 
opens, “Hear, O Israel”, indicate a new section, and a 
new sermon.

I would like to draw your attention to two particular 
things which the Holy Spirit, through the ministry of 
Moses, is doing in this chapter.

1. Moses is Putting Israel on their Guard
The chapter contains a number of warnings which 
were designed to alert Israel to some dangers they 
would face as they entered and took possession of the 
promised land:

(i) He puts them on their guard against thinking they 
were strong enough (vv.1-3). One of the dangers Israel 
faced was an underestimating of the strength of their 
enemies and perhaps a corresponding overestimating 
of their own power. How quickly they were routed 
at Ai, and how great was their humiliation with 
Amalek when they went out to battle armed with self-
confidence (Num. 14:40)! In Ephesians, the Apostle 
warns Christians against thinking in their spiritual 
warfare that their enemy is weak and easily defeated. 
“For we wrestle”, he says, not merely against “flesh and 
blood”, but also “against principalities, against powers, 
against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against 
spiritual wickedness in high places.” (Eph. 6:12)

Moses reminds them that their enemies were well-
resourced. They were greater and mightier than Israel 
(v.1). Without God’s help they could not defeat them, 
and we do well to remember that the same thing applies 
to us in our spiritual warfare. The words of Ephesians 
6:12 should guard us against complacency. They were 
also well-prepared, with their cities “fenced up to 
heaven” (v.1). The Canaanite cities were designed so 

as to be able to withstand attack and siege. The enemy 
of our souls is also well-prepared, and furthermore 
our own sinful corruptions do not yield easily. Finally 
they were well-built (v.2). If it came to hand-to-hand 
combat, Israel would find that the Canaanites were big 
and strong; indeed this verse informs us that their size 
and strength were legendary.

Obviously Moses was not telling them these things 
in order to drive them to despair, but in order to drive 
them to the Lord. The apostle is doing the same thing 
in Ephesians 6. He reminds the Ephesian Christians 
of the enemy, and says it is therefore imperative that 
they are “strong in the Lord, and in the power of his 
might.” He exhorts them: “Put on the whole armour 
of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles 
of the devil.” (Eph. 6:10,11) In the third verse of our 
chapter, Moses speaks of the Lord as a mighty warrior 
going before them, and, in Jesus Christ, we have a 
proven warrior who has already defeated sin and 
Satan and is pressing on toward their complete and 
final destruction. Furthermore, says Moses, God is “a 
consuming fire”, and none can withstand Him. Israel 
should be encouraged by these words, at the same 
time as being on their guard against complacency.

(ii) He puts them on their guard against thinking they 
were good enough (vv.4,5). Moses reminds them that the 
Lord was not going to give them victory because they 
deserved it. Pride and self-righteousness are never far 
from any of us. They would not inherit the land because 
of their righteousness, but because the Canaanites had 
forfeited the land by their sin. In this case boasting was 
excluded, and it is still excluded: we are always in need 
of being put on our guard against a haughty spirit.

(iii) He puts them on their guard against thinking 
they had done enough (v.6). Moses reminds them that 
they are a “stiffnecked” or stubborn people. There was 
a danger that Israel might conclude that if the victory 
was the Lord’s, they had nothing to do. The Lord would 
certainly work for them and in them and through them; 
He would weaken their enemies in order that they 
might find it easier to drive them out, but they would 
have their duties in the subduing of the Canaanites. 
Likewise the Spirit will weaken and subdue sin in our 
hearts, but we are to crucify the flesh (Gal. 5:24), and 
give it no encouragement. Sadly Israel did not drive out 
the Canaanites and they remained as thorns in their 
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side. We are also too ready to indulge the flesh with 
its desires, when we should be working out our own 
salvation (Phil. 2:12,13).

2. Moses is Putting Israel in their Place
There are words in verse 24 which seem very hard and 
almost misplaced: “Ye have been rebellious against 
the Lord from the day that I knew you.” After all, this 
was a new generation, more faithful than those who 
had perished in the wilderness through unbelief. 
Nevertheless Moses does not let them forget their own 
potential for sin and failure. In the passage mention 
is made of a number of occasions when Israel had 
not been faithful to the Lord. Whilst this was a new 
generation who were not themselves guilty of some of 
these particular historic sins, Moses lists these sins and 
makes clear that this new generation need not imagine 
that they were, in some way, immune to these failures. 
He urges them not to think for a moment that they could 
not repeat the sins of their parents and grandparents. 
They had the same potential for waywardness – and so 
do we! The Scriptures counsel us, “Wherefore let him 
that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall.” (1 Cor. 
10:12) Moses makes mention of two specific occasions 
when Israel had sinned against the Lord:

(i) He speaks of the time when they made the 
golden calf (vv.7-21). This came at that juncture in 
their history when they had just experienced God’s 
miraculous deliverance from Egypt and more recently 
had seen God’s glory on mount Sinai. Yet in the wake 
of such blessings they had defied God and displayed 
impatience and a lack of trust. This new generation 
would shortly witness the Lord’s mighty power in 
bringing them into possession of the promised land, 
and Moses is showing them that great deliverances 
can be followed by great declension. We have seen 
deliverance in the midst of a pandemic. We have been 
spared and shown great mercy. Let us beware lest we 
repay the Lord with declension!

(ii) He also speaks of the sin at Kadesh-barnea when 
rebellion and unbelief had filled their hearts (v.23). As a 
result they had been sent to wander in the wilderness 
for forty years. We must be careful lest we too lose a 
blessing, and experience barren wilderness years for 
our unbelief. Doubtless these occasions, and the other 
instances mentioned in verse 22, were designed to 
put Israel in their place. They were a warning against 
trusting in themselves or being careless regarding 
unbelief and impatience; rather they needed to be alert 

to the danger of sin within. Whatever enemies they 
might meet in Canaan, they had a greater foe residing 
in their own hearts. We also need to be put firmly in our 
place when complacency and pride fill our hearts. As 
we look ahead through the uncertainty of the Covid-19 
pandemic, and as we plan for the future, how we need 
to be reminded of what we are and how easily we can 
turn out of the way!

The Intercession of Moses
There is one final thing I want to draw to your attention 
– the intercession of Moses on behalf of Israel. Moses 
recalls that on the occasion of the sinful failures 
outlined above he had interceded on their behalf before 
the Lord. As we read of this intercession, we cannot 
but be reminded that Moses is a type of Christ our 
great intercessor. Look at Moses’ love for the people. 
Though they had often done him wrong, his love shines 
through in his pleadings on their behalf. How much 
more do we marvel at the love of Christ for sinners on 
whose behalf He appears in the Court of Heaven! We 
also note Moses’ commitment as he labours for their 
deliverance for forty days and forty nights (vv.18,25). 
Greater still was the One who would spend forty days 
and nights in the wilderness and furthermore go to the 
accursed cross in order to save His people! And what 
commitment Christ showed and continues to show as 
He prays for poor sinners!

Moses declines any thought of Israel’s destruction 
and his own promotion as the basis of a new people 
(vv.14,26). Moses puts the glory of God and the good 
of his people ahead of his own interests, and do we not 
detect a shadow here of the One who “made himself 
of no reputation” (Phil. 2:7)? The true shepherd is 
ready to lay down his life for the sheep. Finally, we 
must note Moses’ success on Israel’s behalf. He records 
that the Lord hearkened and heard, and that was the 
only reason they were still alive and contemplating 
entering Canaan. And so it is with us. We are only 
spared through the success of our Redeemer and all 
we have and all we shall yet possess is entirely from 
His hand and through His grace.

“The true shepherd is 
ready to lay down his 
life for the sheep.”
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Declension in the visible Church is an ever-
present danger! Our Westminster Confession of 
Faith states as much: “The purest churches under 

heaven are subject both to mixture and error; and some 
have so degenerated, as to become no churches of Christ, 
but synagogues of Satan.” (WCF 25:5)

What do we learn from this statement? There are 
four things to consider:

1. Purity is the Standard or Test of a Church
We are familiar with the term “purity of worship”, or 
the Regulative Principle. This simply means that every 
element of worship requires a warrant from Scripture, 
the Church’s supreme authority which she must 
always follow. Regarding those elements, purity is the 
rule. Thus, according to the Confession, churches are 
more or less pure as the gospel is taught and embraced 
purely, the ordinances administered purely, and public 
worship performed purely (25:4).

Why does this matter? It was (and is) the claim 
of the Roman Catholic Church that she is THE true 
Church. This was a false boast. The Reformers, in 
rejecting Rome, did not make a counterclaim that they 
were THE true Church. On the contrary, they did the 
following five things:

(i) They distinguished between the visible church 
and the invisible church (25:1,2). This was in contrast 
to Rome, which saw itself as the only vehicle whereby 
people could enter heaven. The Reformers argued that 
the invisible church consisted of the totality of the 
elect, rather than being made up of the number who 
were in communion with Rome. 

(ii) They identified the marks of the true church. 
In contrast to Rome, they saw in Scripture marks by 
which the visible church may be known.

(iii) They asserted that, notwithstanding its 
possession of the marks of the true church, the visible 
church is a mixed body. In other words the visible 
church is imperfect. 

(iv) They affirmed that, while particular visible 
churches may be more or less pure, the aim of all 
churches should be the nearest conformity to the 
Biblical pattern for the church. 

(v) They emphasised that what is required of 
members of the visible church is not profession of the 
true church but profession of “the true religion”.

The result is that ‘purity’ is associated with the true 
religion professed and the marks of the true church 
delineated in Scripture. This is essential to maintaining 

a Biblical view of the Church, without falling into the 
trap of some who lay claim to being either the only 
New Testament Church or the one true church, so that 
any who leave it are in danger of losing their salvation, 
as some Protestant denominations claim today. The 
Confession rejects both these errors and steers a 
careful, Biblical course.

In his work The Westminster Confession of Faith, 
first published in 1881, John Macpherson wrote: “The 
degree of purity more or less in a church depends on the 
purity of her Confession of Faith, and on the exactness 
with which the faith confessed is put in practice”. In 
his The Doctrine of the Church in Scottish Theology 
published in 1903, the same author states:

“Church purity in its widest sense was the aim 
of Scottish presbyterianism in all its ecclesiastical 
organisation. If the ecclesiastics resisted every proposal 
of the Sectaries [members of religious sects] to narrow 
the bounds of the visible Church of Christ by restricting 
church membership to those who were in the judgment 
of charity truly converted, or by unchurching all who did 
not in everything see eye to eye with them), it was in order 
that by the preaching of the word the healing influence 
of the gospel might be brought to bear upon the largest 
number possible of sinful men.”

2. The Church is Subject to Mixture and Error
It may come as a surprise to some that the visible 
church is subject to mixture and error, but judged 
by this standard of purity, it certainly is. In both the 
Old Testament and New Testament church there was 
mixture and error. The Lord drew attention to the 
scribes and the Pharisees. He condemned their vain 
worship based upon man-made doctrines (Matt. 
15:9). The scribes and Pharisees sat “in Moses’ seat”, 
and their authority was to be respected, but not their 
example, “for they say, and do not.” (Matt. 23:1-3) 
Christ condemned them repeatedly as hypocrites.

In the days of the Apostles a mixture was evident 
in the church. It is demonstrated in the Epistles, which 
warn against men who had crept into the church 
unawares (Jude 4), men who taught false doctrines (2 
Tim. 2:17,18), and men who used deceit to advance 
heresies (2 Pet. 2:1-3). There was a call to contend 
for the faith, and resist false teachers. The elders of 
the church were charged with rebuking, deposing and 
excommunicating false teachers and apostates.

Macpherson’s work on the Confession has this 
interesting quote from another author: “No absolute 
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had given way to vagueness, and gospel doctrine was 
losing its purity. A degeneration was underway.

4. Churches becoming Synagogues of Satan 
The loss of purity may become so serious that a 
church ceases to be a true church and is therefore to 
be regarded as a “synagogue of Satan” (Rev. 2:9). This 
particular point is often shied away from. 

(i) How are we to view a denomination or church 
which has jettisoned purity in any of the following 
– doctrine, ordinances and worship? Article 29 of 
the Belgic Confession of Faith (1561), entitled ‘Of the 
marks of the true Church, and wherein she differs from 
the false Church’, makes reference to “sects, who call 
themselves the Church”. A church or denomination 
which begins to adjust, alter and otherwise reshape 
biblical doctrine, sacraments, worship and discipline 
is in danger of becoming a sect – though we do not 
say it has become a false church. We see this with the 
Reformers in relation to the Anabaptists. In his Treatises 
against the Anabaptists and against the Libertines, 
Calvin refers to the Anabaptists as a sect, but he says 
also that “this sect receives the holy Scripture as we 
do”. He proceeds to make the point that the reason for 
the disputation is in order to see “where we agree and 
where the controversy lies”.

(ii) When a church’s doctrine, sacraments, worship 
and discipline degenerate to the extent that purity is 
replaced by gross impurity, then a church has become 
a synagogue of Satan. Is this what we are witnessing 
across the world in many once orthodox churches, such 
as the Church of Scotland and the Church of England? 
The same is true of a number of denominations in 
North America, which have so perverted the truth as 
to embrace such anti-Christian ideas and practices as 
sodomy and transgenderism. 

Samuel Rutherford wrote: “We hold that Rome made 
the separation from the Reformed Churches, and not we 
from them, as the rotten wall maketh the schism in the 
house, when the house standeth still and the rotten wall 
falleth.” He adds: “we left not Christianity in Rome, but 
the leprosy of Popery growing upon Christianity, seeing 
we kept the Apostolic faith and did positively separate 
from the plooks [pimples], blybes [blisters] and ulcers 
of Christian Rome.” (A Peaceable and Temperate Plea 
for Paul’s Presbyterie in Scotland, Ch. 10)

What is our Duty? 
Briefly, there must be three things:

(i) vigilance within the churches, to ensure that 
they maintain their adherence to Biblical teaching;

(ii) separation from erroneous churches;
(iii) a contending for the true religion as expressed 

in the Reformed Confessions.

perfection in doctrine and practice is admitted of any 
church. The Church is faultless as regards her principle 
and her beginning; absolutely faultless also as to her 
final aim; but in the interval between these extremes, 
in her historical and free development, her relative 
fallibility lies.”

Viewing the church in this twofold way as ‘invisible’ 
and ‘visible’ guards against equating membership of 
the visible church with salvation, while preserving the 
importance of the visible church, despite its imperfections. 

3. The Degeneration of the Church
This explains why there is the need for vigilance and 
a contending for the faith within the church, as well as 
beyond it. Ecclesiastical decisions on errors that are 
taught within a church give a signal as to the direction 
in which that church is heading. Consider the Church 
of Scotland in the nineteenth century. In 1830, the 
probationer Alexander J. Scott (1805-66), having 
accepted a call to Woolwich in the London Presbytery, 
refused to sign the Westminster Confession of Faith 
because he believed God’s love to be universal and 
opposed particular redemption; the following year the 
General Assembly unanimously deposed him from the 
ministry. John McLeod Campbell (1800-72) of Row 
(Rhu), near Helensburgh, was deposed for heresy at the 
same time, and on the same issue. These were indications 
of an underlying theological current flowing through the 
denomination. Purity of doctrine was under attack.

The same underlying change was to be seen in 
the United Secession Church, with Robert Balmer 
(1787-1844), minister at Berwick-upon-Tweed and 
a professor of pastoral theology and later systematic 
theology, and John Brown (1784-1858), a professor 
in the Secession theological hall and noted Bible 
expositor. While Balmer died before his case was 
settled, Brown argued that his views on the Atonement 
were compatible with the Confession, and he was 
acquitted of heresy by the Synod. While officially there 
was no outward change in the Church’s belief, a mental 
shift had occurred, resulting in a pluralism in doctrine. 

The Free Church minister James Buchanan (1804-
70), professor of systematic theology at New College, 
Edinburgh, noted in 1850 that many were becoming 
uneasy with dogmatic and confessional statements. 
In the 1850s and 1860s, that unease was openly 
demonstrated. In the Church of Scotland, Robert Lee 
of Greyfriars, Edinburgh, publicly criticised strict 
subscription. In 1862 the Moderator of the Church of 
Scotland Assembly openly called for revision of the 
formula for subscription. Such were the theological 
changes that in 1879 the United Presbyterian Church 
passed a Declaratory Act on the subject, and the Free 
Church did the same in 1892. Theological precision 



Free Church Witness 9

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

The house of God is forsaken now for the same 
reason as it was then: selfishness, worldliness, a 
lack of spirituality and a lack of love and gratitude 

to Christ. A ‘couldn’t-care-less’ attitude abounds in 
Christian circles today; worship is something people 
can do without. It is not important in their lives and will 
always be relegated when something more important 
in their eyes grips their attention on the Lord’s Day. The 
Puritan Nathaniel Vincent (c.1639-97) remarked that 
the prevalence of the love of the world in the church 
itself “is a plain demonstration that salvation is not so 
common a thing as is commonly imagined.”

Divine Command
Many professing Christians seem to operate with nine 
commandments nowadays, and not ten. For obvious 
reasons the Roman Catholics omit the second, which 
prohibits the worshipping of God by images, but many 
so-called evangelicals omit the fourth, which requires 
us to keep the Sabbath day holy to God. In one of his 
books the American pastor and author A.W. Tozer 
asked the question, Whatever Happened to Worship?, 
and that was sixty years ago. Where has the joy of 
going to the house of God gone (Ps. 122:1)? It is good 
if we can say about the Sabbath what Robert Murray 
M’Cheyne said of it: “Every hour of it is dear to us – 
sweeter than honey, more precious than gold.”

Sitting at Christ’s Feet
It is true that some are too unstable to support a 
worshipping congregation and wander from one 
congregation to another each week. One wonders 
what they are looking for – something which fits their 
own unbiblical view of worship? Genuine Christians 
want to worship God: it is the best place for them, to 
sit before Him who is enthroned upon the Throne of 
Grace and to learn from Him, like Mary (Luke 10:39). 
If we do not draw near to Him then He will not draw 
near to us (James 4:8). It is all through Christ, the only 
Mediator. “A spiritual worship cannot be performed 
without an evangelical confidence in Him as a gracious 
Redeemer.” (Stephen Charnock)

Witness to the World
Paul saw this problem arising among the Hebrew 
Christians, perhaps because they no longer had the 

music and other features of the Old Testament worship, 
and he warned them not to forsake the assembling 
of themselves together (Heb. 10:25). No blessing 
would come from this, only spiritual barrenness. 
Moreover, it is a poor witness to the world when they 
see professing Christians regard the worship of God 
as unimportant: in that case, why should they attend 
themselves?! “Though nothing can add the least mite 
to God’s essential glory, yet praise exalts him in the 
eyes of others.” (Thomas Watson)

Spiritual Benefits
What are the benefits of public worship? First of all, 
you are doing the right thing, joining others to honour 
God. Secondly, there you will hear about Christ (who 
attended public worship diligently Himself, Luke 
4:16), who is also present spiritually where two or 
three gather in His Name. Thirdly, it is primarily while 
engaged in worship that our souls are born again, 
corrected, comforted and given a deeper insight 
into God’s purpose and glory. Fourthly, worship of 
God brings us back to reality; the needs of our souls, 
communion with God, death and eternity.

Preparation for Heaven
Does anyone really think that God appointed the 
institution of worship because it was unnecessary, or 
optional? Worship has characterised believers from the 
beginning of the world (Gen. 4:26) and it continues in 
heaven in a perfect manner (Rev. 15:2,3). A lack of public 
worship therefore does not prepare us for Heaven but 
for a life of doubt and a death of disquiet. Whatever 
continues in Heaven began here on earth; worship is a 
mark of grace (John 4:23,24) and the path to glory. Thus 
Jonathan Edwards: “How can you expect to dwell with 
God forever, if you so neglect and forsake him here?”

“Dear Shepherd of Thy chosen few!
Thy former mercies here renew;
Here, to our waiting hearts, proclaim
The sweetness of Thy saving name.

Here may we prove the power of prayer,
To strengthen faith and sweeten care;
To teach our faint desires to rise,
And bring all Heav’n before our eyes.”

(William Cowper, 1731-1800)

PRACTICAL RELIGION

THE DECLINE OF WORSHIP
REV. JAMES CLARK



October 202010

(Jay [1769-1853] was a Congregationalist minister who 
laboured for sixty years at Argyle Chapel in Bath. This is 
the final part of a discourse given on a fast-day and has 
been lightly edited.)

“But if ye shall still do wickedly, ye shall be consumed, 
both ye and your king.” (1 Samuel 12:25)

There are cases in the history of nations when 
the Divine forbearance is exhausted, and then 
the cries of the righteous will avail no more than 

those of the wicked. Were there not in Judea some of the 
best men that ever lived when the Babylonians invaded 
and conquered them? Have there not been pious people 
in every Christian country when destroyed? Does God 
love his followers now better than formerly, when he 
suffered them to share in a thousand public calamities? 
While he punishes his enemies, may he not correct his 
friends? Or cannot he indemnify [secure] them? Or hide 
them? Or deliver them? He must fulfil his word to his 
servants upon which he has caused them to hope – but 
he is also engaged to render vengeance to his adversaries 
– he “will by no means clear the guilty” (Exod. 34:7).

National Repentance
“What then, would you have us despair?” I would – if we 
are resolved still to do wickedly. If we are not brought 
to national repentance, I would wish every individual to 
expect that we shall be destroyed. “And at what instant 
I shall speak concerning a nation, and concerning a 
kingdom, to build and to plant it; if it do evil in my sight, 
that it obey not my voice, then I will repent of the good, 
wherewith I said I would benefit them.” (Jer. 18:9)

But the reverse is true. “At what instant I shall speak 
concerning a nation, and concerning a kingdom, to 
pluck up, and to pull down, and to destroy it; if that 
nation, against whom I have pronounced, turn from 
their evil, I will repent of the evil that I thought to do 
unto them.” (vv.7,8) Blessed be God for this welcome 
intelligence. For by this he assures us – and the 
Scripture cannot be broken – that not only innocence 
and righteousness will save a country – but also 
repentance and reformation. Oh that our country may 
be led to make trial of this encouraging truth! May we 
search and try our ways, and turn again unto the Lord. 
May we seek him while he may be found, and call upon 
him while he is near – “for he is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger, and of great kindness, and repenteth 
him of the evil.” (Joel 2:13)

Personal Renewal
We learn therefore who is the worst enemy of his 
country – the sinner; and who is the best friend – the 
Christian. “By the blessing of the upright, the city 
is exalted; but it is overthrown by the mouth of the 
wicked.” (Prov. 11:11) Let us all therefore seek after 
divine grace to renew our own souls, and to sanctify our 
own lives; and do all in our power to promote godliness 
around us. Let us endeavour to hinder all the sin we 
can – in our families and neighbourhood – by prayer, 
by example, by influence. As much sin as we hinder, so 
much misery and danger shall we prevent. Let us prize 
those institutions which are favourable to the morality 
and sanctification of mankind. Especially let us value 
the Gospel. It is the grand, and the only effectual 
means of “teaching us that, denying ungodliness and 
worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and 
godly, in this present world” (Titus 2:12).

Confession
We are called upon to confess and bewail our national 
wickedness, and on such an occasion as this we should 
feel ourselves to be parts of one great whole. But no 
man will ever be properly affected with the sins of 
others till he is impressed with his own. Here then 
our concern is to begin. We are individually to look 
backward – and inquire, “What have I done?” – and to 
look forward – and ask, “Lord, what wilt thou have me 
to do?” We find the builders, in Nehemiah, labouring 
“every one over against his house.” (Neh. 3:28) And it 
is a plain but expressive image, of an old writer – “that 
the best way to have a clean street is for everyone to 
sweep before his own door.”

Salvation
Let us therefore personally “cease to do evil” and “learn 
to do well” (Isa. 1:16,17). Let us fear the Lord and serve 
him. Let us mourn and weep for the abominations that 
are done in the land – and if we are not the repairers 
of the breach, the restorers of paths to dwell in – let 
us remember, it shall be well with us. If we suffer with 
others, we shall not suffer like them. And we shall soon 
reach Immanuel’s land, where the din of war will be 
heard no more! And oh! remember, if your country 
should be saved, and you as an individual continue 
impenitent – you – you will be certainly destroyed! 
And what is any national calamity to “everlasting 
destruction from the presence of the Lord, and from 
the glory of his power” (2 Thess. 1:9)!

PRACTICAL RELIGION

SIN RUINS A KINGDOM
WILLIAM JAY
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What a year 2020 has been – especially in light 
of the Covid-19 epidemic which has spread 
throughout almost the whole earth! I wonder 

how you have been affected by this? It is very clear, from 
the news we see, that many of those who have no hope in 
God have been very anxious and afraid during this time.

As Christians, how are we to respond in the events of 
life which may cause us fear? Who can we trust, when 
our whole lives feel turned upside down? The Bible 
records, in the book of Daniel, that when the Babylonian 
King Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem, he took 
into possession the treasures of the Temple and the 
best of the young people of Israel. His plan was to take 
these youths and assimilate them into the education 
and culture of his Empire. He wanted them no longer 
to associate with the people of God, but to understand 
themselves to be sons and daughters of Babylon.

A Good Foundation
Included among those young people were Daniel, 
Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. Once in Babylon they 
were given Babylonian names: Belteshazzar, Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego. Imagine how hard it must have 
been for these young men: forcibly taken from their 
parents, their homes, their friends and all they knew and 
loved! I am positive that they would have felt anxious 
and afraid. Though they had been given Babylonian 
names, they knew who they really were, and they knew 
whom they worshipped. They knew and believed the 
Scriptures which they had been taught as very young 
children. They knew that their God was Almighty, that 
He was Sovereign, and that they could trust Him no 
matter what situation they found themselves in. They 
knew God had not abandoned them, and that He would 
be their God, and their help, even though they were now 
living in Babylon instead of Jerusalem.

Knowing and believing these things to be true enabled 
them to do many brave things. They refused to eat the 
food from the King’s table, because to them, as Jews, this 
food from a pagan, Gentile king was ceremonially unclean. 
They could trust God no matter what the outcome might 
be for them. It meant refusing to bow down and worship 
the golden image which King Nebuchadnezzar had made. 
The King was extremely angry with them for refusing to 
obey his command, but because he liked them, he gave 
them another chance to obey. Again the three friends 
would not bow down; they could not. 

The Faith which Pleases God
See what they said to the King: “O Nebuchadnezzar, we 
are not careful to answer thee in this matter. If it be 
so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from 
the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of 
thine hand, O king. But if not, be it known unto thee, 
O king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship 
the golden image which thou hast set up.” (Dan. 3:16-
18) Did you notice from their answer how they had 
thought this through? First, they state that they know 
and believe that God is able, if He so wishes, to deliver 
them from the hand of King Nebuchadnezzar. Second, 
while they know that God is able to do this, they do 
not know if it is His will to do this for them. This is the 
faith which pleases God. It acknowledges God as God; 
it believes and knows that God is able to do anything, 
yet at the same time it acknowledges that He is free to 
do according to His most perfect and good will.

These three friends knew that the clear will of 
God was that they were to worship no other gods but 
Him, and so they put their trust in God, whatever the 
outcome might be. They might indeed die in that fiery 
furnace, but they still would not bow down or worship 
that golden image. It is recorded that God did indeed 
wonderfully save them. Even though they were thrown 
bound into the fiery furnace, yet they walked freely, 
unharmed amongst the flames, and who was it that 
joined them in the fiery furnace, but the Son of God! 
(v.25). This was Jesus Christ in His pre-incarnate form, 
walking in the midst of the fire with His people.

An Unchanging Promise
This promise stands today. This is why, as Christians, 
we do not fear as the world does. We know we serve 
an almighty and sovereign God who has promised 
never to leave us, never to forsake us, and always to 
help us. “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) “Be careful 
[anxious] for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be 
made known unto God. And the peace of God, which 
passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and 
minds through Christ Jesus.” (Phil. 4:6,7)

As Christians, who can we trust, no matter what our 
situation may be? Our loving, good, faithful, all-wise 
and all-powerful God!

YOUTH FOCUS

WHO CAN I TRUST?
REV. JAMES HARAM
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General Assembly (Rev. Graeme Craig, Assistant Clerk 
of Assembly)

The General Assembly, which met by Zoom 
teleconference in May, were due to resume 
their deliberations at an in-person meeting in 

Inverness on October 6th & 7th. In the current situation 
however, it was decided that it would be unwise 
to proceed with a physical meeting. The Assembly 
Arrangements Committee, with the Clerks of Assembly 
and the Moderator, agreed that the meeting should go 
ahead by Zoom, as there are items of business which 
should be dealt with now, rather than waiting until 
May 2021. Because of the difficulties of handling 
a Zoom meeting with so many people potentially 
wishing to speak on a variety of subjects, it has been 
decided that, although the meeting is a public one, only 
Commissioners will have access to it. If a way can be 
found for providing a public broadcast, details will be 
made available on the Church website.

It is intended to hold the meeting on 6th October 
(D.V.), and continuing on to the 7th if required. Prayer 
is sought that this may be a beneficial meeting which 
will help forward the Lord’s cause amongst us. Those 
involved in organising and overseeing the meeting, 
including the Moderator and Clerks, would value 
prayer for their preparations and that the meeting may 
run smoothly.

Brora Induction (Rev. John MacLeod, Tarbat)

On Friday 4th September 2020 the seven-year 
vacancy at Brora ended with the ordination 
and induction of Rev. Thomas Buchanan to the 

charge, which covers an area stretching from Lairg in 
Sutherland through to Caithness.

Although the vacancy was a long one, the 
congregation were much blessed to have had their 
senior minister, Rev. Allan Murray, still resident in Brora 
and giving very considerable help to the congregation. 
The congregation were delighted to be able to call 

Rev. Thomas Buchanan, who 
comes from Northern Ireland 
and had recently completed 
his theological studies in the 
Free Church Seminary. His 
arrival in Brora was held up 
for some considerable time, 
however, first by the need for 
one of his children to recover 
from major surgery and then 
by government-imposed 
movement restrictions due 
to the Coronavirus lockdown. 

CHURCH NEWS
During lockdown the Brora congregation joined 

the online services of the ‘neighbouring’ Tarbat and 
Assynt & Eddrachillis congregations. As soon as the 
relaxation of movement restrictions allowed, the 
Buchanan family, consisting of Mr Buchanan, his wife 
Louise and their children Jacob, Lydia, Eliza Ruth and 
Josiah, moved into the manse newly acquired by the 
congregation and located in the centre of Brora.

Due to the ongoing restrictions, it proved impossible 
to hold the service of ordination and induction within 
the bounds of the charge. The service therefore took 
place in the Portmahomack church of the Tarbat 
congregation, with a congregation restricted to fifty, 
but with a much greater number present by means of 
the Internet, using Zoom. The preacher for the evening 
was Rev. John W. Keddie (rtd), who also addressed 
the new minister, while Rev. John MacLeod (Tarbat) 
addressed the congregation of Brora. Presentations 
followed, under the chairmanship of Mr Graham 
Sinclair, one of the Brora elders. The evening was 
brought to a close by Mr Buchanan.

We pray for God’s blessing on the Brora 
congregation, on the Buchanan family now settled in 
Brora, and especially on the ministry now begun in 
this vast, very diverse, but sparsely-populated area 
covering much of the far north of Scotland.

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

Pastor Ayuba Khora has been leading a house 
church of around 55-60 Christians from 12 
families in Badaguda village, Koraput district, 

Odisha State, for the past two years. He says these 
believers “have faced opposition almost every day” 
since they decided to follow Jesus. As animists, the 
villagers believe their own gods are angered by the 
prayers of Christians. Brainwashed and incited by Hindu 
nationalists, a large mob of animists has launched a 
campaign of violent persecution against the Christians, 
destroying their homes and meeting place. On 21 June 
a mob of miscreants attacked a home in which all the 
believers were sheltering together. Eight believers were 
hospitalised with serious injuries. On 19 August police 
warned the Christians that if their worship creates 
disturbances they will be arrested. Please pray.

Quote

“Love knows no weariness in serving its 
cherished object; and that love to Christ only 
can be genuine, which leads to activity in his 

service.”
George Burrowes

Rev. Thomas Buchanan

October 202012
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Members of the congregation protesting against abortion in 2018

Atlanta is a city of half a million people and is the 
capital of the state of Georgia in the southeastern 
USA. Georgia has a total population of over ten 

million.

History
The Atlanta congregation began as a preaching 
station in 2004 with Rev. Warren Gardner as resident 
supply. In 2006 the congregation was raised to a 
fully sanctioned charge. Mr Gardner was inducted as 
minister the same year and served until his retirement 
in 2017. Rev. Brent Evans was inducted as minister the 
same year. Mr Charles Greenewald, who is employed in 
the insurance industry, has served the congregation as 
elder since 2005.

Minister
From the time of 
his induction in 
2017, Mr Evans 
was bivocational 
out of necessity. 
The congregation 
thank the Lord 
for answered 
prayer for the 
financial provision 
via local giving 
and presbytery 
assistance which 
recently enabled 
Mr Evans to terminate his secular employment. This 
has allowed him time for pastoral visitation and for 
conducting the Wednesday evening prayer meeting. 
He has also been preaching in the open air at a local 
park each Saturday.

Congregation
The congregation consists of three couples whose 
children are grown, six households with children at 
home, two widows and two single adults. The Lord 
willing, five covenant children will have been baptised 
in the congregation by the year’s end.

Building
The congregation meet in a rented building formerly 
occupied by a Primitive Baptist congregation, and, 
owing to Primitive Baptist practice, the building is free 
of musical instruments. Installation of a permanent 
church sign at the meeting place is a current project of 
the Deacons’ Court. The building’s location close to a 
major thoroughfare in Snellville, Georgia, is reasonably 
central for the congregation. Distance is a challenge, 
with one couple currently travelling eighty miles to 
attend worship.

Worship
The congregation meet for the public worship of God 
at 11.00am and 2.00pm on the Sabbath, and, since May, 
on Wednesdays at 7.00pm. The communion seasons 
are on the fourth Sabbath in January, April, July and 
October, with a preparatory service the day before.

Prayer
The Atlanta congregation thank the Lord for his 
sustaining mercies and the privilege of serving and 
worshipping him in this year of our Lord 2020. Please 
pray for a sound and saving work to be done in the 
hearts and lives of our covenant children, and for the 
Lord to raise up additional office-bearers in our midst. 
“And yet a banner thou hast giv’n to them who thee do 
fear; That it by them, because of truth, displayed may 
appear.” (Psalm 60:4, metrical)

AROUND THE CHURCH

ATLANTA
REV. BRENT EVANS

Rev. Brent Evans
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MISSIONS

(Binnie [1823-86] was ordained and inducted as minister 
of the Reformed Presbyterian congregation at Stirling 
in 1849. He was appointed Professor of Systematic 
Theology in the Reformed Presbyterian Divinity Hall in 
1862, and then in 1875, with the Union with the Free 
Church in view, Professor of Church History in the Free 
Church College, Aberdeen. This piece, encouraging for 
the Church’s mission, is taken from an edition of Binnie’s 
‘The Psalms: their History, Teaching, and Use’ published 
in 1870, and has been lightly edited.)

In common with the whole Scriptures, the Psalms 
predict the ultimate extension of the Church of Christ 
over all the earth, and a universal prevalence of 

truth and holiness, of justice and peace. They invite us, 
accordingly, to launch into the unvisited seas of the future; 
that, by the help of that faith which is “the substance of 
things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Heb. 
11:1), we may say something on the glorious things that 
have been spoken concerning the City of God.

Nations
Nothing can well exceed the plainness, directness, and 
precision with which the conversion of the nations is 
announced. “All nations whom thou hast made shall 
come and worship before thee, O Lord; and shall glorify 
thy name. For thou art great, and doest wondrous 
things: thou art God alone.” (Ps. 86:9,10) “All the ends 
of the world shall remember, and turn unto the Lord: 
and all the kindreds of the nations shall worship before 
thee.” (Ps. 22:27)

There is no mistaking the meaning of these 
announcements. They are as unambiguous as anything 
that can be spoken by the most optimistic advocate of 
Christian missions in this nineteenth century. Yet they 
come from the age and the pen of David. By him the 
Holy Spirit has, for eight and twenty centuries, been 
bearing witness that God’s visible church is destined 
to embrace all the nations whom God has created on 
the face of the whole earth. A day is coming when 
they shall all resort to the Lord’s throne, and bow 
themselves down before him. They have long forgotten 
him; but they shall one day call to remembrance his 
claims upon them and will turn to him again, even in 
the uttermost parts of the earth.

Hopefulness
The presence of announcements like these in the 

Bible, and specially in the Psalter, which is the 
throbbing heart of the Bible, is a fact worthy of being 
pondered. It imparts to the Scriptures, and has, from 
the first, imparted to the piety which has been kindled 
and nourished from the Scriptures, a character of 
hopefulness and consequent moral strength nowhere 
else to be found. It has often been remarked that, in 
regard to this, there is a wonderful contrast between 
the Holy Scriptures and scriptural piety on the one 
hand, and the literatures and religions of paganism on 
the other.

Amongst all nations, the poets have sung much 
of a golden age; for even the light of nature discloses 
enough to suggest that the world, as we now see it, – 
so full of confusion and darkness, – comes far short of 
ideal perfection; and to awaken a certain sentiment of a 
better and nobler order of things. But, while the poetry 
of the nations that have not enjoyed divine revelation 
places the golden age in the past, when the human race 
was young, the poetry of the Bible places it in the future, 
under the millennial reign of Christ. When a thoughtful 
heathen looked wistfully into the future, he was filled 
with gloomy forebodings; for it seemed to him as if the 
world ever grew the longer the worse.

Comfort
God’s people, on the contrary, although in forecasting 
the future, they have been no strangers to the sorrowful 
apprehension of coming judgments, have been enabled 
to catch sight of a serene heaven beyond the clouds, so 
that the immediate prospect has not reduced them to 
despair. They have been able to sing with the captive 
Church, “Thou shalt arise, and have mercy upon Zion” 
(Ps. 102:13). We may not see the happy time, but its 
advent is sure, and our children shall see it. “This 
shall be written for the generation to come: and the 
people which shall be created shall praise the Lord.” 
(Ps. 102:18).

This sentiment pervades the whole Psalter. Its songs 
are the most hopeful in the world; hopeful and, because 
hopeful, wholesome and helpful also. They comfort the 
heart with the sure persuasion that they who fight on 
the Lord’s side, – whose sword, like Christ’s, is drawn 
on behalf of “truth and meekness and righteousness” 
(Ps. 45:4) – fight on the winning side, and may well be 
steadfast and unmoveable, always abounding in the 
work of the Lord, for as much as they know that their 
labour and conflict shall not be in vain in the Lord.

THE FUTURE GLORIES OF THE CHURCH
WILLIAM BINNIE
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RSHP RESOURCE

Morally harmful educational material

Aresource for “relationships, sexual health 
and parenthood” (RSHP) education has been 
developed by a partnership of local authorities 

and health boards, with advice from Education 
Scotland and the Scottish Government. The resource, 
consisting of written content for educators and props 
and slides, sits within Curriculum for Excellence and 
belongs to the ‘Health and wellbeing’ curriculum area. 
The RSHP website says that the resource can be used 
to support the delivery of RSHP lessons throughout 
the educational system, beginning with children aged 
3 and ending with young people aged 18.

The RSHP resource is not compulsory for educators 
– and it is our sincere hope that none will want to use 
it. Sections of the resource are utterly inappropriate, 
being of an extremely vulgar nature, but what should 
cause us equal or even greater concern is its overall 
approach. For the most part, the resource takes a 
‘neutral’ attitude towards the moral issues involved; 
this is irresponsible, and likely to be harmful to 
children in their formative years. On issues where the 
resource does adopt a definite stance, it is invariably 
one which goes against Biblical teaching.

Because the resource, reflecting today’s society, 
has no place for a fixed standard of right and wrong, it 
can only indicate what individuals may do, according 
to the current law of the land, and not what they 
ought to do, according to the timeless Law of God. 
The consequence is that unnatural behaviours and 
sinful lifestyles are set before children as legitimate 
options. When dealing with the family, children aged 
from 6-8 may be shown a slide of two men holding a 
baby, with the caption, “Some families have 2 dads”. 
When dealing with marriage, a ‘learning intention’ 
for children aged 12-14 is that they “understand 
that adult relationships can include marriage, civil 
partnerships and living together.” The resource takes 
a positive view of homosexuality and transgenderism, 
and is lenient towards promiscuity, even to the extent 
of undermining the force of law.

If there is any principle which guides the resource, 
it seems to be that of the need to be fair, kind, tolerant, 
respectful and loving towards those who are different 
from us. This is a good principle, but it is one which 
must never be applied in a way which suggests 
approval of conduct which God’s Word forbids. Parents 
will need to keep careful watch that their children are 
not being exposed to corrupting ideas and practices in 
their place of learning by means of this resource.

REMEMBERING OUR PROMISES

Pledges made when signing a call

It is our settled practice in the calling of a minister for 
the congregation to ‘sign a call’. Such a call is signed 
by the Elders, Deacons and Members of a vacant 

congregation, expressing their desire of “promoting 
the glory of God and the good of the Church”, and their 
desire of a fixed pastor. Accordingly, they “heartily 
invite, call, and entreat” a suitable man “to undertake 
the office of Pastor” among them. 

Three promises are made to the man who is being 
called, namely, “all dutiful respect, encouragement 
and obedience in the Lord.” This threefold promise 
is not a mere aspiration or a temporary undertaking. 
Astonishingly, many seem to take this pledge lightly, 
yet expect the Pastor to be unswervingly faithful to the 
call. Sadly, some who sign calls grow indifferent to what 
they have promised, while others in time forsake their 
promise for pastures new. Seldom do those who have 
signed the call give much attention to it thereafter. Is it 
not the case that on the day of judgement the Lord will 
call to account every promise we have made and every 
promise we have broken? 

All this is brought into sharp focus by the Covid-19 
‘lockdown’. Now that places of worship are reopening, 
what of the people? A recent survey suggests that 
many worshippers may never return to public 
worship, because they enjoy the online broadcasting 
of services: they quite like being spectators, as 
opposed to participants. What will motivate believers 
to continue to be part of the congregation where they 
are communicant members or adherents? Surely the 
promises they made when they signed the call to 
their Pastor. Absence from public worship, without 
a lawful reason, is a negation of these promises, as 
is becoming a ‘sermon taster’ and failing to keep up 
one’s membership. The Larger Catechism reminds us 
that among our duties under the ninth Commandment 
is “keeping of lawful promises”, and among the 
sins forbidden is “breach of lawful promises” (Q/A. 
144,145).

Consider the promise to encourage one’s Pastor. 
How can this be fulfilled if we are not present 
at worship or worship elsewhere? The Lord has 
furnished the congregation with a Pastor, to whom 
we promised encouragement. Surely that promise 
ought to be maintained? We are thankful for all those 
who, having signed a call to a minister, keep their 
promises to him. To the rest we say, ponder afresh 
what you promised. May the Lord encourage us all in 
these difficult days.

COMMENT
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(Mr Jobse is a member of the Gereformeerde Gemeenten, 
or Reformed Congregations, a Dutch denomination, 
and is on the board of Hudson Taylor Ministries in the 
Netherlands)

In the Netherlands we speak about a triplet in our 
theology based on the teaching of the Heidelberg 
Catechism (1563), one of the doctrinal standards 

used in all Dutch Reformed churches – much as the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism is an authoritative 
document in churches in Scotland and other parts of 
the world. The Heidelberg Catechism is divided into 
three parts: misery, deliverance and thankfulness. 
Or more precisely: ‘Of The Misery Of Man’, ‘Of Man’s 
Deliverance’, ‘Of Thankfulness’. It is similar to what is 
better known as the ‘three g’s’ in the English-speaking 
world: guilt, grace and gratitude. Above all, these are 
words of biblical significance, especially when we 
think about the conversion of a sinner.

In this article we will reflect on how these three 
points, which come from the instruction of the 
Christian religion, appear in the theology of the great 
German Reformer Martin Luther (1483-1546). Luther 
was an original thinker, who used to express his 
theological thoughts in an unpolished way. Law and 
Gospel, these twins, were predominant in his theology, 
but the triplet of misery, deliverance and thankfulness 
can also be shown from his sayings and writings. We 
will consider this from his own words.

Misery
“Who has not tasted the bitter, cannot value the sweet.” 
“Hunger is the best cook.” These bold expressions 
come from the mouth of Martin Luther. He meant that 
conviction is necessary in order to value grace, not as 
merit or a condition, but as a necessity. This happens, 
says Luther, according to the indicting function of the 
law, by which we are accused or charged. Luther knew, 
as no other, what grace meant; he learned it in the 
experience of his own unworthiness and need of divine 
mercy. Man is not willing to be a guilty sinner before 
God, according to Luther; we like to appear before 
God as virtuous people, rather than as condemnable 
evildoers. By the law, being used in the hands of Christ 

and the Holy Spirit, this pride is taken away and makes 
place for humility. This is badly needed, to transform 
us from being proud people to miserable and poor 
people, who confess their worthlessness before God.

By the saving conviction of the Holy Spirit through 
the law, a sinner begins to learn and to value the 
liberating gospel. As a thirsty ground longs for the rain, 
so the law makes a broken heart to thirst after Christ. 
The law points out the disease, the gospel heals. This 
is typical in Luther’s doctrine of law and gospel. In this 
way one comes to know Christ in his work of salvation. 
But this logic has another dimension, according to 
Luther. The law truly is a teacher to bring us to Christ 
(Gal. 3:24), but the law in itself can only lead to either 
self-confidence or despair. The utmost seriousness 
of sin will be known only by the gospel of a suffering 
Christ. The tremendous weight of sin comes to light at 
the cross. Therefore, with regard to the knowledge of 
our misery, Luther placed the gospel not only against 
but also next to the law, in the sense that the gospel 
intensifies the sentence of the law.

According to Luther, there can be no true repentance 
outside of Christ. As a block of ice remains ice when 
conditions are frosty, so the sinner remains unbroken 
when only the law is operating to teach him his sin. 
As soon as the sun begins to shine on the ice, the ice 
begins to melt in the warmth of the sun, and this is 
how the gospel works. When we become subject to the 
teaching of Christ in a saving way, we will be thrown 
down first, before we will be raised. Christ will teach us 
the law in its accusations and will humble us because 
of it. What matters, according to Luther, is this: Believe 
the word of God, also when it discovers and convinces 
you. Do not stick to generalities, but believe your 
human failure to be what it is, a sin debt before God. 
Only by faith will we confess that we are sinners.

Deliverance
The core of our deliverance, according to Luther, is the 
doctrine of justification by faith alone. The gracious 
forgiveness of sin has an inseparable connection with 
the recognition of guilt. In the doctrine of justification, 
it is not all about the fact that the sinner is justified 
before God, but also that the sinner justifies God. God 
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forgives our sins freely and by grace only, but this does 
not take place ‘behind our back’. We know very well 
that the Lord is forgiving and what the Lord is forgiving. 
In justification God declares us to be just in Christ, but 
at the same time we wholeheartedly acknowledge and 
confess that we are damnable sinners in ourselves. 
Both one and the other will be embraced in faith. 
Acquittal of God’s sentence will not take place without 
acceptance of the legality of this sentence (Ps. 51:4).

Whosoever will endorse the judgement of God by 
faith, may also accept by faith, to his deep astonishment, 
that God’s curse will not smite the sinner, but has 
smitten his own dear Son. Luther said: “Who condemns 
himself when God speaks in judgement, and ascribes 
him no incongruity, the same is justified.” So on the one 
side there is God’s accusing word of judgement, on the 
other side there is God’s absolving word of salvation. 
In this context Luther spoke about deliverance, and 
after this manner he came to his well-known saying of 
the cheerful exchange – an unequal exchange: “Jesus 
is so pure; I am so vile.” But what will happen when 
God’s children are attacked by the devil about their 
interest in Christ? Luther spoke these bold words: “Sir 
devil, do not rage so much; be a little moderate. There 
is one whose name is Christ. I believe in him. It is he 
who has dealt with the law, who has condemned sin, 
who has destroyed death, and who has disarmed hell.” 
That was the language of Luther, and surely it was no 
airy conclusion. It was the language of a lively faith in 
the heat of the battle.

The Lord uses the preaching of the Word as the 
chief means to this end, accompanied by the power 
of the Holy Spirit. “Hear, and your soul shall live” (Isa. 
55:3). According to Luther, we have to take careful 
notice of the mouth of Christ, we have to hang on the 
words of his lips. Whosoever believes his Word, is holy 
and just. Faith is an empty pouch, wherein we receive 
the medicine of God’s grace. Faith comes by the Word. 
In this context, Luther said remarkable things about 
the servants of the Lord. “Preachers are gravediggers. 
They handle the pickaxe and the shovel. I believe their 
word and I am buried with Christ. This happens when 
I believe the word of the gravediggers. Then sin is 
away. I myself, a great sinner, know that I am dead and 
buried with Christ in his death by faith.” The means of 
preaching seems minor and pitiful, but the Lord uses it 
in a saving manner by the operation of his Spirit. The 
Spirit continues his work in an unstirred and hidden 
manner and prepares the heart for his gracious gospel.

Thankfulness
According to the Bible, justification and sanctification 
go together. They are as interlocking cogwheels. 

Justification is the base of sanctification; on the other 
side, sanctification flows from justification. It is one 
and the same Christ who atones for the guilt of sin 
and breaks the power of sin. Justification bears fruit 
in sanctification. Luther said straightforwardly that 
we only can be justified by the ‘strange’ or ‘alien’ 
righteousness of Christ; not a single work of man counts 
before God. But he also said that justifying faith is not 
“lonely”. It has a companion: love. It is accompanied 
by true affection to God and the neighbour and also to 
God’s commandments. Faith and love are inseparable, 
according to Luther. Faith in Christ cannot remain 
without fruit.

Bearing fruit is only possible by the Holy Spirit. It 
is true that the doctrine of justification predominates 
in the theology of Luther, but he does not neglect 
the fruits of faith and repentance. His opponents in 
the Roman Catholic 
Church blamed him for 
not wanting to know 
about good works. 
On the contrary, said 
Luther, there will be 
good works, on the 
basis of justification. 
But not good works in 
order to earn heaven, 
or focused on reward. 
True religion is a 
service out of love, and 
the law is our rule in 
performing obedience 
out of thankfulness. 
In this respect Luther 
spoke of “cheerful 
obedience”. This is 
not a striving for 
sanctification which makes man feel better about 
himself and more virtuous every day; rather it is a 
growth in depth, a progress in dependence, a growth 
in the knowledge and grace of Christ. In ourselves we 
become more and more helpless and cannot boast 
about anything.

A characteristic saying of Luther in this respect 
is: “Those works are best, which one does not realise 
they are good.” In his tract The Freedom of a Christian 
Man (1520), he wrote: “God’s promises give what his 
commandments require, and we fulfil what the law 
orders, that it will be all God’s work, the commandments 
as well as the fulfilment of them. He alone is the one 
who commands, He only is also the one who fulfils.” 
This is what Dr Martin Luther said about those three 
important topics.

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

Counsels and Thoughts for the 
Spiritual Life of Believers
Thomas Moor, Solid Ground 
Christian Books, hbk, 400pp, 
£26.00

This book is for believers 
who want to grow in grace 
and in the knowledge of 

their Saviour. It is divided mainly 
into four main parts where the 
author gives wise and solid 
counsel to the exercised Christian. There is a briefer 
section at the end that deals with thoughts and counsels 
for daily help in the spiritual life. It is the kind of book 
that a person could use as a devotional at the beginning 
and/or end of the day, as each portion covers just three 
or four pages and the text is relatively large.

In the section, ‘Concerning the Believer’s 
relationship to the first and last Adam’ (pp.88-91), 
Moor highlights the battle between “the flesh” and the 
new spiritual nature of the Christian, and says: “The 
new spiritual nature in the believer is, in itself, perfect 
in all holy principles and desires; but, because of being 
in the midst of hindering and opposing influences, 
the believer will often have experiences of the most 
humbling and self-debasing character, through the 
first Adam fallen nature, so full of sin, and the first 
Adam death-stricken body, so full of frailties.”

Moor seeks to draw the believer nearer to Christ. In 
the portion, ‘To the believer – concerning the importance 
of encouraging the habits of the new nature’ (pp.96-
99), he states: “If you have not continual enjoyment of 
the love of Jesus, it may be because you are not as yet 
sufficiently taken up with Him.” Wise counsel indeed.

Easy to read and warmly recommended.
Andrew R. Allan

[Readers may be interested to learn that the inclusion 
of an extract from the original (1882) edition of Moor’s 
work in the September 2019 issue of the Witness led to 
its republication.]

Worship or Entertainment?
Peter Masters, Wakeman Trust, pbk, 100pp, £5.95

This book is a revised and condensed version 
of the author’s Worship in the Melting Pot, first 
published in 2002. The new title is most apt. 

BOOK 
REVIEWS

Masters says: “Worship was never supposed to be an 
opportunity for human exhibitionism...nor to entertain 
worshippers.” The thrust of the book is to highlight 
the serious pitfalls that accompany modern worship 
practices.

In the opening chapters Masters discusses three 
major deviations of modern worship from Biblical 
worship: aesthetic worship, ecstatic worship, and 
profane worship. He shows how it all panders to the 
eye and the feel-good factor.

One particular innovation he denounces is the use 
of contemporary Christian music in many churches. 
Its origins in meditational mysticism and the hippy 
culture of the “swinging sixties” is quite frightening, 
and Masters pulls no punches here. He points out the 
hankering for the “highs” of drug abuse and the desire 
to recover that through “musical highs”. The practice in 
some circles of raising hands and swaying in worship 
reminds one of television images of music festivalgoers 
high on drugs.

He gives good arguments in his rebuttal of the 
promoters of “worship bands”, who say that Psalms 
149 and 150 speak of various instruments and dancing. 
On Psalm 150 he says: “The Psalm...lists the instruments 
not as those to be literally used in the house of God, 
but as representing the range of themes or attitudes 
which make up heartfelt worship.” However, I don’t 
think Masters goes far enough in his arguments, as he 
appears to give scope for the use of a limited number of 
instruments, such as an organ. Chapter 12, Reverence 
Begins in the Place of Worship, is a masterpiece, and the 
book is worth reading for this chapter alone.

As expected, Masters is a strong advocate for 
“traditional hymns”. He makes a rather tenuous 
argument from Revelation chapters 4 and 5, where 
the saints sing praise to the Saviour for what He has 
accomplished. Do not Psalms 24:7-10, 68:18-19 and 
116:8-19 do the same? He claims exclusive psalmody 
believers are “greatly mistaken in saying there is no 
scriptural warrant for singing hymns.” Interestingly, he 

is not enthusiastic about most 
modern hymn compositions, 
and even admits, “...there 
are verses in the corpus of 
traditional-style hymns that 
cry out for correction.” One is 
left asking, who decides which 
hymns are suitable and what 
corrections need to be made? 
This a blemish in an otherwise 
good book.
Calum Macleod (Knock & Point)
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COMMUNION DATES
Communions are held on the following Sabbaths. Visitors should contact local ministers for times of the main services and 
the preparatory and thanksgiving services. Contact details may be found on the Church website. 
October              November   
4    Ayr, Greenville, Snizort            1    Arran, Edinburgh–St Columba’s, 
11  Cross, St Louis                    Kilmorack & Strathglass
18  Ballyclare & Doagh            8    Aberdeen, Tarbat
25  Atlanta, Glasgow–Partick,             15  Brora, Glasgow–Shettleston
       Knock & Point, Poolewe & Aultbea          29  Kiltearn      (All dates subject to change due to COVID-19)



“And the Lord direct your hearts into the love of God, and into the 
patient waiting for Christ.”

2 Thessalonians 3:5
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The place of worship of the Atlanta congregation, Snellville, Georgia (courtesy of Mrs Elizabeth Greenewald)


