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The Christian life involves confession. When we 
‘confess’ something, we are acknowledging 
it to be true. This is what Christians are doing 

when they confess their sins to God. In a different way, 
Christians are also to confess their faith. To confess (or 
as we usually say, profess) our faith is to acknowledge 
the Scriptures and their teaching to be true, yet it is 
more than that. Christ told the disciples that salvation 
involves confessing Him personally before men (Matt. 
10:32).

The apostle Paul gave the Corinthians a simple 
statement of faith or ‘creed’ concerning Jesus Christ: 
“that Christ died for our sins according to the 
scriptures; And that he was buried, and that he rose 
again the third day according to the scriptures” (1 Cor. 
15:3,4). By the work of God’s grace in the soul, these 
beliefs become personal and saving, so that we are 
able to say from the heart concerning Jesus Christ, as 
did Thomas, “My Lord and my God.” (John 20:28)

Christians are also to confess their faith collectively, 
in the sense that the church is to confess its faith. It is a 
fact that there are countless different churches today, 
and many different statements of faith or ‘confessions’; 
some are very brief, but some are very detailed, like 
our own. What is the purpose of such a statement?

Necessity
First, is it actually necessary for the church to have a 
written confession of faith? There are some churches 
which reckon that doctrine divides, and are proud to say 
that they have “no creed but Christ”. Presumably they 
think that all that really matters is salvation, and that 
since all that a person needs to know for salvation is 
made plain in Scripture, there is no need for the church 
to specially affirm any scriptural truth. Yet we find 
Christ asking the disciples, “Whom do men say that I the 
Son of man am?” (Matt. 16:13). They told Him what they 
had heard among their fellow Jews, that some people 
thought that He was John the Baptist resurrected, some 
Elijah returned from heaven, and some Jeremiah or 
another prophet risen from the dead (v.14). Christ then 
asked the disciples, “But whom say ye that I am?” (v.15).

Simon Peter’s answer was, “Thou art the Christ, 
the Son of the living God” (v.16). This truth was not 
revealed to him by “flesh and blood”, in other words 
his own reason, but by the Father (v.17). Peter spoke 
for the disciples (John 6:69) and indeed for the church 
in every age: the Father reveals the truth of Christ’s 

divine Sonship to all His spiritual children. The deity 
of Christ is among the ‘fundamentals’ of the faith: it 
is a truth upon which our salvation depends and so 
much else hinges, so there can be no room for error 
here. Following several controversies within the early 
Church concerning the person and natures of Christ, in 
451 AD the Church adopted the Chalcedonian Creed, 
in which it is confessed, among other things, that Jesus 
Christ is “truly God and truly man”. Creeds are needed!

Identity
One purpose of a confession of faith is to declare the 
church’s identity. In the Old Testament, Israel was 
taught a basic creed by Moses: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord 
our God is one Lord” (Deut. 6:4). By this creed the nation 
which belonged to Jehovah, “the living God” (Deut. 
5:26), was distinguished from the heathen nations and 
their false gods. In the New Testament, Paul emphasised 
to the church at Corinth, where the believers had been 
separated by the gospel from an idolatrous culture, that 
there is but “one God, the Father, of whom are all things, 
and we in him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are 
all things, and we by him.” (1 Cor. 8:6)

In all its history, the church has never been without 
a creed or confession of some kind. Our own Church 
has the Westminster Confession of Faith, and other 
documents dealing with worship, discipline and 
government, and our relation to the state; taken 
together they define us as a Church. They separate us 
ecclesiastically from other Christians, but for a worthy 
reason, we believe: loyalty to Christ, the only King and 
Head of the church. That should be the only reason for 
us to remain apart, and so we need to understand and 
be fully persuaded of our separate position.

Unity
A second purpose of a confession of faith is to foster the 
church’s unity. The men who in the seventeenth century 
drew up the Westminster Confession and the other 
‘Westminster Standards’ were not seeking to divide 
the church of their day: their aim was to unite it, but 
not at the expense of truth. They believed rightly that 
everything in the church must be ordered by the Word 
of God, which, as our Confession tells us, is “the rule 
of faith and life” (WCF 1:2). They were aware of Paul’s 
exhortation to the Corinthians: “Now I beseech you, 
brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye 
all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions 
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among you; but that ye be perfectly joined together in 
the same mind and in the same judgment.” (1 Cor. 1:10)

Divisions in the church can only be avoided when 
“all speak the same thing”. If there is no statement of 
belief, or if the statement is disregarded, then a church 
can hardly be “perfectly joined together”, and may well 
split apart sooner or later. The unity and harmony 
of the church can only be preserved when the Lord’s 
people have “the same mind” and “the same judgment” 
on things; when that is the case, there will be a healthy 
uniformity in both doctrine and practice.

Clarity
A third purpose of a confession of faith is to give 
the church clarity in her witness. Churches which 
proclaim, “no creed but Christ”, also insist, “no book 
but the Bible”. If their concern is that no man-made 
document should have the authority in the church 
which belongs to the Scriptures, then that is a good 
concern. However, a confession of faith is not intended 
to replace the Bible: it is meant to expound the Bible, 
just as preaching does, albeit in a different way. It is 
natural for a visitor or enquirer to ask of any church 
which claims to be a ‘Bible-believing’ one, What do you 
believe the Bible to teach? Without a statement of faith, 
the doctrines held by a church may be mysterious to 
the outsider, but such a statement makes its teaching 
clear, which is surely desirable.

Man’s wisdom might suggest that, if the church is to 
have a statement of faith, then it should be a minimal 
one, with which no one could disagree. Such a policy is 
bound to result in ambiguity regarding many points of 
doctrine, yet if the Bible speaks on a subject, the church 
ought to bear witness to its teaching: she is “the pillar 
and ground of the truth.” (1 Tim. 3:15) The danger for 
any church is that, for the sake of peace within, more 
and more things are regarded as ‘secondary issues’, 
and the church becomes sinfully silent on them. The 
Lord says to His church, “love the truth and peace.” 
(Zech. 8:19) We need to keep to that order!

Integrity
A fourth purpose of a confession of faith is to safeguard 
the church’s integrity. Office-bearers of the Free 
Church (Continuing) are required to subscribe to the 
Westminster Confession of Faith. In doing so they are 
indicating that they have the same understanding of 
the Bible’s teaching as the Church. The office-bearer 
declares that he sincerely owns and believes the whole 
doctrine contained in the Confession of Faith, and that 
he owns the same as the confession of his faith. This 
is done willingly, but it must never be done lightly. 
“Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, than that thou 
shouldest vow and not pay.” (Ecc. 5:5) When there is a 

statement of faith in place in a church, then the church 
is able to take action against any office-bearers who 
depart from it. It is difficult to see how sound doctrine 
can be preserved in the church otherwise: error will go 
unchecked and heresies will not be suppressed.

The terms of subscription to a confession are 
vital; the most orthodox creed is rendered useless if 
those signing it do so only in general terms. This is 
the lesson of events since the Disruption of 1843. The 
Declaratory Act in the Free Church, passed in 1892, 
stated that “diversity of opinion is recognised in this 
Church on such points in the Confession as do not 
enter into the substance of the Reformed Faith therein 
set forth”. This led to the union of the majority with 
the United Presbyterian Church in 1900, forming the 
United Free Church. By 1929, when the majority of the 
United Free Church entered the established Church 
of Scotland, office-bearers were required to believe 
merely “the fundamental doctrines of the Christian 
Faith” contained in the Westminster Confession, which 
were left undefined. Things have only got worse since 
then. We are all aware of the doctrinal and moral 
confusion in so much of the visible church today, 
but do we realise that it all stems from the lack of a 
definite standard of belief, and a will to enforce it? And 
in the Presbyterian church, from a downgrading and 
sidelining of the Westminster Confession?

Sincerity
By contrast, and as heirs of the Free Church of 1843, 
we are committed, as were our forefathers, to “the 
whole doctrine” of the Westminster Confession. Yet 
there is no room at all for any complacency on our 
part. It is always needful for office-bearers to be 
asking themselves, Am I keeping the vows I made at 
my ordination? We are to keep our promises sincerely; 
straightforwardly, honestly and wholeheartedly. This is 
a challenge to every minister, elder and deacon of our 
Church. We are bound to examine ourselves, repent of 
our lukewarmness and inconsistencies, and seek grace 
to be more faithful to the Lord in time to come. The 
health of our Church today – and its existence in future 
generations – depends upon it.
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“We are to keep our 
promises sincerely; 
straightforwardly, 
honestly and 
wholeheartedly.”
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(Willison [1680-1750] was born near Stirling, and 
after fifteen years as minister of Brechin spent over 
thirty years in Dundee, where he died. This is part of a 
preparatory sermon before the Lord’s Supper, on the 
subject of the happiness of being in covenant with God. 
It has been edited slightly.)

“Happy is that people, whose God is the Lord.” 
(Psalm 144:15)

This covenant-relation to God is our greatest 
happiness, in that it takes the terror out of 
everything that is terrible to the believer.

From verse 5 onwards David extols the attributes 
of God. He dwells on His mercy and faithfulness, which 
he describes as being in the heavens and reaching to 
the clouds. They are very great. Then in verse 6 he 
describes the righteousness of God as being like “the 
great mountains”. What are we to understand from 
this?

Holiness and Justice
This covenant-relation removes all terror from our 
thoughts of God’s holiness. The wicked cannot think of 
a just and holy God without horror, and therefore, they 
banish the thoughts of God out of their minds; hence it 
is said, “God is not in all his thoughts” (Ps. 10:4), for as 
many thoughts as are in their hearts, God is in none of 
them. But believers may have pleasant and delightful 
thoughts of God as their reconciled Father in Christ: 
his holiness is a fountain of grace to them.

This covenant-relation takes all terror out of justice, 
though the most terrible attribute of God unto a sinner, 
and makes it, that before was an enemy, become 
a friend, and enter into a strict alliance with that 
believer. Before it stood as a flaming sword at the door 
of paradise to keep them out: but now it stands as an 
advocate pleading for their entrance, “he is faithful and 
just to forgive us our sins” (1 John 1:9). O believer, thy 
happiness is certain; for justice is come over to thy side, 
and pleads for thy pardon, because the debt is paid, and 
for the crown of glory, seeing the price is laid down.

Afflictions and Judgements
This covenant-relation takes all terror out of afflictions. 
Why? It alters the very nature of them to believers, 
and makes them become good and medicinal to them 
(Ps. 119:71; Isa. 27:9). Yea, they are changed into 
covenanted mercies (Ps. 89:30-34; 119:75). Christ 

hath shed his blood to purchase sanctified crosses to 
his people. So believers, whatever trials you meet with, 
though they be sharp and smarting, you may make such 
a reflection as this, the Lord sees I need this, otherwise 
I should not be exercised with it: my covenanted God 
knows that this, and no less than this, is needful for me.

This covenant-relation takes the terror out of the 
alarming judgements of God, that come on the wicked 
and ungodly. When God rises to take vengeance on his 
enemies, and punish sinful nations with his desolating 
plagues, you may say, These are the mighty acts of my 
God and King: these things display my Father’s power 
and glory; but, in the midst of all, his children are safe.

Death and Eternity
This covenant-relation will take the terror out of death: 
for though death strip you of other comforts, it cannot 
dissolve your covenant-relation to God. You may sing 
that swansong, “For this God is our God for ever and 
ever: he will be our guide even unto death.” (Ps. 48:14) 
It is this that gives a believer peace in his latter end: 
it made David to triumph in the view of approaching 
death (2 Sam. 23:5). Death must surely be the king of 
terrors to an unbeliever. Why? It is terrible to think, 
“I am going to appear before that God I do not know, 
I have no interest in, nor acquaintance with. How can 
I expect help from him now, whom I have never loved, 
nor sought unto before?” But a covenanted soul may 
say, “I will not fear, for I know whither I am going, 
the place I know, and the way I know, and the God 
of that land I know. Why should I be unwilling to go 
to my covenanted God and friend, with whom I have 
had sweet converse, whose presence I have earnestly 
longed for? Is not death my Father’s servant, sent to 
bring me home to my Father’s house, where I will be put 
in full possession of all the blessings of the covenant? 
Surely then the day of my death will be better to me 
than the day of my birth.”

This covenant-relation takes the terror out of the 
great judgment day. Why? O believer, it is the day of 
your covenanted Redeemer’s coming to take you 
home to dwell eternally with him. Doth not a chaste 
wife long for the return of her husband? And will 
not a believing soul, betrothed to Christ, long for the 
glorious bridegroom’s return to consummate the 
happy marriage? Let others tremble at his coming, and 
cry to the rocks to hide them from the face of the Lamb; 
but surely you have cause to lift up your head with joy, 
for the day of your redemption draweth nigh.

DEVOTIONAL

OUR GREATEST HAPPINESS
JOHN WILLISON
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Afurther distinctive principle of the Free 
Church is the national recognition of religion, 
or ‘Establishment Principle’, which we 

summarised in the February 2018 issue. It is our 
belief that the Church and the State, though separate 
institutions with their own divinely-appointed 
functions, are nevertheless required by God to work 
together in the interests of His kingdom. In particular, 
there is an obligation on the part of the State to give 
support to the Church.

Introduction
An event which took place in Ireland is instructive for us 
on this subject. In May 1836 there was a two-day debate 
held in Belfast on the relationship between Church and 
State. On one side were four ministers who supported 
‘Voluntaryism’, the view that the State should give no 
help to the Church; they included Rev. John Ritchie 
from Edinburgh, the leader of the Voluntary movement 
in Scotland. On the other side was Rev. Henry Cooke 
(1788-1868), a leading Irish Presbyterian minister 
who defended the Establishment Principle.

Cooke argued that the Bible teaches the duty 
of the State to establish, defend and maintain the 
Crown Rights of the Redeemer Jesus Christ, this being 
expressed in the national establishment of religion. 
Cooke also pointed out that should Voluntaryism gain 
the ascendancy, certain things would follow. Principally, 
the moral code of Christ would be expunged on the 
pretext that it is an infringement of civil liberties. 
Cooke then illustrated the consequence by giving three 
practical examples:

• The keeping of the Lord’s Day nationally would be 
virtually abolished;

• Marriage would be redefined;
• Christian principles in commerce would be 

overturned.
Strikingly, we have seen all that occur in a single 

generation. Under the premiership of John Major, 
national observance of the Lord’s Day was finally 
overthrown. Under David Cameron, marriage was 
redefined, placing unnatural, same-sex unions on a 
par with the institution God gave to mankind, and the 
freedom to follow Christian principles in commercial 
enterprises was seriously curtailed.

No Christian can now claim that the Establishment 
Principle does not matter!

The following points ought to be considered 
carefully:

1. The Duty of Civil Rulers According to Scripture
Christ as Mediator has been given the nations of the 
world. In Daniel chapter 7 we are given the grand 
sweep of history in four great empires, beginning 
with the Babylonian, then the Medo-Persian, next the 
Greek and finally the Roman Empire. In the days of 
the Roman Empire, Christ’s Kingdom is set up, which 
was to spread throughout the world. What does God 
require of earthly rulers, in relation to Christ and His 
cause?
(i) Rulers are commanded to bow to Jesus Christ (Ps. 
2:10-12).

The question may be asked, In what character 
are rulers to serve Christ? Is it simply as private 
individuals? The answer is seen when we ask, In what 
character did they oppose Him? Was it not in their 
public character?
(ii) Rulers are to have a particular care for Christ’s 
Kingdom and Church.

“And kings shall be thy nursing fathers, and their 
queens thy nursing mothers: they shall bow down to 
thee with their face toward the earth, and lick up the 
dust of thy feet” (Isa. 49:23). The word ‘nurse’ in the 
Hebrew original means “to establish, uphold, support”. 
That is what Cyrus, King of Persia, did for the Jewish 
church (e.g. Ezra 1:1-4, 6:3-4, 6-14). The Bible gives 
a severe warning to rulers and nations that refuse to 
serve Christ’s church (Isa. 60:12).

In the light of recent High Court rulings in our own 
country, the sort of action undertaken by the King of 
Nineveh, who led his heathen people in repentance and 
commanded them to pray to God, such that the city was 
spared (Jonah 3:6-10), would now be deemed illegal!
(iii) Rulers and nations are judged not by man’s 
standards but by God’s.

Canaanites, Sodom and Gomorrah, Pharaoh, Cyrus, 
Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, Alexander and Herod (Acts 
17:23), were all judged by the Law of God. They were all 
condemned according to the single standard of God’s Law, 
because God is no respecter of persons (Rom. 2:11,12).

DOCTRINE

FREE CHURCH DISTINCTIVES: 
(2) THE ESTABLISHMENT PRINCIPLE
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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• the Protestant Succession to the throne must be 
abolished;

• the Bible must be expelled from our schools;
• all legal restrictions regarding commerce on the 

Lord’s Day must be repealed;
• prayers in Parliament must be ended.
In other words, everything that shaped our history, 

nation and culture must be eradicated. That is the real 
impact of Voluntaryism, and of these court rulings.

Application
1. Secularists may abolish the Church, but they will 
not thereby abolish religion; one set of beliefs is 
simply replaced by another, and they tend to become 
increasingly absurd. How many are aware that, due to 
recent rulings, anti-hunting sentiments are included 
within the definition of “philosophical belief”, as are 
moral imperatives arising from man-made climate 
change? The latest to be added is ‘ethical veganism’.

2. The Crown Rights of the Redeemer are defended 
and maintained by the establishment of national 
Christianity. That is what the Church asserts when she 
sings Psalms 2, 22:27-28 & 102:15,22,28.

There is a limit to what civil rulers can command. 
The following rules apply:

a. We must always obey God’s commands.
b. We must obey rulers in all things they command 

which are agreeable to God’s Word.
c. We must disobey rulers in all things they command 

which are not agreeable to God’s Word (Acts 5:29).
3. In contending for the Establishment Principle, we 

desire nothing more or less than others we read of in 
the Bible enjoyed. We desire what the heathen King of 
Nineveh did for his people, and what King Artaxerxes 
did for the House of God. The Scottish theologian 
and reformer Alexander Henderson (c.1583-1646), 
preaching before the House of Commons on 27 
December 1643, made the following comment on the 
words of Artaxerxes in Ezra 7:23:

“This King commandeth not that his will be done, 
but what God hath commanded. Neither King nor 
Parliament can command otherwise. Civil powers have 
great authority, not only in things civil, but in matters 
of Religion; and they sin against God, if they use not the 
authority which God hath put in their hands, for the 
good of Religion.”

4. We are to pray continually for our civil rulers, 
from the highest to the lowest, that they may govern 
in the best interest of the people, which is their 
spiritual interest. “I exhort therefore, that, first of all, 
supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of 
thanks, be made for all men; for kings, and for all that 
are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable 
life in all godliness and honesty.” (1 Tim. 2:1,2).

2. Objections to Such Duty
Two main objections are raised:
(i) By far the most common objection made against the 
Establishment Principle is that rulers will persecute 
the followers of other religions. Yet the fact that 
something may be abused is not an argument against 
its use altogether; it cannot nullify its legitimacy. 
Also, the limits of state power are clearly defined 
in Scripture. The State has negative power: it may 
restrain behaviour, but it may not compel belief. That 
distinction is crucial. It is why Roman Catholicism 
failed: it sought to enforce belief. It is why Communism 
failed: it forces people to believe a specific ideology.

The Bible is clear on the relative duties of the State 
and the Church: the State restrains wicked behaviour, 
and the Church teaches behaviour that pleases God. 
(ii) The next common objection is that the Establishment 
Principle is abolished in the New Testament. This is 
wrong. First, the New Testament fully endorses Old 
Testament Law. Second, the New Testament confirms 
the duties of Rulers. 

The objection is an old one. At the Belfast debate, 
as Henry Cooke was quoting from the Old Testament, 
someone in the audience shouted out, “Go to the new 
law, that’s all Mosaic”. Cooke pointed immediately 
to the parallel between Isaiah 60:12 and Revelation 
11:15, and then to Romans 13, which describes the 
civil ruler as “the minister of God to thee for good” 
(v.4).

We see that just as in the Old Testament, the New 
Testament applies a religious title to civil rulers. Both 
Romans 13:4 and 1 Peter 2:14 indicate that rulers are 
to be avengers of God: they are commissioned by Him 
to punish evildoers. They are to operate on the basis 
of “good” and “evil”, which are defined in the New 
Testament in terms of God’s moral Law. The State is not 
free to run its affairs autonomously, and is therefore 
open to criticism for acting lawlessly (Luke 13:31-33).

3. Voluntaryism is Essentially Atheistic
The arrest of street preachers and numerous court 
rulings indicate the atheism at the heart of our society 
and among the legal profession. An astounding 
example of the latter was the comment by the judge in 
the employment tribunal in December involving Maya 
Forstater, who was sacked from her job in London 
for questioning government proposals which would 
allow people to self-identify as the opposite sex: “The 
Claimant’s position is that even if a trans woman has 
a Gender Recognition Certificate, she cannot honestly 
describe herself as a woman. That belief is not worthy of 
respect in a democratic society.”

If Voluntaryism were to become the official policy 
of our country, it would surely follow that:
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It is easy for God’s children to become overwhelmed 
and perplexed, to harbour doubts and fears, to lack 
assurance and slip into the spiritual doldrums. An 

excellent remedy is to focus our private devotions 
upon Christ’s atoning work at Calvary, but the believer 
should also contemplate the work which Christ is doing 
now, namely interceding in Heaven for His redeemed. 
What form does this intercession take?

An Earnest Intercession
In the original language, ‘intercession’ conveys an 
earnest pleading or entreating. This does not imply 
any inequality between Christ and His Father: rather 
it expresses that fact that Christ is devoted to this 
aspect of His Priestly office; it is no half-hearted or 
piecemeal activity. When Christ contemplated the 
Cross in Gethsemane, “being in an agony he prayed 
more earnestly” (Luke 22:44). He is now in Heaven 
and beyond all personal suffering, but He is no less 
concerned with the needs of His people. It is in regard 
to His covenant engagements on their behalf, and His 
covenant reward of a glorified people, that it is said, “He 
shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied” 
(Isa. 53:11). Christ’s pleading reveals His great mercy 
and compassion for those He bought with His blood.

A Personal Intercession
Christ’s intercession must never be viewed as only for 
His church in a general way, but for every individual 
making up His church, and in all their unique 
circumstances. Christ’s intercession is personal: 
every humble, trembling believer can say that Christ 
is well acquainted with my sins, my temptations and 
my concerns, and is interceding for me. This personal 
intercession is founded on the familial relationship 
which Christ has with every individual believer, for He 
is to them an elder brother (Heb. 2:11), a husband (Isa. 
54:5; Eph. 5:22-23) and a joint heir (Rom. 8:17). His 
atoning sacrifice purchased that personal relationship.

A Continual Intercession
As a creature fallen into sin, it is necessary for man to 
have an intercessor before God, and he must have one 
continually. Without a perfect intercessor, the sinner is 
excluded from God’s holy presence. As our intercessor, 
Christ is continually in God’s presence, pleading the merit 
of His sacrificial death on behalf of His people; “seeing he 
ever liveth to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:25). 
He is God’s only begotten Son; as a divine Person He is 

eternal, and because of His divinity His sacrifice has 
eternal merit. There is not one moment in the believer’s 
sojourn on earth when he or she does not require Christ’s 
priestly intercession, nor will it ever be so in eternity.

A Sympathetic Intercession
The foundation of Christ’s intercession is His own 
perfect, voluntary sacrifice to satisfy God’s justice, 
offended by man’s sin. Christ has the natures of both 
God and man, and only such an intercessor can avail 
us. It is encouraging for us to know that it is in our 
human nature that Christ appears in the presence of 
God. Because He has our nature, Christ can “be touched 
with the feeling of our infirmities” (Heb. 4:15), and “be 
a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining 
to God” (Heb. 2:17). He is fully equipped to perform 
the work of intercession. In His glorious resurrection 
body, Christ appears before God bearing the marks of 
His crucifixion (Rev. 5:6). He pleads the infinite merit of 
His redeeming work for His people, thereby obtaining 
for them the enjoyment of God’s eternal favour.

An Effectual Intercession
God is well pleased with His Son, judicially and eternally, 
with regard to His obedience as the Mediator, and He 
therefore accepts the whole of Christ’s intercession on 
behalf of each one of His people. As intercessor, Christ 
declares His will to the Father, and because of the 
meritorious character of His work, the Father lovingly 
grants His desire, always. The night before His death, 
when with His disciples in the upper room, Christ 
prayed: “Father, I will that they also, whom thou hast 
given me, be with me where I am; that they may behold 
my glory” (John 17:24). He had in view His return to 
heaven, where His people join Him one by one.

Christ’s intercession renders our feeble prayers, 
worship and service acceptable to God. Paul could say 
regarding the preaching of the gospel, notwithstanding 
its different outcomes, “we are unto God a sweet savour 
of Christ” (2 Cor. 2:15). Because of Christ our Advocate, 
every accusation made against the Christian by the evil 
one is dismissed: “Who shall lay any thing to the charge of 
God’s elect? It is God that justifieth.” (Rom 8:33) Thomas 
Goodwin said: “Your poor condition and extensive need 
can never exceed the effective intercession of Christ.” 
Throughout our often perilous journey through this 
world, Christ’s ongoing intercession in Heaven does 
indeed procure safe passage to the Celestial City for the 
believer – a matter of wonder and comfort to us!

DOCTRINE

CHRIST’S INTERCESSION IN HEAVEN
REV. MURDO MACIVER
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“and Simon called Zelotes” (Luke 6:15)

Simon was a nationalist, a patriot who used 
violence to achieve the expulsion of the hated 
Romans. He shared the widespread delusion 

of his day that God would again make Jerusalem the 
centre of the world and a warrior Messiah would 
reign in the palace there. But then he met Jesus, who 
disarmed his prejudices and taught him the truths 
which he needed to hear. The Lord used His Spirit to 
change the mind of Simon and his life changed also. He 
became a peaceful follower of Jesus Christ; it was some 
of the other disciples who showed violent tendencies, 
not Simon. He had been a ‘freedom fighter’, but now 
he was freed from the dominion of sin and followed 
Christ (John 8:36).

Soldier of Christ
The revolt Simon followed now was not against Rome 
but against sin (1 Cor. 9:26). He showed his courage 
now, not in standing against governments but in 
standing for Christ. He was known as a disciple of 
Christ; this was his testimony. He no longer boasted of 
his own works and achievements, but of Christ’s. He 
knew, as the Church of England minister and author 
Frank Colquhoun (1909-1997) wrote, that “Christ’s 
redeeming purpose was to be accomplished not by 
force of arms but by way of the cross.” The weapons 
of his warfare were “not carnal, but mighty through 
God” (2 Cor. 10:4). He was a soldier of Christ now, 
no longer fighting for a political freedom but for the 
advancement of the Saviour’s kingdom.

Zeal for Christ
Simon was still a zealot, but his zeal was now for 
Christ (Rom. 12:11). Christ has no place in His service 
for lukewarm Christians (Rev. 3:15ff). As Colquhoun 
wrote again: “No wonder the cause of Christ languishes 
when hearts are cold and Christians become worldly, 
complacent and self-satisfied.” We must seek to be 
like the disciples whose hearts burned within them 

while Christ talked with them (Luke 24:32); however, 
we must remember that we may suffer the same 
alienation as Christ suffered (Ps. 69:8,9). But let not 
our zeal be based on ignorance or reckless emotion 
(Rom. 10:2).

Has the vision grown dim? Has the fire gone low? 
Bring the smoking flax to Christ (Isa. 42:3); He can 
kindle it with loving thoughts of Himself, and the 
burning heart shall kindle upward, seeking its Source.

Name of Christ
What of the battle? There is no soldier without 
wounds. Wounds sap our strength, especially when 
we experience failure of some kind. But the wounded 
recovering in Christ’s hospital have the zeal to live and 
fight again another day. And it is a fight to keep Christ’s 
Name to the forefront nowadays. Yet we know that it 
is by this Name that we overcome and by which we 
give hope to the world. The young shepherd boy David 
went forth to meet Goliath in the name of the Lord. Too 
many soldiers today put their own name up front and 
that is why there is no fruit in their labours.

Love to Christ
We ought, like good soldiers of Christ (2 Tim. 2:3), to 
learn from our mistakes and that hardships must be 
endured here (Job 3:10). Indeed, the Christian life is an 
endurance test. “We believe in the perseverance of the 
saints...if they are saints”, said Spurgeon. Do you have 
zeal for the right things – for holiness, faithfulness and 
worship? If Christ is at the centre of the life there will 
be zeal; we will be His ‘zealots’. How shall we know if 
we are one of them? Well, friend, have you ever heard 
of a true love which was not zealous for the Beloved? 
As we read in the Song of Solomon:

“yea, He is altogether lovely. This is my Beloved, and 
this is my Friend” (5:16)

“for love is strong as death....Many waters cannot 
quench love, neither can the floods drown it” (8:6,7)

PRACTICAL RELIGION

SIMON THE ZEALOT
REV. JAMES CLARK
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(The introduction to a sermon on 1 Timothy 3:15 
preached by Spurgeon at New Park Street Chapel, 
Southwark, London, on 14th  September 1856. The 
previous year Spurgeon had written a review of a new 
hymn book called ‘The Rivulet’, which he criticised 
because of its ‘deistic’ theology [a position which rejects 
special revelation and appeals to reason alone as the 
source of truth]. In later years Spurgeon would have a 
leading role in defending the inspiration, infallibility 
and authority of the Bible during the ‘Downgrade 
Controversy’ among Baptists in England.)

“...the house of God, which is the church of the living God, 
the pillar and ground of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15)

We live in very singular times just now. The 
professing Church has been flattering itself 
that, notwithstanding all our divisions with 

regard to Doctrine, we are all right in the main. A false 
and spurious liberality has been growing up which 
has covered us all, so that we have dreamed that all 
who bear the name of ministers are, indeed, God’s 
servants – that all who occupy pulpits, of whatever 
denomination they might be, are entitled to our respect 
as being stewards of the mystery of Christ. But, lately, 
the weeds upon the surface of the stagnant pool have 
been a little stirred and we have been enabled to look 
down into the depths.

Strife
This is a day of strife – a day of division – a time of 
war and fighting between professing Christians! God 
be thanked for it! Far better that it should be so than 
that the false calm shall any longer exert its fatal spell 
over us! The day is come when we must know who are 
for the Lord and for His Truth – and who are on the 
side of error! The time is now come when some men, 
once distinguished among us for the attractiveness of 
their preaching, must be ranked among those who are 
opponents of the Truth of God! We did once imagine, 
in the blindness of our charity, that we all preached 

one Gospel, but now the enmity of the carnal mind has 
appeared. Carnal churches have chosen to themselves 
cruel teachers who have begun to teach strange 
doctrines which they mystify by their words, garnish 
with their eloquence and try to support by deceptive 
logic apart from simple Scripture.

Courage
The time is coming when it shall be openly proved who 
is on the Lord’s side. At this very hour separations are 
taking place everywhere. We weep for the cause – we 
do not weep for the effect. We weep that there should 
have been such heresies growing up in the midst of 
the Church, but we do not weep when we see those 
heresies brought out to the day and slaughtered with 
what some think remorseless cruelty, but what we 
believe unflinching justice! We desire that God may 
spare to us the men who are still faithful and who will 
never cease, at the risk of being called bigots, to drag 
out to the light those who lie against God’s Gospel – to 
bring them publicly before the world as opponents of 
the faith which is in Christ Jesus, whereby we hope to 
be saved. May God give us courage to stand up for the 
right!

Steadfastness
It is with this view that I have selected my text – to urge 
upon you, at this time, the great duty of standing fast 
at your post for the Truth of God and the equally great 
duty of endeavouring, wherever you are, to maintain 
the right. Be you not carried about by every wind of 
doctrine. Give not heed to every schismatic who would 
lead you aside. Hold fast by the oracles of the Most High! 
You know what you have been taught and whereunto 
you have been called – and you know the foundation 
whereupon you have been built up. “Be ye stedfast, 
unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord” 
(1 Cor. 15:58). Whatever may happen to denominations, 
whatever divisions we may live to see, let it still be 
known that for God and His Truth we are prepared to 
hold our ground at any expense or at any risk!

PRACTICAL RELIGION

FOR THE LORD AND FOR HIS TRUTH
C.H. SPURGEON
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You will have heard of John Bunyan’s great work  
Pilgrim’s Progress. The book is an allegory 
describing the believer’s spiritual journey from 

this world to the next. The central character is ‘Christian’, 
who was born with the name ‘Graceless’ but through 
reading a remarkable book and with the help of a man 
named ‘Evangelist’ leaves the ‘City of Destruction’ and 
enters the path which will take him to the ‘Celestial City’.

Bunyan’s allegory includes a meeting between 
‘Faithful’, a sincere believer who would later be martyred 
for Christ, and ‘Talkative’, who was “more comely at a 
distance than at hand.” Their conversation has important 
lessons for us in a day when many professing Christians 
have plenty to say, yet their conduct tells a different story.

Enthusiasm
Faithful was encouraged on meeting Talkative. When 
he asked him, “Are you going to the heavenly country?”, 
Talkative’s reply was, “I am going to the same place.” 
Faithful thought that Talkative would be good company, 
and he hoped that they would be able to spend their time 
talking of profitable things, but it did not turn out that way.

To begin with, Faithful was excited by Talkative’s 
apparent love and enthusiasm for the things of God. 
Talkative said: “if a man doth delight to talk of the 
history or the mystery of things, or if a man doth love 
to talk of miracles, wonders, or signs, where shall he 
find things written so delightful, or so sweetly penned, 
as in the Holy Scripture?” Talkative was able to speak 
of how by talking of such matters a man may learn, 
among other things, of the need of the new birth and 
Christ’s righteousness, and what it is to repent, believe 
and pray. He could affirm that only God can give a man 
a true knowledge of these things, and that salvation is 
all of grace, and not of works.

When Faithful asked his new companion what one 
particular thing they should talk about as they walked 
together, he got this answer: “I will talk of things 
heavenly, or things earthly; things moral, or things 
evangelical; things sacred, or things profane....” Talkative 
was saying, in effect, “I will talk about whatever you 
want me to talk about.” Faithful was greatly impressed.

Deceived
Faithful then turned to his trusted friend Christian, 
who had been walking with him for much of the way, 
saying to him: “What a brave companion have we got! 
Surely this man will make a very excellent pilgrim.” The 
response he got from Christian troubled him: “This 

man, with whom you are so taken, will beguile, with 
that tongue of his, twenty of them that know him not.”

Christian then spoke plainly to Faithful about 
Talkative: “He talketh of prayer, of repentance, of faith, 
and of the new birth; but he knows but only to talk of 
them. I have been in his family, and have observed him 
both at home and abroad; and I know what I say of him 
is the truth....There is there neither prayer nor sign of 
repentance for sin; yea, the brute in his kind serves 
God far better than he.”

Talkative was devoid of what James calls “pure 
religion and undefiled before God and the Father” 
(James 1:27). Christian told Faithful concerning 
Talkative: “he thinks that hearing and saying will make 
a good Christian, and thus he deceiveth his own soul...
talking is not sufficient to prove that fruit is indeed in 
the heart and life; and let us assure ourselves, that at 
the day of doom men shall be judged according to their 
fruits (Matt. 13, 25)....The end of the world is compared 
to our harvest; and you know men at harvest regard 
nothing but fruit.” It is the doing, not the talking, that 
proves a person’s conversion to Christ.

Departure
Faithful’s opinion of Talkative was now very different. 
He understood that when Paul described those who 
speak fine words but lack “charity” or love as “sounding 
brass, or a tinkling cymbal” (1 Cor. 13:1), he had in mind 
people such as Talkative. Christian advised Faithful to 
go back to Talkative and have a serious conversation 
with him about the power of religion, which he did.

The result was very revealing. When Faithful asked 
Talkative for evidences of grace in a man’s heart, 
Talkative spoke firstly of “a great outcry against sin” (in 
others), but Faithful pointed out that grace shows itself 
initially by inclining a man to abhor his own sin. Talkative 
spoke secondly of “great knowledge of gospel mysteries”, 
but Faithful reminded him that while ‘speculative’ 
knowledge may satisfy the talker, only that knowledge 
which is accompanied by faith and love and leads to 
obedience will content the true Christian (Ps. 119:34).

Suffice to say that Talkative soon began to blush; 
he had not expected such a conversation, and 
when Faithful told him that he was “a shame to all 
professors”, he was annoyed, and said goodbye. That 
was just as well, for the Bible says to believers, “from 
such withdraw thyself.” (1 Tim. 6:5)      

Let us make sure that by grace we have the walk of 
a Christian, and not the mere talk.

YOUTH FOCUS

WALK OR TALK?
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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Spring Conference 2020 (Publications Committee)

The 2020 Spring Conference will take place on 
Friday 10th April in the same venue as last year 
– Culloden-Balloch Baptist Church, Wellside 

Road, Balloch, Inverness, IV2 7GS. It will be chaired by 
Rev. Graeme Craig (Ayr) and will run from 10.00am to 
4.00pm (D.V.).

The subject of this year’s Conference is ‘Revival’, 
and as usual there will be two sessions. 

At the morning session Rev. Maurice Roberts 
(retired) will speak on The Principles and Necessity of 
Revival.

At the afternoon session Rev. Murdo A.N. Macleod 
(Snizort) will speak on Twentieth Century Revivals in 
the Western Isles. 

There will be a time for questions after each 
session.

It is intended that a Conference brochure and 
booking form will be distributed with the March 
issue of the Witness and also made available on the 
denominational website.

For further information, please contact the Clerk to 
the Publications Committee, Mrs Isobel McQueer, at: 
publications@fccontinuing.org

School in Theology 2020 (Rev. Andrew R. Allan)

The organisers are pleased to announce that the 
programme for the 68th School in Theology has 
been finalised.

The 2020 speakers and subjects have been chosen 
and include: 

• Rev. E. Trevor Kirkland, ‘Lessons from the 
Whitefield/Erskine Debate’

• Rev. William Macleod, ‘The Branch Passages 
of Zechariah’

• Pastor Aaron Lewis, ‘Revitalising Diaconal 
Ministry in the Church’

• Rev. Henry J.T. Woods, ‘Adoption’
• Rev. Murdo A.N. Macleod, ‘Preaching to the 

Conscience’ 
• Rev. Iain Smith, ‘The New Heavens & New 

Earth’
• Rev. David S. Fraser, ‘Don’t Lose Heart’

Also in the programme are daily prayer meetings, 
devotionals, book reviews and evening worship 
sessions, along with a missionary spot on the Tuesday 
morning when we hope to have a video link-up with 
Rev. Shanmugam N.V. Partheepan in Sri Lanka.

The School will take place from 7th to 10th 
September 2020 (D.V.) at the usual venue of Carronvale 
House, Larbert. The long-established School has a 
reputation of being a relaxed and informal gathering 
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where men from different ecclesiastical backgrounds 
gather from all over the UK and beyond, to enjoy a 
time of stimulation, encouragement and fellowship 
around the Word of God in a delightful and congenial 
location.

Brethren are encouraged to register on the School 
in Theology website if they have not already done so. 
By registering the brethren will receive up to date 
information and will be able to book their place at the 
School online. 

Please go to www.schoolintheology.org.uk and 
follow the instructions.

Alternatively a Booking Form may be downloaded 
from the site or obtained from the Secretary: Rev. 
Andrew R. Allan, 23 Kingfisher Drive, Glasgow, 
G13 4QA; tel: 0141 328 1707; e-mail: secretary@
schoolintheology.org.uk. Please return your completed 
form to the Secretary to book your place.

The date of the 2021 School has been set for the 6th 
to 9th September 2021 (D.V.).

Across Africa (Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty 
Prayer Bulletin)

Across Africa, tribes and peoples with grievances 
– be they real, imagined or exaggerated – are 
embracing jihadists who come promising 

to empower, enrich, rescue and save, while actually 
harbouring intentions to exploit and enslave. Instead 
of securing liberty, equity and dignity, the aggrieved 
peoples are oppressed, abused and sacrificed as cannon-
fodder and human shields. It would be better for them 
if they were to embrace the One who came preaching 
good news, offering life and liberty, and proclaiming the 
acceptable year of the Lord (Luke 4:16-21). They need 
the Lord Jesus Christ. Please pray!

Quote

“Faith finds abundance in the land of grace. 
For every sin there is a fountain close. For all 
unrighteousness there is a glorious robe. ‘In 

the Lord have I righteousness and strength.’ For every 
burden a succour is at hand. ‘Casting all your care 
upon Him, for He careth for you.’ Light, guidance, peace 
sparkle throughout the Gospel-page. When Satan 
terrifies, the cross is seen. When conscience trembles, 
the dying Jesus shows His hands and side. When the 
law thunders, Calvary spreads its sheltering wings. 
When heart-corruptions vex, the Spirit comes with 
renovating grace. Surely that life is blessed, in which 
the citizenship is above, and all the hours rejoice at 
heaven’s gate.”
Henry Law

February 202012
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Mebane is a small town of around 14,000 people 
situated in the middle of North Carolina, U.S.A.  
It is one of the fastest growing towns in the 

state, as it is situated between the ‘Triangle’ cities of 
Raleigh, Chapel Hill and Durham to the east, and the 
‘Triad’ cities of Greensboro, Winston Salem and High 
Point to the west.

Preaching Station
Cornerstone Presbyterian Church was established 
as a preaching station of our denomination in 2012, 
when a number of families who had attended the Free 
Church Family Conference, and had been meeting in 
homes and tuning in to live stream services from the 
Greenville (South Carolina) congregation, appealed to 
the Presbytery to establish a work in the area.

As time passed, they began to rent a building and 
get pulpit supply. For over four years Dr John Carrick, 
an Englishman and a Presbyterian minister in the 
Greenville area, committed to make the three and 
a half hour journey each way to Mebane to preach. 
The congregation was extremely thankful for his 
commitment, as it gave them the stability of regular 
and consistent ministry.

Induction and Growth
Through time other families joined the congregation, 
and in 2016 the Lord brought them to a position to 
be able to call a minister. A call was issued to Rev. 
Gavin Beers later that year, and after the immigration 
paperwork was sorted out, Mr Beers and his family 
moved to Mebane and he was inducted on 4th May 
2018.

The congregation now has around sixty people 
worshipping each Lord’s Day. We do not have our own 
building and presently use a local martial arts studio. 

This has proved convenient in the past, but is now too 
small for the congregation’s needs, and much prayer 
is being offered to God to guide and provide a suitable 
building or piece of land to build on in the area. A 
process is also underway to elect our first elders and 
deacons.

Services and 
Classes
The congregation 
has a wide range of 
ages, from a little 
boy of one year 
old to a gentleman 
seventy-nine years 
his senior! There 
are older couples 

in their seventies and sixties and a number of younger 
families, with a healthy percentage of children in 
worship each week. Our Lord’s Day morning worship 
is at 10.00am, which is followed by a fellowship lunch 
each week. After lunch there are Catechism, Bible 
and Confession of Faith classes for three different age 
groups of our young people. A Psalmody class is also 
held at this time, before our second worship service 
begins at 1.00pm. On Wednesday evenings at 7.00pm, 
thirty to forty people regularly gather at the Mebane 
Historical museum for our midweek prayer meeting.

Prayer
Please join us in giving thanks to the Lord for all that He 
has done so far in the congregation in Mebane, and pray 
that the Lord will continue to build the congregation 
and provide office bearers and a permanent place 
for worship. “The Lord hath done great things for us; 
whereof we are glad.” (Ps. 126:3)

AROUND THE CHURCH

MEBANE
REV. GAVIN BEERS

The Mebane Congregation

Rev. Gavin & Mrs Alison Beers
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MISSIONS

A VISIT TO SRI LANKA
REV. KENNETH MACDONALD

Iwas invited by the Kirk Session of our congregation 
in Sri Lanka to visit, and I gladly accepted, arriving 
for a two-week stay from the end of November.
Having eventually arrived in Colombo after a flight 

delay in Glasgow causing an eighteen-hour stopover 
in Dubai, I was met at the airport by Beniel (Rev. 
Partheepan’s right hand man) and two other friends, 
and taken to Parthee’s home in Vavuniya, a five-hour 
drive away. As it was the beginning of the rainy season, 
mosquitoes were often felt, if not seen!

Engagements
Over the next fourteen days, as I expected, there were 
preaching engagements at Mullaitheevu and Vavuniya, 
including a communion service with preparatory 
services on Friday and Saturday. I also attended and 
addressed the parents and children at a prize-giving at 
the preschool at the church in Mullaitheevu.

It was edifying to give lectures for two days at the 
monthly seminary at Vavuniya, which is attended 
by preachers and ministers from many diverse 
backgrounds, including Charismatic and Pentecostal 
churches. Such men seem desirous of more Reformed 
teaching and have been attending for months. Each is 
given something to eat each day, as most travel from a 
distance. There was also the solemn but pleasant duty 
of baptising a three-year-old girl whose mother is a 
member.

Visitation
Several visits were made to homes, especially of some 
of the poorer members of the Vavuniya congregation. 
To see some of them living out their Christian lives 
content with God’s dealings with them, in what we 
would term impossible situations, was humbling.

On my final day Parthee had invited to the church 
the children and parents of those who would be classed 
in the society as of the “lower caste”. The fathers were 
the town refuse collectors, whom Parthee had made 

a point of getting to know. Around forty children plus 
parents turned up and each child was given books, 
pencils, etc., for school use.

Vavuniya
The main focus on the Gospel work is in Vavuniya, where 
the church building and garden surroundings are first 
class and would be looked at by many congregations in 
Scotland with envy! The congregation there is growing 
and can have up to sixty present on a Lord’s Day. The 
morning service begins at 8.30am and the afternoon at 
4.30pm. There is usually a meal after the later service.

Rooms are being used for accommodation, 
permanently for some young homeless, and now a 
‘dormitory’ has been added to accommodate up to 
eight children, or to be used for overnight stay for 
those attending the monthly seminary classes. Some 
of these children come from great distances and some 
are under the care of the church because of their poor 
financial situation at home. Parthee has persuaded a 
local school to accept these children.

Mullaitheevu
The outreach congregation is about a two-hour drive 
from Vavuniya at a place called Mullaitheevu. Again an 
excellent church building has been erected: it has rooms 
for overnight accommodation and an ongoing preschool 
attended by children from different backgrounds and 
supervised by a lady member of the congregation.

There is an ‘evangelist’ employed in the district but 
Parthee and a young man called Beniel, who may be 
coming to Scotland to train for the ministry next year 
(D.V.), usually take turns preaching in Mullaitheevu.

Impressions
Overall the work Parthee and his congregation are 
engaged in was an eye-opener, and is to be highly 
commended; indeed in many ways it is Gospel work at 
its best. Parthee has translated a number of psalms and 
it was a joy to hear some being sung to Scottish tunes! 
One memorable time was listening to the men at prayer 
and singing psalms on the morning of the communion 
service; while I understood not a word, I sensed the 
Lord’s presence in a way I had not for a long time.

Our brother’s commitment to the Lord’s work 
and love for the people is impressive to see: a Pastor 
indeed. Please remember his wife Dino and lovely little 
daughter Dia (short for “diatheke”, the Greek word for 
covenant).

Men attending the monthly seminary at Vavuniya
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BREXIT

A new beginning?

At a stroke, the general election in December 
appears to have settled the matter of ‘Brexit’, 
which was beginning to look unresolvable. 

Barring unforeseen circumstances, the United Kingdom 
will be leaving the European Union at 11.00pm on 31st 
January. A transition period will follow, but the reality 
is that, almost fifty years after entering what was then 
the ‘Common Market’, the UK will return to being an 
independent, sovereign state, with full responsibility 
for its own affairs. It is certainly a new chapter in our 
history, and perhaps even a new beginning. What 
should Christians be hoping for and praying for at this 
time?

The chief desire of the Lord’s people must be that 
the moral and spiritual state of our country would 
change for the better. That is far more important 
than the state of the economy – or the climate, which 
seems to be the great concern of many. Yet seeing how 
influential the ‘progressive’ lobby is in our land – in 
academia, the courts, our parliaments and sadly also 
sections of the church – it may be the case that we are 
tempted to think that it is impossible for the ungodly 
trends in society to be reversed. Those who believe in 
the God of the Bible are not permitted to think like that! 
“Behold, I am the Lord...is there any thing too hard for 
me?” (Jer. 32:27)

We will no doubt be told repeatedly that we 
can now look forward to a bright new future for 
our country, but our first need is to look back, and 
“remember the works of the Lord” (Ps. 77:11). 
In all the debate over Brexit, little mention was 
made of the UK’s Christian heritage, including our 
Protestant throne and constitution. As an avowedly 
secular organisation, and at the same time having a 
strong Roman Catholic element, the EU threatened 
our Protestant identity. The threat by no means 
disappears with Brexit, for biblical Christianity has 
plenty of opponents at home. We need to appreciate 
what gave our country its character and its people 
their liberties, namely an open Bible and the gospel 
of Jesus Christ.

If we are to follow a better course as a country, we 
must also look within. Isaiah complained of Judah, 
“Ah sinful nation, a people laden with iniquity” (Isa. 
1:4). In recent generations we have done wickedly, 
and there needs to be repentance. And we must look 
up, praying for God’s blessing upon us as a people. 
“O Lord, revive thy work in the midst of the years” 
(Hab. 3:2).

CHILD DEDICATION

A pseudo-ordinance in the church

In a number of paedobaptist denominations, there 
is a growing allowance and acceptance of ‘child 
dedication’ services. This appears to come from a 

desire to please men rather than God, but ignorance 
is involved too. Failing to understand the Scriptural 
reason why the children of believers are to be 
baptised, these churches view their historic practice 
as a mere tradition, and are often embarrassed when 
asked to explain it. They are prepared to accommodate 
parents who wish to acknowledge that their children 
are a gift from God, and are to be raised for him, but 
who reject infant baptism. Unsure of exactly what to 
do, a ritual has been constructed in the church which 
is euphemistically called ‘dedication’. It has been 
described by some as a ‘dry’ baptism.

Why should anyone object to the dedication of 
children by the church? First, Christ has given to his 
church the sacrament of Baptism for use with the children 
of the covenant; there is no alternative option provided. 
The passage usually claimed as a biblical warrant for 
dedication (1 Samuel 1:20-28) is definitely not what is 
practised today. When Samuel was weaned, Hannah gave 
him away for good to be raised in the Temple; modern 
parents keep their child. Effectively an untruth is being 
told by the parents, the minister who performs the ritual 
and the congregation who are present. 

Second, every dedication practised within a 
paedobaptist church is actually a denial of its own 
Confession of Faith. Child dedications are essentially a 
public repudiation of that confession, aided and abetted 
by ministers, elders and members. To encourage, 
condone and practise such within paedobaptist 
churches is a sop to consumerism. The message being 
given is that the church will say and do whatever the 
people who choose to attend it demand, in order to 
show how welcoming it is – even to those who oppose 
its confessional position.

Third, inventing practices such as child dedication 
challenges Christ’s Headship of the church, putting 
man in his place. The church’s duty is to obey Christ 
(Matt. 28:20), not to defy him by acting autonomously. 
The crown rights of the Redeemer are opposed to such 
inventions, and the Reformation was necessary because 
of them. At their ordination or induction, office-bearers 
in the Free Church (Continuing) are rightly required to 
pledge themselves to the maintenance of purity and 
uniformity of public worship, according to legislation 
going back to an Act of Assembly from 1707, entitled 
‘Act against Innovations in the Worship of God’.

COMMENT
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For many believers, the origin of the Gaelic Bible 
is something of a mystery. It was on a trip with 
Rev. Andrew Allan and his wife Debbie to the 

village of Luss, on the west bank of Loch Lomond, that 
I made what for me was an incredible discovery. In the 
churchyard there is a headstone to a Rev. John Stuart, 
bearing these words:

Devoted to the Noble Object of translating the
HOLY SCRIPTURES

INTO HIS NATIVE LANGUAGE.
Under the Sanction of the Church of Scotland

Gained for Him Universal Respect.

Here is a story which needs retelling.

Background
John Stuart (1743-1821) was born in the manse at Killin, 
a village thirty miles north-west of Stirling, to Rev. James 
Stuart (1701-1789) and his wife Elizabeth. Licensed 
by the Church of Scotland in 1771, John Stuart was 
subsequently installed in the congregation at Arrochar, 
in Argyll. He was translated to Weem, Perthshire, in 
1776, and to Luss in 1777, where he died. While those 
are the salient facts of Stuart’s ministerial life, there are 
other remarkable details. He was a founding Fellow of 
the Royal Society of Edinburgh and received an honorary 
doctorate D.D. from Glasgow University in 1795.

Translation
James Stuart translated the Gaelic New Testament from 
the Greek, with the help of the teacher and evangelist 
Dugald Buchanan (1716-1768); his translation was 
published in 1767 in Edinburgh, by the Society for 
Propagating Christian Knowledge, with facing pages 
of Gaelic and English. John Stuart’s involvement 
commenced when he revised his father’s work; this 
revision was published by the SPCK in 1796, with an 
initial printing of 21,500 copies.

James Stuart began work on translating the Old 
Testament from the Hebrew, and when he died his 
son John resolved to complete this task, which he 
did with the assistance of Rev. John Smith (1747-
1807), minister at Campbeltown. The translation was 
published in four parts, three of them by John Stuart: 
Genesis to Deuteronomy, which appeared in 1783; 
Joshua to 2 Chronicles (1787), and Ezra to Song of 
Solomon (1801). The fourth part, containing Isaiah 
to Malachi, was by John Smith, and was published in 

1786. The entire Gaelic Bible was published in three 
volumes in 1802, and a revised edition in 1807. 

Reception
Initial reaction to the Gaelic Bible was actually 
negative, as many ministers preferred to make their 
own translation extempore when preaching. In time 
however they saw the value and necessity of a common 
and authoritative translation within the Church.

As an historical aside, the translation of the New 
Testament into Irish Gaelic was completed in 1602 by 
William Daniel (d.1628), who later became Church of 
Ireland Archbishop of Tuam. The Old Testament was 
translated into Irish under the patronage of William 
Bedell (1571-1642), Church of Ireland Bishop of 
Kilmore, and published in London in 1685. In 1690 the 
whole Irish Gaelic Bible was published and made use 
of in the Scottish Highlands. 

In 1819, the Church of Scotland General Assembly 
conveyed its thanks to Rev. John Stuart, and in 1820 
the Lords of the Treasury gave him £1,000 for his 
services as translator. Scotland should remember 
with thanksgiving to God these servants of Christ who 
laboured to have the gospel communicated in Gaelic. 

Lessons
1. Without a Bible, darkness remains. This world 

requires gospel light, and the Saviour commanded that 
for eternal life, search must be made of the Scriptures.

2. The desire to translate the Bible into native 
tongues has always come from within the Protestant and 
Evangelical church. It was a Roman Catholic cardinal who 
remarked upon the fact that, despite Romanism being 
in Ireland for centuries, it was not until Protestantism 
arrived that the Bible was translated into Gaelic. 

3. If “faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the 
word of God” (Rom. 10:17), then the Bible is essential. 
The two Stuarts strove to provide a faithful translation 
so that the truth would be preached throughout the 
Gaelic-speaking communities of Scotland.

4. The Church of Scotland publicly acknowledged 
the work done on the Gaelic Bible. We should recognise 
how important it is that faithful Bible translations are 
made available in every language.

5. Ignorance of the past is a great danger. Too many 
Christians are unaware of the context of our own day: 
they have lost touch with their roots and are adrift on a 
tide of relativism – which is ingratitude to God.

CHURCH HISTORY

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

Reformed Systematic Theology: Volume 1: 
Revelation and God
Joel R. Beeke & Paul M. Smalley, Crossway, hbk, 
1312pp, £28.95

There has long been a need for a new, dependably-
Reformed, systematic theology. The standard 
work remains Louis Berkhof’s classic volume, 

published as long ago as 1938; but aspects of this 
work are now dated, like its painstaking engagement 
with the early Barth, and occasionally plain wrong, 
such as its Gap Theory approach to creation. Christian 
doctrine has not changed, but the challenges certainly 
have: open theism, feminism, environmentalism, the 
denial of the impassibility of God by the professedly 
Reformed – all need to be answered and refuted, while 
orthodox doctrine is defined and expounded in their 
place. A number of theologies have been produced in 
recent decades (Reymond, Geisler, Frame, Horton) but 
all are defective in some respect from a thoroughly 
confessional stance.

This book is the first volume of a projected four 
covering all the loci [places] of theology; this one 
addresses the doctrines of Revelation and of God. The 
substantive text is more than 1100 pages long; the 
index of Scriptures cited exceeds 60 pages. As one 
might expect from Dr Beeke, the Puritan references are 
many, but equally the authors enrich their discussion 
with a treasure house of apt quotations from patristic, 
medieval, Reformation and contemporary authors. 
The work thus introduces us to new theologians as 
well as familiar names, such as, for me, the medieval 

Scottish theologian 
Richard of St Victor, 
whose quotes offer 
helpful exposition 
of the doctrine of 
the Trinity, and 
the New England 
Puritan Samuel 
Willard, whose work 
is insightful on the 
attributes of God.

The doctrines 
are established from 
careful Scriptural 
exegesis, but the 
authors do not 
pretend to work in 

BOOK 
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a vacuum. Their approach is rigorously and explicitly 
confessional, grounding the doctrinal discussion in 
the attainments of the great Reformed confessions of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This gives 
consistency and solidity to the work. Furthermore, the 
text is explicitly devotional, offering application as well 
as discussion questions, and concluding each chapter 
with a portion of a metrical psalm or hymn for singing. 
I have no objection to hymnody in this private context, 
but it is especially helpful to see how often a Reformed 
doctrinal discussion can be summed up appropriately 
and expressed in worship in the words of the Psalms. 
Both content and format, including the use of the 
Authorised Version as the default Bible translation, 
commend the work highly to us.

One great strength of the work is to expound 
a decidedly cessationist doctrine of Revelation, 
without limiting the influence of the Spirit of God in 
‘applied revelation’ in Christian experience: “We also 
acknowledge that God does mysterious things to 
guide and provide for his people. His angels constantly 
attend to his people (Heb. 1:14), and we may interact 
with ‘angels unawares’ (13:2). God grants special 
insight into his covenant purposes to those who fear 
him (Psa. 25:14). On occasion, the Lord may give 
his servants knowledge or comfort that transcends 
human explanation....Such events are a precious part 
of Christian experience, but should not be identified 
with prophecy, which is a revelation of God’s word.” 
(p.420)

The text demonstrates precision in doctrinal 
definition: “[God’s] eternity does not hinder him from 
engaging in personal activity in time or engaging in real 
relationships with people in time. His immutability 
does not freeze him in an eternal instant of time, but 
tells us that he is free to be the same God in the midst of 
all his changing relationships.” (p.872) It is sometimes 
richly practical: “When by grace you honour God’s 
holiness, you find that his holiness is your hiding place.” 
(p.582) It is also deeply encouraging: “We should 
especially trust that great promise that the Lord Jesus 
Christ will return in divine glory to judge the Earth and 
bring everlasting joy to his people. Nothing can derail 
God’s plan to glorify himself in Christ. He says to us, 
‘these words are true and faithful’ (Rev. 21:5). Let us 
stake our lives on them and lift up our heads.” (p.755). 
This is theology addressed to the heart.

I have two minor reservations. First, given Joel 
Beeke’s known convictions on the subject, I was a little 
disappointed that the authors hold back, in discussion 
of the inspiration of the Scriptures, from asserting the 
preservation of the Word in the manuscripts of the 
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Received Text. They quote Westminster Confession 
of Faith 1.8 on preservation (p.358), but do not go 
on to apply the truth to the manuscript debate. Given 
Mr Smalley’s pointed use of the ESV in his personal 
dedication of the volume, it may be that this is an 
area of disagreement between the authors. The ESV is 
quoted in the text when an alternative rendering to the 
AV is desired, but when manuscripts diverge, the text 
defends a Received Text reading (p.746n). The failure 
to call decisively for exclusive psalmody in expounding 
the regulative principle of worship may reflect another 
case of authorial disagreement: they assert only that in 
New Testament worship we “sing the Word”, without 
further explanation (p.620). Nothing that is said on 
these matters is objectionable, but the authors could 
go further.

Second, I would note the sheer length of the 
projected work. Four volumes of this size will 
comprise a stupendous mass of material. Will it be 
feasible to expect students to read four-and-a-half 
thousand pages of theology in the normal two years 
of a systematics course? Possibly, though it would be 
a challenge. It would be a shame if the end result was 
more a work of reference than a text to be read through. 
Perhaps the authors might consider preparing a one-
volume summation once the work is complete as a 
‘textbook edition’? Nonetheless, despite its length, the 
text is accessible and readable throughout, and does 
not presuppose prior study.

Overall, this is a magnificent achievement, in itself 
a volume to treasure, and promises, once the set is 
complete, to take the place of Berkhof as the standard 
work of Reformed theology for the next generation.
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

Sermons on 2 Timothy 
John Calvin (translated by Robert White),
Banner of Truth Trust, hbk, 488pp, £12.80

This book contains a series of thirty sermons, 
preached by Calvin in Geneva in 1555, and 
translated from the original French by Robert 

White. He taught in the department of French Studies 
in the University of Sydney and is responsible for the 
translation of a number of Calvin’s other works for the 
Banner of Truth, including the companion volumes of 
Sermons on Titus and 1 Timothy.

The introduction by White gives interesting 
background information regarding Calvin’s preaching 
and how the pastoral epistles teach us much regarding 

the ministerial 
office. There then 
follows a brief 
outline by Calvin 
of the main themes 
of this Epistle: to 
confirm Timothy 
in the faith; that he 
would not lose heart 
because of Paul’s 
i m p r i s o n m e n t , 
and for Timothy to 
pursue his ministry 
faithfully. The 
Epistle was written 
at a time when Paul 
was suffering for 
the Gospel and nearing his death and so there is an 
obvious urgency in the message he is seeking to give 
to Timothy.

The thirty sermons have each been given a short 
title by White – examples include Guarding the Gospel, 
Fit for God’s Use and God Vindicates His Own. Typically 
two or three verses are dealt with in each sermon, with 
the text directly translated from the original French. 
Personally I would have preferred the texts to have 
been quoted from the King James Bible – this being the 
version that our people are most used to reading and 
hearing from the pulpit.

Calvin did not use headings in his sermons; nor 
were there even separate paragraphs in the original 
text – White has usefully introduced these. It is stated 
that Calvin’s French had a robust plainness and 
directness and this certainly comes across well in the 
English translation, which is very easy to follow. We 
also have recorded the short extempore prayer with 
which Calvin concluded each sermon.

Whilst this is a collection of sermons rather than 
a commentary, Calvin nevertheless gives us a very 
detailed exposition and so ministers seeking to preach 
through this Epistle would undoubtedly profit from 
reading this book. In addition there are two very 
helpful indices listing Scripture References and the 
various theological and practical subjects covered.

In his introduction Calvin states: “I know that 
this letter has done me as much good as any book of 
Scripture.” I am pleased to recommend this book and 
trust that it would give us all a greater appreciation of 
this Epistle.
Dr Andrew Naylor
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Presbytery of Inverness        
Aberdeen   
Duthil-Dores   
Inverness    
Kilmorack & Strathglass  
Poolewe & Aultbea   
Total Inverness Presbytery  

Northern Presbytery       
Assynt & Scourie   
Brora    
Kiltearn    
Tarbat    
Total Northern Presbytery  

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

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

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

Smiths Falls

Total From Congregations

Other Donations
Legacy 

TOTAL

Included in the above: Tax 
Recovered on Gift Aid Declarations

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

Mrs Muriel Smith
Free Church (Continuing) Manse, Loch Mor, 
Struan, Isle of Skye IV56 8FB
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Cheques / postal orders should be made payable to 
“Free Church of Scotland (Continuing)”. 

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

The Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) is a 
recognised Scottish Charity (SC 030976).
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15,000
26,066

101,678
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0
14,055
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0
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0
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0
0
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0
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2,588
9,821
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0
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0
0
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22,000
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14,000
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207,808
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£
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3,000
3,500
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2,000
0

2,400
6,154

10,554

336
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500
350

3,261
3,050
2,000
2,000

0
12,471

1,647
1,450
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77
2,000
6,861
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1,500
700

3,150
1,500
3,500

10,350

0

59,024

6,430
0

65,454

0
65,454

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.
February March    April
16  Stornoway 8    Cross, Portree   5    Ayr, Bracadale, Duthil-Dores
23  Harris 15  Glasgow–Knightswood  12  North Uist & Grimsay, St Louis
  22  Inverness–Greyfriars, Mebane 19  Ballyclare & Doagh, Greenville
  29  Scalpay Harris   26  Aberdeen, Atlanta, Glasgow–Partick, Knock & Point, Lochalsh & Strath

    



“I am the good shepherd, and know my sheep, and am known of 
mine.”

John 10:14
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Youth group at Vavuniya (courtesy of Rev. Kenneth Macdonald)


