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The Psalms encourage us to praise God, and 
provide us with many reasons for doing so. 
Prominent among them is God’s power, which 

is seen in the things He has done, is doing now, and 
will yet do. God’s works are visible to all, and yet many 
do not recognise them, because of man’s blindness on 
account of the fall. It is only when our spiritual eyes 
have been opened – itself a mighty work – that we 
really appreciate God’s power, and it overwhelms us: 
we are filled with a sense of wonder, and we bow down 
and worship. We see this in the Psalmist: “God’s mighty 
works who can express? / or shew forth all his praise?” 
(Ps. 106:2, metrical)

Attribute
Power is one of God’s perfections. It is a ‘communicable’ 
attribute, which means that some resemblance of it 
is found in the creatures, and especially in man. It is 
obvious that man has great abilities, even as a fallen 
being. Throughout history he has cultivated the land, 
built dwellings, established cities and developed 
civilisations, and in the modern age he has made 
extraordinary advances in communications, medicine, 
science and technology. Man now has the expertise to 
explore the furthest reaches of the solar system. The 
sad thing is, he is so proud of his achievements that he 
thinks that in time he will be able to do almost anything.

The humbling truth is that our strength and our 
skills come from God, who made man in His own 
image to bring glory to His name. God said to our first 
parents, “Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the 
earth, and subdue it”, granting them dominion over the 
other creatures (Gen. 1:28). They were to carry out this 
commission to the glory of God, and they had the power 
to do so, but they rebelled against their Maker. Sin has 
disabled man, and he pursues his own, self-centred 
goals, bringing upon himself divine judgment; this will 
lead to the end of all things, the “day of the Lord” when 
“the earth also and the works that are therein shall be 
burned up” (2 Pet. 3:10). Yet God’s counsel stands, and 
He fulfils His eternal purpose by His mighty works.

 

Creation
The first of God’s mighty works was creation. “He 
hath made the earth by his power, he hath established 
the world by his wisdom, and hath stretched out the 
heavens by his discretion.” (Jer. 10:12) The universe 
did not come into being by chance. Instead, the infinite, 
eternal and all-powerful God created space, time and 
everything. He did it out of nothing and by His own 
command: “the worlds were framed by the word of God, 
so that things which are seen were not made of things 
which do appear” (Heb. 11:3). God then formed a vast 
array of living and non-living things, with man as His 
final creation. He had the power to bring all things into 
being at once, but He did it over six days and ‘rested’ on 
the seventh, setting the weekly pattern for man.

God made the universe perfect, and despite the 
curse which now rests upon it because of man’s sin, it 
continues to bear witness to its Maker. “The heavens 
declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth 
his handywork” (Ps. 19:1). The beauty, harmony 
and grandeur of the universe reveal God’s goodness, 
wisdom and power. Thomas Watson wrote: “The 
creation is a large volume, in which God’s works are 
bound up; and this volume has three great leaves in it, 
heaven, earth, and sea.” If we study the pages of this 
book carefully, then, like David, we will be in awe of 
God: “I am fearfully and wonderfully made: marvellous 
are thy works; and that my soul knoweth right well” 
(Ps. 139:14).

Providence
Since He created all things six thousand years ago, God 
has done mighty works in His providence. He sustains 
everything in the creation, “upholding all things by 
the word of his power” (Heb. 1:3). He also governs 
everything, directing all natural actions (Acts 17:28) 
and controlling all moral actions: nothing good can be 
done without God’s enabling (John 15:5), and nothing 
sinful without His allowance (Ps. 76:10), yet God is 
never the author of sin. Robert Shaw said concerning the 
sinful actions of creatures: “it is usually stated, that God 

Editorial

GOD’S MIGHTY WORKS
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permits them, that he limits them, and that he overrules 
them for the accomplishment of his own holy ends”.

The providence of God astounds us in its scope and 
its ways of working. Providence extends to the whole 
of mankind, yet also to every individual, and to our 
every thought and utterance: “The preparations of the 
heart in man, and the answer of the tongue, is from the 
Lord” (Prov. 16:1). It embraces not only our intentional 
deeds, but also our ‘accidental’ actions (Deut. 19:5). In 
providence God ordinarily makes use of means, but 
on occasion He works above or against these means, 
performing miracles. His providence takes special care 
of the church, and it is so wise that everything is made 
to co-operate for the eternal good of each one of His 
people (Rom. 8:28). It is also so powerful that it can 
never be thwarted, either by angels or by men (Dan. 
4:35). Truly our God is “wonderful in counsel, and 
excellent in working” (Isa. 28:29)!

Redemption
The mightiest work of God is redemption, which is part 
of His providence. According to Alexander Paterson, 
redemption is “deliverance by payment 
of a price”, and consists of “deliverance 
from all evil” and “restoration to all 
good”. This is pictured for us in the Old 
Testament, in Israel’s cruel captivity in 
Egypt, their extraordinary exodus, and 
their journey to bountiful Canaan, the 
land of promise. Instructively, when 
plagues struck the Egyptians, it was 
the “finger” of God at work (Exod. 
8:19), but when the Israelites were 
brought out of the house of bondage, 
it was by God’s “hand” (Exod. 15:6). 
Yet in the redemption of the church, God made bare His 
“arm” before the nations (Isa. 52:10)! Without doubt, 
redemption is the most amazing of all God’s mighty 
works, revealing the riches of His love, mercy and grace.

Redemption was accomplished by the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who is “the power of God, and the wisdom of 
God” (1 Cor. 1:24). He took the place of sinners, that He 
might rescue them from Satan’s grip and bring them 
to heaven. As God’s only begotten Son, Jesus Christ is 
omnipotent, yet in God’s plan He became man and was 
“crucified through weakness” (2 Cor. 13:4). Willingly 
bearing divine wrath, and obedient unto death, Jesus 
satisfied divine justice as the price of our redemption. 
He made an end of sin, destroying the devil’s power and 
abolishing death for believers (2 Tim. 1:10), as confirmed 
by His own resurrection. As the Son of God, our Saviour 
lives “after the power of an endless life” (Heb. 7:16), and 
He gives eternal life to the hell-deserving.

We learn of redemption in the gospel of Christ, 
which is “the power of God unto salvation to every one 
that believeth” (Rom. 1:16). It is literally the ‘dynamite’ 
of God, but it is a constructive power, not a destructive 
one. The good news for us is that by His cross Jesus has 
restored men to a right relationship with God, never 
to fall again. He undoes all the effects of sin, mending 
broken hearts and rebuilding shattered lives. Salvation 
is to be had by turning to Christ, in whom the mercy of 
God is full and free. “God is mighty, and despiseth not 
any” (Job 36:5).

Redemption is applied by the Holy Spirit. When 
Paul preached Christ crucified in Corinth, it was “in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 
2:4). Without the blessing of the Spirit, sinners will 
not be converted. We are unable to repent and believe 
of ourselves, for we are dead in sin (Eph. 2:1): only 
by God’s invincible  grace are we enabled to close 
with Christ. The Holy Spirit makes us new creatures, 
convincing us of our sinfulness, giving God’s word 
entrance into our hearts and renewing our wills, so 
that we come gladly to Jesus seeking forgiveness. 

Christians are God’s greatest work, 
for He makes His saints out of those 
who are desperately wicked. Only God 
has the power to do that. Salvation is 
indeed “of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9).

Praise
If we are believers, we have much to 
thank God for! Because salvation is 
God’s work from beginning to end, 
it is entirely secure. Our calling and 
election must be made sure (2 Pet. 
1:10), but only in our own hearts and 

minds; our salvation was fixed in the Lord’s mind from 
all eternity. He has loved His own with “an everlasting 
love” (Jer. 31:3), and Christ’s love to His people was 
“as strong as death” (Song of Sol. 8:6) when He gave 
Himself to the cursed death of the cross. Nothing is 
able to separate the believer from the love of God in 
Christ (Rom. 8:39). United to our Saviour, and enjoying 
a risen and ascended life in our souls, we press on 
through trials and troubles, confident that we shall 
soon be with the Lord. And all the while we are here, 
we are “kept by the power of God” (1 Pet. 1:5).

Have you experienced God’s grace in the salvation 
of your soul? Do you know something of “the exceeding 
greatness of his power to us-ward who believe” (Eph. 
1:19)? If you have passed from death to life spiritually, 
you will be praising God with the Psalmist, and giving 
Him the glory: “I’ll speak of all thy mighty works, / 
which wondrous are, O Lord” (Ps. 145:5, metrical).

God’s Mighty Works

“Because 
salvation is 
God’s work 
from beginning 
to end, it is 
entirely secure.”

February 20194
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(Flavel [1627-91] was an English Presbyterian who 
ministered in Devon and wrote many books. This is the 
first part of a sermon and has been edited.)

“Yea, he is altogether lovely” (Song of Solomon 5:16)

What is meant by “altogether lovely”?

1. All unloveliness and disagreeableness 
is excluded from Jesus Christ. The excellencies of 
Jesus Christ are perfectly exclusive of all their opposites; 
there is nothing of a contrary property or quality found 
in him to contaminate or devaluate his excellency. And 
in this respect Christ infinitely transcends the most 
excellent and loveliest of created things. Whatsoever 
loveliness is found in them, it is not without a bad 
aftertaste.  But it is not so in our altogether lovely 
Christ, his excellencies are pure and unmixed. He is a 
sea of sweetness without one drop of gall.

2. There is nothing unlovely found in Christ, so all 
that is in him is wholly lovely. As every ray of God is 
precious, so everything that is in Christ is precious: Who 
can weigh Christ in a pair of balances, and tell you what 
his worth is? His price is above rubies, and all that thou 
canst desire is not to be compared with him (Prov. 8:11).

3.  Christ embraces all things that are lovely. Things 
that shine as single stars with a particular glory, all meet 
in Christ as a glorious constellation. “For it pleased the 
Father that in him should all fullness dwell” (Col. 1:19). 
Cast your eyes among all created beings, survey the 
universe: you will observe strength in one, beauty in 
a second, faithfulness in a third, wisdom in a fourth; 
but you shall find none excelling in them all as Christ 
does. He is bread to the hungry, water to the thirsty, 
a garment to the naked, healing to the wounded; and 
whatever a soul can desire is found in him (1 Cor. 1:30).

4. Nothing is lovely in opposition to Christ, or in 
separation from him. If he truly is altogether lovely, 
then whatsoever is opposite to him, or separate from 
him, can have no loveliness in it. Take away Christ, and 
where is the loveliness of any enjoyment? The best 
creature-comfort apart from Christ is but a broken 
cistern. It cannot hold one drop of true comfort (Ps. 
73:25). It is with the creature – the sweetest and 
loveliest creature – as with a beautiful image in the 

mirror: turn away the face and where is the image? 
Riches, honours, and comfortable relations are sweet 
when the face of Christ smiles upon us through them, 
but without him, what empty trifles are they all!

5. Christ transcends all created excellencies in beauty 
and loveliness. If you compare Christ and other things, 
no matter how lovely, no matter how excellent and 
desirable, Christ carries away all loveliness from them. 
Not only before all things in time, nature, and order; but 
before all things in dignity, glory, and true excellence.

(i) All other loveliness is derived and secondary; 
but the loveliness of Christ is original and primary. 
Angels and men, the world and all the desirable things 
in it, receive what excellence they have from him.

(ii) The loveliness and excellency of all other things, 
is only relative, consisting in its reference to Christ, 
and subservience to his glory. But Christ is lovely, 
considered absolutely in himself. He is desirable for 
himself; other things are desirable because of him.

(iii) The beauty and loveliness of all other things 
are fading and perishing; but the loveliness of Christ is 
fresh for all eternity. The sweetness of the best created 
thing is a fading flower; if not before, yet certainly 
at death it must fade away. But Christ is “the same 
yesterday, and to day, and for ever” (Heb. 13:8).

(iv) The beauty and holiness of creatures are 
ensnaring and dangerous. A man may make an idol 
out of them, and indulge himself beyond the bounds of 
moderation with them, but there is no danger of excess 
in the love of Christ. The soul is then in the healthiest 
frame and temper when it is most overwhelmed by 
love to Christ (Song of Sol. 5:8).

(v) The loveliness of every creature is of a confining 
and obstructing nature. Our esteem of it diminishes the 
closer we approach to it, or the longer we enjoy it. But 
it is not so with Christ; the nearer the soul approaches 
him, and the longer it lives in the enjoyment of him, 
still the sweeter and more desirable he becomes.

(vi) All other loveliness cannot satisfy the soul of 
man. The soul is like a ship in a narrow river which 
does not have room to turn. It is always running 
aground and foundering in the shallows. But Jesus 
Christ is in every way sufficient to the vast desires of 
the soul; in him it has sea-room enough. In him the 
soul may spread all its sails with no fear of touching 
bottom. And thus you see what is the importance of 
this phrase, “Altogether lovely”.

DEVOTIONAL

ALTOGETHER LOVELY
John Flavel
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Throughout our congregations there is an oft-
repeated phrase: “the means of grace”. But what 
does this phrase mean, and why are the means 

of grace important? 

The Ordinary not the Novel
Many so-called evangelicals today have essentially 
become like the Quakers in their outlook. That is, they 
have a belief in the need for the new, the unusual, and 
the extraordinary in the life of the church. Thus we see 
congregations having ‘special’ meetings, with ‘special’ 
praise, ‘special’ testimonies and ‘special’ preachers, all 
supported by ‘special’ prayer and all designed to bring 
about conversions. It appears that some Christians are 
more mystical than scriptural, believing in the power 
of the innovative.

By contrast, the Westminster Standards speak of 
the ordinary means of grace. These 
are defined in the Larger Catechism 
as “all [Christ’s] ordinances; 
especially the word, sacraments, 
and prayer” (LC 154). In other 
words, the parts of worship as it 
is conducted in our congregations 
sabbath by sabbath, according 
to the second commandment. 
Modern evangelicals appear to 
crave something more. They may 
endure the ‘ordinary’ means on the sabbath and 
midweek, but they have no confidence in the ordinary 
means as being particularly effective in the lives of 
other people – presumably because it is actually having 
little effect in their own.

The problem here is that many are ignorant regarding 
the ordinary means of grace, with the result that public 
worship is being reshaped. First, the meetinghouse is 
altered into a comfortable place for what is now viewed 
as the ‘audience’. The service is changed to ensure 
that the audience is relaxed, and even entertained. 
The outcome is not genuine, spiritual conversions, but 
recruitment to the ranks of the church. The goal is repeat 
visits, not salvation, no matter how often it is claimed 
that it is all about evangelism. The activities of the 
church tend to become less about honouring God and 
more about justifying its existence. Its ‘legitimacy’ then 

comes from its social activities, its community work 
and its welfare programmes, which begin to assume a 
greater importance than the ordinary means of grace. 

There is something else which tends to go 
unchallenged: the oft-repeated mantra that things 
have changed, and therefore we must change too. 
This is entirely spurious. Few realise that the famous 
‘Downgrade Controversy’ which arose among the 
Baptists in 1887 was the result of this kind of thinking. 
The evil fruit of this controversy, as Spurgeon warned, 
was the reshaping of evangelical belief among non-
conformists.

The Ordinary is Extraordinary
While the ordinary means of grace are ‘ordinary’ in 
their use, we must not think that they are ordinary in 
their effect. On the contrary, the result of their proper 

use is extraordinary. 
God has appointed the ordinary 

means of grace in order that the 
praise for the wonderful effects 
which accompany their use would 
go to Him alone. Thus Paul states: 
“we have this treasure in earthen 
vessels, that the excellency of the 
power may be of God, and not of 
us” (2 Cor. 4:7). He is saying that the 
preaching of the Word by a mere 

human being can achieve nothing in itself; it is the mighty 
power of God which brings about the conversion of 
sinners. It is therefore essential that the ordinary means 
are retained, in order that the blessing of God is enjoyed.

While the means themselves are ordinary, what is 
communicated by them is extraordinary – the saving 
grace of God. According to the Larger Catechism, this 
amounts to “the benefits of [Christ’s] mediation” (LC 
153), and vitally, “the grace of faith, whereby the elect 
are enabled to believe to the saving of their souls” (WCF 
14:1). Let the reader pay attention to these statements. 
There is nothing ‘ordinary’ about faith and salvation! 
As modern evangelicalism experiences less and less of 
God’s blessing, it assumes that the fault lies with the 
ordinary means of grace, and that therefore new things 
must be tried in order to advance the kingdom. This 
betrays a worldly mind, rather than a spiritual one.

DOCTRINE

THE ORDINARY 
MEANS OF GRACE

Rev. Trevor Kirkland

“It is the mighty 
power of God 
which brings about 
the conversion of 
sinners.”
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The Ordinary Means of Grace

As human nature has not changed, so the solution 
to man’s plight has not changed, and neither have the 
means which must be employed for his help. It is still 
supremely the preaching of the gospel of Christ. The 
liberals claim that the message needs to change, and 
so-called evangelicals claim that the methods need to 
change. Neither is correct. What this demonstrates is 
the unbelief and loss of confidence within the church 
regarding the ordinary means of grace. 

The Ordinary alone Beneficial
The difference between Romanism and the Reformed 
faith is clearly seen here. Romanism views grace as a 
‘substance’ to be channelled through its sacraments, 
irrespective of faith and holiness of life on the part of the 
recipient. By contrast, the Shorter Catechism speaks of 
the “benefits of redemption” which are communicated 
by Christ to his people through “outward and ordinary 
means” (SC 88). What are these benefits? 

1) Salvation
Of all the divine ordinances, it is “especially” the 

word, sacraments, and prayer that are made effectual 
to the elect for salvation. Of these, it is “especially” the 
preaching of the word that is used by the Spirit of God 
to save sinners (LC 154,155).

2) Growth
The same means of grace are also used by the Spirit 

to bless those who are now believers. Saving faith, which 
is ordinarily “wrought by the ministry of the word” (not 
by the sacraments), is “increased and strengthened” by 
the word, sacraments and prayer (WCF 14:1).

3) Knowledge
How do we advance in spiritual knowledge? Our 

Confession tells us that “all things in scripture are 
not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto 
all”. Yet, by “a due use of the ordinary means”, both 
the “learned” and the “unlearned” may attain unto a 
sufficient understanding of “those things which are 
necessary to be known, believed, and observed, for 
salvation” (WCF 1:7). Once again we see the benefit 
of the ordinary means of grace. Through the word, 
sacraments and prayer, and by the exercise of faith, we 
advance in spiritual knowledge.

4) Assurance 
Many believers struggle with assurance of salvation. 

How can we obtain it? The Confession very helpfully 
teaches us that we may attain assurance “in the right 
use of ordinary means” (WCF 18:3). We do not require 
“extraordinary revelation” (which has ceased in any 
case). The right use of the ordinary means of grace will 
accomplish anything that extraordinary revelation 
could do. 

The Ordinary Vital for the Church
What will a wholehearted return to the ordinary means 
of grace mean for churches which take that course? 

1) It will mean a departure from the direction 
being pursued by most denominations. While modern 
evangelicalism moves towards an emphasis on 
novelties, the ‘ordinary means’ church will become 
more Christ-centred.

2) It will mean complete dependence upon God and 
less dependence upon the world, human cleverness 
and man-made measures.

3) It will mean becoming increasingly identified 
with Biblical and Reformation principles. In other 
words, it will mean clarity in a day of confusion, 
hope in a day of panic and despair, revival in a day of 
declension, and faithfulness in a day of treachery.

4) It will mean giving proper recognition to the truth 
that Jesus Christ is the only Head of the Church. Christ 
has commanded the public reading and preaching of 
his Word, prayer, and the use of the sacraments which 
He has instituted, until He returns to judge the world.

In the light of what we have seen, an ‘ordinary 
means’ church is a church which is seeking above all to 
be obedient to her Lord.

“As God works grace by, and under them, they 
are called means of grace; and because he seldom 
works grace without first inclining persons to 
attend on him therein, and wait for his salvation, 
therefore they are called the ordinary means of 
grace; and because they have not in themselves 
a tendency to work grace, without the inward 
and powerful influences of the Holy Spirit, 
accompanying them, they are distinguished from 
it, and accordingly styled the outward means of 
grace.” 
– Thomas Ridgley (from A Body of Divinity – the 
substance of lectures on the Larger Catechism – 
explaining Q/A 154)

Free Church Witness 7
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(Vos [1862-1949] was a Dutch-born American 
theologian, becoming Professor of Biblical Theology 
at Princeton Seminary in 1892. This piece is an 
abridgement of a sermon preached in the Seminary 
chapel on 15th October, 1902, and printed in the May 
1988 issue of Kerux magazine. The full sermon is found 
at: www.kerux.com/doc/0301A1.asp)

“The secret of the Lord is with them that fear him; and 
he will shew them his covenant.” (Psalm 25:14)

The Psalter is of all books of the Bible that book 
which gives expression to the experimental 
side of religion. In the Law and the prophetic 

writings, it is God who speaks to his people; in the 
Psalter, we listen to the saints speaking to God. Hence 
the Psalter has been at all times that part of Scripture 
to which believers have most readily turned and upon 
which they have chiefly depended for the nourishment 
of the inner religious life of the heart. Our Lord 
himself, who had a perfect religious experience and 
lived and walked with God in absolute adjustment 
of his thoughts and desires to the Father’s mind and 
will, found his inner life portrayed in the Psalter, 
and in some of the highest moments of his ministry, 
borrowed from it the language in which his soul spoke 
to God, thus recognising that a more perfect language 
for communion with God cannot be framed.

In the Psalms, whatever our mood, whether we be 
exultant or downcast, vigorous or weary, penitent or 
believing, we can always find ourselves. It needs no 
process of reasoning to make their sentiments our 
own. Here the language of the Bible comes to meet 
the very thoughts of our hearts, before these can even 
clothe themselves in language, and we recognise that 
we could not have expressed them better than the 
Spirit has here expressed them for us.

Psalms of the Heart
Regarding the Psalms from this point of view, as 
an inspired record of what goes on in the heart of 

man where the religious consciousness is under the 
influence of the Spirit of God, and its thoughts are 
purified and directed into their normal channels, we 
must be at once struck, I think, by one characteristic 
of the spiritual experience here portrayed. This is the 
predominance of the element of personal communion 
with God. Sometimes we observe it in actual exercise, as 
in those instances where the Psalm is a formal prayer, 
or even more strikingly than this, where it develops into 
something like a dialogue between God and the soul, 
as with David in the 27th Psalm: “Thou saidst, Seek ye 
my face; my heart said unto thee, Thy face, Lord, will I 
seek.” At other times, it is not the actual exercise of this 
privilege, but the strong elemental desire for it, which 
finds utterance, as in the opening verses of the 42nd 
Psalm: “As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so 
panteth my soul after thee, O God. My soul thirsteth for 
God, for the living God: when shall I come and appear 
before God?”

At still other times, it is neither the actual exercise 
nor the desire for it, but the remembrance of what 
has been enjoyed in the past, or the reflection upon 
what may still be enjoyed in the future, that moves the 
writer: “When I remember these things, I pour out my 
soul in me: for I had gone with the multitude, I went 
with them to the house of God, with the voice of joy and 
praise, with a multitude that kept holyday.” (Ps. 42:4) 
This is the case in the passage before us. The “secret” 
means the secret counsel. It is the intimate converse 
between friend and friend, as known from human 
life where there is no reserve, but the thoughts and 
feelings of the heart are freely interchanged. And the 
notion of the covenant here expresses the same idea: 
the covenant being conceived not as a formal contract 
for the specific purpose, but as a communion in which 
life touches life and intertwines with life, so that the 
two become mutually assimilated.

Psalms of the Presence of God
It may be frequently observed, in sacred as well as in 
natural affairs, that where a thing is partially possessed 

PRACTICAL RELIGION

SONGS FROM THE SOUL
Geerhardus Vos
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The true child will spontaneously, 
instinctively, turn to the presence 
and smile of its parents, as a flower 
will seek the face of the sun. And 
in the same way, the true child of 
God will have moments in which 
he turns to his Father in heaven, 
unconscious of any other desire 
than the desire to be near unto 
God.

It is on this point that the Psalms most touchingly 
and most eloquently express the filial spirit, as it 
surmounted the barriers of the Old Testament form of 
religion and made its way straight to the heart of God. 
“Whom have I in heaven but thee? and there is none 
upon earth that I desire beside thee. My flesh and my 
heart faileth: but God is the strength of my heart, and 
my portion for ever.” (Ps. 73:25,26) This and nothing 
else underlies all the passages in which the Psalmists 
speak of their love for the house of God, or deplore 
their compelled absence from it.

The Life in Communion with God
What is the lesson we ought to draw from the 
prominence of this feature in the spiritual experience 
portrayed by the Psalter? Are we sure that we feel, 
with the frequency and intensity which our greater 
privileges demand, the desire to meet with God? I 
need not tell you that there is a tendency at the present 
day to make the religious life seek the surface, the 
periphery; to detach it more or less from its centre, 
which lies in the direct face-to-face communion of the 
soul with God.

It is absolutely essential for us that we should not 
only have our seasons of communion with God, but 
that all the time in some degree we should carry with 
us into the outward and public work a living sense 
of our nearness to God, and of his nearness to us, 
because in this way alone can we make our service 
in the Lord’s kingdom truly fruitful and spiritual. If 
the savour of this is wanting in our work, if we do not 
bring to the world when we come to it the unction and 
peace acquired in prayer, we cannot hope to impart 
any permanent blessing or to achieve any lasting 
results. Let us endeavour to cultivate diligently the 
devotional spirit of the Psalmists. Or, better still, let 
us take for our example the spirit of Jesus himself, 
for whom, notwithstanding the busy scenes of a most 
public career, no distractions existed; to whom every 
call upon his strength became an occasion for meeting 
with God, because the fountains of his strength lay 
hidden deep in the recesses of his inner life, where he 
and the Father always beheld each other’s face.

Songs from the Soul

and still partially missed, there 
is the keenest appreciation of its 
value and the most intense longing 
for its full attainment. It is certainly 
striking that these expressions 
of passionate desire to come into 
living fellowship with God are 
found in the Old Testament, rather 
than in the New. Is it not possible, 
brethren, that we, because we have 
the privilege of approaching God at all times without 
restrictions, are sometimes in danger of underestimating 
its value, or even neglecting its exercise? Must not David 
put us to shame when he cries in Psalm 63: “O God, thou 
art my God; early will I seek thee: my soul thirsteth 
for thee, my flesh longeth for thee in a dry and thirsty 
land, where no water is....Because thy lovingkindness is 
better than life, my lips shall praise thee”?

What the Psalmist strives after is nothing more nor 
less than that mutual revelation of person to person, 
that grasping of God himself in the various forms of his 
approach unto us, which is the culminating act of all 
religion. You will find nowhere such a clear grasp upon 
the principle, that from the very nature of religion, man 
is designed to hold converse with God, and to become 
practically acquainted with him. It is a condescension 
of God, not an aspiration of ourselves, which renders 
real this crowning act of religion. The Psalmists are 
convinced that God himself desires to enter upon close 
fellowship with man; that if he institutes a covenant 
for his servants, it is because he is in his very nature 
a covenant God. In the saints upon the earth is all his 
delight. We have no right to say that there was any 
lack or deficiency in God, to be supplemented by the 
creation of man in his image and for communion with 
him. The Scriptures teach that he is all-sufficient unto 
himself, and forever blessed in himself. Nevertheless, 
having created man, it is natural in God to receive man 
as an inmate of his house and companion of his own 
blessed life.

Psalms of Longing for God
When the Spirit of God moves the centre of our life, 
transferring it from self to God, immediately a longing 
awakes to come in touch with God, and possess him 
and enjoy him for his own sake. We can best illustrate 
this from the relation of a child to its parents. We do 
not blame the child because it many a time turns to its 
father or mother, for the simple reason that it wants 
something which in no other way it can procure. But 
what would you think of a child which never sought its 
father’s arms or climbed upon its mother’s lap, unless 
there were some such external want to be supplied? 

“Let us endeavour 
to cultivate 
diligently the 
devotional spirit of 
the Psalmists.”
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PRACTICAL RELIGION

It seems impossible for a Christian to experience 
this, but Aaron (Lev. 10:3), Asaph (Ps. 77:4) and 
David (Ps. 39:2) were sometimes struck dumb by 

pain, and Paul struggled to put words to his sighs and 
groanings (Rom. 8:26). It may be due to exhaustion, 
when your mind is a blank and you seem to be 
functioning on automatic, or perhaps you have lost 
all sense of feeling, are amazed at your condition, and 
are struggling to come to terms with it. Whatever the 
reason, you cannot pray, or perhaps are not able to do 
what you have been used to call ‘prayer’. You feel that 
you are in a hopeless situation, and struggle to reach 
out to God.

Weakness 
It is not that you refuse to pray; the desire is there, 
but the ability is lacking (Ps. 38:9). 
This the Lord knows (Heb. 4:15). We 
feel our weakness and our fears, as 
with Jeremiah (Lam. 3:6-9,44). But 
we can bring before the Lord our 
distracted state of mind, the restless 
lack of concentration. The cry to 
God is heard (Ps. 34:15). Part of our 
prayer life is submission to the Lord, 
and this can be done without words; 
it is an inner attitude. And let us not 
forget that many of the Psalms are 
prayers, and may be read as such when words fail us.

C.S. Lewis says insightfully: “I have a notion 
that what seem our worst prayers may really be, in 
God’s eyes, our best. Those, I mean, which are least 
supported by devotional feelings and contend with 
the greatest disinclination...these come from a deeper 
level than feeling.” Rutherford says in one place, “send 
a heavy heart up to Christ, it will be welcome”. And in 
another: “let my broken words go up to heaven; when 
they come up into the great Angel’s golden censer, that 
compassionate Advocate will put together my broken 
prayers, and perfume them: words are but accidents 
[structures] of prayer”.

Amy Carmichael wrote:
   “When vision fadeth, and the sense of things,
        And powers dissolve like colours in the air;
   And no more can I bring Thee offerings
        Nor any ordered prayer...The Lord doth hear.”
Sometimes lack of prayer is due to lack of (spiritual) 

appetite. There may be appetite to attend to other 
things, but not to prayer. It is an important matter, 
prayer, but there is an indifference, and what is more 
concerning – our indifference to our indifference! 
This may be due to having suffered some great 
discouragement which weakens the energy that comes 
from hope. We are crippled on one side, in one leg by 
which we walk; we must lean on the other leg, the leg of 
faith, with the Psalmist who says, “Still trust in God; for 
him to praise / good cause I yet shall have” (Ps. 43:5, 

metrical). Our prayer about our lack 
of prayer is still a prayer.

Intercession
And remember, we are not alone 
when we experience “infirmities” 
in prayer (Rom. 8:26). This should 
lead to sympathy for others, as we 
are all of “like passions” (James 
5:17). An understanding of our 
own infirmities will lead, or ought 
to lead, to an understanding of 

the infirmities of others. We cannot be well, either 
physically or spiritually, all the days of our lives on 
earth. Pilgrims must go through barren places, as well 
as valleys full of springs of water.

Our infirmities are foreseen, and the Holy 
Spirit has been sent to help us in them, to make 
“intercession for us” when our utterances fail (Rom. 
8:26). As the preacher John Henry Jowett said: “thus 
we are saved from the peril of our own limitations, 
and our Friend in Communion watches our interests 
rather than our words”. Our very weakness attracts 
a Mighty Helper, and His prayer sustains us in our 
prayerlessness.

WHEN YOU CANNOT PRAY
Rev. James Clark

“We cannot 
be well, either 
physically or 
spiritually, all the 
days of our lives 
on earth.”



Free Church Witness 11

Our Church is a Presbyterian church. While the 
name ‘Presbyterian’ refers to how the church 
is governed by elders, the thing most people 

think of when they hear the term is that we baptise 
children. Most young people reading the Free Church 
Witness will have been brought up in a Presbyterian 
church and will have been baptised. If that is true of 
you, I wonder if you think about what it means and 
how it should affect the way you live today?

Sign and Seal
Baptism is a sign and seal of God’s Covenant of 
Grace. In that covenant, life and salvation are held 
out to sinners through Jesus Christ. He died for the 
sins of His people, and when we believe on Him 
and are united to Him by faith, we receive all the 
benefits of His saving work. Baptism is a symbol of 
the new birth, which Paul refers to as “the washing of 
regeneration, and renewing of the Holy Ghost” (Titus 
3:5). It is therefore a symbol of union with Christ in 
His life, death and resurrection, and so when you 
were baptised it was in or into the name of the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Spirit (Matt 28:19). All of these 
things are very relevant to you today.

Call to Faith
First of all, baptism calls you to faith in Jesus Christ. 
When you were baptised, God held out a promise to 
you which He still extends – that salvation is freely 
offered to you in Jesus Christ and will be yours 
through faith in Him. The washing with water tells 
you that you are born into the world in sin, and that 
you need to be born again by the Spirit and cleansed 
by the blood of Jesus, or you will perish. When that 
sign was applied to you, it did not automatically make 
you a real believer, but it did engage you to be the 
Lord’s. So your baptism still speaks and it constrains 
you to come to Jesus, assuring you of the pardon of 
you sins if you do.

Call to Holiness
Then your baptism calls you to live for God in this 
world. Sometimes we do not emphasise this enough 
to baptised children. You have carried the sign of 
Church membership since you were an infant and 
bear the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit on 
you everywhere you go. This not only obliges you to 
believe in Jesus, but also to live in obedience to Him 

in all things for the whole of your life. God calls the 
children of believers ‘holy’ (1 Cor 7:14), meaning that 
He has set you apart from the world, for Himself. Like 
Israel you are called to be His holy people in the world. 
You should think about this when you get up every 
morning, and by God’s grace consciously set apart 
your life each day to God. When you go to school, you 
go out with the name of God upon you. When you talk 
with your friends, you speak as one who represents 
the Triune God in the world. Does your life agree with 
the sign that God has put upon it, and do you live as 
those who have given up their names to Christ?

Encouragement
Then, if you have come to Jesus and are striving to 
live obediently to him in the world, you will find 
wonderful encouragement in your baptism. As 
baptism is a sign of union with Christ in His death, 
burial and resurrection (Rom. 6:3), you can learn that 
all your strength to live the Christian life comes from 
Him. Baptism reminds you that believers have died to 
sin once for all, so that it shall not have dominion over 
them (Rom. 6:11-14), and that being united to Christ 
you will find all the resources to live the Christian 
life by abiding in Him. When you are tempted to sin, 
think of your baptism. Martin Luther used to do this 
when he was tempted. He would touch his forehead 
to remind himself that he was baptised in the name 
of the Triune God; how then could he consider giving 
in to temptation?

Improvement
There will of course be times when you will fall into 
sin, and then your baptism can help you again. The 
washing with water in baptism does not just tell you 
that God will forgive your sins when you first believe, 
but as you live as a Christian and struggle with sin, 
you can confess those sins knowing that the blood 
of Jesus Christ keeps on cleansing you from sin (1 
John 1:7). It is powerful for your justification, your 
ongoing sanctification and indeed your glorification, 
when you will be delivered finally from all sin at last. 
So your Baptism always has something to say to you. 
In this simple rite Jesus has packed in the whole of 
your salvation. You should think about your baptism 
when you see other people getting baptised, but 
more than that, you should make an effort every day 
to learn lessons from it. Older Christian writers used 
to refer to this as ‘improving’ or making use of your 
baptism. You can read more about it in question and 
answer 167 of the Larger Catechism.

MAKE USE OF YOUR BAPTISM
Rev. Gavin Beers
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Fortieth Anniversary of Rev. John J. Murray 
(Rev. William Macleod)

The congregation of Knightswood was delighted 
to organise a celebration of Rev. John J. Murray’s 
forty years in the ministry. He was ordained and 

inducted to Oban Free Church in 1978, and translated 
to St Columba’s Free Church, Edinburgh, in 1989, 
where he served until his retirement in 2002. Since his 
retirement Mr Murray and his wife Cynthia have lived 
in Glasgow and worshipped in Knightswood where he 
serves as an elder.

Mr Murray had been ill for a large part of the past 
year and the congregation waited till 7th December 
for the celebration, noting thankfully Mr Murray’s 
improvement in health. Sadly however, the day before 
the meeting Mr Murray suffered a slight stroke, 
suffered a fall and had to be taken to hospital. As a 
result he was unable to attend the meeting, though 
he is now better and back home again. Thankfully, his 
son Andrew was able to be present to receive a gift on 
behalf of his father.

Rev. William Macleod conducted a short service and 
preached on Ephesians 1:4, noting three characteristic 
emphases of Mr Murray’s ministry: God’s sovereignty, 
union with Christ, and holiness of life.

In the informal part of the meeting, Mr Macleod 
spoke of his positive contacts with Mr Murray over the 
years, and the blessing that it was to have him as an 
elder in the congregation. Mr Murdo Campbell, one of 
the Knightswood elders, made the presentation and 
gave a brief resume of Mr Murray’s life: birth near 
Dornoch, time working in insurance, publication of 
Eternal Truth magazine, and then work as an assistant 
editor with the Banner of Truth Trust. He spoke of his 
time in the active ministry, and then the great help that 
he has been since his retirement as interim-moderator 

CHURCH NEWS

From l-r: Rev. William Macleod, Mrs Cynthia 
Murray, Anna Murray, Andrew Murray, 
his sons Calum and James
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of most of the local congregations. Mr Campbell 
presented Andrew Murray with a cheque for his father. 
Mrs Margaret Mackenzie presented Mrs Murray with a 
gift token and a bouquet of flowers.

Andrew then replied on behalf of the family. He 
spoke of the legacy of his father, and the blessing 
that family worship had been to him, and also the 
good books which his father had passed on to him. 
Greetings were read, including ones from his previous 
congregations. Cynthia and their daughter Anna then 
cut the celebration cake. An excellent buffet was 
provided by the ladies. It was good to be joined by 
many friends from local congregations.

Spring Conference (Rev. Raymond Kemp)

The 2019 Spring Conference will take place on 
Friday 19th April in the same venue as last year 
– Culloden-Balloch Baptist Church, Wellside 

Road, Balloch, Inverness, IV2 7GS. It will run from 
10.00am to 4.00pm (D.V.).

The title of this year’s Conference is, The Biblical 
Doctrine of Male and Female in Today’s Society. The 
speaker is Nigel Kenny of the Christian Institute and 
the subjects he will address are:

Session 1:
A biblical manifesto – staying salty and shining 

brightly 
Male and female roles in the Christian society – a 

biblical perspective on gender  

Session 2:
The origins and development of the transgender 

movement – when Harry became Sally
Time to Indoctrinate Everyone? – gender ideology 

in schools

The cake celebrating the anniversary
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Church News

Serpents and doves – how should the church 
respond?

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, Rev. Raymond Kemp, at: 
publications@fccontinuing.org

Scalpay (Rev. David Blunt)

Rev. Raymond A. Kemp, Minister of Kilmuir & 
Stenscholl, has accepted a Call to be Minister 
of the Scalpay congregation. At their meeting 

on 15th January, the Free Presbytery of the Outer 
Hebrides resolved that the induction of Mr Kemp 
should take place in Scalpay Free Church (Continuing) 
at 7.00pm on Friday 1st March (D.V.), with Rev. Iain 
Smith to preach and preside. An Edict prepared by 
the Clerk is to be read in the Scalpay congregation on 
the two Sabbaths prior to the induction. Following 
the induction, a reception will take place in Scalpay 
Community Centre. Please consult the Church website 
for further details.

Iran: Christians Arrested  
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)

More than 140 Iranian believers were arrested 
in the first half of December – 114 in the first 
week of December alone. Raids occurred in at 

least ten cities, targeting a variety of Christian groups. 
Whilst most of those arrested were released after 
hours or, in some cases, days of interrogation, those 
suspected of being leaders remain in detention. All 

those arrested had their mobile devices confiscated and 
were ordered to cease contact with Christian groups. 
Arrested in Ahvaz on 2 December, sisters Shima and 
Shokoofeh Zanganeh (aged 27 and 30 respectively) 
were physically assaulted during interrogation, before 
being transferred to Sepidar Prison. The whereabouts 
and condition of other prisoners remain unknown. 
Regime-backed media reported the unsubstantiated 
claim that some of those arrested were foreign 
nationals who had taken Iranian names. A rumour 
such as this is doubtless designed to further the 
regime’s false narrative that Christianity is a tool of 
hostile foreign powers intent on subverting the state. 
But, like Chinese Christianity, Persian Christianity is an 
indigenous movement growing uncontrollably in the 
virtual absence of foreign missionaries. Linked to the 
revival in Persian culture (as distinct from Islamic or 
revolutionary culture), the Persian Church is growing 
despite all regime efforts to suppress it. Please 
pray specifically for God to bless and sustain Iran’s 
persecuted Church and especially those in prison on 
account of their faith.

Quote

“God will never fail under the leanings of 
faith. No, whatever burdens it brings to 
lay on the arm of God, with whatever 

weaknesses, and ailments, and wants, and cares, it 
comes. The God of Abraham is faithful, gracious, and 
omnipotent. He cannot lie, He cannot err, He cannot 
grudge, He cannot weary, He will never cast a poor 
and needy soul away. And learn to trust Him, and not 
your own faith – to have such a view of Him as will 
make you forget whether you have faith or not – and 
so to fix your thoughts on Him as to have His glory lie 
between you and an inroad of unbelief.”
John Kennedy
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COMMENT
ISLAMISATION OF THE UK

The creeping influence of a false religion

Across our society, but unnoticed by many people, 
are changes which may seem insignificant in 
themselves, yet, when taken together, are truly 

alarming. This is true in the religious realm, where we 
are witnessing subtle shifts towards Islam.

Over recent years, halal foods have become 
increasingly available in the UK. Halal is Arabic for 
‘permissible’, and when applied to foodstuffs indicates 
something allowable in terms of Islamic law. Not only 
are there butcher’s shops which sell meat taken only 
from animals slaughtered according to Islamic ritual, 
but halal meat is being supplied in school canteens, 
often without any notification to pupils or their parents. 
Halal may not make the meals taste any worse, but it 
represents an ideology being foisted upon us without 
any consultation or permission.

In December news emerged that Toblerone, a Swiss 
chocolate bar brand popular in the UK, had received 
halal certification, which means that the product does 
not contain alcohol or lard, consumption of which is 
forbidden to Muslims. The certification was granted in 
April, but it seems that the manufacturers decided not 
to disclose the information, to avoid a backlash from 
non-Muslim consumers. It is not clear whether the 
product’s content has actually changed, but it is sad 
that a western producer should view halal certification 
as a positive thing.

A more public display of Islamisation occurred on 
25th December, when the BBC broadcast a service from 
Oldham Parish Church in Lancashire. We disapprove 
of any religious worship that conforms to a Romish 
innovation, but what ought equally to alarm us on this 
occasion is the fact that, as reported in the English 
Churchman, the service included a speech by a Muslim 
which contained a reading from what he referred to as 
“the glorious Koran”.

Ironically, one of the Anglican ‘collects’ or set prayers 
asks God to: “Have mercy upon all Jews, Turks [Muslims], 
Infidels and Hereticks, and take from them all ignorance, 
hardness of heart, and contempt of thy word: and so fetch 
them home, blessed Lord, to thy flock, that they may be 
saved among the remnant of the true Israelites, and be 
made one fold under one shepherd, Jesus Christ our Lord”. 
The Koran is not glorious, for it is a lie from Satan sent 
into the world to deceive. As far as we are aware, there 
has been little protest about this service from within 
the Church of England. We need to pray that the Lord 
would halt the Islamisation of the UK.

THE CHURCH IN CHINA

Prayer needed for believers under attack

2018 ended with a renewed and widespread 
crackdown on Christians across China, most 
of whom belong to unregistered churches. It 

appears to have begun with a demand that CCTV be 
placed in every gathering of Christians. This was 
followed by the declaration that the only person who 
should be honoured in China is its ‘core leader’, who 
is currently Xi Jinping. Later, specific congregations 
were targeted, with pastors and people being arrested. 
Recently one congregation was told to remove the 
First Commandment from the inside of its place of 
worship, as it was deemed offensive. Eventually all ten 
commandments were taken down. 

There has been considerable reporting on social 
media of the arrest of Wang Yi, one of the best-known 
pastors in China. He has been an outspoken critic of 
China’s new religious regulations, which have included 
the installation of facial recognition technology in a 
number of church buildings. In addition, officials are 
now empowered to censor sermons. A letter penned by 
Yi to his congregation was released following his arrest. 
In it he states fourteen points of action which he will 
follow. Listed among them are the following: to continue 
gathering together; no cooperation with the authorities 
in their attack upon the church; refusal to obey any 
decision to ban, seal up or dissolve the congregation; 
refusal to sign anything that would lead to persecution 
of the church; refusal to answer any question related to 
the church that might lead to their persecution; refusal 
to plead guilty and refusal to pay any penalties or fines. 

A few days later, a handwritten letter sent from one 
of the elders to the congregation began with praise to 
God for such a trial, adding that no alteration will be 
made to their statement of faith and there will not be 
any relinquishing of property. As opposed to retreating 
into small groups, the whole congregation that is left 
must continue to meet. The letter concluded: “Christ 
is Lord, Grace is King, Bear the cross, Keep the faith”.

Alongside the true church, cults exist in China, 
such as Eastern Lightning (based on Matt. 24:27), 
which also uses the name The Church of Almighty God. 
Founded in 1991, it appears to have gathered several 
million members. Its central teaching is that Christ has 
returned to earth as a woman called Yang Xiangbin. 
Sadly the authorities group the unregistered churches 
and the cults together. Let us take seriously the duty 
we have toward our Christian brethren in China, and 
“remember them that are in bonds” (Heb. 13:3).
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THE FREE CHURCH OF SCOTLAND (1)
1843 – THE KINGSHIP OF CHRIST IN THE CHURCH

Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

(The first of four articles, based on addresses given at 
the US Presbytery’s Family Conference in August 2018.)

The existence of the Free Church of Scotland is a 
testimony to the Kingship of Christ. 1843 was 
the year the Free Church was established. It was 

not a new beginning: the Reformed Church in Scotland 
goes back to the Reformation. But in 1843, the Free 
Church was forced to withdraw from the Establishment 
to testify that Christ is King in His Church.

1. The Background
The tragedy was that God had blessed the Church of 
Scotland. The number of Evangelical ministers had 
steadily grown, so that in 1834 the Evangelicals became 
the majority in the General Assembly. The Evangelical 
leader was Thomas Chalmers, who as Professor of 
Divinity at Edinburgh University was influencing a whole 
generation of young ministers. These Evangelicals loved 
Scripture, preached the Gospel, and upheld the whole 
doctrine of the Westminster Confession of Faith.

The dominance of the Evangelicals allowed for 
an upsurge in the planting of new congregations, 
missionary work in cities, and foreign missionaries 
sent overseas. One can read the Memoirs of McCheyne 
or Diary of Andrew Bonar to get a flavour of the 
excitement and Gospel urgency of these days.

But there was a problem. The Church of Scotland 
was established; its property was owned by the State, 
and Parliament had passed legislation that gave the 
patronage of vacant parishes to local landowners. 
These patrons were not necessarily godly men, or even 
Presbyterians (many were more English than Scottish, 
and members of the Church of England). The right of 
patronage for a parish was property, which could be 
advertised for sale in newspapers.

Sometimes it worked well. For example, the 
proprietrix of the Isle of Lewis, Mrs Stewart Mackenzie, 
exercised the right of patronage on behalf of the 
Crown, and presented Evangelicals to four of the six 
congregations on Lewis. But in practice, the landlords 
more often chose nominees of social standing, men to 
whom they owed favours, and even where the candidates’ 
actual suitability was considered, they often preferred 
refined orators to godly evangelists. All too often, they 
chose Moderates, men worldly in character, moralistic 
in emphasis, and to all appearances, spiritually dead.

2. The Doctrine 
Christ is King in His Church; not the monarch, Parliament 
or any arm of the state. We pray “Thy kingdom come” 
(Matt. 6:10). It is Christ that builds His Church.

Consider Christ’s ownership. He purchased His 
Kingdom (Acts 20:28): He reigns because He redeemed 
this Kingdom with the cost of His own life. As a result, 
Christ instituted His Kingdom (Col. 1:18): He reigns 
because He began this Kingdom. As a further result, 
Christ is the only source of authority in His Kingdom 
(Isa. 9:7). Christ is reigning, by means of His Word. So, 
in that Word, Christ has defined the offices by which 
His Church is ruled, given the qualifications for them, 
and commanded the appointment of office-bearers on 
that basis.

The appointment of these office-bearers is thus a 
spiritual duty of the Church itself, and a function of the 
Kingship of Christ. It is not just more fair, or democratic, 
or prudent, to leave the appointment of office-bearers 
in the hands of the Church: it is nothing less than to let 
Christ reign.

Consider the steps taken in Acts 1, when another 
apostle was sought to replace Judas Iscariot. The 
vacancy was identified; two candidates were nominated 
by the Lord’s people; they offered prayer that the Lord 
would show who should be elected; and then the choice 
was made. We read: “They gave forth their lots; and 
the lot fell upon Matthias” (Acts 1:26). Some think that 
indicates a random choice, but the word ‘lot’, kleros, just 
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means ‘portion’ or ‘piece’, as in a piece of wood. This was 
rather a vote, each individual making his choice, and the 
choice falling upon Matthias. This was a spiritual duty, 
done spiritually, as unto Christ.

It is not a matter of indifference who chooses the 
minister of the congregation. Ultimately, Christ does, and 
His choice is effected by His faithful people. Patronage 
was an intrusion on the Crown Rights of King Jesus.

3. The Battle
The Evangelicals knew this, and patronage had 
previously caused splits in the Scottish Church in the 
eighteenth century. By the 1830s, the issue had become 
a battleground between the Church and the law of the 
land, as the Evangelical party tried to restrict the powers 
of patronage.

In 1834, two pieces of legislation were passed by the 
General Assembly:

Chapels Act. This provided for new churches to be 
planted in parishes that were too large geographically, 
or too heavily populated, for effective ministry. The new 
congregations were granted a full right of participation 
in church courts, free of patronage;

Veto Act. This gave the membership of congregations 
(specifically, male heads of households) the right to 
protest against the patron’s nominee for the vacancy.

These Acts were controversial; they were seen as 
evidence of the Church opposing the rule of Parliament. 
It was only a matter of time before battle would be 
joined.

In Auchterarder, Perthshire, the patron’s nominee 
was opposed in protest by five-sixths of the male heads 
of households. The courts overruled the Church, and 
in 1839, the House of Lords upheld the rights of the 
patron, rejecting the Veto Act as unlawful. In nearby 
Lethendy, the patron’s nominee was rejected by protest, 
and the patron agreed to present someone else, but the 
nominee took legal action in his own name, and was 
found by the courts to have a legal right to the ‘living’, 
and to deserve financial compensation. Worst of all, in 
Marnoch, Aberdeenshire, the same thing occurred, and 
the court actually ordered the induction of the rejected 
nominee, John Edwards. When the Presbytery, made up 
of Moderates, complied, the Assembly deposed them 
for contumacy, and inducted the congregation’s choice 
of minister, David Henry. The result was an increasingly 
unsustainable situation in which two ministers were 
holding separate services in Marnoch, both claiming to 
represent the lawful Established Church of Scotland.

Consistently, the courts had upheld patronage as 
lawful, and the General Assembly’s position as unlawful. 
The Veto Act could not function, as it was repeatedly 
overruled; the Chapels Act was struck down in 1842, 
removing the right of the chapel ministers to participate 
in church courts. If put into effect, this would destroy the 

Evangelical majority, and leave the General Assembly 
ruled by Moderates who would accept the rule of the 
courts.

What was the Church to do? The Evangelicals 
gathered in the Convocation of 1842 in Edinburgh, and 
issued the Claim, Declaration and Protest, a demand for 
redress from the civil authorities. But the Government 
refused to act. The Prime Minister, Robert Peel, was 
advised that only a handful of ministers would act on 
the Claim.

As the General Assembly neared, all wondered what 
would happen. Many thought only a few hotheads 
would actually follow through. The 1843 General 
Assembly took place in Edinburgh and was constituted 
by David Welsh, who read a formal protest and deed of 
separation, and led the withdrawal of the true Church 
from the Establishment, walking out from St Andrew’s 
Church to Tanfield Hall.

4. The Aftermath
Hundreds of commissioners followed him, and ultimately 
474 ministers joined the Free Church – over a third of 
the total ministry. They left behind manses, churches, 
and stipends effectively guaranteed for life. Some 
were wealthy men: the great portrait of the Disruption 
Assembly shows Patrick MacFarlan of Greenock West 
signing away the richest living in Scotland.

Some knew worse sufferings: Hugh and William 
Mackenzie, father and son, the ministers of Tongue, 
Sutherland, had to send their family to Thurso, 
42 miles away, the nearest place where adequate 
accommodation could be obtained in the face of 
the landowner’s hostility to their stand. They lived 
together in a room-and-closet in a miserable cottage, 
to minister to the congregation of 750 people. In these 
cramped, damp conditions, both fell ill. Hugh died in 
June 1845, and William in July. Like a number of others, 
they gave their lives as effective martyrs.

The people suffered too. The landowners often 
refused to grant sites, or even permission for worship, 
on their property. Many congregations had to worship 
for years in the open air: in some parishes there was 
no other private property at all. In such cases, services 
were held on the public road, as the only lawful place. 
In a couple of remote rural parishes, there was not 
even a road: in these cases, worship was held on the 
shore between the high and low tide marks, which 
land was lawfully considered as the sea. In Strontian, 
Argyllshire, a floating church was provided. Eventually 
a Parliamentary enquiry was held, and most landlords 
buckled under the public pressure and gave sites.

The Disruption was a testimony to Christ the King, 
but more, it was actual submission to His rule. 175 
years later, we still confess the same truth. Christ is 
King of His Church.
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Harman also appears to favour a Genesis flood 
which was not universal but limited in extent, and 
that on the basis of the geological data. Yet, not 
only do geologists have a tendency to re-write 
their interpretations (stories) depending on the 
prevailing geological theories of the day, they also 
favour exclusively naturalistic interpretations of the 
actual, indisputable, geological facts. It would have 
been better if a statement had been made indicating 
that Christians take different views on these matters 
and referring the reader elsewhere, rather than 
providing an all-too-brief and inadequate summary 
that is more likely to confuse than help.

One strange topic referred to is the precise 
division of the Ten Commandments in the 
Decalogue. The Protestant division of the Ten 
Commandments, separating the first and second as 
we know them – who is to be worshipped from how 
he is to be worshipped – makes much more sense 

that the Romanist division 
of the tenth commandment 
about covetousness into two. 
At the end of the day, the 
whole unit and all that it says 
is the important thing and it 
is puzzling to introduce this 
matter when there is no need 
to.

Aside from these concerns, 
this book provides a useful 
insight into the OT. It 
emphasises the centrality of 
God’s dealings with mankind 
by way of covenant and how 
God’s covenant of grace is 
always pointing to Christ. 
Whether it be his revelation to 
Abraham, the giving of the law 
through Moses, the conquest 
of the land through Joshua, the 
period of the Kings, the exile or 
the post-exilic years, it should 
all be seen in relation to God’s 

covenant dealing with his people. Circumcision, the 
tabernacle and sacrifice are all briefly but helpfully 
explained in Gospel terms. We are reminded that 
the focal point of both Testaments is the Lord Jesus 
Christ.

In a day when many sharply divide the Old and 
New Testaments, or have a wrong view of their 
relationship and the place of the law in the life of 
God’s people today, there is a need for people to 
realise the unity of Scripture in Jesus Christ. If this 
brief book helps people to understand this, then it 
will have achieved its purpose. It is a pity that a few 
weak points may hinder its reception.
Rev. Graeme Craig

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

Learning about the Old Testament: 
A Biblical-Theological Introduction
Allan M. Harman, Banner of Truth Trust, 
pbk, 144pp, £5.50

To some the Old Testament (OT) is a book of 
strange laws, rituals and histories far removed 
from the spirit of Jesus, the New Testament and 

the Church today. That, however, is to fundamentally 
misread it, and this book 
has been written in order to 
provide a concise “Biblical and 
theological introduction” which 
shows that the Old Testament is 
Christ-centred and as relevant 
to the Church today as when it 
was written. Thus it is of little 
surprise that appended to 
the volume is a short section 
on preaching from the OT. On 
the whole, this book succeeds 
admirably in its purpose, and 
were it not for a weak view 
of origins, there would be no 
hesitation in commending it 
to readers, especially younger 
ones or those newly converted 
who may find the OT rather 
puzzling.

A useful introduction sets 
out the background to the OT 
and gives a helpful summary of 
the geography of Palestine. The 
reader is reminded that archaeology is useful in 
complementing the Bible, but is not to be seen as a 
proof of Scripture or a lens through which it is to be 
interpreted. Sadly, the author has not applied this 
principle to Genesis 1-11. Granting his assertion 
that in the opening two chapters of Genesis the 
word day is used in at least five different senses, 
the implication that it may not mean an ordinary 
24-hour day cannot be sustained. Everywhere in 
the OT where the word day is used in combination 
with an ordinal number (a number appearing in a 
series), it is an ordinary 24-hour day that is meant. 
That includes the first day, second day, etc., of 
Genesis 1.

BOOK
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Voices From The Past – Volume 2
Puritan Devotional Readings
Richard Rushing (ed.), Banner of Truth Trust, 
hbk, 432pp, £10.00

This Volume 2 follows the same format as 
Volume 1. Arranged for daily devotional use, 
the book comprises extracts from writings of 

the Puritans arranged in a one page per day format 
for each day of the year, with a Scripture text at the 
head of each page. Each day includes extracts from a 
number of pages from a Puritan work condensed into 
one page.

The readings are taken from the works of various 
Puritans, including Joseph Alleine, Richard Baxter, 
Thomas Brooks, John Bunyan, Jeremiah Burroughs, 
Thomas Case, Stephen Charnock, David Clarkson, 
Jonathan Edwards, John Flavel, William Gurnall, 
Ezekiel Hopkins, Thomas Manton, John Owen, 

Richard Sibbes, 
George Swinnock, 
Thomas Watson 
and Isaac Watts 
(one or two of 
these authors 
were not Puritans 
in the strict sense 
of the term). 
Extracts from 
some perhaps 
l e s s e r - k n o w n 
Puritan names 
are also included, 
being taken from 
the volumes of 
Puritan Sermons 
1659 – 1689. Apart 
from the Bible 
itself, one could 

hardly hope for better guides than these in this world.
The one negative point I would mention is 

the book’s use of modern versions of the Bible. It 
would have been appropriate to have retained the 
Authorised Version as used by the Puritans.

As we would expect from the Puritans, these 
writings are instructive, spiritually edifying and 
a blessing to read. The hope of the book’s editor is 
that “these meditations will open the door for many 
to seek the treasures contained in the Puritans”. 
May this hope truly be realised, for such would be a 
blessing indeed. Recommended.
Joel Brooks

Called? Pastoral 
Guidance for the 
Divine Call to 
Gospel Ministry
Michael 
A. Milton, 
Christian Focus 
Publications, 
pbk, 240pp, 
£8.99

It has been 
several years 
since a new 

candidate for 
our ministry 
came forward 
in Scotland, and 
we should be exercised as a Church on this question. 
We are heavily dependent on an older generation of 
ministers, and can foresee a day of serious shortage. 
We need the Christian men of our Church, younger and 
middle-aged, to weigh seriously whether they may be 
called to the ministry: “It takes a great deal of prayer 
and earnest soul work to clarify the inward call” (p.29).

Michael Milton, a former seminary president, offers 
warm encouragement for middle-aged men weighing up 
the risks and financial sacrifices entailed by a late “career 
change”, and offers encouraging personal testimony 
of the Lord’s remarkable provision for him when he 
decided, as a successful businessman, to begin studying 
for the ministry. It has never been easier than now to 
take such a step in later life. Equally, he points out that 
historically, the great majority of ministers commenced 
their training in teenage years, and our converted young 
men should prayerfully consider dedicating themselves, 
without undue presumption, to the reading and study 
that could prepare for future work in the ministry.

Milton’s book is valuable and easily read, while 
not as searching and experimental as the two classic 
works on the call to the ministry, Spurgeon’s chapter 
in Lectures to my Students, and Dabney’s paper in his 
Discussions. Spurgeon chiefly offers challenge to those 
who may be approaching the work in a complacent 
spirit, while Dabney offers encouragement on the 
basis of the pressing need for more ministers. The two 
thus complement one another well. Milton tends more 
to the latter approach, while also looking forward to 
add much pastoral wisdom on the subjects of profiting 
from seminary and making the transition to the 
loneliness and challenge of full-time ministry.
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod
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CONGREGATIONAL REMITTANCES
                 ORDINARY REMITTANCES 
    
    
Presbytery of Inverness        
Aberdeen   
Duthil-Dores   
Inverness    
Kilmorack & Strathglass  
Poolewe & Aultbea   
Total Inverness Presbytery  

Northern Presbytery        
Assynt & Scourie   
Brora    
Kiltearn    
Tarbat    
Total Northern Presbytery  

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

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

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

Smiths Falls

Total From Congregations

Other Donations
Legacy 

TOTAL

Included in the above: Tax 
Recovered on Gift Aid Declarations

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

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

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

General Treasurer
Mr Murray Mackay
61 Plasterfield, Stornoway, 
Isle of Lewis, HS1 2UR
generaltreasurer@fccontinuing.org
(mobile) 07793 535227

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

Total to Dec 2017
£

18,000
26,257
41,809
23,000

9,257
118,323

10,353
15,039
10,634
24,759
60,785

9,150
13,185

1,000
26,027
31,350
20,000
24,628

4,293
129,632

24,031
16,675
22,812
15,594
26,412

111,148
216,672

20,550
16,634
32,248
29,202
30,829

129,464

1,000

655,875

45,914
0

701,789

132,993
568,796

CENTRAL BUILDING
FUND YTD 2018

£

0
15,473

0
0
0

15,473

530
0

296
0

826

518
0
0

99,052
83

10,193
0
0

109,845

0
0
0

6,844
195

4,769
11,808

7,014
0

745
766
450

8,975

0

146,926

0
33,831

180,757

6,778
173,979

Total to Dec 2018
£

18,000
25,269
38,902
23,500
10,741

116,411

8,414
15,522
8,041

25,000
56,977

9,876
11,254
1,050

27,000
31,357
21,000
32,198
4,293

138,027

22,824
21,036
23,116
15,000
26,066

101,678
209,719

20,035
16,052
29,989
28,420
31,995

126,491

1,000

648,626

39,289
22,692

710,607

129,740
580,867

Dec 2018
£

1,500
2,708
3,500
1,450

441
9,599

0
0

2,200
6,209
8,409

334
3,500

100
6,257
1,550
1,000
2,000

0
14,741

1,751
1,400
1,650

330
1,800
7,838

14,769

1,500
1,200
3,150
1,500
4,000

11,350

0

58,868

6,425
0

65,293

0
65,293

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
17  Stornoway   10  Columbia, Cross, Portree   7     Ayr, Bracadale, Duthil-Dores
24  Harris   17  Glasgow–Knightswood    14  North Uist & Grimsay, St Louis
    24  Inverness–Greyfriars, Mebane   21  Ballyclare & Doagh, Greenville
    31  Scalpay Harris     28  Aberdeen, Atlanta, Glasgow–Partick,  
                 Knock & Point, Lochalsh & Strath



“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of 
God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and 
also to the Greek.”

Romans 1:16
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