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At the end of one year and the beginning of 
another, we find that our thoughts are mixed. 
When we look back over the year which has 

passed, there is both sorrow and joy. We remember 
events which brought sadness into our lives, such as a 
severe illness or the death of a loved one, but we also 
recall happy occasions, such as a wedding or the birth 
of a child. Likewise, when we look forward to the year 
which is ahead, we find that there are hopes and also 
fears.

Hopes and fears belong to everyone in this world, but 
they differ in their kind, according to our relationship 
to God. Salvation from sin changes everything. As Paul 
told the Corinthians, if a man is in Christ, “old things are 
passed away; behold, all things are become new” (2 Cor. 
5:17). The hopes and fears of our unbelieving days are 
gone, being replaced by hopes and fears which show 
the grace of God at work in our hearts. There is also this 
difference: the hopes of those who know Christ should 
exceed their fears, whereas the fears of those who refuse 
the Saviour ought to be greater than their hopes.

Divine Providence
Doubtless you have made plans for the weeks and 
months to come, as we are bound to do. Sadly we tend 
to do this in our own strength. We form our purposes, 
and make every effort to accomplish them, but with no 
regard to the sovereignty of God. The Bible addresses 
this proud and arrogant attitude. To those who say, 
“To day or to morrow we will go into such a city, and 
continue there a year, and buy and sell, and get gain”, 
God says: “Whereas ye know not what shall be on the 
morrow”. The right way to approach the future is to 
say, “If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or that” 
(Jam. 4:13-15).

The truth is that our times are wholly in God’s 
hand (Ps. 31:15); every single thing which happens 
in the course of our lives is appointed for us by God, 
according to His holy, wise and sovereign will. What 
our cup contains in this new year is known only to the 
Lord, from whom we receive both our “good things” 

and our “evil things” (Luke 16:25). It is a solemn 
thought that there may be some who read these words 
who will not see the end of 2019: it could be any of us. 
We cannot have a blessed eternity unless we are right 
with God before we leave this world, and reflecting 
upon our hopes and fears will help us to know where 
we stand with God.

 
Vain Hopes
What do those who are of the world hope for? We meet 
some people whose lives are full of difficulties they 
are unable to get out of. They may have no work, or if 
they do, they find it a chore, and long for the day when 
they can give it up. They are afflicted with illness, and 
there are always troubles in their home. They try to 
escape from their situation by frivolous amusements, 
and perhaps by foolish pastimes or dangerous habits. 
Their only hope is that they might have better ‘luck’ in 
the future. What we are so reluctant to acknowledge in 
our unconverted state is that the greatest problem we 
have is ourselves. We are sinful creatures.

Most people find their work enjoyable, and have 
a good measure of health and strength. They delight 
in their family and friends and pursue whatever 
recreations they like. Their wish is that these things 
would last forever. Such a hope is truly “against hope” 
(Rom. 4:18); unlike godly Abraham, who was looking 
for the performance of a divine promise, they have no 
warrant for their desire. Yet despite all that the worldly 
have and do, they are not content with the world. They 
cannot be, for they are living in neglect of God, who has 
made us for Himself. Some place their confidence in a 
religious belief, and say that it gives them hope for the 
world to come. It does not seem to occur to them that 
such a hope can only be founded upon divine truth. 
How blind we are by nature! The hopes of the ungodly 
are vain hopes.

Real Fears
The ungodly fear that they will lose the things they hold 
dear in this life, or their ability to enjoy them. This may 
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happen over time, and will certainly happen at death. 
“For we brought nothing into this world, and it is certain 
we can carry nothing out.” (1 Tim 6:7) The unconverted 
ought not to fear parting with their earthly possessions 
and carnal pleasures, which can do no one any good 
in the next world. What they should really be afraid of 
losing is their soul (Matt. 16:26). As sinners, our guilt 
before God is great, and we are liable to His avenging 
wrath. If you are outside of Christ, then whatever your 
hopes for the future, that is what awaits you: Christ 
Himself is warning you to “flee from the wrath to come” 
(Matt. 3:7). Your conscience speaks to you of what 
awaits you after death. Do not dismiss its voice!

How may we escape eternal punishment? Our 
rebellion against God has robbed us of peace of soul 
and true hope. The Lord Jesus Christ is the only Saviour 
for the guilty and hell-deserving. He laid down His 
righteous life at Calvary, bearing the sins of many. 
Before the gospel came to them, the Gentile nations 
dwelt in darkness, “having no hope, and without God 
in the world” (Eph. 2:12). The awful thing is that many 
who are under the preaching of the Word do not appear 
to be any better off. If the Saviour’s 
dying love means nothing to you, 
how great is your darkness!

Sure Hopes
Those who trust in Christ for 
forgiveness with God, repenting 
of their sins, are delivered from 
the damnation they deserve, and 
have “everlasting consolation 
and good hope through grace” 
(2 Thess. 2:16). A covenant God 
has made wonderful promises to 
His people, and in Christ these are “yea”, and “Amen” 
(2 Cor. 1:20): the Saviour has sealed God’s promises 
with His precious blood, and confirmed them by His 
resurrection. The hopes which belong to Christians 
therefore are not vain hopes; like the divine promises 
which encourage them, they will certainly be fulfilled.

Believers have two great hopes, both centred upon 
Christ. The first hope they have is that they will meet 
Christ. Though his ministry was still needed among 
the churches, Paul confessed to having “a desire to 
depart, and to be with Christ” (Phil. 1:21). This would 
be “far better” for him, as it will be for all the saints. 
The second hope believers have (and it is always found 
with the first) is that they will be like Christ. John says 
regarding Christ and His church: “we know that, when 
he shall appear, we shall be like him, for we shall see 
him as he is. And every man that hath this hope in him 
purifieth himself, even as he is pure” (1 John 3:2,3). If 

we have the hope which “maketh not ashamed” (Rom. 
5:5), we should be truly thankful.

Conquered Fears
Believers are favoured with a peace which nothing can 
disturb. “Therefore being justified by faith, we have 
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 
5:1). They are reconciled to God, and will never be 
other than that, yet they do not always enjoy the peace 
of God in their hearts as they would wish: fears may be 
present too. As they walk with the Lord, believers meet 
with strong foes, which at times make them afraid.

Christians dwell in an evil world, yet they should 
not tremble before it. The world opposes our witness, 
but Jesus says, “be of good cheer; I have overcome 
the world” (John 16:33). If you hope to share in His 
triumph, then you should be able to say with the 
Psalmist: “In God have I put my trust: I will not be 
afraid what man can do unto me” (Ps. 56:11).

There is also our flesh, which dwells in us. We 
are right to have no confidence in it, for “the heart is 
deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked” 

(Jer. 17:9). Your old nature will 
never improve, but if you are a new 
creature in Christ, then one day you 
will be conformed to Christ. In all 
your striving against sin, remember 
what is said of our gracious God: 
“he will subdue our iniquities” (Mic. 
7:19).

There is the devil too, our great 
adversary. We are wise to be wary of 
him, for he “walketh about, seeking 
whom he may devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). 
The only way you can resist him 

is, “strong in the Lord, and in the power of his might” 
(Eph. 6:10). With all the Lord’s people, you have this 
encouraging hope: “the God of peace shall bruise Satan 
under your feet shortly” (Rom. 16:20).

Then there is death, our last enemy. We should not 
fear it unduly, for it shall be “destroyed” (1 Cor. 15:26). 
Indeed it has been destroyed for believers already, 
for Christ by His own death drew “the sting of death”, 
which is sin (1 Cor. 15:56). Trusting in Christ, you 
have the comforting hope of a glorious resurrection to 
everlasting life.

The children of God have no reason to fear in the 
end. The more light they have from God’s word, and 
the more they experience of His love, the less is their 
fear. Christ conquered all our enemies by His cross, 
and now He conquers all our fears by His grace. This 
is victory indeed! At the outset of another year, let us 
pray, “Increase our faith” (Luke 17:5).

Hopes and Fears

“Trusting in 
Christ, you have 
the comforting 
hope of a glorious 
resurrection to 
everlasting life.”
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(William Dool Killen [1806-1902] was a minister of 
the Presbyterian Church in Ireland and a professor of 
church history. This piece is adapted from an article in 
the ‘Christian Treasury’ of November 7, 1845.)

“his voice as the sound of many waters” (Revelation 1:15)

Many have supposed that there is an allusion 
here to a large waterfall. The same form of 
expression is, however, found in Psalm 93:4: 

“The Lord on high is mightier than the noise of many 
waters, yea, than the mighty waves of the sea.” The 
apostle’s reference, then, appears to be to the motion 
of the tides. And we can easily conceive why such 
a comparison was suggested by the Spirit to John’s 
mind. He was now an exile in the little isle of Patmos, 
and, possibly, the dashing of the waves against the 
shores of his lonely residence supplied him with many 
a theme for holy meditation. When the Glorious Being 
who walked in the midst of the golden candlesticks 
condescended to address him, it may have been that 
emotions akin to what he had often experienced as he 
passed along the beach, were awakened in his mind. 
By the voice of Christ we are to understand the word 
of His testimony. The voice of the Son of God speaking 
in the Gospel may, for various reasons, be compared to 
the sound of many waters.

1. It is never altogether silent. How many are 
employed, in almost every quarter of the globe, in 
proclaiming the message of mercy! As the noise of the 
seas is created by a multitude of separate waves, so the 
glad tidings of great joy are announced by a multitude 
of individual heralds. And as wave follows wave in 
endless succession, so that, as we approach the shore, 
we always hear the sound of many waters, thus, too, the 
voice of Christ speaking in His Gospel is sustained from 
generation to generation. Ministers are but the trumpets 
of the Lord; and when one passes away, another begins 
to sound; and in this way, from age to age, the message 
of grace is preserved and promulgated.

2. It is addressed to all the ends of the earth. As we 
stand upon the beach, we may have something like 
a community of feeling with the inhabitants of the 
most distant climes; for the waters of the same deep 
wash the shores of all the continents of the globe, and 
speak in the same tones of mystery and magnificence 

to all the sons and daughters of Adam. It may be said 
of the ebbing and flowing tides, as of the other works 
of creation and of providence: “There is no speech nor 
language, where their voice is not heard. Their line is 
gone out through all the earth, and their words to the 
end of the world.” (Ps. 19:3,4) And the love of Christ is 
expansive as the broad ocean, for He sends forth His 
invitations of mercy to every kindred, and people, and 
nation. The inhabitants of the various countries of the 
globe cannot understand each other’s speech, but the 
noise of the seas is a universal language, proclaiming to 
all the power and the majesty of the ever-living Jehovah.

3. It is fitted to inspire us with awe and reverence. 
There is something in the very aspect of the ocean 
which expands and elevates the mind. The shoreless 
sea is the mirror of infinite duration, and as the floods 
lift up their voice, we feel as if they were repeating 
their commission from the High and the Holy One who 
inhabiteth eternity: “The voice of the Lord is upon 
the waters: the God of glory thundereth: the Lord is 
upon many waters. The voice of the Lord is powerful; 
the voice of the Lord is full of majesty.” (Ps. 29:3,4) It 
is thus, too, with the Gospel. There is something very 
grand and imposing in the noise of the sea, when the 
Lord “commandeth, and raiseth the stormy wind, 
which lifteth up the waves thereof” (Ps. 107:25), but 
the still small voice of the Word, when accompanied by 
the Spirit, produces a far deeper and more permanent 
impression. “My flesh trembleth for fear of thee; and I 
am afraid of thy judgments.” (Ps. 119:120)

4. It is disregarded by many. How few, as they pass 
along the beach, ever think of listening to the dashing of 
the waves! Some may mark their various murmurs, and 
their insignificant echoes, and, ascending in thought to 
Him, who formed the seas, and who sendeth the wind out 
of His treasuries, may contemplate with adoring wonder 
the glory of Jehovah; but upon the mass of individuals, the 
noise of the many waters makes no impression. And it is 
thus, too, with the Gospel. Of how many of its ministers 
may it be said as of Ezekiel: “thou art unto them as a 
very lovely song of one that hath a pleasant voice, and 
can play well on an instrument: for they hear thy words, 
but they do them not” (Ezek. 33:32). How many listen 
to the joyful sound, as to a matter in which they have 
no interest – even as to the noise of many waters! How 
many, tragically, make light of the great salvation!

DEVOTIONAL

THE SOUND OF 
MANY WATERS

W. D. Killen



January 20196

Every new year sees a flurry of resolutions 
and promises. Alas, by mid-February, most of 
them have been abandoned. Chapter 22 of our 

Westminster Confession of Faith, entitled ‘Of lawful 
Oaths and Vows’, gives very helpful Biblical advice on 
this important but often neglected subject, which is a 
part of religious worship. “Thou shalt fear the Lord thy 
God; him shalt thou serve, and to him shalt thou cleave, 
and swear by his name.” (Deut. 10:20)

Distinctions
Promises, oaths and vows are related, but they can be 
distinguished, as they are in the Confession.

A Promise
When we speak of a ‘promise’, we are referring to a 
declaration or an assurance made by a person that he 
or she will do some particular thing. Promises tend to 
be made lightly, but if they relate to lawful things then 
they must be kept, which means that they should be 
made with great care.

An Oath
When an oath is taken it has respect to our fellow men, 
and God is invoked as a witness. Oaths are of two types. 
There is an ‘assertory’ oath, in which a person swears 
that what he says is true, as is done in a court of law. 
Then there is a ‘promissory’ oath, in which a person 
swears that he will perform a stated thing; this is used 
in marriage, although we tend to speak of marriage 
vows.

Oaths are necessary because, as a consequence of 
the fall, man by nature is untruthful. In His dealings 
with His people, God condescends to them by using 
an oath. We see this when the Lord confirmed His 
covenant with Abraham on mount Moriah (Gen. 22:15-
18). We note too how in the gospels the Lord Jesus 
Christ often prefaced His statements with the word 
“verily”, and in John’s gospel with “verily, verily”.

A Vow
A vow is a solemn promise, and is similar to a 
promissory oath. The difference is that a vow is always 
made to God (Ps. 50:14), and He is of course a witness 
to it. In a vow we bring ourselves under an added 

obligation to God’s law. Robert Shaw says: “In the law, 
God binds us by his authoritative command; in a vow, 
we bind ourselves by our own voluntary engagement.” 
A vow may be made by one individual, or by many 
together. Covenants made with God are a form of vow.

Questions
Guided by our Confession, we find that there are seven 
questions which should be asked about any promise, 
oath or vow.

1. Is it lawful?
To ask whether something is lawful in terms of Scripture 
is a basic test for everything in the lives we live before 
the face of God. The Confession teaches that a lawful 
oath is when, upon just occasion, “the person swearing 
solemnly calleth God to witness what he asserteth or 
promiseth; and to judge him according to the truth or 
falsehood of what he sweareth” (WCF 22:1). Thus, in 
writing to the Christians at Corinth, Paul called upon 
God as a witness concerning the reason why he had 
not yet come to Corinth (2 Cor. 1:23).

2. Is it sincere?
The third commandment warns us concerning the 
misuse of God’s name: “Thou shalt not take the name 
of the Lord thy God in vain; for the Lord will not hold 
him guiltless that taketh his name in vain” (Exod. 20:7). 
There are occasions when it is proper to swear by God’s 
name, and on such occasions “it is to be used with all 
holy fear and reverence” (WCF 22:2). The Pharisees had 
different levels of promises and oaths. If one swore by 
the temple, it was nothing compared to swearing by the 
gold of the temple; likewise with the altar, and the gift 
upon the altar. Christ rejected this distinction, saying 
that all promises and oaths are ultimately made to God, 
for we cannot swear by any other (Matt. 23:16-22).

3. Is it necessary?
Oaths and vows are a serious business. To make a 
promise and not keep it is to be guilty before God. 
How many parents threaten their children with dire 
consequences for disobedience, yet fail to keep their 
word? This is a form of perjury. How many promises 
are made every week, yet they are forgotten, ignored 

DOCTRINE

PROMISES, OATHS 
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Promises, Oaths and Vows

and excused? This too is perjury. 
The Confession states: “Whosoever 
taketh a solemn oath, ought duly 
to consider the weightiness of 
so solemn an act” (WCF 22:3). It 
gives us guidelines for oaths. A 
person should not assert anything 
but what he is persuaded is true. 
A person should not promise 
anything but what is good and just, 
and believed by him so to be, what he is able to perform, 
and what he is resolved to perform. The Bible records 
rash promises made by individuals, as a warning to 
us not to make promises in haste or in the heat of the 
moment, but rather with great care, and prayer as 
required. We should note Jephthah’s vow (Judg. 11:29-
40) and Herod’s oath (Mark 6:21-26).

4. Is it understood?
We live in a culture where ‘studied ambiguity’ is 
embedded in people’s minds. Equivocation, mental 
reservation and doublespeak are all regarded as a sign 
of cleverness. Statements are made orally and in writing 
that can be taken in different ways, depending upon the 
hearer or reader. This doublespeak has wrought havoc 
with truthfulness. Our Confession adds some further 
qualifications to oaths when it says that an oath “cannot 
oblige to sin”; that a lawful oath “binds to performance, 
although to a man’s own hurt” (Ps. 15:4); and that an 
oath is binding, “although made to heretics or infidels” 
(WCF 22:4). The last point emphasises the need for 
truth and honesty on the part of the one taking an oath, 
irrespective of who the promise is made to.

5. Is it meant?
The Confession states that a vow “ought to be made 
with the like religious care, and to be performed with 
the like faithfulness” as a promissory oath (WCF 22:5). 
We are told in Scripture: “When thou vowest a vow 
unto God, defer not to pay it; for he hath no pleasure in 
fools: pay that which thou hast vowed” (Ecc. 5:4). We 
see that whether a promise is made to God or to man, 
the same commitment is necessary to its performance. 
This is of fundamental importance. It is possible to be 
like the Pharisees, and think that while promises made 
to God are sacred, no sin results if we break promises 
made to our fellow men (Mark 7:11). Yet whether it 
be a vow or an oath or any other promise, it must be 
kept, notwithstanding the circumstances in which it is 
taken, even if they involve difficulty and distress. The 
Psalmist is an example for us here: “I will go into thy 
house with burnt offerings: I will pay thee my vows, 

Which my lips have uttered, and 
my mouth hath spoken, when I was 
in trouble” (Ps. 66:13,14).

6. Is it voluntary?
A vow is to be “made voluntarily, 
out of faith and conscience of duty” 
(WCF 22:6). Indeed all oaths, vows 
and promises must be voluntary in 
order to be acceptable to God. David 

recounts how he willingly made a vow concerning the 
ark of the covenant. “Lord, remember David, and all 
his afflictions: How he sware unto the Lord, and vowed 
unto the mighty God of Jacob; Surely I will not come into 
the tabernacle of my house, nor go up into my bed; I will 
not give sleep to mine eyes, or slumber to mine eyelids, 
Until I find out a place for the Lord, an habitation for the 
mighty God of Jacob.” (Ps. 132:1-5)

7. Is it evangelical?
The final section of this chapter of the Confession 
tells us four significant things about vows, which also 
apply to promises in general. A man may not vow to do 
anything which is: (i) “forbidden in the Word of God”; 
(ii) would “hinder any duty therein commanded”; (iii) 
is “not in his power”; and (iv) “for the performance 
whereof he hath no promise of ability from God” (WCF 
22:7). In the light of these things, our Confession 
condemns “Popish monastical vows of perpetual single 
life, professed poverty, and regular obedience”. These 
are impossible vows: they are not in man’s power to 
maintain, and God has not promised any special ability 
to a particular class of men to enable them to fulfil 
them. We have clear teaching in Scripture concerning 
chastity (Matt. 19:10-12; 1 Cor. 7:1,2; 9:5), poverty 
(Eph. 4:28) and obedience (1 Cor. 7:23). Such vows are 
entanglements, which go against the revealed will of 
God and even nature itself.

Conclusion
Whether it is a promise made to God or to our fellow 
men, we must take the above seven considerations into 
consideration. Our Saviour said: “let your communication 
be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is more than 
these cometh of evil” (Matt. 5:37). In other words, do 
not sin as the Pharisees did, by adding seemingly pious 
but unnecessary oaths to your promises, to back them 
up. Whether it is a promise, an oath, or a vow, let it 
be genuine, and do not actually do less while you are 
pretending to do more. Remember the wise words of 
John Calvin: “unless we abide by our promises, God will 
always be the avenger of fraud and treachery”.

Free Church Witness 7
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culture where 
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(Adapted from ‘Discourse on the Existence and Attributes 
of God’)

“The Lord hath prepared his throne in the heavens; and 
his kingdom ruleth over all” (Psalm 103:19)

The very name of a God includes in it a supremacy, 
and an actual rule. He cannot be conceived as 
God, but he must be considered as the highest 

authority in the world. Wherein can the exercise of his 
excellencies be apparent, but in his sovereign rule? To 
fancy an infinite power without a supreme dominion, 
is to fancy a mighty senseless statue fit to be beheld, 
but not fit to be obeyed, as not being able, or having no 
right, to give out orders, or not caring for the exercise of 
it. God cannot be supposed to be the chief being, but he 
must be supposed to give laws to all, and receive laws 
from none; and if we suppose him with a perfection of 
justice and righteousness (which we must do, unless 
we would make a lame and imperfect God), we must 
suppose him to have an entire dominion, without which 
he could never be able to manifest his justice; and 
without a supreme dominion, he could not manifest 
the supremacy and infiniteness of his righteousness.

A Necessary Dominion
We cannot suppose God as creator, without supposing 
a sovereign dominion in him. No creature can be made 
without some law in its nature; if it had not law, it 
would be created to no purpose, to no regular end. 
It would be utterly unbecoming an infinite wisdom 
to create a lawless creature, a creature wholly vain, 
much less can a rational creature be made without a 
law. If you could suppose rational creatures without 
a law, you might suppose that they might blaspheme 
their Creator and murder their fellow-creatures, and 
commit the most abominable villainies destructive to 
human society without sin; for, “where no law is, there 
is no transgression” (Rom. 4:15). But those things are 
accounted sins by all mankind, and sins against the 
supreme being, so that a dominion and the exercise of it 
is so fast linked to God, so entirely in him, that it cannot 
be imagined that a rational creature can be made by 
him without a stamp and mark of that dominion in his 
very nature and frame.

A Natural Dominion
It is such a dominion as cannot be renounced by God 

himself. It is so intrinsic and belonging naturally to 
him, so inlaid in the nature of God, that he cannot strip 
himself of it, nor of the exercise of it, while any creature 
remains. It is preserved by him, for it could not subsist 
of itself; it is governed by him, it could not else answer 
its end. It is impossible there can be a creature which 
hath not God for its Lord. Christ himself, though in 
regard of his Deity equal with God, yet in regard of 
his created state, and assuming our nature, was God’s 
servant, was governed by him in the whole of his 
office, acted according to his command and directions; 
God calls him his servant (Isa. 42:1). And Christ, in 
that prophetic psalm of him, calls God his Lord: “my 
soul, thou hast said unto the Lord, Thou art my Lord” 
(Ps. 16:2). It was impossible it should be otherwise. 
Justice had been so far from being satisfied, that it had 
been highly enraged, if the order of things in the due 
subjection to God had been broken, and his terms had 
not been complied with. It would be a judgment upon 
the world, if God should give up the government to any 
else.

A Unique Dominion
It is a dominion so inseparable from God that it cannot 
be communicated to any creature. No creature is able 
to exercise it. No creature can impose laws upon the 
consciences of men; man knows not the inlets into 
the soul, his pen cannot reach the inwards of man. 
What laws he hath power to propose to conscience, 
he cannot see executed. Because every creature 
lacks omniscience, he is not able to perceive all those 
breaches of the law, which may be committed at the 
same time in so many cities, in so many chambers. 
Or suppose an angel, in regard of the height of his 
standing, and the insufficiency of walls, and darkness, 
and distance to obstruct his view, can behold men’s 
actions, yet he cannot know the internal acts of men’s 
minds and wills without some outward appearance 
of them. And if he be ignorant of them, how can he 
execute his laws? If he only understand the outward 
fact without the inward thought, how can he dispense 
a justice proportionable to the crime? Besides, no 
creature can inflict a due punishment for sin. That 
which is due to sin, is a loss of the vision and sight of 
God; but none can deprive any of that but God himself; 
nor can a creature reward another with eternal life, 
which consists in communion with God, which none 
but God can bestow.

DOCTRINE

THE DOMINION OF GOD
Stephen Charnock
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(Adapted from a sermon preached in Snizort on New 
Year’s Day 2018.)

“Yea they spake against God; they said, Can God furnish 
a table in the wilderness?” (Psalm 78:19)

T his Psalm of Asaph has as its theme the history 
of the children of Israel and God’s dealings with 
them. The Psalmist's concern is that following 

generations might not be ignorant of Israel’s history 
(v.6). However, what he writes is no mere history lesson; 
he is also concerned that those who read his words 
should learn from them, and set their hope in God (v.7). 
His desire is that they might not repeat the mistakes of 
those who went before them (v.8).

The first eight verses set the theme, followed by 
over sixty verses recounting the history of Israel from 
the exodus to the elevation of David to the throne. In all 
of that history there are two dominant themes. Firstly, 
the consistent, faithful goodness of God; and secondly, 
Israel’s continued tendency to resist and rebel. In that 
context we find the words of verse 19.

1. These are Words of Contemptuous Unbelief
In the wilderness the children of Israel looked ahead, 
not with hope and confidence in the Lord, but full of 
unbelief. In their view, the answer to the question 
regarding God’s power to provide was a resounding, 
No! God could not furnish a table in the wilderness. 
They limited God’s power and care. They knew He had 
promised to provide for them, but did not believe that 
He would, and could not hide their contempt for Him.

As we begin a new year, is there a spirit of unbelief 
lurking in our hearts? Are we doubting God’s power 
and grace as we look ahead? We can be certain that 
Satan will do his best to encourage such unbelief, and 
make us think of the Lord as weak and ineffective. That 
was his strategy with Israel, and it is still his strategy.

2. These are Words of Bitter Discontent
From the complaint of the children of Israel, we 
might conclude that they had been abandoned in the 
wilderness. That was far from true. Had the Lord not 
sent them manna? Yes, He had, but remember how 
discontented they were with the manna. They wanted 
a more varied diet and spoke longingly of the food in 
Egypt, completely forgetting their miserable plight 
there as slaves. When a spirit of discontent comes 

in, we remember what we want to remember, and 
conveniently forget what it does not suit us to recall.

In verse 20 there is a grudging acknowledgement 
that the Lord had brought water from the rock, but it is 
as though they were saying that, all things considered, 
it was not such a great miracle after all. Water comes 
from the ground, but can God provide “flesh for his 
people”? If He is able to do so, why does He not do 
it? Even the words “his people” have a sharp edge to 
them. They were saying in effect that, if God claimed to 
be their God, why were things not more to their liking? 
There is a sarcastic, bitter edge to their complaint.

How short their memories were! God had 
constantly provided for them, furnishing them with 
ample evidence of His love and care. Yet, as Spurgeon 
said, “They who will not be content will speak against 
providence even when it is daily loaded with benefits”.

Let us beware of a grumbling spirit; a spirit that 
slanders God and is discontented with His provision. 
Are we prone to murmur in our discontent, “Can God 
furnish a table in the wilderness?” That is exactly 
what happened in Eden. The enemy fostered in Eve’s 
heart a spirit of discontent, implying that the Lord had 
somehow deprived our first parents, keeping from 
them the fruit of one of the trees in the garden. Satan 
was suggesting that God was unkind and uncaring, and 
soon Eve began to agree, with fearful consequences. 

3. These can be Words of Struggling Faith
Perhaps this new year there are questions and fears 
in your heart regarding the future. There are concerns 
over family, health, and so on, and, like the man in the 
gospel, you are crying out, “Lord, I believe; help thou 
mine unbelief” (Mark 9:24). This chapter is full of 
encouragement for you. 

Can God provide for our needs? Look at verses 24 to 
26: He could and did furnish a table in the wilderness. 
Can He guard and keep us? Read verses 52 to 54 and 
find the answer. Can He advance His own cause in this 
coming year? The psalm closes with David raised up as 
king, and we have a greater King than David, the Lord 
Jesus Christ, to whom all power has been given.

Unbelief asks if the Lord can furnish a table, but 
faith replies:

“My table thou hast furnished
     in presence of my foes;
  My head thou dost with oil anoint,
     and my cup overflows.” (Metrical Psalm 23:5)

PRACTICAL RELIGION

A TABLE IN THE WILDERNESS
Rev. Murdo A. N. Macleod
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PRACTICAL RELIGION

“And there sat in a window a certain young man named 
Eutychus, being fallen into a deep sleep: and as Paul was 
long preaching, he sunk down with sleep, and fell down 
from the third loft, and was taken up dead.” (Acts 20:9)

This event was not too trivial to be recorded in 
Scripture, and we can all learn from it. Eutychus 
has not been unique, although a remarkable 

result followed in his case. Consider the circumstances:

1. It was a long sermon
Paul continued preaching until midnight. It was his 
last Lord’s Day in Troas. On his previous visit he had 
a vision in which he saw “a man of Macedonia”, and 
left Troas to preach the gospel in that region (Acts 
16:8-10). There was now a church in Troas, and no 
doubt Paul recounted to them the great things that 
had happened in Greece, and elsewhere in Europe. As 
he did so, perhaps the congregation said to him, “Go 
on!”, but it was too much for Eutychus. Sermons can 
go on too long. “Stop when you are done...before the 
audience is done!” is generally good advice, but this 
was the apostle Paul! The ventilation in the room was 
probably poor, for there were “many lights” burning 
(v.8), using up the oxygen. The people needed air too! 
As there were no seats left, Eutychus sat in a window 
in the loft. Perhaps he had come to the service late.

2. He was a young man
It seems that the old could stay awake, but young 
Eutychus could not. We wonder why? Was he exhausted 
by hard work? Was he a slave? Sometimes, “the spirit 
indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matt. 26:41).

Many young people spend ‘Sunday’ morning in bed, 
recovering from Saturday evening. Saturday should 
not be allowed to exhaust us for the Sabbath, when 
our noblest faculties are required. Recreation is a good 
thing if it makes us fit, but not if it makes us unfit.

Some do not sleep in church, because they are not 
in church; they are sleeping somewhere else! Eutychus 
was in church, but he was gradually falling asleep. 
It is possible for any of us to go to sleep spiritually – 
something we must guard against. “Therefore we ought 
to give the more earnest heed to the things which we 
have heard, lest at any time we should let them slip.” 
(Heb. 2:1) Eutychus had a terrible awakening, and is a 
warning to us. “Therefore let us not sleep, as do others; 
but let us watch and be sober.” (1 Thess. 5:6)

3. It was Paul who was preaching
Eutychus was listening to the best of preachers, yet he 
still fell asleep. This shows us that the preacher cannot 
always be blamed for listlessness. Did Eutychus come 
to church without expectation? Was he impatient to 
get away and do something else? Was Paul not exciting 
enough for him? Was there too much preaching, and 
not enough singing? There can be prejudice against a 
preacher because of his message, but we are sure that 
the spiritual people heard Paul gladly, and treasured 
his words. Jonah was fast asleep in the ship, and was in 
danger. Are you like that?

The lessons for Eutychus and for us
Consider the lessons to be learned from this event:

1) Eutychus would look back to that day with a 
sense of shame. How he had wasted his opportunity to 
hear the gospel! We must not repeat his mistake.

2) We do not know what Paul’s text or subject 
was on this occasion, but he would later write these 
appropriate words to the church in Rome: “it is high 
time to awake out of sleep” (Rom. 13:11).

3) After this incident, the congregation had a 
memorable illustration, and a miracle of God’s power, 
to encourage them to stay awake. No one else slept in 
church now!

4) When he returned, Eutychus talked with the 
other worshippers until dawn. We believe that he was 
a changed man. The world of mankind is in darkness, 
“Watchman, what of the night?” (Isa. 21:11), yet “the 
Sun of righteousness”” has arisen upon His people 
with healing in His wings (Mal. 4:2).

5) The attitude of many to spiritual things is one 
of sleepiness. They may not deny the truth, but there 
is an indifference to it. The preacher cannot awaken 
them, nor do the providences of illness, bereavement 
or impending death. Sleep-walking prevails.

6) The Lord alone can give life and light (John 1:4), 
awakening men spiritually. If He does not, then death 
will awaken them to reality (Luke 16:22,23). We shall 
hear either, “Well done, good and faithful servant” 
(Matt. 25:23), or, “Thou fool” (Luke 12:20).

Eutychus was not aware of his condition, that he 
was drifting into deep sleep – otherwise he would 
have realised his danger and taken action. Are you 
alert and attentive? Remember, if you sleepily fall 
down, the apostle Paul will not be there to awaken 
you this time.

THE MAN WHO SLEPT UNDER A SERMON
Rev. James Clark
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(Adapted, with kind permission, from Douglas A. 
Sweeney, ‘Jonathan Edwards and the Ministry of the 
Word: A Model of Faith and Life’.)

The famous American minister and theologian 
Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) died well 
during a time in church history when faithful, 

hopeful, loving deaths were much more important, 
conspicuous and inspiring than they usually are today. 
His ministerial colleagues discerned that he should 
become the third president of the College of New 
Jersey (later Princeton University). Edwards “girded 
up his loins”, as a friend said, “and set off”, leaving his 
home in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, early in January 
of 1758. He left his wife and children behind, intending 
to move them in the spring. Edwards was installed in 
the president’s chair on 16th February, 1758. Things 
seemed to be going smoothly.

Inoculation
No sooner had he settled into a regular routine than 
Edwards chose to set a good example and receive an 
inoculation. Smallpox was threatening the region, and 
many were fearing that they would die. Before the rise of 
modern medicine, ministers usually had to take the lead 
in showing support for doctors and their therapeutic 
methods, which had not yet been perfected. Edwards 
underwent the procedure on 23rd February. His 
physician was a friend, William Shippen of Philadelphia. 
Edwards seemed to respond well to his vaccine at first. 
However, several days later, he caught a terrible fever 
and began to feel some swellings in his throat. Soon 
Edwards could not eat, drink, or take medicine. His body 
shrivelled away over the course of the next few weeks.”

Deathbed
In Edwards’ world, people usually died at home, 
spending their final days surrounded by friends and 
family. Evangelicals thought intently about the way 
that they should die. Deathbed scenes were public 
spectacles, remembered for posterity. They testified 
to the Christian faith and character of the deceased. 
Shippen wrote a letter to Edwards’ wife, Sarah, who 
was still living in Stockbridge, in which he recorded 
words which Edwards spoke to one of his daughters 
(who had gone with him to Princeton) as he lay dying:

“Dear Lucy, it seems to me to be the Will of God that I 
must shortly leave you, & therefore give my kindest Love 
to my dear Wife & tell her, that the uncommon Union 
that has so long subsisted between us has been of such a 
Nature as I trust is Spiritual and therefore will continue 

forever: and I hope she will be supported under so great 
a trial & submit cheerfully to the Will of God; And as to 
my Children, you are now like to be left Fatherless, which 
I hope will be an Inducement to you all to seek a Father 
who will never fail you; & as to my Funeral, I would have 
it to be like unto Mr. Burrs, and any additional Sum of 
Money that might be expected to be laid out that way, I 
would have it disposed of to charitable uses.”

Funeral Arrangements
Aaron Burr (Edwards’ son-in-law) had “order’d...that 
his funeral should not be attended with that pomp and 
cost” so typical of the region’s self-important. He asked 
that “nothing” be spent “but what was agreeable to the 
dictates of Christian decency”, and that the sum of “a 
modish funeral, over and above the necessary cost of a 
decent one, should be given to the poor, out of his estate”. 
Edwards ordered the same thing, preferring to aid the 
poor and needy rather than go to his grave in style.

As to the manner of his death, Shippen assured Mrs 
Edwards of her husband’s perseverance in the faith that 
he professed: “never did any Mortal Man more fully & 
clearly evidence the Sincerity of all his Profession, by 
one continued universal calm, cheerful resignation & 
patient submission to the Divine Will through every 
Stage of his Disease than he, not so much as one 
discontented Expression nor the least appearance of 
murmuring through the whole – and never did any 
Person expire with more perfect freedom from pain, 
not so much as one distorted hair, but in the most 
proper sense of the Words, he really fell asleep – for 
Death had certainly lost its Sting, as to him.”

Last Words
Another added the following note, recording Edwards’ 
final words. “Just at the close of his life, as some 
persons, who stood by, and expected he would breath 
his last in a few minutes, were lamenting his death not 
only as a great frown on the college, but as having a 
dark aspect on the interest of religion in general; to 
their surprise, not imagining that he heard, or would 
ever speak another word, he said, ‘TRUST IN GOD, AND 
YE NEED NOT FEAR’.”

On March 22nd, 1758, Edwards died, asking his 
loved ones to prepare themselves to follow him to 
heaven. The hope that Edwards professed is the reason 
he did not want a lavish, stylish funeral. It is the reason 
he could ask his wife to give herself to God in the midst 
of her affliction. It is the reason he could tell those 
gathered around his deathbed to trust God in faith that 
he is sovereign over the future. He did go out in style – 
the style of those who know the Lord. Let us pray that 
God will help us leave this world the same way.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO DIE WELL?

Free Church Witness 11
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Ruby Jubilee of Rev. John MacLeod

The Free Church (Continuing) congregation of 
Tarbat in Easter Ross, with friends from as far 
as Lewis, Skye, Lochalsh, Assynt, Inverness, 

West Lothian and Fife, gathered in the Carnegie Hall, 
Portmahomack, on 23rd November 2018, to mark the 
40th anniversary of the induction of Rev. John MacLeod 
to the charge.

After a short service conducted by Rev. Graeme 
Craig, Stornoway, an anniversary cake was cut by Mr 
and Mrs MacLeod. Following tea and speeches by 
colleagues and friends, Ethan MacLeod presented Mr 
MacLeod with a handsome Gladstone bag and Felicity 
MacLeod presented Mrs MacLeod with a bouquet of 
flowers, whilst Kenny-Iain and Bethany MacLeod, and 
Ellie-Joy and Charles Keir Phiri presented her with a 
Royal Doulton figurine.

Mr MacLeod spoke suitably, expressing thanks for 
the gifts received, and the evening was brought to a 
close with the joyous singing of the closing verses of 
Psalm 72.

As those who had gathered were leaving the hall 
Murdo, youngest of the nine children of Mr and Mrs 
MacLeod, played a new pipe-tune composed by him to 
mark the occasion and suitably entitled “40 Years in 
the Port”.

CHURCH NEWS

Rev. John MacLeod receiving a 
presentation from Ethan MacLeod

Mrs Joy MacLeod receiving a 
presentation from Felicity MacLeod
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Central Building Fund – Grant Payments 
(Mr Murray Mackay)

Further to a review of the workings of the Central 
Building Fund by the Finance & Sustentation 
Committee in 2018, the Committee brought a 

proposal to the General Assembly in May 2018 to 
revise the operation of the Fund; the proposal was 
accepted and is now being implemented.

The new guidelines for the Fund enable the 
Committee to review the ring-fenced funds collected 
and make grant payments to any congregation which 
has an existing mortgage on a manse or church 
building – based on the funds available. The result 
of this is that the cost of borrowing will be reduced 
as interest payments are minimised, and more 
importantly, it provides a structured and equitable 
way for the whole Church to support individual 
congregations. As detailed in the Committee’s report 
to the 2018 General Assembly, using the Fund in 
this way will save on unnecessary expenditure and 
maximise the resources that the Lord has given us as 
a Church.
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Church News

Further to this decision, the Committee at its 
ordinary meeting on 2 October 2018 agreed to make 
payments of £7,000 to each of the congregations 
of Aberdeen, Bracadale & Duirinish, Duthil-Dores, 
Edinburgh, North Uist & Grimsay, Partick and Portree 
– a total grant payment of £49,000.

The Committee wish to thank all those individuals 
who have contributed so generously to the Lord’s 
cause via the Fund in the past and wish to commend 
the Fund to every congregation of our denomination.

If you would like to make a donation to the Central 
Building Fund then please get in touch with the 
General Treasurer (contact details are on the inside 
rear cover).

Australia: Hostility Rises 
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)

Australia does not have a positive right to 
religious freedom. Rather, religious freedom 
exists in negative terms, through exemptions 

in anti-discrimination law. In December 2017 
the Australian parliament voted to legalise same-
sex marriage. This triggered a debate on religious 
freedom which is exposing and fuelling anti-Christian 
hostility. This month, Christians Luke and Carla Burrell 
announced that after 12 years of successful business, 
White magazine would cease publication. The popular 
bridal magazine became economically non-viable 
after LGBTQ activists – who had realised that the 
magazine did not feature same-sex couples – launched 
an aggressive campaign that drove off advertisers, 
frightened staff and included threats of physical harm 
(including a threat to torch the Burrell’s home). Since 
its founding in September 2016, the Australia Christian 

Lobby’s Human Rights Law Alliance has been involved 
in some 50 cases of Christians being subjected to 
‘lawfare’ simply for exercising their faith. Please pray 
that the Australian Church will grow in faith, wisdom, 
boldness and grace as hostility rises and as religious 
liberty faces challenges.

Thought for the New Year

“Eternity is a business of the greatest weight. 
It is that in which we, and the world itself 
too, will together be swallowed up. The 

great glass of time for the world’s duration was set up 
in the beginning, Gen. i. It is not to be turned for this 
world, but when it runs out, the world ends: and we 
may be sure it is towards the end by this time. Now 
the happiness of the other world is too great for us 
to be indifferent about it, and to be cheated out of it 
by Satan and our vain hearts. The misery of the other 
world is too great a burden to be easy about, while we 
are not secured against it. The punishment of loss, and 
the punishment of sense, are things which require our 
utmost care and concern to escape.”
Thomas Boston

Leave a Legacy
Please prayerfully consider the ongoing work 
of the gospel by leaving a legacy to the Church. 
A helpful information leaflet is available on 
request. Ask your local treasurer for a copy or 
email:
generaltreasurer@fccontinuing.org
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COMMENT
IS CHRISTIANITY ANTI-SEMITIC?

Jewish Misunderstanding of the New 
Testament

The European Jewish Congress (EJC) has stated 
that certain passages in the New Testament 
and the Koran can be seen as anti-Semitic, 

and should therefore be accompanied with “trigger 
warnings”. This argument is flawed. First, the Bible and 
the Koran are not in the same category: the Bible is the 
inspired Word of God, while the Koran is an imposture. 
Second, the Congress has unwisely returned to the 
old mantra, “blame the Jews for the death of Jesus”, 
to support its argument. Third, the implication is that 
anti-Semitism can be reduced by a device such as this, 
yet Bible-believing Christians have always abhorred 
hatred of Jews.

We should not cave in to the ECJ’s demand, in 
the hope that this will demonstrate that we are not 
anti-Semitic. The solution to the problem is twofold. 
Firstly, in relation to the Koran, we must expose 
it for what it is – a libel upon everyone who is not 
Muslim. Secondly, regarding the New Testament, we 
need to explain what it actually teaches, as opposed 
to the assumption made by Jewish leaders that anti-
Semitism is endemic to it.

The New Testament clearly teaches that it was the 
Romans who arrested and crucified Christ, while it was 
the Jews who rejected him. More significant, Herod, 
Pilate, the Gentiles and Israel are all listed in Acts 4:27 
as involved in the rejection and crucifixion of Christ. 
Furthermore, the rejection of the gospel by the Jews 
was the very means by which it came to the Gentiles. 
That is not the final outcome however, because there 
is the expectation that in time the Jews will come to 
believe the gospel (Rom. 11:12,15,26).

With increasing anti-Semitism in Britain and Europe, 
there is a growing concern amongst Jewish people that 
they will once again be subject to persecution. It will 
not come from Christians though. Our Directory for the 
Public Worship of God says that we are to pray, among 
other things, “for the propagation of the gospel and 
kingdom of Christ to all nations; for the conversion of 
the Jews, the fulness of the Gentiles, the fall of Antichrist, 
and the hastening of the second coming of our Lord; 
for the deliverance of the distressed churches abroad 
from the tyranny of the antichristian faction, and from 
the cruel oppressions and blasphemies of the Turk [i.e. 
Islam]”. May God enable us to love the Jews and bring 
the gospel to them – and to all others who are without 
Christ and his salvation.

PILATE’S RING

Archaeology confirms the Bible’s accuracy

According to an article on The Telegraph website 
at the end of November, Greek lettering on an 
ancient ring discovered fifty years ago at a site in 

Israel has now been analysed, and it spells out ‘Pilatus’. 
The story behind the ring is a fascinating one. In the 
late 1960s, a group of archaeologists led by Professor 
Gideon Foster were carrying out an excavation at 
Herodian, a fortress built by king Herod in the desert 
near Bethlehem. Among the hundreds of items found 
were glass objects, pottery, coins dating from the First 
Jewish Revolt, iron arrowheads and a bronze ring.

Having been overlooked since then, the ring 
was recently handed over to a team of researchers 
presently working on the site. Intense cleaning, 
followed by photography using a special camera, 
revealed the ring’s secret. Two possibilities regarding 
the inscription are being explored. Either the ring 
actually belonged to Pontius Pilate, or it was used by 
a member of Pilate’s court to sign documents in his 
name. The latter seems the more likely. Pilate was 
prefect or governor of the Roman province of Judaea 
under the Emperor Tiberius, from around AD 26 to 36, 
during which period he presided at Christ’s trial and 
gave the order for his crucifixion. Danny Schwartz, a 
professor of Jewish history, told Haaretz newspaper: 
“I don’t know of any other Pilatus from the period and 
the ring shows he was a person of stature and wealth.”

Why does this discovery matter? The inscription 
provides yet another challenge to those who are sceptical 
of the Scriptural record of events which occurred during 
the time of Christ. For several centuries, liberals and 
other critics have made many attacks on the historicity 
of the Scriptures. Just as frequently, archaeology has 
unearthed evidence of the Bible’s accuracy. We can see 
the hand of the Lord in this, confounding those who 
scoff at the Christian faith and leaving them even more 
“without excuse” for their unbelief (Rom. 1:20).

We should not think that this evidence, any more 
than other evidences, whether archaeological, 
geological, astronomical or whatever, will of itself 
turn sceptics into true believers. Only the Scriptures 
themselves, blessed by the Holy Spirit working grace in 
the heart, can convince a man of his sin and enlighten 
his mind in the knowledge of the Saviour Jesus Christ. 
Evidences of this kind are an encouragement to the 
Lord’s people however, providing them with even 
further confirmation of “those things which are most 
surely believed among us” (Luke 1:1).
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THE SYNOD OF DORT (2)

Rev. Trevor Kirkland

(The final part of a paper delivered at the Free Church 
School in Theology in September, commemorating the 
400th anniversary of the Synod of Dort. It has been 
adapted slightly.)

4. The Teaching of the Canons

The Canons of Dort are divided into Heads of 
Doctrine, each of which is further divided 
into several articles that develop and explain 

Reformed teaching on that point. The Canons conclude 
with a Rejection of errors, which answers specific 
Arminian claims. The Heads, with their main subjects, 
are as follows:

1st Head – Election and Reprobation
Arminianism teaches conditional election on the 

basis of foreseen faith. In this theology, faith itself 
becomes a good work required of us. By contrast, the 
Canons teach that election depends only upon God’s 
good pleasure. Faith is God’s gift to the elect, and thus 
God is sovereign in every part of salvation.

2nd Head – Christ’s Redeeming Work
The second head deals with the extent of Christ’s 

atonement. The Arminians insisted that Christ died for 
all the sins of all people. They wanted to say to everyone, 
“Christ died for you”. However, if that is so, then why 
are not all people saved? The Arminians replied, “You 
must believe”. However, this raises the question, Is 
unbelief a sin? Essentially Arminianism makes Christ a 
potential Saviour, not a complete Saviour. The focus of 
the Canons was not so much on limited atonement as 
upon the effectiveness of the atonement. Christ did not 
die to make salvation possible, but actual.

3rd and 4th Heads – Sin and Conversion
The Synod combined the 3rd and 4th Heads, 

because the Arminians appeared to teach total 
depravity. Only in combination with the 4th Head is it 
clear that the Arminian teaching of the resistibility of 
grace undermines the doctrine of total depravity. The 
Canons stress the lostness and blindness of fallen man, 
hence the necessity of irresistible grace to conquer, 
regenerate and enliven the hearts of sinners.

5th Head – Perseverance
The Arminians taught the possibility of falling from 

grace and losing eternal life. The Canons insist that 
God preserves his elect, such that they persevere in 
grace and faith to the end.

Fred Klooster draws attention to an aspect that is 
rarely noticed. The States-General desired to maintain 
the ‘public legitimacy’ of the Synod’s proceedings. The 

consequence was, as Klooster says, that “although the 
binding character of the creeds was involved, and the 
Arminians were first opposed in Holland because of 
their alleged infidelity to the Reformed Creeds to which 
they voluntarily subscribed...the Synod of Dort would 
judge the issues solely from Scripture...the Arminians 
were not to be judged by any human writings. They 
were to be judged by the criteria of the Word of God...”. 
[emphasis ours]

This is why there is almost no reference in the 
Canons to the existing Creeds or to the views of 
theologians. The Synod debated the meaning of the 
Scripture passages to which Arminians appealed. As 
an international Reformed gathering, it produced a 
settled view as to what the Scripture taught in each of 
the five points made by the Arminians.

5. The Aftermath 
Much has been written of a persecuting Synod. Michael 
Dewar, in an article on the Synod of Dort published in the 
magazine Churchman in 1992, wrote of “the tragedy of 
1618”. By contrast, Peter De Jong states: “Confessionally 
the Reformed Faith triumphed. The Church could be in 
practice what it claimed to be – without equivocation. 
Dort secured what they had suffered for.”

The Achievements of Dort
The Synod’s achievements were in four areas:

1. Doctrine
The Canons crystallised what it meant to be a 

Calvinist. Those who read the Canons and dismiss 
them as obsessed with predestination, simply because 
of the 1st Head of doctrine, overlook a central fact. 
The order of the Canons merely follows the order of 
the arguments of the Remonstrants. The Canons are a 
point-by-point refutation of the Arminians’ own case. 
The Canons merely define what a Calvinist is.

2. Bible Translation
It is rarely noted that the first item on the agenda 

of the Synod was not Arminianism, but the matter of 
a new translation of the Bible in the Dutch language. 
This was the main item from 19th to 27th November 
1618. It was Bogerman, the President of the Synod, 
who introduced it, pleading for a good translation. The 
eventual result was the Staten Bible of 1637.

3. Preaching
The Synod considered the subject of preaching 

under two heads. First, preaching according to the 
Catechism, and second, instruction given to children 
and youth according to the Catechism.

William Cunningham pointed out what he 
termed “the fundamental characteristic principle of 
Arminianism, – that which Arminianism either is, or has 
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a strong and constant tendency to become”. He said that 
Arminianism is “a scheme for dividing or partitioning 
the salvation of sinners between God and sinners 
themselves, instead of ascribing it wholly, as the Bible 
does, to the sovereign grace of God”. A doctrinal position 
is bound to be reflected in preaching. De Jong says that 
“this radical contrast gave rise to two divergent types of 
preaching within the Reformed Church”.

The Canons, both directly and indirectly, prescribed 
what the Synod deemed to be sound Biblical 
proclamation. Thus the Arminian presentation of 
the gospel was judged to be unbiblical and therefore 
illegitimate in any Reformed pulpit.

4. The Lord’s Day
The Synod was concerned to express the 

observance of the Christian Sabbath as expressive of 
the 4th Commandment. In six points they established 
the continuing obligation for Christians.

1. There is in the 4th commandment a ceremonial 
and moral element.

2. The ceremonial element is the rest of the seventh 
day after creation, and the strict observance of that 
day imposed especially on the Jewish people.

3. The moral element consists in the fact that a 
certain definite day is set aside for worship, and so 
much rest as is needful for worship and hallowed 
meditation.

4. The Sabbath of the Jews has been abolished, and 
the day of the Lord must be solemnly hallowed by 
Christians.

5. Since the times of the Apostles this day has always 
been observed.

6. This day must be consecrated to worship, that on 
that day we rest from all servile works, except those of 
charity and what present necessity requires, and also 
from all such recreations as interfere with worship.

The British Delegation
The following should be noted regarding the 
delegates who came to the Synod from Britain. They 
were Episcopalian and not Presbyterian. They were 
Protestant and Calvinist, but not Puritan. On their 
return, James VI and I rewarded them with various 
honours. Thus John Davenant was made Bishop of 
Salisbury, and Samuel Ward was appointed Lady 
Margaret Professor of Divinity at Cambridge. However 
the tide was turning against these men. Laudianism, the 
movement taking the Church of England in an Arminian 
direction, headed by Archbishop William Laud, would 
become all the rage. Bishop Joseph Hall, like the rest, 
became a minority among the new Anglicans.

The Impact upon Scotland
G. D. Henderson gives extensive evidence for the 
awareness on the part of Scots to the movements of 
thought in Holland. The Church of Scotland rejected 
the one Scot James sent to the Synod, since he was not 
a minister of the Church of Scotland but a priest in the 
Church of England. Despite that, there was never for 
a moment any hesitation in Scotland about accepting 
the decisions of Dort. Henderson notes that the Scots 
rated it so highly that “it was regarded as satisfactory 
defence of any procedure to show that it had been 
followed at the Synod of Dort”.

This is amply demonstrated. Robert Baillie, James 
Durham and George Gillespie all cite the Synod in their 
arguments. The Canons were regarded as a suitable test 
of orthodoxy in Scotland. Thus, in 1638, James Affleck 
was ordered by the General Assembly to subscribe to 
the Acts of the Synod of Dort or be deposed.

Conclusion
Robert Godfrey writes: “For many Christians today, 
the teachings of the Canons of Dort seem narrow 
and irrelevant. In a world where many reject Christ 
altogether and where Christian cooperation in 
missions and cultural endeavours seems so important, 
some Christians think that we can ignore or at least 
marginalize such theological concerns. Such a position 
appeals to many. But is it right? The Canons of Dort 
proclaim a God-centred, Christ-centred religion that 
is more needed today than in the seventeenth century. 
God’s sovereignty and Christ’s perfect atonement are 
our only hope and confidence. Truly, the Synod of Dort 
preserved the Reformation. Luther had said that he 
would rather have his salvation in God’s hands than in 
his own. Dort reiterated and clarified that truth. Christ 
alone and grace alone indeed. Here is something truly 
to celebrate.”
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have been a connection between God’s speaking of 
His mind orally to His people and His speaking of 
His mind visually through the sacrificial system to 
His people. “Prophetic proclamation and priestly 
activities”, he says, “most probably combined to teach 
and instruct the people, leading them from the visible 
symbols in the Sabbath and the sacrificial system to 
consider ‘the sufferings of Christ and the glories that 
would follow’ (1 Pet. 1:11).”

This commentary is helpfully thorough. As an 
expert on the Hebrew text, Professor Harman brings 
out nuances that might otherwise be missed. It is 
also well researched, as is evidenced by numerous 
footnotes and by a very full subject index. It will be 
particularly helpful for those doing a study of the 
book of Exodus as part of their private devotions, 
and there are very useful Study Questions at the end 
of every chapter which help us to carry out such an 
exercise. But for those wishing to do a more detailed 
study of Exodus they should maybe supplement their 
reading of this commentary with the reading of other 
reformed literature such as Biblical Theology by 
Geerhardus Vos.

I have pleasure in commending this commentary 
to our readers.
Rev. John Macleod (retired)

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

Exodus: God’s Kingdom of Priests
Allan M. Harman, Christian Focus Publications, 
pbk, 420pp, £12.99

This is a verse by verse commentary on the book 
of Exodus, the contents of which are dealt with 
in a six-fold pattern, as follows:

Part 1, Redemption from Egypt, 1:1-15:21
Part 2, The Journey to Mt Sinai, 15:22-18:27
Part 3, The Covenant at Sinai, 19:1-24:18
Part 4, Instructions regarding the Tent of Meeting 

(Tabernacle), 25:1-31:18
Part 5, Rebellion and Restoration, 32:1-34:35
Part 6, Building the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle), 

35:1-40:38.
God’s sovereign intervention to save Israel from 

the oppression of Egypt by the hand of Moses and to 
bring them into a gracious covenant relationship with 
Himself is shown to be illustrative of the redemption 
of sinners by the Messiah from servitude to sin, a 
theme which runs as a thread through the whole of 
Scripture.

Throughout the commentary emphasis is placed 
on the theme of God’s presence and gracious identity 
with His covenant people; this being particularly 
displayed in the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle) and 
the glory that was over it. Professor Harman writes 
of the communication between God and His people 
as follows: “The Tent (Tabernacle) was a continuation 
of the Sinai experience for there were three distinct 
zones in operation. The most holy zone was where 
Moses met God on the top of the mountain. The next, 
a lower zone, was an area into which only Moses with 
the elders could enter. Finally the people as a whole 
could assemble at the base of the mountain, and the 
altar was built there. The Tent of Meeting replicated 
that three-fold pattern: the Most Holy Place, the Holy 
Place and the outer courtyard where the people could 
sacrifice at the altar.”

A significant feature of Exodus is the relationship 
between the Sabbath and the sanctuary, the Sabbath 
being the weekly acknowledgement of the people’s 
commitment to the Lord, and also the day for the 
major worship activities of Israel. Another significant 
feature is the sacrificial system by which God 
communicated His mind visually to the Israelites. 
Professor Harman acknowledges that there must 

BOOK
REVIEWS



January 201918 January 201918

the ‘five solas’, 
in contrast to 
the current 
a c a d e m i c 
tendencies to 
sub-division.

One welcome 
feature of the 
book is the 
emphasis on 
names from Italy, 
a country often 
neglected when 
the story of the 
R e f o r m a t i o n 
is told. Peter 
Martyr Vermigli, 
for example, was 
called by Calvin 
“the miracle of Italy”, and was already distinguished 
as a theologian before he embraced the doctrines 
of Protestantism. Having fled persecution, he used 
his immense gifts in promoting Protestantism in 
Strasbourg, in a professorial chair at Oxford, and 
latterly at Zurich. The clear Protestant core of his 
teaching was evident in his exposition of doctrines 
such as Scriptural inspiration, justification and 
predestination, and his contemporaries especially 
noted his incisive treatment of the Lord’s Supper.

Other Italians discussed include Aonio Paleario, 
a professor at Milan, who “guilelessly” taught the 
sufficiency of Christ alone for salvation, until at last 
called to account before the Inquisition. He was 
imprisoned for years, and eventually hanged and his 
body burned, in 1570. Another is Jerome Zanchius, who 
had to flee his native land, and taught at Strasbourg 
and Heidelberg. He wrote notably on predestination, 
expounding the awesome doctrine of the absolute 
sovereignty of God. A fourth is the great translator of 
the Italian Bible, John Diodati.

More familiar names discussed, though well worthy 
of this further attention, include Zwingli, Bullinger, 
and, from our own land, the eminent martyr, Patrick 
Hamilton. It is particularly interesting to read of the 
varied and much-blessed ministry of William Farel, a 
zealous evangelist and pastor, who tends now to be 
largely forgotten apart from his famous exhortation to 
Calvin to remain and minister in Geneva.

This little work is, of course, a private publication, 
but is attractively presented, and easily read. Highly 
commended to those interested in digging a little deeper 
into the history and theology of the Reformation.
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

Book Reviews

One Good Owner: God is in the Driving Seat
Murdo Murchison, pbk, 144pp, £6.99

Murdo Murchison was a man well known 
to many within the Christian community, 
especially in the Highlands and Islands. This 

was mainly through his car sales business, hence the 
title of the book. This book was written by him, at 
the instigation of friends, over the last few months of 
his life, after he was diagnosed with a brain tumour. 
Murdo passed away in April 2018.

Looking back on his life, Murdo recounts many 
typical pranks enjoyed by him and his friends 
as he grew up in Kyle of Lochalsh, and then the 
great transformation brought about by his coming 
to know the Lord. Although very successful in 
business, he was eventually more and more engaged 
in Gospel work, including preaching in various parts 
of Scotland.

There are 
not many who 
set out to fulfil 
p r e a c h i n g 
e n ga g e m e n t s 
flying a plane, 
as Murdo did!

All in all 
an interesting 
read and a 
book that 
could easily be 
given to any 
who are not 
believers.
Rev. Kenneth 
Macdonald

Ten Little-Known Reformers
John M. Brentnall, pbk, 126pp, £10.00 (inc p&p)

(Available direct from the author, 5 Rosier Crescent, 
Swanwick, Derbyshire DE55 1RS)

Luther, Calvin and Knox are celebrated names in 
the Protestant church, but Dr Brentnall is keen 
to show that they were not the only Reformation 

leaders worthy of commemoration. In this little book, 
he has identified a further ten prominent leaders from 
the early decades of the Reformation. His particular 
concern is to show the essential unity of these early 
Protestant theologians around the Biblical truths of 
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“Blessed be the LORD God, the God of Israel, who only doeth 
wondrous things.”

Psalm 72:18
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