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The Christian faith is full of comfort. The 
reason is obvious, or ought to be. Put simply, 
Christianity is true. It is a revealed religion, not 

thought up by man but sent down by God, being found 
in the Bible, the inspired, infallible and inerrant Word 
of God. Rather than giving an account of fallen man’s 
efforts to reach out to his Maker, and appease Him, 
as we find in other religions, the Holy Scriptures are 
the record of how a merciful God has reached down 
to helpless sinners, entering into a covenant with 
them in the Person of His Son Jesus Christ, the only 
Redeemer.

Believers have the comfort of God’s gracious 
salvation through the atonement which Christ made 
at Calvary. It is often overlooked that it is only the 
Reformed faith or ‘Calvinism’ (a doctrinal system 
opposed by many, and accused by some of shutting 
out much of mankind from the hope of eternal life), 
that makes a real assurance of salvation possible. 
Rome rejects the possibility of such an assurance: 
the denial of justification by faith alone means that 
the most that can be offered is the probability of 
salvation. Arminianism is no better, because salvation 
is still conditioned upon the individual: there is always 
an ‘if ’ – if I continue in faith, if I do not commit the 
unpardonable sin, and so on. How thankful we should 
be for the doctrines of grace!

We need to tread carefully when it comes to the 
doctrine of assurance. Our Catechisms speak of the 
assurance or sense of God’s love. To some, knowing 
the love of God is a very straightforward matter. They 
believe that God loves everyone, and so they believe 
that God loves them. They may take comfort from their 
belief, but they have a false assurance. Even if their 
belief were correct, it can give them no confidence for 
eternity, for the Bible shows us that many individuals 
end in hell, being justly punished by God for their sins. 
There is no comfort to be had in a love of God which 
does not result in salvation. Others, believing rightly 
that God has a redeeming love for particular people, 
securing their salvation, seem unable to accept that 

they could be among them. Feeling themselves to be 
utterly unworthy, full of sin, and without any spiritual 
fruit, they have little comfort in their souls. Their 
problem is a lack of assurance. What guidance does 
God’s Word give us on this subject?

SAVING FAITH
We must begin by considering the Bible’s teaching on 
faith. It is a fact that faith is not all of one kind. There 
were those who, beholding the miracles which Christ 
performed, “believed in his name”, yet Christ did not 
commit Himself to them, for He knew what was in 
them (John 2:23-25). Simon the sorcerer “believed”, 
and indeed was baptised, but it quickly became 
apparent that he was still “in the bond of iniquity” 
(Acts 8:13-23). Most notably of all, Judas Iscariot 
was among the apostles, yet he was without saving 
grace. The gospel is sown to many who, though they 
may show hopeful signs, have hearts that are “stony 
places” (Matt. 13:20,21). Their ‘faith’ does not unite 
them to Christ, or bring them any lasting benefit. A 
genuine Christian is aware that such a thing as a false 
or hypocritical faith exists (Job 8:13,14), and desires 
at all costs to avoid it, that he might be found instead 
among “them that believe to the saving of the soul” 
(Heb. 10:39).

Faith is said to be “the substance [or ‘confidence’] 
of things hoped for, the evidence [or ‘proof’] of things 
not seen” (Heb. 11:1). It is the work of the Spirit in 
our hearts, and acts upon the divine testimony in the 
Scriptures. Things unseen and unknowable by other 
means take on a reality in our minds. We are persuaded 
that the witness Scripture bears to the Saviour is true, 
and that the promises of the gospel are trustworthy. 
Saving faith enables us to receive Christ and cleave to 
Him alone for righteousness, holiness and a blessed 
eternity. This is “the faith of God’s elect” (Tit. 1:1).

FAITH AND ASSURANCE
Salvation has its beginning in election. From all eternity 
God set His love upon a people whom He chose in 

Editorial

ASSURANCE OF SALVATION
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Jesus Christ unto everlasting life. When our souls are 
quickened and faith is born in us, we see something 
of the spiritual beauty of Christ in the suffering which 
He underwent for sinners like us, and we exercise 
faith to lay hold of this precious Saviour for ourselves. 
When assured of our salvation we are able to say, “My 
beloved is mine, and I am his” (Song of Sol. 2:16). 
Some maintain that an assurance of one’s personal 
salvation necessarily belongs to saving faith. However 
the Shorter Catechism says that assurance of God’s love 
is one of the benefits which in this life “do accompany 
or flow from justification, adoption and sanctification” 
(Q.36). It is a blessing which comes to believers when 
they are aware that they are right with God, that they 
are children of God, and that they bear something of 
the image of God. In these things especially, we may 
perceive the love of God to our souls.

Some Christians – and it is often those who come 
more or less straight from the world into the kingdom 
– are indeed blessed with such assurance the moment 
they believe in Christ. Other Christians, especially 
those who have known the Bible and the gospel “from 
a child” (2 Tim. 3:15), must often wait before they 
get a settled confidence that 
they are saved. In addition, 
probably every Christian has 
known times – and perhaps 
even long seasons – when 
their hope of heaven has been 
less than bright, and perhaps 
almost gone. If that is you, then 
read the Psalms! You will find a 
kindred spirit there in one who 
cried, “Will the Lord cast off for 
ever? And will he be favourable no more?’ – but who 
also said, “This is my infirmity: but I will remember the 
years of the right hand of the most High” (Ps. 77:7,10).

If assurance of salvation was of the essence of 
saving faith, the prophet Isaiah could hardly have said: 
“Who is among you that feareth the Lord, that obeyeth 
the voice of his servant, that walketh in darkness, and 
hath no light?” (Isa. 50:10) Even more, the apostle John 
would not have penned his first epistle, in which he 
says: “These things have I written unto you that believe 
on the name of the Son of God; that ye may know that 
ye have eternal life” (1 John 5:13). The Christians to 
whom John wrote were confident of one thing – that 
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners (1 
Tim. 1:15), but they were not so confident of another 
thing – that Christ had come into their own hearts (Col. 
1:27). They had the assurance of faith, but they lacked 
comfort of their personal salvation, or the assurance 
of sense. So John pointed out to them marks of a saving 
change. As and when they could see these marks in 
themselves, they would know more of the comfort to 
which Paul testified: “the love of God is shed abroad in 
our hearts by the Holy Ghost” (Rom. 5:5).

ASSURANCE AND EXPERIENCE
In the Bible we find believers declaring their personal 
assurance of salvation, in words such as these: “I 
know that my redeemer liveth” (Job 19:25); “I shall 
be satisfied, when I awake, with thy likeness” (Ps. 
17:15); “henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of 
righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, 
shall give me at that day” (2 Tim. 4:8). There may be 
faith without assurance, but there cannot be assurance 
without faith, for assurance of salvation is a fruit of 
saving faith. Sadly, we are sometimes less like Job, 
David and Paul, and more like the man who said to 
Christ: “Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief” (Mark 
9:24). If we are to make our calling and election sure, 
we must endeavour, through the work of the Spirit in 
our souls, to add to our faith, which is the root grace, 
the other graces of the Christian life (2 Pet. 1:5-10).

Saving faith is always tried, that it may be exercised 
and grow stronger, leading to a fuller assurance of 
salvation. The Psalmist said to the Lord: “By this I know 
that thou favourest me, because mine enemy doth not 
triumph over me.” (Ps. 41:11) David had good evidence 
that God was on his side. The foes which threatened 

him, however strong and 
determined they might be, 
were not able to defeat him. 
Whether it was the world (and 
that included the Philistines, 
Saul, and his own son 
Absalom), the flesh, the devil, 
or death, he overcame them all, 
by virtue of the covenant which 
is “ordered in all things, and 
sure” (2 Sam. 23:5). God grants 

this victory to each one of His people. “Through thee 
will we push down our enemies: through thy name will 
we tread them under that rise up against us.” (Ps. 44:5) 
As we seek the Lord’s help in our troubles, and see His 
deliverances, we know that He is for us, full of loving 
kindness!

A personal assurance of salvation is a most valuable 
blessing, filling our hearts with heavenly comfort. 
It does not, as some claim, make us careless in our 
lives, for we find a delight in serving our Saviour and 
a desire to please Him. A felt sense of God’s love is 
only enjoyed as we keep close to Christ. The Lord’s 
people have “truth in the inward parts” (Ps. 51:6), and 
they keep God’s commandments sincerely (although 
not perfectly). Assurance is maintained by walking 
humbly with our God and fleeing from sin daily. If 
we lose it, then we need not despair: God’s love is as 
unchangeable as He is, and it will be enjoyed again. 
Our greatest comfort in the end is in knowing this: that 
our salvation does not depend upon our assurance, 
or anything else about us, but upon Jesus Christ, the 
Beloved upon whom we lean, and come up from the 
wilderness (Song of Sol. 8:5).

Assurance of Salvation

“A personal assurance 
of salvation is a most 
valuable blessing, 
filling our hearts with 
heavenly comfort.”
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(Taken from Owen’s Works, Volume 2, Part 2, on 
Communion with Christ)

“I sought him...I found him”  (Song of Solomon 3:1-4)

THE INQUIRY

The great inquiry the souls of believers make, in 
every ordinance, is after Christ. So much as they 
find of him, so much sweetness and refreshment 

have they, and no more. Especially when under any 
desertion, they rise up to this inquiry: they listen to 
every word, to every prayer, to find if anything of Christ, 
any light from him, any life, any love, appears to them. 
“Oh, that Christ would at length meet me in this or that 
sermon, and recover my poor heart to some sight of his 
love – to some taste of kindness!” The solicitousness of a 
believer in his inquest after Christ, when he finds not his 
presence, either for grace or consolation, as in former 
days, is indeed inexpressible. Much of the frame of such 
a heart is couched in the redoubling of the expression, “I 
sought him, I sought him;” setting out an inconceivable 
passion, and suitably industrious desire. Thus, being 
disappointed at home, the spouse proceeds.

But yet see the event of this also: “She sought him, 
but found him not.” It doth sometimes so fall out, all will 
not do: “They shall seek him, and not find him;” they 
shall not come nigh him. Let them that enjoy anything 
of the presence of Christ take heed what they do; if they 
provoke him to depart, if they lose him, it may cost them 
many a bitter inquiry before they find him again. When 
a soul prays and meditates, searches the promises in 
private; when it with earnestness and diligence attends 
all ordinances in public, and all to get one glimpse of the 
face of Jesus Christ, and all in vain, it is a sad condition.

THE WATCHMEN
What now follows in this estate? Verse 3, “The 
watchmen found me,” etc. That these watchmen of the 
city of God are the watchmen and officers of the church, 
is confessed. And it is of sad consideration, that the Holy 
Ghost doth sometimes in this book take notice of them 
on no good account. Plainly, chapter 5 verse 7, they turn 
persecutors. Here they are of a more gentle temper, and 
seeing the poor disconsolate soul, they seem to take 
notice of her condition.

It is the duty, indeed, of faithful watchmen, to take 
notice of poor, troubled, deserted souls – not to keep at a 

distance, but to be willing to assist. And a truly pressed 
soul on the account of Christ’s absence cannot cover 
its love, but must be inquiring after him: “Saw ye him 
whom my soul loveth?” – “This is my condition: I have 
had sweet enjoyment of my blessed Jesus – he is now 
withdrawn from me. Can you help me? can you guide me 
to my consolation? What acquaintance have you with 
him? when saw you him? how did he manifest himself to 
you, and wherein?” All these labourings in his absence 
sufficiently discover the soul’s delight in the presence of 
Christ. Go one step farther, to the discovery that it made 
of him once again, and it will yet be more evident. Verses 
4, 5, “It was but a little that I passed from them, but I 
found him whom my soul loveth: I held him, and would 
not let him go, until I had brought him into my mother’s 
house, and into the chamber of her that conceived me. I 
charge you, O ye daughters of Jerusalem,” etc.

THE MANIFESTATION
First, she tells you how she came to him: “She found 
him;” – what ways and by what means is not expressed. 
It often so falls out in our communion with Christ, when 
private and public means fail, and the soul hath nothing 
left but waiting silently and walking humbly, Christ 
appears; that his so doing may be evidently of grace. 
Let us not at any time give over in this condition. When 
all ways are past, the summer and harvest are gone 
without relief – when neither bed nor watchmen can 
assist – let us wait a little, and we shall see the Salvation 
of God. Christ honours his immediate absolute actings 
sometimes, though ordinarily he crowns his ordinances. 
Christ often manifests himself immediately, and out of 
ordinances, to them that wait for him in them – that he 
will do so to them that despise them, I know not. Though 
he will meet men unexpectedly in his way, yet he will 
not meet them at all out of it. Let us wait as he hath 
appointed; let him appear as he pleaseth. How she deals 
with him when found is next declared: “She held him, 
and would not let him go,” etc. They are all expressions 
of the greatest joy and delight imaginable. The sum is 
– having at length come once more to an enjoyment of 
sweet communion with Christ, the soul lays fast hold 
on him by faith, refuses to part with him any more, in 
vehemency of love – tries to keep him in ordinances in 
the house of its mother, the church of God; and so uses 
all means for the confirming of the mutual love between 
Christ and her.

DEVOTIONAL
SEEKING AND FINDING

John Owen
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The doctrine of union with Christ is a vital 
one, but is perhaps not thought about so 
much as other doctrines of the faith. It can be 

considered with reference to both the Scriptures and 
the Westminster Standards.

1) BACKGROUND TO THE UNION
The word ‘probation’ is not alien to the vocabulary 
of the average person, but what is understood by it 
is far removed from its biblical meaning, and its far-
reaching consequences for the human race in time 
and eternity. The period spent by Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden is referred to as Adam’s probationary 
period. If he had withstood the test of his obedience 
by God, he and his posterity would have lived forever. 
The moment he sinned, his 
probationary period ended, 
and our first parents were 
driven from the garden, 
and had to bear the dire 
consequences of their wilful 
disobedience. Alienation from 
God commenced the moment 
Adam, as the federal head of 
his posterity, sinned by eating 
the forbidden fruit. Guilt was 
immediately contracted. By this act of disobedience, 
normally referred to as original sin, Adam and all his 
posterity came under the wrath and curse of God, 
and were separated from Him. This separation is well 
defined for us in Q/A 16 of the Shorter Catechism, 
which states:  “The covenant being made with Adam, 
not only for himself, but for his posterity; all mankind, 
descending from him by ordinary generation, sinned in 
him, and fell with him, in his first transgression.”

The moment Adam sinned death took effect, and 
he died spiritually: guilt was contracted, original 
righteousness was lost, his will went into bondage to 
sin, his conscience became an accuser, and the prior 
holy inclinations were expelled. Although he lived to 
the age of nine hundred and thirty years, the moment 
he sinned the mortal principle took immediate effect, 
as evidenced by the ageing process, susceptibility to 
every kind of disease, and eventually the dissolution 
of the union between soul and body, with the earth 
claiming what had come from it: “for dust thou art, and 
unto dust shalt thou return” (Gen. 3:19). The apostle 
Paul explains the consequence of Adam’s sin for Adam 
and for our whole race: “Wherefore, as by one man sin 
entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death 
passed upon all men, for that all have sinned” (Rom. 
5:12). Augustine wrote: “The perfection of unfallen 

Adam’s body excluded an inherent mortality. Before 
the fall there would have been no latent disease, no 
seed of death.” Although Christ, the last Adam, took 
into union with Himself human nature with all its 
infirmities, it is never said that He had any disease 
or sickness. Blessed be God that He did not abandon 
the human race. From eternity He had entered into 
Covenant with the second Person of the Trinity, and 
what a rich provision He made for us. “For as by one 
man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by the 
obedience of one shall many be made righteous.” (Rom. 
5:19)

By his fall man became totally depraved, and left 
to himself there was no way back to communion with 
God. Were it not for the sovereign love of God the 

whole of mankind would have 
perished. Salvation is of the 
Lord alone. God’s sovereignty 
in electing some to everlasting 
life is highly offensive to many. 
What they fail to understand 
is that God does not owe 
salvation to anyone. Therefore 
He is not unjust in passing 
by some of mankind. Since 
His elect are hidden from us 

until such a time when they are brought to a saving 
knowledge of Christ, and visible to His people, it is 
the duty of the church, and of individual believers, to 
reach out to sinners with the gospel of Jesus Christ: if 
they repent of their sins, and believe in Jesus Christ as 
their Saviour, they shall be saved.

2) ORIGIN OF THE UNION
Differing views exist regarding the origin of union 
with Christ, or at least, there is among some a 
failure to differentiate between that which has been 
foreordained, and the execution of it. It is absolutely 
impossible for anything to happen in time except that 
which was in the eternal decree. The multitude which 
John saw in his vision, and which to him was beyond 
computation (Rev. 7:9), for the most part had not 
come into existence at the time of the vision – indeed 
it would take many thousands of years before they all 
came into existence. Hence they could not be a reality 
until then, although their actually being in existence 
would not have been any more absolute than what 
was in the mind of God from eternity.

We are faced with a similar situation regarding 
union with Christ. No one is united to Christ in 
time but those only who were elected in Him from 
eternity. Some insist that the union takes place in 

DOCTRINEUNION WITH CHRIST
Rev. John Morrison

“...if they repent of 
their sins, and believe 
in Jesus Christ as their 
Saviour, they shall be 
saved.”
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eternity, and this is claimed 
without any explanation as 
to what is meant, other than 
being elected to eternal life. 
However, those given to Christ 
from eternity were sinners 
of mankind, who would have 
to come into being, and be 
delivered from their guilt and 
sins. For this reason many 
view the vital union as taking 
place when by faith the elected 
person is united to Christ and 
justified. Until this takes place 
the elect are – all of them – children of wrath by 
nature, without God and without hope in the world. 
It is only by their being brought into vital union with 
Christ in time that that which was decreed from 
eternity is fulfilled. It is only at that point that they 
cease being the children of wrath, and become God’s 
adopted children – which is the fulfilment of what 
was in the eternal decree. This is in accord with what 
is stated in the Larger Catechism in Q/A 66: “What is 
the union the elect have with Christ? The union which 
the elect have with Christ is the work of God’s grace, 
whereby they are spiritually and mystically, yet really 
and inseparably, joined to Christ as their head and 
husband; which is done in their effectual calling.” (See: 
Eph. 1:22; Eph. 2:6-8. 1 Cor. 6:17; John 10:28; Eph. 
5:23,30. 1 Pet. 5:10; 1 Cor 1:1-9.)

How can the graces of the Head pass to the 
members of His spiritual body? This can only begin 
when they are united to Him. The instrumental cause 
of this union is faith. When saving faith is exercised 
the union begins, and this is what the person was 
chosen to from eternity. It is by faith the person 
receives Christ, rests on Him alone for salvation, and 
continues to walk with Him and enjoy communion 
with Him. Indeed it can be proved from Scripture that 
all the graces, blessings and benefits which make up 
redemption, are derived from the union. Among the 
relevant passages are: Rom 6:3-8; Eph. 1:13; Phil. 3:9; 
Col. 1:24; Col. 2:10.

3) NATURE OF THE UNION
In John 17:20-21, Christ prays for the union of 
believers with God the Father and with Himself. 
Whilst the spiritual union between believers is 
important, it is the union between the Father, the Son 
and believers that is first emphasised. The prayer is 
that they be spiritually united. It would be wrong to 
regard the union of believers with the Father and the 
Son as being equal to the union between the Father 
and Son; the Father and Son are of the same essence, 
and hence their union is an essential one. It is not 
possible that such a union could exist between them 
and believers, for they are infinite and believers are 

finite, and will continue to 
be so even in a state of glory 
throughout eternity. David 
Clarkson states: “...one with 
the Father, because that Spirit 
which proceeds from him, and 
is called his Spirit, is in them....
They are not one essentially...
nor one personally...nor 
one morally only, but one 
spiritually...because one and 
the same Spirit is in both.” 
(Puritan Sermons 1659-1689, 
Vol.3, pp.614-615)

Wilhelmus à Brakel explains the union in this 
way: “This union is neither one of essence as the divine 
Persons are one, nor personal as the human nature has 
been assumed by Christ as divine Person. This union is 
also neither one of mixture as water and wine are mixed, 
nor does a transformation take place as if believers 
would become Christ Himself, and thus would become 
God or Christ. This union is neither a sacramental 
union such as the union between the bread and the 
wine of the Lord’s Supper with the body and blood 
of Christ, nor is it merely an external relationship. It 
also does not consist in the believer’s conformity to 
Christ in the way of sanctification. Rather, this union is 
established: (1) by the indwelling of the Spirit of Christ 
in believers (1 Cor 3:16); (2) by spiritual marriage (cf. 
Ezek 16:8; Hos 2:19-20; (3) by faith which, by its very 
nature, unites (Eph 3:17); (4) by love which, due to 
its very nature, cannot tolerate separation, but seeks 
the most intimate of unions (John 14:23; Rom. 8:35). 
This union is therefore real, essential, true, complete, 
without any reservation, eternally inseparable, 
spiritual, and without any corporal dimension.” (The 
Christian’s Reasonable Service, Reformation Heritage 
Books, Vol.2, p.89)

A Legal Union
Union with Christ is twofold. On the one hand it can 
be regarded as a legal union, because Christ had to 
fulfil the conditions of the Covenant of Works. By 
the imputation of His righteousness to His people, 
the righteousness of the law is fulfilled in us (Rom. 
8:4). Until the conditions of the Covenant of Works 
were perfectly fulfilled by One in human nature, and 
the debt owed by us to God fully paid, there could 
have been no redemption. That which becomes ours 
without merit, had to be merited for us by Christ. “And 
be found in him, not having mine own righteousness, 
which is of the law, but that which is through the faith 
of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith” 
(Phil. 3:9).

A Spiritual Union
On the other hand, as already stated, union with Christ 

Union with Christ

“‘This union is therefore 
real, essential, true, 
complete, without any 
reservation, eternally 
inseparable, spiritual, 
and without any 
corporal dimension.’”
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is a spiritual union, by which the person participates 
in the spiritual influences of the Head. This is by the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit in each of the Lord’s 
people: “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; 
yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I 
now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, 
who loved me, and gave himself for me.” (Gal. 2:20) 
The faith of the Son of God is that faith which Christ 
has purchased, and comes from God the Father to His 
people as a gift. “For by grace are ye saved through 
faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: 
Not of works, lest any man should boast.” (Eph. 2:8,9)

A Mystical Union
Union with Christ is also termed a mystical union. It is 
so called because it is not something the natural eye 
can see. It is kept secret between Christ and the soul. 
However, the fruit produced reveals that there is an 
intimate relationship between Christ and the believer. 
The essential bond of this union is the Holy Spirit (1 
Cor. 3:16; 6:17; 12:13; 1 John 3:24; 4:13). The union 
also forms the saints into one body, resulting in love, 
care and duty to each other, which is the corollary of 
their duty to God.

4) FIGURES OF THE UNION
The Scriptures illustrate the union between Christ 
and His people by several figures, found in both the 
Old and New Testament:

Vine and Branches
In his Notes on the Parables of our Lord, Richard 
Trench says about the imagery in John 15:1-8 that: 
“The reality and the figure are blended together so 
that the interpretation need not be brought in from 
without. Two kinds of thread are woven together: 
the silver thread of imagery and the golden thread of 
interpretation. Those who find fault with the tapestry 
thus woven do not perceive the beauty of the weaving.” 
Most Reformed expositors see the branches that 
are unproductive and cast away as representing 
mere membership of the visible church. Arthur Pink 
disagrees with this view, on the basis that there was 
no one present when these words were uttered except 
the eleven apostles, and that the branches which are 
fruitless are true members of the invisible church 
who need to be purged, that they be productive. The 
point of importance is that the union is between 
Christ and His people only, for they alone can bring 
forth the fruit of the vine.

Head and Body
Paul compares the union to that between the head 
and the body. “But speaking the truth in love, may 
grow up into him in all things, which is the head, even 
Christ: From whom the whole body fitly joined together 
and compacted by that which every joint supplieth, 

according to the effectual working in the measure 
of every part, maketh increase of the body unto the 
edifying of itself in love.” (Eph. 4:15,16) The Head, 
Jesus Christ, is the source from which all spiritual life 
springs, and connects with the members. The body is 
to be regarded as spiritual and mystical.

Stones in a Building
The union is illustrated by the stones in a building, 
all of which are connected to each other and to the 
head corner stone, which sustains the rest, forming 
a whole. Whilst it may be said that the simile is 
insufficient, because stones are lifeless, it is added 
that the corner stone is a living thing, and together 
they compose a living temple. “To whom coming, 
as unto a living stone, disallowed indeed of men, but 
chosen of God and precious, ye also as lively stones 
are built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to 
offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God by Jesus 
Christ.” (1 Pet. 2:4,5)

5) EFFECTS OF THE UNION
The result of union with Christ is that the benefits of 
the Head become the benefits of the body. Christ being 
crowned with glory, the body benefits from that, for 
Christ’s glory is their glory (John 17:22). Communion 
with Christ is sweet, for it sets the heart aglow with 
love and strengthens the resolve of believers to fight 
against sin, and to put all their trust in Him (1 John 
1:3). Christ’s love is such that His people cannot 
tolerate separation from it, but go on desiring more 
of it; yet it can only be desired by the heart where it 
already exists. The power of Christ is the believer’s 
power (Ps. 27:1); believers have fellowship with 
Him in their sufferings, and make His strength their 
strength (1 Pet. 4:14).

Although in this world Christians have trials, yet 
their trials are all turned to their benefit. They shall 
all come from the furnace of affliction like silver 
which has been purified seven times. It is summed 
up by Paul: “For I am persuaded, that neither death, 
nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor 
things present, nor things to come, Nor height, nor 
depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate 
us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” (Rom. 8:38,39) The crown of all the benefits 
belonging to believers is that they shall be with Christ 
in glory for ever.

Union with Christ
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(It has become fashionable in some circles to claim that 
ministers do not take vows: rather, they make promises. 
In his ‘Strictures on Ordination Vows’, John Brown of 
Haddington [1722-1787] outlines the historic practice of 
Presbyterian ministers and other office-bearers taking 
vows upon entering office. It is quite wrong to claim 
that office-bearers merely make a promise, especially if 
by the change in terminology it is being suggested that 
their doctrinal position may alter according to whim, 
fancy or circumstance. On the contrary, office-bearers 
bind themselves to believe, hold and maintain certain 
truths which no one has the right, power or authority to 
nullify. The following material on vows as they relate to 
Scripture and doctrine has been selected from Brown’s 
article and edited.)

The declarative glory of God in his church and in 
the world around it, and the everlasting salvation 
of multitudes, in the present and following ages, 

depending so much upon the orthodoxy, faithfulness, 
and diligence of church-officers, particularly ministers, 
it is exceeding proper and necessary that, at their 
entrance on their office, they should solemnly declare 
their real principles and their sincere resolutions with 
respect to these, and their faithful execution of their 
office. It is, therefore, necessary, that every expectant 
of such an office ought, timely and seriously, and with 
much fervent prayer to God for direction, to examine 
his own heart, qualifications, aims, and intentions, 
and also the contents of the solemn vow to which he 
is to enter; and no, not for thousands of worlds, to 
acknowledge or engage to anything which he knows, 
or even doubts to be false or unlawful (Jer. 4:2).

THE NATURE OF A VOW
He ought to consider his vow, in its true nature, as an 
instituted ordinance of God’s worship, in which he not 
merely acknowledges the obligation of God’s law, but 
binds himself to God with a bond – binds his soul with 
a bond or binding oath (Num. 30:2-14) to necessary 
duties required by the law of God, or to other things, 
so far and so long as they may fitly conduce thereto, 
and to these, insofar as he hath ground to hope in the 
strength of God’s promised grace to perform them 
(Westminster Confession of Faith 22:6,7). Without this 
apprehension of the nature of a vow he would most 
deceitfully profane that solemn ordinance of God, and 
attempt to impose upon all concerned, in apparently 
bringing an obligation on himself, while he intended 
no such thing, or rather intended the contrary. A vow 
being made to God himself, neither the congregation 
nor judicatory concerned in it have power to absolve 

the vower from his engagements (Ps. 76:11; 56:12; 
Judg. 11:35). No human agreement can loose him from 
his station or any part of his duty; but as God, in his 
providence, proceeds in so doing by his providence. 
Every vow that is imposed, as well as an oath, is to be 
taken in the plain and common meaning of the words 
as then used in the place where it is taken (WCF 22:4). 
(Jer. 4:2; Ps. 24:4; Num. 30:2; Judg. 11:35,36).

THE VOW ON SCRIPTURE
We solemnly declare that we sincerely believe and 
candidly acknowledge, that the scriptures of the Old 
and New Testament are the word of God, and only 
rule of faith and manners. That is, that we believe and 
acknowledge:

(1) That these scriptures were indited by the Spirit of 
God, as their alone Author, and that, by his inspiration, 
he not only directed the penmen to the important 
truths which they contain, but to the proper words in 
which they are expressed.

(2) That, being thus indited by the Spirit of God, they 
are an absolutely perfect rule of our faith and practice. 
Their whole authority, either as the foundation and 
measure of our faith, and as the rule and reason of 
our duty, in qualities, aims, thoughts, words or deeds, 
being from God only, they must so fully and completely 
exhibit everything which is to be believed or practised, 
in order to promote the declarative glory of God and 
our eternal enjoyment of him, that nothing can either 
be added to or taken from them; and they must be 
so plain, that every humble and diligent searcher of 
them, by the gracious direction of the Holy Ghost, may 
apprehend everything necessary to be known to his 
present and future happiness (2 Tim. 3:15-17).

(3) That they are the only rule of faith and manners. 
By this we do not exclude the direction or obligation of 
the law of nature, or even of civil laws, or ecclesiastical 
constitutions, with respect to their proper objects, but 
only exclude them from being the foundation of our 
faith and the obedience of it, by which alone we truly 
glorify God, and receive the eternal enjoyment of him. 
We profess that, as Christians, we receive the scriptures 
as our only immediate rule, as well as our only sufficient 
rule, and that we receive the laws and constitutions 
of men, and even the law of nature, as, and no farther 
than as they are adopted by the scripture; and, thus, 
our obedience to these becomes an obedience of faith, 
and part of our good conversation in Christ (1 Pet. 
2:13-17; 3:8-16).

DOCTRINEORDINATION VOWS
John Brown of Haddington
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Ordination Vows

(4) That the scriptures are the only rule of faith 
and practice, precisely as they have authority from 
God, and contain his mind and meaning; and not as 
authorised, explained, or understood by the church-
fathers, councils, or men’s own conscience. To admit the 
scriptures as deriving authority or meaning from any 
of these, debases them, as if God had not, or could not 
give authority or proper meaning to his own word so 
well as men. It exalts creatures to an equality, or rather 
superiority to God. It abolishes every real standard of 
religion, and renders men’s apprehensions, concerning 
the oracles of God, their only rule. It renders every vow 
relative to religion a mere useless farce of dissimulation. 
It plunges men into the very depths of Atheism, in which 
every one believes and acts as is right in his own eyes.

We solemnly engage that, through the grace of God 
enabling us:

(1) We shall continue to believe, acknowledge, profess, 
and maintain, that these scriptures of the Old and New 
Testament are indited by God’s Holy Spirit, and, as 
such, are the only foundation of our faith in Christ, and 
rule to direct us to glorify God and enjoy him for ever 
(1 Thess. 2:13).

(2) We shall sincerely and earnestly endeavour to 
receive, love, delight in, search, and improve these 
scriptures, as the only rule and foundation of our faith, 
and the only rule and reason of our practice (2 Thess. 
2:10; Ps. 119; Deut. 12:32).

(3) We shall make the authority and meaning of God 
himself in his word, the only foundation and standard 
of our faith and practice, and not any authority or 
meaning affixed to them by either councils, fathers, 
ministers, magistrates, or our own conscience.

(4) We shall hold ourselves bound by the lawful 
constitutions and laws of the church to which we 
belong, and shall yield obedience to them as originating 
from, subordinated to, and adopted by the law of God, 
revealed in his word.

THE VOW ON DOCTRINE
We declare that we sincerely believe and acknowledge 
the WHOLE doctrine contained in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith, and of the Larger and Shorter 
Catechisms, to be founded on the word of God; and 
that this confession and catechisms are the confession 
of our faith.* By this we do not admit these systems 
to be any foundations of our faith, but admit them as 
ecclesiastical standards, which exhibit from the word of 
God what truths are necessary to be known, believed, 
and professed. We do not merely avow our belief and 
profession of the leading articles of doctrine contained 
in said tracts, as some pretend: In this manner Papists, 

Arians, Arminians, Socinians, could vow this article, 
pretending that whatever they disrelish is not a leading 
article of the doctrine contained in said systems of truth.

We sincerely believe and acknowledge:

(1) That the WHOLE doctrine contained in these 
ecclesiastical standards, in every article of it, whether 
reckoned less or more important, is really true in itself.

(2) That every point of doctrine contained in them is 
a divine truth, founded on, and proved by the word of 
God; the scripture declaring it in the language of God, 
while these standards declare it in the language of the 
church.

(3) That these standards contain all these divine truths 
which we reckon necessary to be held; and, accordingly, 
we acknowledge them to contain the articles of our 
belief, or to be our Confession of Faith.

We bind ourselves firmly and constantly to adhere to 
the whole doctrine contained in the above-mentioned 
standards, as founded on the word of God; and, to the 
utmost of our power, to maintain and defend the same 
against all Deistical, Popish, Arian, Socinian, Arminian, 
Neonomian, and Antinomian errors. In this we do not 
bind ourselves to labour after no further discoveries of, 
or arguments for divine truths; nor do we merely bind 
ourselves to forbear denying or opposing any doctrine 
contained in these standards, or to forbear believing 
what is contrary to it. Nor do we bind ourselves to fall 
on, or launch out into disputes with every broacher 
of error, in opposition to said standards. But we bind 
ourselves, through God’s grace enabling us:

(1) To continue believing and holding fast every doctrine 
contained in these standards, as divine truths of God, 
which have been solemnly received and avowed by the 
Protestant churches of Britain and Ireland, and especially 
in Scotland (1 Thess. 2:13; Phil. 3:16; Rev. 3:3,11).

(2) To maintain and defend these truths, especially 
when opposed, in prudently and seasonably explaining, 
asserting, and proving them by the word of God.

* Our Church does not require personal subscription to 
the Catechisms, but they are nevertheless regarded as 
authoritative standards of our Church.

“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. 
Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, 
than that thou shouldest vow and not pay.” 

– Ecclesiastes 5:4,5



Free Church Witness 11

The Authorised Version of the Bible, often 
referred to as the King James Version, is admired 
by many for its literary merit, and it has had 

a major impact upon the English language. Of much 
greater importance however is the blessing it has been 
and continues to be for the Church. The Authorised 
Version has stood the test of time, as no other version 
in English has or likely ever will. What makes it such 
an excellent translation of the Word of God, and why 
ought the Church and individual Christians to use it?

1) The Text underlying the Authorised Version
The original languages in which the Bible was 
written are Hebrew (the thirty-nine books of the Old 
Testament, although parts of Daniel and Ezra are 
in Aramaic), and Greek (the twenty-seven books of 
the New Testament). Although none of the original 
manuscripts as they came from the inspired human 
writers are available to us, they were copied and 
circulated widely. We believe that they are best 
represented by the Hebrew ‘Masoretic Text’ in the Old 
Testament and the Greek Textus Receptus or ‘Received 
Text’ in the New Testament, which are supported by 
the great majority of manuscripts. These texts were 
the basis for translations made at the time of the 
Protestant Reformation.

The French theologian Theodore Beza (1519-1605) 
published four editions of the Greek New Testament 
from 1565 to 1604, and all were in the form we now 
recognise as the Received Text. Beza’s Greek text was in 
substance a reprinting of an edition produced in 1550 
by the French printer and scholar Robert Estienne 
(1503-1559), who is also known as Stephanus. 
There are less than one hundred differences between 
Stephanus’s 1550 edition and Beza’s 1598 edition, 
all of them minor. There are thousands of important 
differences however between the Received Text and 
the Greek text which underlies the modern versions of 
Scripture.

The New Testament in most modern Bible versions 
is based on a ‘critical’ text produced in England by the 
theologians Westcott and Hort in the late nineteenth 

century. An argument had been made that the older the 
manuscript, the more likely it was to be accurate, being 
closer to the original. Westcott and Hort took that view 
and compiled a Greek text which relied heavily upon a 
manuscript known as ‘Vaticanus’, which contains the 
whole New Testament. Vaticanus, along with another 
manuscript favoured by Westcott and Hort and known 
as ‘Sinaiticus’, dates from around the middle of the 
fourth century AD, and represents a form of the New 
Testament text which originated in Alexandria, Egypt, 
a known centre of heretical opinion.

The men who translated the Authorised Version 
were very much dependent upon what had been 
prepared for them in the providence of God through the 
work of Stephanus and Beza. Even although Stephanus 
and Beza knew of other, older Greek manuscripts, they 
rejected them in favour of the manuscripts which are 
identified with the Textus Receptus. The translators of 
the Authorised Version did the same.

2) The Accuracy of the Authorised Version
Modern versions are meant to help the ‘man in the 
street’ understand the Bible. It must be remembered 
that the Bible was written for the people of God, as the 
Westminster Confession of Faith makes clear: “it pleased 
the Lord, at sundry times, and in divers manners, to 
reveal himself, and to declare his will unto his Church” 
(WCF 1:1). While it is the duty of the Church to preach 
the Word of God to all to whom that Word may come 
in the providence of God, it is wrong to think that we 
should tamper with the text of the Word of God to 
make it more ‘relevant’.

The Scriptures were inspired with regard to 
their individual words – a doctrine known as verbal 
inspiration (2 Tim. 3:16) – and so accurate translation 
is vital. The translators of the Authorised Version 
followed the principle of ‘formal equivalence’, whereby 
the translator aims to reproduce, as far as is possible, 
the words and grammatical structures of the original 
text. They were conscious that what they were dealing 
with was the very Word of God. “For the prophecy 
came not in old time by the will of man; but holy men 

PRACTICAL RELIGION

THE EXCELLENCE OF THE AUTHORISED VERSION
Rev. Calum Smith
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The Excellence of the Authorised Version

of God spake as they were moved by 
the Holy Ghost.” (2 Pet. 1:21)

The Authorised Version 
translators did not follow the 
principle (one which is often 
employed today) of ‘dynamic 
equivalence’, where the ideas 
conveyed in the originals are 
reproduced in the translation, and 
not necessarily the actual words. One indication of the 
concern for accuracy of translation in the Authorised 
Version is its practice of putting into italics words 
which are not found in the original Hebrew and Greek. 
These words are there to fill up the sense of the original 
words. This was not done without much consideration, 
and the words that were added were consistent with 
the Hebrew and Greek and at the same time help the 
flow of the English.

The translators were also careful to distinguish 
between ‘you’ singular and ‘you’ plural, as do both the 
Hebrew and the Greek. This enables the reader to know 
whether one person is being addressed or a plurality 
of persons. A classic example of this is found in Luke 
22:31-32. The Saviour turns to His disciples and says: 
“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you 
[i.e. all the disciples] that he may sift you as wheat: 
But I have prayed for thee [i.e. Peter], that thy faith 
fail not: and when thou art converted, strengthen thy 
brethren.” Modern versions of the Bible, including the 
New King James Version (which claims to base its New 
Testament on the Received Text, but in various places 
chooses the Westcott and Hort text), do not make this 
distinction here and in other places, and consequently 
there is a loss of accuracy.

3) The Translators of the Authorised Version
The initial proposal for a new English translation of 
the Bible actually came from Scotland. In 1601 King 
James VI of Scotland attended the General Assembly 
of the Church of Scotland which met in Burntisland, 
Fife, at which proposals were put forward for a new 
translation. In 1603 James became also King James 
I of England, and the following year he convened a 
conference at Hampton Court Palace near London. 
Among the Church of England clergymen present 
was a group of Puritans, and it was their leader, 
John Reynolds, who personally requested James to 
commission a new translation.

In 1604 forty seven of the most brilliant scholars 
ever seen in Britain began work on what became 
the Authorised Version. They were divided into six 
committees, three working on the Old Testament, two 
on the New Testament, and one on the Apocrypha. It is 
said of Lancelot Andrews, who oversaw the translation, 
that he was proficient in fifteen languages. Dr Miles 
Smith, the author of the Translators to the Reader, was 
apparently so conversant in Hebrew and Arabic that 

these languages were as familiar to 
him as English. The new translation 
was completed and published in 
1611.

There was one qualification that 
was needed by these men more 
than any other. They were men of 
God. They were all members of the 
Church of England and there was 

only one who was not a minister. They were deeply 
conscious that what they were handling was the Holy 
Scriptures, with the stamp of God upon them. They 
were God-fearing men, who felt the weight of the 
responsibility placed upon them to translate the Word 
of God accurately. Sadly these things cannot be said of 
many of those who have translated the modern bible 
versions with which we are familiar.

The Authorised Version was the end product of a 
long line of English translations. In Scotland the Geneva 
Bible, published in 1560, the year of the Scottish 
Reformation, was the standard and was only replaced 
by the Authorised Version after 1633, the year that 
a Scottish edition was finally printed. The spelling 
and punctuation of the Authorised Version were 
standardized in 1769, from which date the Apocrypha 
were generally excluded from the text.

4) The Importance of the Authorised Version
John Owen wrote: “If God gave the Bible to men, 
inspiring the very words in which it was written, surely 
he would also preserve it in a substantially static form.” 
The inspiration of the original text counts for little 
unless there is a preservation of that text, and Owen 
gives twelve good arguments for the preservation of 
the Scriptures in Volume sixteen of his Works. The Lord 
has indeed promised to watch over His own Word, to 
preserve it in its purity (e.g. Ps. 12:6,7; Matt. 24:35), and 
this important truth is stated in our Confession: “The Old 
Testament in Hebrew...and the New Testament in Greek...
being immediately inspired by God, and by his singular 
care and providence kept pure in all ages, are therefore 
authentical; so as in all controversies of religion, the 
Church is finally to appeal unto them.” (WCF 1:8)

Although the original manuscripts or ‘autographs’ 
of the Bible are unavailable to us, yet by divine 
providence the text of the Old Testament has been 
preserved in the form of the Masoretic Text, and the 
text of the New Testament in the form of the Textus 
Receptus, down to the present day, and will be until the 
end of time. The importance of the Authorised Version 
is that it gives us access in our own language to this 
pure Word of God. We ought to be grateful to God that 
we have in our possession a most faithful and reliable 
translation of the Scriptures – one which He has been 
pleased to bless to multitudes by the irresistible power 
of the Holy Ghost, granting them eternal salvation in 
the Lord Jesus Christ.

“The Lord has 
indeed promised to 
watch over His own 
Word, to preserve it 
in its purity.”
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Sri Lanka Mission Update  
(Rev. Shanmugam Partheepan)

Dear Friends in Christ,
I am sure that most of you want to know what 
is going on in the Sri Lanka Mission. I have not 

written for a long time, but you have heard from other 
ministers about our mission.

God has been very gracious to us since we started 
the mission in Sri Lanka. His love and will never 
changes. We faced so many problems in our mission 
but we know God is with us and protecting us. God is 
guiding us amazingly through His Word. We pray that 
the Lord will be with us all the time in His ministry.

Ministry in Vavuniya
We are seeing growth in the congregation at Vavuniya. 
This year there have been some new people added to 
the church. In the last few weeks, we had thirty five 
people in the morning service and seventy five at the 
evening service. I am continuing to preach on ‘Christ’s 
Seven Sayings’ during the morning service and the 
Heidelberg Catechism in the evening service. God is 
helping me abundantly in the pulpit. We have received 
lots of spiritual benefits from the preaching of His 
Word. Mr S. Arulseelan, one of our Seminary students, 
and Mr A. Beniel also preach once a month, and we 
enjoy their preaching too. At the Prayer Meeting we 
learn about God’s will; there are usually about twenty 
people in attendance at the Prayer Meeting.

Sabbath School Ministry
The Sabbath School is going well, and there are around 
fifty children attending. The numbers go down at times 
for various reasons. The teachers are working hard, 
and often visit the children’s families.

Bible School Ministry (Seminary)
By the Grace of God, the Seminary is going well, with 
students coming to study from far away. They say 
that they find the classes very helpful. One student 

finished our course and went to Singapore for further 
studies. Pray that the men attending would have an 
understanding of sound doctrine and take a strong 
stand for the truth.

Mission in Mullaitheevu
The mission in Mullaitheevu started two years ago, 
and is growing very slowly. The people live a long way 
from the place of worship, and therefore attendance 
is very irregular. We trust that this problem will be 
solved next year when our new building is finished, 
and accommodation can be provided.

We have started a Sabbath School in Mullaitheevu. 
Around twenty five children from a Hindu family 
background attend; most of them are teenagers. Our 
Evangelist Mr P. Piratheepan is doing well and working 
hard.

We had a Vacation Bible Class for the children last 
week. We were expecting forty to fifty so we were 
delighted when eighty children came. We are very 
thankful and hope to continue this kind of children’s 
programmes. The subject of the VBC was “Love” and at 
the end of the week I preached a Gospel sermon. I felt 
very encouraged.

Pray for the church families and children. Pray for 
the salvation of souls, and a thirst for the Word.

Our building work is progressing quickly, and we 
eagerly await its completion. We are expecting to 
open our church on 20th of December 2017. In God’s 
providence Rev. Harry Woods hopes to be here to open 
our church building. The total cost of the building will 
be £40,000. So far we have paid £25,000 and one of 
our congregations in Scotland promises to contribute 
£4,000. We need a further £11,000.

Pray that our financial needs will be met.

Mercy Ministry
Our mission is not only preaching the Word: it also 
aims to meet the physical needs of the people. We 
are commanded to help the needy. God has provided 
ways to allow us to provide relief to the poor, needy 
and vulnerable. Ceylon Christian Care (CCC) are doing 
unspeakable work in supporting the spiritual ministry; 
they are also helping to meet the physical needs of the 
people.

Thanksgiving
Thanks to our Almighty God for His protection, and His 
perfect will.
Thanks to our Kirk Session, for its guidance in the 
things of God.
Thanks to those who continually pray for the work in 
Sri Lanka.
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Rev. John Morrison (courtesy of Rev. Andrew Allan)

Thanks to Ceylon Christian Care, who provide most of 
the practical support.
Thanks to the Free Church (Continuing) who meet 
all of our family’s needs, and some of the mission’s 
practical needs.
Thanks to those who personally remember us in a 
practical way; may the Lord bless your hand according 
to His will.

Prayer Requests
Pray for our mission, that it may be strengthened 
spiritually, and that there will be many converts.
Pray for the minister that he may be given the wisdom 
needed for the preaching and careful pastoring of the 
congregation.
Pray for the various ministries, for God’s protection 
and fruitfulness.
Pray for the children’s ministry that the children and 
their parents would be converted.
Pray for the Seminary, that the students would be 
zealous and have sound minds.
Pray for those who were thrown out from the 
charismatic church, for holding to true Christianity.
Pray for godly men for His ministry.
Pray for our new church building fund.

“For thou, Lord, art good, and ready to forgive; and 
plenteous in mercy unto all them that call upon thee.” 
(Psalm 86:5)

Thank you,
Servant of God in Sri Lanka,
Parthee

Reformation Anniversary Meeting 
(Rev. Raymond Kemp)

TPresbytery of Skye & Lochcarron recently held 
a meeting to mark the Quincentenary of the 
Protestant Reformation, which is generally 

regarded to have commenced with Martin Luther 
nailing ninety-five theses to the door of All Saints’ 
Church, Wittenberg, on 31st October, 1517.

On Friday 27th October, congregations throughout 
Skye and Lochalsh, joined by friends from other local 
denominations, gathered at Snizort to thank the Lord 
for five hundred years of the benefits of the Protestant 
Reformation. It is hoped that this year – referred to on 
social media as #Reformation500 – may help to focus 
minds on the need for religious awakening, and for a 
church always reforming.

The meeting, which was chaired by Rev. Murdo A. 
N. Macleod (Snizort), opened with the singing of Psalm 
78:1-7, after which the Moderator of Presbytery, Rev. 
Calum Smith (Bracadale & Duirinish) led in prayer. The 
Scripture read was Romans Chapter 5.

Lecturer-Emeritus in Systematic Theology at 
the Free Church Seminary, Rev. John Morrison, the 

Senior Minister of Kilmuir & Stenscholl, was the guest 
speaker, and his subject was ‘Justification by Faith’, 
regarded as the material principle of the Reformation. 
Mr Morrison dealt with his subject under four heads: 
(1) Substitutionary Atonement; (2) Justification; 
(3) Role of Faith in Justification; (4) Adoption and 
Sanctification.

After the singing of Psalm 69:30-36, the meeting 
was closed with the benediction. The ladies of the 
Snizort Congregation provided refreshments in the 
adjacent hall.

Similar meetings were organised by the Presbytery 
of the Outer Hebrides and the Southern Presbytery and 
the following audio recordings are now available on the 
Church website:
Rev. John Morrison (retired) – ‘Justification by Faith’
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod (Knock & Point) – ‘Luther for 
Today: Lessons from the Protestant Reformation’
Rev. John J. Murray (retired) – ‘Martin Luther: Life and 
Lessons’
freechurchcontinuing.org/publications/sermons

Continuing Deterioration of Religious Freedom in 
Russia  
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)

Although Russia was officially Christian for over 
1000 years, some Protestant groups were 
considered ‘dangerous sects’ and were severely 

persecuted by the State in the 19th Century. After the 
Russian Revolution in 1917, atheism was propagated, 
all religions were persecuted and many church leaders 
were martyred or spent decades in labour camps. After 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, there was 
a short period of religious freedom and a spiritual 
revival across its former republics. However, Protestant 
Churches experienced restrictions  on their outreach. In 
1997, further restrictions resulted in religious freedom 
worsening. A package of Kremlin counter-terrorism 
measures enacted in July 2016 included prohibition 
of any outreach activity outside church premises. This 
particularly affects three million Protestant Christians. 
Please pray for Russia and its Church. 



Free Church Witness 15

COMMENT
REAPING THE WHIRLWIND
What is the Lord saying to us?

Looking at the UK today, these words come to 
mind: “For they have sown the wind, and they 
shall reap the whirlwind” (Hos. 8:7). We have 

approved things of which God disapproves, and we 
are seeing the solemn consequences. In recent times 
immorality of various kinds has become evident 
in the Parliament which sanctioned what is sinful. 
First a culture of greed among MPs was revealed by 
the expenses scandal a few years ago. Then since 
the referendum last year, and the vote to leave the 
European Union, we have witnessed MPs who want 
the UK to remain manoeuvring to reverse the decision, 
causing political instability – something which 
was increased when the Conservative party lost its 
overall majority at the General Election in June. Now 
Westminster has been rocked by allegations of sexual 
misconduct on the part of several MPs; the same 
problem has surfaced in the devolved institutions in 
Scotland and in Wales, where one politician who was 
under suspicion appears to have taken his own life.

These troubling matters raise for the Christian 
the question of divine providence: What is the 
Lord doing, and what is He saying to us? We may 
be intrigued as to what will happen to our country 
politically, but our chief concern must be for our 
spiritual well-being as a people. God is surely calling 
us to consider our ways and to return to Him. Sadly 
we find that a sort of Quakerism is affecting much 
of the Church, with the authority of Scripture being 
disregarded, but it is to the Scriptures we must turn 
if ever there are to be better days for the Church, and 
then for the nation.

We need to relearn certain biblical principles. One 
is that the two things which are central to Christianity 
are the right way of worshipping God and the right 
way of salvation. Another is that we cannot expect 
the nation to be right unless the Church is reformed 
and renewed afresh: we must have ministers who 
know, believe and love the truth, and have a holy 
passion for its communication. A final thing is that 
sound doctrine and proper discipline are vital to a 
healthy, robust Church. It is not a matter of having 
the latest technology or facility, but of obeying our 
Head. Let us avoid quick-fix solutions, and maintain 
our confidence in Jesus Christ, who administers all 
things for the good of His Church (Eph. 1:22; Col. 
1:18).

RETELLING THE PAST
Who should write our history?

For many Christians history is like a foreign 
language – something best avoided except for the 
odd word or phrase picked up here and there. 

Such an attitude is foolhardy, for our written history 
helps to shape the beliefs and attitudes of succeeding 
generations. That is why the Free Church published a 
catechism of the events leading up to 1843 – a wise 
step with a lesson for the Free Church (Continuing).

Until the 18th century the blueprint for history was 
providentialism, the belief, derived from the Bible, that 
all events are governed by God. This was overthrown by 
rationalism, which holds that man’s unaided reason is 
the chief source of his understanding. The result of this 
switch is no better seen than in how Pope Gregory VII 
(c.1015-85 AD) is now regarded. From the time of the 
Reformation, Protestantism asserted that the visible 
church had degenerated to the extent that some churches 
had ceased to be churches of Christ, and it identified the 
popes of Rome as antichrist (Westminster Confession 
of Faith 25:5,6). From the late 18th century this belief 
was questioned and Gregory was no longer viewed 
as antichrist but as an absolutist, seeking to increase 
Rome’s power over indigenous congregations and rulers 
across Europe and beyond. This view was then replaced 
by one which saw Gregory as a great reforming Bishop, 
shoring up the Church against unacceptable change.

Our attitude to history has been influenced by a 
change in its status. Whereas it was once written by 
ministers and others, in the 1840s it became an academic 
subject available to undergraduates in universities such 
as Oxford, Cambridge and Dublin (Trinity College). 
In 1911 Cambridge published a large collection on 
medieval history, in which the depiction given of Gregory 
reflected the revolutionary change in how he is viewed. 
With the eclipse of providentialism, it is no longer God 
who controls history, but the historians. Further, the 
secularisation and ‘democratisation’ of history has 
resulted in its division into a range of special interests, 
from Marxism to anti-colonialism to feminism. There is 
no longer any overarching account or ‘metanarrative’ to 
explain everything. The Christian (and true) linear view 
of history, where there is a definite beginning, purpose 
and end, is rejected. A tragedy indeed.

The next time you pick up a book purporting to 
teach us about the past, consider the writer and his 
perspective on history; it will determine the story he 
has to tell.
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A GALAXY OF PREACHERS 
AND THEOLOGIANS

Rev. John W. Keddie

There were many other excellent men who graced 
the Free Church in its earliest days, and we 
conclude this series by briefly mentioning some 

of them and the legacy they have left to the church at 
large in the form of their writings. We may get light 
on many aspects of biblical truth from these writings, 
and we can only profit from the Christ-centred piety of 
their authors.

Some of these men are well-known, and others less 
so. Thanks to the reprinting of the best works of the 
nineteenth century Free Church men, most evangelical 
(or at least Reformed) people will know of the great 
preacher Robert Murray M’Cheyne (1813-1843), 
who sadly died in his thirtieth year on the eve of the 
Disruption. He is specially known through the Memoir 
and Remains of Robert Murray M’Cheyne, produced by 
his good friend Andrew Bonar after his death. This 
much-loved book contains an account of M’Cheyne’s 
life, and a selection of his letters and sermons. Spurgeon 
wrote of it: “This is one of the best and most profitable 
volumes ever published. The memoir of such a man 
ought surely to be in the hands of every Christian and 
certainly every preacher of the Gospel.”

Bonar himself (1810-1892), and his two brothers 
Horatius (1808-1889) and John James (1803-1891), as 
well as their cousin John (1799-1863), were stalwarts 
of the Disruption period. They were all of like mind, 
though Andrew and Horatius were best known, due 
to their wonderful books. We have already mentioned 
Andrew Bonar’s Memoir and Remains. He had already 
collaborated with M’Cheyne in producing the Narrative 
of their mission of inquiry to the Jews (1842), but he 
also produced a valuable commentary on the book of 
Leviticus (1846) (reprinted by the Banner of Truth 
Trust), and Christ and His Church in the Book of Psalms 
(1859), an enormously useful book on the Christology 
of all the Psalms. His Diary and Letters, edited by his 
daughter Marjory after his death, must stand as a 
classic in experiential Christian literature.

Horatius Bonar was a wonderful populariser of 
evangelical religion, arguably the most lucid and 
useful of all nineteenth century writers popularising 
the faith. Among his works which have been published 
in recent years are: The Everlasting Righteousness (on 
Justification) (1874; Banner of Truth, 1993); God’s Way 
of Holiness (1864; Evangelical Press, 1979); How Shall I 
go to God (1881; Baker, 1977); and Words to Winners of 
Souls (1877; Presbyterian & Reformed, 1995). Bonar 
wrote three dozen popular books and countless hymns, 

by which he is best remembered by some. Many of 
these books are still available in one form or another. 
He was arguably one of the finest writers in the history 
of the Scottish Church. The Bonar brothers lived 
through much of the nineteenth century and retained a 
consistent evangelical and Calvinistic position, though 
their acceptance of uninspired hymns in worship and 
support for the Moody & Sankey missions of 1873 
are to be regretted. They are wonderful examples, 
however, of men who counter the misconceptions 
that historic Calvinism, or the doctrines of grace, is 
somehow inimical to real evangelism.

Of others we may mention George Smeaton (1814-
1889) and Alexander Moody Stuart (1809-1898), 
who were also touched by the flames of renewal and 
revival in the days before the Disruption, and who 
manfully struggled against the liberalising influences 
increasingly evident in the Free Church in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Their works, too, follow 
them, as timeless, edifying and sound expositions of 
biblical truth. There were so many more, including: 
James Begg, a battler for Free Church principles and a 
tender-hearted evangelical social reformer; Alexander 
Duff, a pioneer missionary to India, James Bannerman, 
whose works on The Church of Christ and Inspiration 
were standard expositions of biblical orthodoxy; 
and Hugh Martin, a profound, insightful and faithful 
theologian, who wrote a commentary on the book 
of Jonah, a study on Simon Peter, and The Shadow of 
Calvary, which deals with the events in Christ’s life 
shortly before His crucifixion. What John ‘Rabbi’ 
Duncan said of Hugh Martin’s work may be applied to 
all the writings we have referred to, namely, that they 
aim to promote “both the doctrine which is according 
to godliness and the godliness which is according to 
doctrine.”

CHURCH HISTORY

Horatius Bonar
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The Way to True Peace and Rest
Robert Bruce, Banner of Truth Trust, pbk, 222pp, 
£6.95

Robert Bruce (c.1554-
1631) was one of the 
leading Reformed 

ministers of his time. This 
book is based on sermons he 
preached through Isaiah Chapter 
38, with regard to Hezekiah’s 
illness. There are six sermons 
and two appendices, one on 
the conscience and another on 
2 Timothy 2:15. The material 
on the conscience, based on 1 
Corinthians 11:28 and concerning preparation for the 
Lord’s Supper, is itself worth the purchase price. The 
following gives a flavour of the thought-provoking and 
heart-warming material in the book.

Looking at Hezekiah’s sickness in the first sermon, 
Bruce makes the point that we are not to “measure 
the favour or displeasure of God by any external event 
here on earth whether it be prosperity or adversity”. He 
lays stress on the fact that Christians should expect 
troubles in this life. Speaking of addressing those who 
may be on their deathbed without Christ, Bruce shows 
the foolishness of any pastor who for the sake of not 
upsetting such people, will say nothing about their 
soul’s need that they set their house in order. He seeks 
to show how Hezekiah’s prayer is evidence of his faith, 
and that his turning to the wall to weep was not done 
in a fit of temper, but was rather to enable him to weep 
more bitterly and not be distracted from addressing 
God. An interesting interpretation!

In his second sermon on God’s answer to Hezekiah, 
Bruce brings out the comfort that came to Hezekiah. 
While his prayer was answered, Bruce shows that 
some prayer is futile, and emphasises how words 
without thought never reach Heaven. The immediate 
obedience of Isaiah is considered, showing how all 
have the warrant of God’s word to act and then not 
to prevaricate. In the third sermon, when the shadow 
of the dial is turned back, Bruce shows how this was 
done not only to affirm to Hezekiah that God would be 
true to his word regarding the extra years given him, 
but also that it would be noticed throughout the world. 
The need for us all to be diligent in prayer is seen in 
what happened, but Bruce focuses on the truth that 
signs in answer to prayer are not ever given to “create 
faith in Christ” but “as seals that confirm and enlarge 
our relationship with Christ”.

In the sixth chapter regarding the sickness being 
cured, Bruce shows how the Lord can work by 
second causes, and while God forgave Hezekiah’s sins, 
nevertheless there was a practical work to be carried 
out to cure his sickness. Maybe there is a lesson here 
for those who claim that any illness can be cured by 
prayer alone.

The language of the book has been slightly updated, 
which is a great help. I found the many footnotes 
generally helpful, but each sermon begins with a 
long summary of the previous one, which can be off-
putting if reading them straight through. Once again, 
the Banner have come up with a book well worth 
purchasing.
Rev. Kenneth Macdonald

The Crook in the Lot
Thomas Boston, Banner of 
Truth Trust, pbk, 143pp, £5.00

This book is a reprint of 
a classic work essential 
for all with an interest 

in biblical religion. The content 
is excellent, dealing with the 
nitty-gritty of true Christianity, 
and particularly the correct 
understanding of affliction 
in the life of the believer. It 
is challenging, but profitable. The subject matter 
is set out at the beginning under three headings: 
“Whatsoever crook there is in one’s lot, it is of God’s 
making”; “What God sees meet to mar, one will not be 
able to mend in his lot”; and, “The considering of the 
crook in the lot, as the work of God, or of his making, is 
a proper means to bring one to a Christian deportment 
under it”. Further expositions on Proverbs 16:19 and 
1 Peter 5:6 conclude the volume.

Describing the crook in the lot, Boston states: 
“Since the crook in the lot is the special trial appointed 
for everyone, it is altogether reasonable, and becoming 
the wisdom of God, that it fall on that which most rivals 
him.” (p.12) Writing on Mark 10:17-21, he says: “Our 
Saviour, to discover the man to himself, makes a crook 
in his lot...obliging him, by a probatory command, to 
sell and give away all that he had, and follow him... He 
could not stand the test of that crook... He went away 
from Christ back to his plentiful estate, and...sat him 
down again on it a violent possessor before the Lord, 
thwarting the Divine order. And there is no appearance 
that ever this order was revoked, or that ever he came 
to a better temper in reference thereunto.” (pp.23-24) 
On verses in 1 Peter, Boston says: “Humiliation of 
spirit is in the sight of God of great price... As he has 
a special aversion to pride of heart, he has a special 
liking of humility”. (p.99)

I thoroughly enjoyed re-reading this book, and have 
no hesitation in recommending it.
Rev. Richard Ross

BOOK
REVIEWS
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God’s Ambassadors: The Westminster Assembly & 
The Reformation of the English Pulpit
Chad Van Dixhoorn, Reformation Heritage Books, 
215pp, hbk, £30.00

In this third work in the ‘Studies 
on the Westminster Assembly’ 
series, Chad Van Dixhoorn 

draws upon his prior expertise 
in editing and publishing the 
Assembly’s minutes, to bring to 
light their views on preaching and 
endeavours after pulpit reform in 
the mid-seventeenth century.

The work is divided into three 
sections. The first, ‘Blind Guides 
and Scandalous Ministers’, is a three-chapter historical 
survey of the Puritan quest for pulpit reform up to the 
time of the Westminster Assembly, whose first petition 
to Parliament called for a “speedy proceeding” against 
“scandalous ministers”. From the Elizabethan period, 
men like William Perkins sought to advance preaching, 
whereas others resisted this to various degrees. Some, 
like Archbishop Laud, exalted the altar above the pulpit.

The second section, ‘A Reforming Assembly’, consists 
of four chapters documenting how the Assembly set 
out to achieve their aim. A committee was set up for the 
examination of ministers and functioned for the whole 
duration of the Assembly (1643-1653). It composed 
twenty-one rules to test the minister’s piety, learning 
and pastoral theology. The Assembly debated the office 
of the Pastor and concluded that he alone, as God’s 
ambassador, was charged with the public reading and 
preaching of the Word. A Directory for Ordination was 
developed for use in the Church, and a Directory for 
Preaching was drawn up after careful discussion on the 
requirement of preaching, the character of the preacher 
and the method of preaching.

The third section, ‘In Theory’, is more practical. 
Here Van Dixhoorn focuses on key elements that 
characterised the pulpit theology of the Assembly and its 
members. Preachers were not merely to be learned but 
godly, and were to be ordained to office. The Preaching 
of the Word was appointed by God as a divine ordinance 
and ordinary means of grace through which Christ 
himself speaks to his people. The Assembly placed a 
pre-eminence on preaching and urged attendance at the 
public ordinance above the private reading of sermons. 
The preacher was to preach the whole counsel of God, 
centred upon Christ crucified, depending upon the Holy 
Spirit in the study and delivery of the message.

After drawing some conclusions, the work ends 
with an appeal to the Church to recover a high view of 
preaching. Three appendices provide the reader with 
source texts from the Assembly minutes and Directories 
of Worship and Church Government that relate to the 
office of the Pastor and his preaching.

Van Dixhoorn has provided the Church with a 

wonderful window into a significant period in her 
history, and shown us how the desire to see God’s Word 
preached scripturally led to extensive endeavours to 
reform the pulpit. The examination of ministers took up 
more time than any other task the Assembly undertook, 
with 5,000 men examined, and the Assembly left the 
Church a template for how this should be done. Of late, 
preaching and the pastoral office have been devalued 
in the Church; thorough training is under-appreciated, 
self-appointed preachers abound, and Bible study 
groups are thought more relevant. For these reasons we 
need to hear the voice of our fathers in the faith. I know 
of no books on preaching quite like this one: it is clear 
and concise, and replete with quotes and footnotes 
introducing works for further reading. Hopefully it will 
serve as foundation and catalyst for further work on the 
theology of the Puritan Pulpit.
Rev. Gavin Beers

Conversations with a Dying Man
Samuel Rutherford, Reformation Press, pbk, 78pp, 
£5.00

The original title of this 
fascinating book from 1660 
is ‘The Last and Heavenly 

Speeches, and Glorious Departure 
of John Graham, Viscount Kenmure’. 
This new edition includes helpful 
footnotes, some new, and others 
taken from an edition printed 
in 1828. In addition, to help the 
reader, antiquated [old-fashioned] 
words are inserted in the way that 
has just been illustrated in this review. This does not 
disturb the flow of the narrative and is very helpful.

The chapters, of which there are nine, are very short. 
The whole book, including a biographical sketch of both 
Viscount and Lady Kenmure, amounts only to 78 pages. 
A couple of chapters are only two pages long; this serves 
to heighten the impact of what is transpiring, as Samuel 
Rutherford counsels this man who knows that his time 
is short, and who is wrestling with guilt and shame, and 
a fear of having denied the Saviour. At points Rutherford 
offers the Viscount much encouragement and comfort, 
but then at another the wise pastor withholds comfort 
and sternly reproaches a tendency to be superficial 
in repentance and cold in devotion. Throughout 
Rutherford directs the Viscount to seek God’s mercies 
in Christ Jesus. Ultimately, as the original title clearly 
indicates, the gloom of the Viscount’s deathbed was 
dispelled by grace and glory.

Buy this little book and read it thoughtfully, 
considering the advice of Rutherford the pastor, and 
also that of the dying man himself, that we all might 
live (and die, when the time must come) for the glory 
of God.
Rev. James MacInnes
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(mobile) 07793 535227

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

Total to Oct 2016
£

15,925
24,573
33,470
18,479
10,776

103,222

6,608
15,091
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FUND YTD 2017
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0
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0
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0
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700
23,003
18,850
20,628
29,500
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1,000
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Oct 2017
£

1,500
5,128
6,023
4,176

400
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898
2,412
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2,053
6,320

2,171
2,283

100
5,754
4,050
4,987
7,863
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27,370

2,443
1,350
3,616
3,806
3,098
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1,450
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1,310
7,141
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20,620

0

100,343
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0

108,140

61,977
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COMMUNION DATES
Communions are held on the following Sabbaths. Visitors should contact local ministers for times of the main services and 
the preparatory and thanksgiving services. Contact details may be found on the Church website.
December:    January:     February:
10    Columbia    14  St Louis    18  Stornoway    
     21  Greenville    25  Harris
     28  Atlanta



“And the things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, 
the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach 
others also.”

2 Timothy 2:2
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A class at the Seminary which meets in Vavuniya, Sri Lanka (courtesy of Rev. Shanmugam Partheepan)


