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Is it real to me?
David Totten, Liverpool, England
However, I’ve asked myself the question many times:
“Do I really appreciate this truth?”

You probably know some people who think that the Holy
Spirit is a feeling they have, something that just
influences us, or even a myth. I am sure, along with me,
you believe that the Holy Spirit is from God and is God.
He is just as much a part of the God-trinity as the Father
and the Son.

If our Lord Jesus Christ was with us in person every day
in physical form, would we act any differently in what we
do? Would we go to different places? Would we say
different things? Would we watch different films,
television programmes or online material? Would we
choose our friends differently? I think, if we are honest
with ourselves, the answer would be ‘yes’.

There are many things that we can learn from the
Scriptures about the Holy Spirit that teach us that He is
real and He is a person. He is described as a helper.1 He
guides, speaks and hears.2 In 1 Thessalonians 5:19 it says
that the Holy Spirit can be ‘quenched’. And, going back
to Genesis chapter 1, if you read the account of creation,
you can see that the Holy Spirit is equally involved.3 Can
something that is not real and personal be grieved?4 From
this, and other considerations, we can clearly understand
that the Holy Spirit is a real person.

So we need to equally appreciate the person of the Holy
Spirit and value Him in the same way as we appreciate
God and the Lord Jesus Christ. Is the Holy Spirit, and His
presence in my life, a reality? And, if He is, I believe that
our service, our worship, our praise and our work for God
would be more rewarding to us and give more glory to
Him. Am I aware of the Spirit’s leading in my life and am
I confident of my salvation?6

In Mark 1:9-11, the Lord Jesus, at least, saw evidence of
the descending Holy Spirit. At that time Jesus came from
Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the
Jordan. Just as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he
saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on
him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are
my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” On the
day of Pentecost, the dramatic filling of the Spirit was
evidenced by the sound of a mighty rushing wind, and
tongues of fire hovered about all those who were gathered
in the house.5 The challenge for us today is to receive the
testimony of the Bible about the Holy Spirit’s presence
without the support of direct, visible evidence.

In our presenting of our Lord Jesus Christ to others, one
of the things that we also have to get over to them is the
fact that our Lord Jesus Christ was a real person. Some
people still question whether Jesus existed. In telling
people about Jesus, we need to present Him as real as
possible – as real as you and I are to each other. And we
need to believe that the Holy Spirit gives us boldness to
speak about Him.
The Lord Jesus cried, He ate, He mourned, He was angry
and, most importantly, He loved. In sharing this, people
will be able to identify with Jesus more and appreciate
what He has done for them when He died on the cross at
Calvary. Amazing, but it is as real as He is!

We believe, biblically, that all Christians have the person
of the Holy Spirit indwelling them or living with them.6
Isn’t that amazing?’

References: (1) John 14:16-17 (2) John 16:13-14
(3) Gen. 1:2 (4) Eph. 4:30 (5) Acts 2:1-4 (6) Rom.
8:9,15
Bible quotations from NIV

Is the Holy Spirit,
and His presence
in my life,
a reality?
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Firstborn

Firstborn over all creation
Thawn Lian Khup, Munlai, Myanmar & Steve Seddon, Manchester, England
If you could spend a day with one of history’s greats,
is the greatest over all creation’. He’s not a specialist in a
whom would you choose, and what would you talk about? narrow field; His fame is not about a single discovery,
invention or accomplishment; nor is He simply a vaguely
Aristotle, Archimedes, Da Vinci, Galileo, Luther,
familiar name from a distant time or culture. The Lord
Shakespeare, Newton, Beethoven, Einstein, Dickens,
Jesus Christ is alive and acting today – supreme in every
Bell, Edison, Curie, Churchill, Mother Teresa, Gates,
discipline and dimension that exists!
Berners-Lee, Jobs, Zuckerberg – the list of ‘history’s
greats’ is vast. Each one is distinguished by their prowess
in a particular field, or by a specific one-off achievement
that is considered to have had world-changing
consequences. Of course, as fresh history unfolds,
individuals will continue to be added to the list in
recognition of outstanding human achievement in science,
medicine, engineering, exploration, art, music, sport,
religion, politics, business – these and other disciplines
that have the potential to influence life on earth as we
know it.

The little Church of God in Colossae who met in the
home of Philemon, were living at a time when certain
heresies were being developed by fake Christians who did
not subscribe to the eternal deity of the Lord Jesus. They
preached that, although He was from God, He was not
fully God. Recognising their vulnerability, Paul writes his
letter to the Colossians, emphasising the eternal deity of
the Lord Jesus, the fact that He is the creator of all things,
and therefore has pre-eminence (supremacy) over all
things.

But how is ‘greatness’ recognised and who decides?
God’s Word provides a rich insight into what greatness
really looks like.

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over
all creation. For by him all things were created: things
in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether
thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things
were created by him and for him. He is before all
things, and in him all things hold together. And he is
the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning
and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in
everything he might have the supremacy. For God was
pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and
through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether
things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace
through his blood, shed on the cross.4

We learned from the first article in this series1 that
‘firstborn’ is a term in the Bible that has two distinct
applications:
The first, and most obvious, is to describe the status of
the first to be born to a father or mother. This is
particularly significant in cultures where the first to be
born would inherit the authority rights of the father:
becoming the new head of the family – a privilege that
would also bring the firstborn a larger share of the family
inheritance than their younger siblings.

Christ is creator of everything

The second, and perhaps not so obvious, application of
the term is used to describe how God made certain men of
His choice, firstborn in rank. An example is king David,
about whom God said, “I will appoint him to be my
firstborn, the most exalted of the kings of the earth.”2 This
was despite David being the youngest among his siblings.
In other words, by giving David the ‘rank’ of firstborn,
God was declaring him to be ‘the greatest’ amongst the
kings of the earth.

– for by him all things were created.
Some false teachers would suggest that the Lord Jesus
Himself is a created being, that He was the first person
God ever made, and that He is the greatest creature ever
to come from the hand of God. They say that, as God’s
first created being, the Son then created everything else.
But such thoughts are totally contrary to the fundamental
teaching of the Word of God. In verse 16 of Colossians 1
Paul writes, by him all things were created … by him and
for him. This passage clearly states that God’s Son is not a
created being; how could He have created everything if
He Himself had been created?

It is this second application of the term firstborn that is
used to describe the rank of the Lord Jesus Christ in
relation to creation (amongst other things). He is the
firstborn over all creation!3 Put another way, Jesus Christ
is not merely one of history’s ‘greats’, but actually, He is
eternity’s greatest!

Paul’s list of the things that are attributed to the creatorial
power of the firstborn over all creation is wonderfully
comprehensive:

Our earlier list of history’s ‘greats’ may well have left us
in awe of their accomplishments and the impact they have
had – making us feel very small. But pause for a moment
to reflect on the magnitude of the statement, ‘Jesus Christ

● all things in heaven
● all things on earth
4

were made; without him nothing was made that has
been made.
Hebrews 1:1-3 In the past God spoke to our
forefathers through the prophets at many times and
in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken
to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all
things, and through whom he made the universe. The
Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact
representation of his being, sustaining all things by
The apostle John captures the same truth in another way,
his powerful word. After he had provided
Through him all things were made; without him nothing
purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of
was made that has been made.5
the Majesty in heaven.
For most of us, to have an audience with one of history’s
Having established that Christ is creator of everything,
we notice that this is just one of four ‘pillars of truth’ that greats – even those who are still living – is little more
than a pipe dream. But here’s the thing: the one whom we
Paul uses to support his declaration of Christ as the
celebrate (not as one of history’s greats, but as eternity’s
firstborn over all creation. We mention the other three in
greatest – the firstborn over all creation) is also our
passing – each having an interdependence on the others
personal loving saviour, who craves not just a one-off
that speaks to the absolute supremacy of this unique
audience with us, but an ongoing daily intimacy, made
person:
possible by the presence of the gracious Holy Spirit living
1. That Christ is God – He is the image of the
within us. As firstborn over all creation, all things are ‘for
invisible God … God was pleased to have all his
him’, He is ‘heir of all things’, and as such is the one who
fulness dwell in him.6
inherits it all – what a day that will be! Paul tells us in
7
2. That Christ is eternal – He is before all things.
Romans 8 that creation itself is longing for this moment,
when it will be set free from its slavery to corruption, into
Note the present tense – the same inference that the
the freedom of the glory of the children of God (when we
Lord Jesus used when He declared, “before
8
Abraham was born, I am!” He is literally ‘prior’ to who are in Christ will co-inherit all things along with
Him! – His place is by right, ours all by grace). The fact
all things, but figuratively superior.
is, He is firstborn over creation and is pre-eminent in all
3. That Christ is in control – in him all things hold
things, and it is good to ask ourselves the question, “Does
together.9
He have the pre-eminent position in my life?”
In visiting each of these ‘pillars’, we find ourselves drawn
May God bless each one of us, that Christ should have
to two other parallel passages of Scripture that perfectly
first place in every day of our lives.
complement Paul’s celebration of the supremacy of
Christ:
References: (1) NT Issue 1, 2019 (2) Ps. 89:27, NIV
2011 (3) Col. 1:15 (4) Col. 1:15-20 (5) John 1:3 (6)
John 1:1-3 In the beginning was the Word, and the
Col. 1:15,19 (7) Col. 1:17 (8) John 8:58 (9) Col. 1:17
Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was
Bible quotations from NIV 1984 Edition
with God in the beginning. Through him all things
● all things visible
● all things invisible
● thrones
● powers
● rulers
● authorities
What’s missing? Nothing!

The Son … is
the image of
the invisible
God, the
firstborn over
all creation.
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They’re out to get us!

The world
Martin Jones, Hamilton, Canada
Whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes
himself an enemy of God.1
“Because you are not of the world … the world
hates you.”2

You were dead … following the course of this
world, following the prince of the power of
the air, the spirit that is now at work in the
sons of disobedience … like the rest of
mankind. … But now in Christ … Eph. 2:1-13

As well as the physical world, ‘the world’ in our Bibles
can refer to the world set-up and standards. The way God
views the world, and the way it views us, challenges:
how do I really view it? A.W. Tozer said, ‘The world is
for all of us not only what it is—it is what we believe it
to be… Men think of the world not as a battleground, but
as a playground. We are not here to fight; we are here to
frolic. We are not in a foreign land; we are at home. We
are not getting ready to live, but we are already living,
and the best we can do is …live this life to the full.’3 Are
we guilty of this mindset?

“You will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice.”9
Would you really feel comfortable where your closest
friend was ignored, mistreated and maligned?
Its core elements: The earth has over 100 chemical
elements (its basic building blocks) and some of them are
considered very valuable. In contrast, Paul’s letter to the
Galatians describes the weak and worthless elementary
principles of the world10 that enslave.11 It used to be
arguable that western society was underpinned by
Christian principles. Now society operates unashamedly
on ‘your truth’, not ‘His truth’ and a tolerance that’s
intolerant of what we stand for.

Although, the ‘world’ in the sense of this article refers to
the ways of culture and society that oppose the Lord,
features of our physical world highlight some major
dangers that lurk within it for the Christian.
Its magnetic pull: The earth’s magnetic field might be
relatively weak, but it’s enough to move a compass! The
world’s pull is far stronger; think of the pull on the freed
Israelites back to Egypt,4 or the escaping Lot’s wife
being so attracted to look back at Sodom and Gomorrah,5
or Demas.6 Often it’s a slow, imperceptible drift; we need
the compass of God’s Word to counteract it.

How, then, should we live in this world, for live in it we
must?12 Paul’s advice is striking: and those who deal with
the world as though they had no dealings with it.13 Isn’t
the reality that our lives might, in some ways, necessarily
resemble those in the world – schooling, a career and its
connections, somewhere to live, transportation, financial
planning and so on; and some pursuits and interests can
have a place. But we should grasp them loosely, rather
than clasp them closely – with the sober shrug of the
steward rather than the smug self-satisfaction of the
social climber. Too close a friendship with the world
makes us an enemy of God.1

Its gravitational force: We’re very grateful to the
earth’s gravity for keeping our feet on the ground! But
there’s a danger that this world keeps us earth-bound, not
setting our minds on things above, or on the world to
come. Let’s pray for ‘more freedom from earthstains,
more longing for home.’7
Its circular orbit: If the earth didn’t revolve on its axis,
or around the sun, we wouldn’t have day, night or
seasons. But its cycles remind us of its futility – basically
going around in circles and making no progress! We
need to avoid following the course of this world8 that
ultimately doesn’t get us to where God wants us to be.

Paul’s advice reflected the certainty that this world is on
borrowed time, and the risk that disciples could be
distracted by transient ‘things’ from serving God.
Personally, he wasn’t prepared to take that risk, and
declares elsewhere: The world has been crucified to me.14
Final, total, brutal. God expects no less.1

Its benign exterior: The recent volcanic eruption in
Hawaii shows that, beneath even the most idyllic of
landscapes, can lie hidden, destructive forces. We can be
sucked into thinking that the ‘world’ is really benign and
even beneficial – but it burns.

References: (1) Jas. 4:4 (2) John 15:19 (3) A.W. Tozer,
This World: Playground or Battleground? O M
Publishing, Carlisle 1996 (4) Num. 14:4 (5) Gen. 19:26
(6) 2 Tim. 4:10 (7) P.P. Bliss, PHSS 381 (8) Eph. 2:2
(9) John 16:20 (10) Gal. 4:9 (11) Gal. 4:3 (12) 1 Cor.
5:10b (13) 1 Cor. 7:31 (14) Gal. 6:14

Its upside-down perspective: As a child, did you think
people on the opposite side of the world lived upsidedown? Well, the world has its values upside down, a fact
illustrated when Jesus said of His impending departure,

Bible quotations from ESV, unless otherwise stated
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Personal transformation

Presenting our bodies
David Woods, Manchester, England
you are and to dust you will return”4
– is humanity’s collective experience.
Our bodies, therefore, don’t express
everything about who we are. A body
that’s incapacitated by illness,
restricted by congenital disability, or
changed as a result of an accident,
Up to this point in his letter to the
does not say anything about our
Romans, Paul has written about the
character. So, we must bear in mind
glory of God’s eternal and sovereign
the limitations of our bodies as we
purposes of grace, mercy and love.
understand what Paul is appealing for.
It’s what we call the gospel.2 For
He knows that we all live in bodies
Paul, the gospel is seen in the lives of
possessing varying degrees of
the children of God who live in a way
strength and ability. Some think that
that is remarkably different from the
Paul refers to a personal, painful body
expectations of society. So, in
limitation in 2 Corinthians 12:7, by
chapters 12–16, Paul gives
which he felt restricted in his service
instructions about how Christians
for God. His requests to God for
should live as a consequence of God’s
removal of the thorn in my flesh were
mercy. He begins this section with a
refused, and instead the Lord said,
strong and urgent appeal: I urge you
“My grace is sufficient for you, for
… offer your bodies as a living
my power is made perfect in
sacrifice.
weakness”.5 It follows, therefore, that
The body is the ‘vehicle’ in which we we should exhibit in our body,
live life. It is through our body that
whatever its condition, the reality of
our character is displayed, our
what it means to be a child of God.
priorities are revealed, our feelings
Coping with body limitation might be
are shared and our thoughts are
the most powerful way in which our
expressed. The body acts upon the
reliance on God for all things is seen
orders of the will of the mind and
by others.
heart. Before salvation, our sinful
Paul knows that our bodies don’t
hearts were entirely corrupt and our
always demonstrate the reality of our
affections were disordered, resulting
new life in Christ. Our hearts are not
in words and actions that were selfalways fully engaged with love for
destructive and harmful to others.
God and therefore fail to bring
Paul is making the case in Romans
appropriate control to the body. In
12:1–2 that, because we have been
Romans 7:14–25 Paul shares his
given new hearts and minds, our
personal struggle to do the things he
bodies should now act differently. If
knows he should do as a Christian.
there’s a new ‘software’ control
He eventually exclaims, Who will
system in place, then the ‘hardware’
rescue me from this body that is
of the body should behave in a new
subject to death?6 Our sinful
way. I have been crucified with Christ
tendencies remain, and are evidenced
and I no longer live, but Christ lives
frequently in the things we say and
in me. The life I now live in the body,
do. The frustration of this struggle is
I live by faith in the Son of God, who
felt most by those who are being
loved me and gave himself for me.3
trained in righteousness through
It’s vital at this point that we
regular encounters with God in His
acknowledge something we all know Word.7 Thankfully, through
personally: our bodies are fragile and confession and prayer for God’s
decaying. The curse of Eden —“dust ongoing mercy and strength, we can
Therefore, I urge you, brothers and
sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to
offer your bodies as a living
sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God –
this is your true and proper
worship.1
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keep going. May I suggest that if you
sense none of this inner struggle, then
you need to check the genuineness of
your salvation?
Children of God no longer retain the
authority rights to their bodies. When
writing about sexual immorality – one
of the clearest external indicators of
disordered heart affections – Paul
tells everyone in the church of God in
Corinth, Do you not know that your
bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit,
who is in you, whom you have
received from God? You are not your
own; you were bought at a price.
Therefore honour God with your
bodies.8 So, when Paul says we
should offer our bodies to God, we’re
actually relinquishing our selfassumed rights to live our lives in our
body in the way we think is best.
We’re returning that authority to our
Creator and Saviour, who now resides
in us by His Spirit. This is freedom,
and is true and proper worship,1
because it acknowledges God’s right
to our lives, and willingly submits to
His loving leadership.
Paul shows us a paradox – that the
costly offering of our body is a living
sacrifice.1 He has in mind a valuable
animal being killed as a sacrifice. But
he’s saying that such a full surrender
of our body actually results in life. He
is picking up on the teaching of Jesus:
“Whoever wants to be my disciple
must deny themselves and take up
their cross and follow me. For
whoever wants to save their life will
lose it, but whoever loses their life for
me and for the gospel will save it.”9
As we offer our bodies to God, we
enter into the fullness of the life He
intends for us.
Paul also wrote, For if you live
according to the flesh, you will die;
but if by the Spirit you put to death
the misdeeds of the body, you will
live.10 Living under the control of the
sinful nature that remains in us results

in spiritual death. But Paul
encourages us to put to death the
body-evidences of the sinful nature
by the Spirit. Best intentions are not
enough; we must involve God the
Spirit, who indwells us, as we
actively kill off sinful words and
actions. Paul also said: I strike a blow
to my body and make it my slave…11
He’s saying that self-discipline,
empowered by the Holy Spirit, is
necessary. There are sinful habits we
must kill off and habits of grace we
must cultivate.
Jesus was strong on this point: “If
your right eye causes you to stumble,
gouge it out and throw it away … if
your right hand causes you to
stumble, cut it off and throw it away.
It is better for you to lose one part of
your body than for your whole body
to be thrown into hell.”12 He was
saying that the deeds of the body
reveal the inner condition, and if the
body is revealing a deep-rooted sin,
then that sin must be ruthlessly dealt
with for the preservation of the whole
person. Dealing with sin is always
painful. And let’s recognise that God
may trigger a purifying opportunity
when trusted friends lovingly
intervene to point out our sinful
behaviours. When that happens we
return to God and, by the Spirit’s
help, put to death the misdeeds of the
body by confessing and killing the sin
in the heart.

physical training [exercise], is of
some value, but godliness has value
for all things…14 We should maintain
healthy bodies and minds through
appropriate exercise, diet, sleep and
rest, being careful that godliness (not
vanity) is the real motivation for any
health regimen.

While in prison, Paul longed that his
actions, even when he was facing his
executioners, would honour Christ: I
eagerly expect and hope that I will in
no way be ashamed, but will have
sufficient courage so that now as
always Christ will be exalted in my
body, whether by life or by death.16
His example is our encouragement.

When the Lord Jesus Christ, our
saviour, appears, He will transform
our lowly bodies so that they will be
like his glorious body.15 That future
body will be perfectly complete; I
can’t wait! God’s renovation work in
our lives now is progressive. It
demands the loving offering of our
lives – body and soul – to God.

References: (1) Rom. 12:1 (2) see
Rom. 1:15 (3) Gal. 2:20 (4) (Gen.
3:19c (5) 2 Cor. 12:9 (6) Rom. 7:24
(7) 2 Tim. 3:16-17 (8) 1 Cor. 6:19-20
(9) Mark 8:34–35 (10) Rom. 8:13
(11) 1 Cor. 9:27 (12) Mat. 5:29-30
(13) Rom. 6:13 (14) 1 Tim. 4:8
(15) Phil. 3:21 (16) Phil. 1:20
Bible quotations from NIV, 2011.

Therefore, I urge you, brothers
and sisters, in view of God’s
mercy, to offer your bodies as a
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing
to God – this is your true and
proper worship.
Rom.12:1

In Romans 6 Paul writes that children
of God have the capacity and ability
to harness the God-honouring
potential of their bodies. When we are
saved, our body is released from its
slavery to sin – because we are given
a new heart – and each part of the
body can be offered to God as an
instrument of righteousness.13 Maybe
you can try this humbling and
reorienting exercise: pray to God
about every part of your body,
dedicating each faculty to his service
and glory. Read Hebrews 13:15–16 as
you do this, to be reminded of the
sacrifices with which God is pleased.
A child of God has a real
responsibility to care for the body
given by God, avoiding what’s
harmful and pursuing that which
promotes health and general
wellbeing. Paul told Timothy that
9

Can you help me with this?
Peter Hickling, Cromer, England
instance, Jesus said, Truly, truly, I
say to you, whoever hears my word
and believes him who sent me has
eternal life. He does not come into
judgment, but has passed from death
to life.1 This passage is irreversible,
because the believer is incorporated
into Christ, becoming a member of
Cor. 15:1-2)
his body2 – one cannot imagine Christ
being dismembered. Scripture uses
What are these verses telling us? At
first sight they seem to say that those the expression ‘in Christ’ many times,
who receive the gospel are only saved e.g. if anyone is in Christ, he is a new
creation.3 Chapter two of Ephesians
if they hold fast to what they have
states the whole argument: … you
believed, and there is a possibility
were dead in the trespasses and
that if people waver in their belief
sins in which you once walked, … But
they may lose their salvation. That
God, being rich in mercy, because of
conclusion would be deeply
the great love with which he loved
unsettling to many Christians, who
us…even when we were dead in our
might feel insecure in their faith and
trespasses, made us alive together
uncertain about their status before
with Christ—by grace you have been
God.
saved—and raised us up with him and
Before jumping to such an apparently seated us with him in the heavenly
reasonable conclusion, we should
places in Christ Jesus, … For by
consider the sound principle of the
grace you have been saved through
exegesis of Scripture, that Scripture
faith. And this is not your own doing;
itself should be the interpreter of
it is the gift of God, not a result of
Scripture. That is, one should
works, so that no one may boast.4 It is
establish the general teaching of
very clear, therefore, that our
Scripture on a point, and interpret any salvation from the penalty of sin is a
‘difficult’ texts in that light. In this
work of God, underwritten by His
case, there is a wealth of scriptures
power and love.
that assure us that the transformation
What, then, does the quoted passage
brought about by faith in Christ is
mean? The quote comes from the
instantaneous and irreversible; for

Now I would remind you,
brothers, of the gospel I preached
to you, which you received, in
which you stand, and by which
you are being saved, if you hold
fast to the word I preached to you
– unless you believed in vain. (1

English Standard Version of the
Bible, which says by which you are
being saved, a continuous sense of the
verb. This is a better translation of the
original than AV and RV; the Greek
word sozesthe is in the second person
plural indicative passive, relating to a
continuing action. Most newer
versions of Scripture recognise this.
But we have seen that eternal
salvation is the instantaneous and
irrevocable work of God – how can
this be? The answer is that the word
‘salvation’ is used in two different
senses, firstly referring to re-creation
and justification, and secondly to
rescue from sin in our present life.
This suggests one solution in answer
to the question posed: that these
people were saved in the sense of
being justified, but were not leading a
sanctified life – and so were ‘backsliders.’
The words ‘in vain’ mean
‘frivolously’, ‘casually’ or ‘idly’. Any
who believed ‘in vain’ did not
understand the full import of their
belief; it was not a real saving faith at
all. Paul’s words would make his
hearers examine themselves, to test
the genuineness of their faith. So, for
others at Corinth, this alternative
understanding of the verse may have
had relevance.
And there is a third solution to
consider. What is stated with great
economy of words in verses 1 and 2
is expanded on in verses 11-14. Paul
preached Jesus and the resurrection,
but it appears that others had arrived
among them at Corinth whose system
of belief did not hold to the
resurrection of humanity, and
consequently not of Jesus Christ. Paul
exposed this as the false Gospel it is,
in which system, faith is indeed futile.

References: (1) John 5:24 (2) Eph.
5:30 (3) 2 Cor. 5:17 (4) Eph. 2:1-9
Bible quotations from ESV
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Songs

Deborah’s song
Brian & Rosemary Johnston, Leigh, England
Deborah – poet, singer, prophetess and judge; a godly
woman who rightly encouraged others to take the lead.
She didn’t step in and do the job for them.

At the end of Deborah’s song there are two contrasting
cameos. The first is a graphic portrayal of what has
actually happened after the rout of enemy forces:

This is a time when God is working for a people who are
disheartened. The gates of their towns are places of
conflict rather than of community; the open streets are
deserted in favour of concealed trails to hide from enemy
forces. And in order to remedy that situation, Deborah,
through whom God communicates His commands,
faithfully challenges the leaders in Israel to lead.1
Through her mother-like encouragement, troops
volunteer under the command of the God-appointed
military leader, Barak.2

“Most blessed of women is Jael …
Most blessed is she of women in the tent.
He asked for water and she gave him milk;
In a magnificent bowl she brought him curds.
She reached out her hand for the tent peg,
And her right hand for the workmen’s hammer.
Then she struck Sisera, she smashed his head;
And she shattered and pierced his temple.
Between her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay;
Between her feet he bowed, he fell;
Where he bowed, there he fell dead.”11
There could be no doubt of the horrific end of Sisera at
the hands of Jael. Meanwhile, Deborah visualizes his
mother, in the way of women through the ages, anxiously
watching for her son to return from war. She cannot
allow herself to think the worst and so she supposes that
his delayed homecoming is for a very different reason:

The Song of Deborah is a poetic portrayal that recaps
God’s deliverance of His people. Take the time to read
Judges 5 and enjoy the rich poetic language and graphic
descriptions in praise of Almighty God, as Deborah now
encourages herself, and unafraid road-users, to sing,3
while people again congregate at the gates.
The Song is sung following the tremendous victory of the
Israelites over Sisera and his forces from northern
Canaan. There would be no doubt in the minds of those
who heard the song that the victory was attributed
entirely to the LORD.4

“Out of the window she looked and lamented,
The mother of Sisera through the lattice,
‘Why does his chariot delay in coming?
Why do the hoofbeats of his chariots tarry?’
Her wise princesses would answer her,
Indeed she repeats her words to herself,
‘Are they not finding, are they not dividing the spoil?
A maiden, two maidens for every warrior;
To Sisera a spoil of dyed work,
A spoil of dyed work embroidered,
Dyed work of double embroidery on the neck of the
spoiler?’”12
The poor woman was, sadly for her, deluding herself, as
she imagined her son to be the conquering hero, taking
his time to collect the rich spoils of war. Rather, this
enemy of God and His people had let down his guard and
allowed himself to be deceived by a woman. Similarly,
today, there are those who prefer ‘unsubstantiated just-so
stories’.

“When the princes in Israel take the lead, when the
people willingly offer themselves – praise the
LORD!”5
When leaders take the lead and people willingly offer
themselves, God is praised. If you are recognised as an
elder in a church, are you studiously avoiding
confrontation and criticism? Or are you taking initiative?
With God’s help, are you making difficult decisions? Are
you showing an example of meeting with God’s people
for worship, prayer and study of God’s Word? If called
to lead, do it.
When people willingly offer themselves, God is praised.
Are you freely offering yourself in service for God? Are
you ready to do whatever is necessary as a supportive
follower?

Deborah’s Song culminates with the triumphant desire:
“Let all Your enemies perish, O LORD; but let those
who love Him be like the rising of the sun in its
might.”13
This expresses the confidence of the Christian who has
faith in the power of Almighty God and loves Him with
all his or her heart – a confidence to lead or to follow.

In the celebrated battle, God had worked on all scales,
from the celestial to the domestic, as victory came
through the stars … from their courses6 as well as ‘the
woman in her tent’.7 The victory was evidently God’s,
but at a human level, as foretold,8 the honour was given
to a woman – who was even mentioned in the same
breath as the heroic Shamgar.9 Never was it more true
that in the Lord, neither is woman independent of man
…10

References: (1) Judg. 4:6,14 (2) Judg. 4:6; 5:7,14-15,18 (3) Judg. 5:12,
10 (4) Judg. 5:3,9,11,23,31 (5) Judg. 5:2,9 NIV (6) Judg. 5:20 (7) Judg.
5:24 (8) Judg. 4:9 (9) Judg. 5:6 (10) 1 Cor. 11:11 (11) Judg. 5:24-27
(12) Judg. 5:28-30 (13) Judg. 5:31 Quotations from NASB
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The joy of the Lord
Sam Jones, Aberkenfig, Wales
Scientists have long been telling us of
the impact which our emotions have
on our wellbeing. A scan of recent
Psychology Today articles tells us that
experiencing positive emotions,
namely joy, increases our likelihood
of living longer, improves our mental
health and our relationships and
increases our resilience when faced
with disappointment, frustration or
stress. In short, positive emotions not
only make us feel good, they also
increase our physical and mental
strength making us more capable
when it comes to dealing with
adversity.

for this will go with him in his toil
through the days of his life.2 Once
again we see, this time from scripture,
that positive emotions, specifically
joy in these cases, make us stronger
and more able to deal with the day-today struggles that life brings.

It is these things that make the
acquisition and retention of joy a
pursuit which interests the vast
majority of, if not all, people across
the globe. Advice on how to obtain it
differs depending on whom we ask.
Advertisers would have us believe
that our experience of joy is
dependant on us purchasing their
newest product, whilst the media
This is not, of course, new. It
propound wealth, beauty and fame as
provides just another example of
its source. The majority of
modern science using empirical
psychologists reject these
evidence to support pre-existing
suggestions, instead encouraging us
Biblical wisdom. In the book of
Proverbs we read that a joyful heart is to avoid dwelling on negativity and to
find positives in all circumstances.
good medicine, but a crushed spirit
There are countless internet articles
dries up the bones.1 In Ecclesiastes
the Preacher tells us: I commend joy, offering suggestions on ways to
for man has nothing better under the achieve this, such as: loving ourselves
sun but to eat and drink and be joyful, and focusing on our goals; looking

after ourselves physically; living in
the ‘now’; surrounding ourselves with
positive people; or being good to
others. The bottom line of all these
suggestions is a focus on ‘self’ which,
frankly, is both damaging and
unscriptural.3 It is also entirely
dependent on our own efforts and, as
weak and fallible individuals, it is
difficult to see how this can yield
long-term benefits in the face of life’s
trials.
Our society may have difficulty in
finding and retaining joy which lasts,
but this was not a struggle that Paul
and his contemporaries seemed to
face, even when dealing with the
most difficult of circumstances. Paul
informs the Corinthians that in all our
affliction, I am overflowing with joy;4
Luke tells us that the early Christians
rejoiced that they were counted
worthy to suffer dishonour for the
name;5 and both James and Peter
encouraged the early believers to
rejoice as they fell into various
trials.6,7
Whilst writing from a Roman prison
cell Paul provides us with insight into
the source of his joy, exhorting the
church in Philippi to rejoice in the
Lord,8 putting the onus on us to find
reason to rejoice in Him. This is, of
course, a beneficial practice, and
there is a wealth of material we could
use as we consider His character, His
creation, His love for us and the many
blessings that He pours out on us
every day. However, there is,
perhaps, another aspect to the joy
which provided the early Christians
with a solid foundation regardless of
their circumstances.
In Nehemiah 8:10 we read that the joy
of the LORD is your strength,9
meaning that the ‘gladness’ of the
Lord will be your ‘place of refuge’.
While Paul’s writings teach us that
we can find joy in the Lord,
Nehemiah can be seen as telling us
that, not only is God the source of our
true joy, God Himself experiences
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joy, and it is then His joy, not ours,
which becomes our place of refuge in
times of trouble. To understand this in
more detail it is worth seeing the
verse in context.
Nehemiah was speaking to a remnant
of Jews who had chosen to return to
their homeland after their time in
captivity.10 The Babylonians had
destroyed the city of Jerusalem,11 but
under the guidance and instruction of
Ezra and Nehemiah, amongst others,
the temple12 and the city walls were
rebuilt.13 Not long after completing
the work, the people call an assembly
and request Ezra, the scribe, to come
and read the Book of the Law out
loud.14 Their hard work has led to this
moment and we get a sense of
anticipation as the people wait to hear
the Law being read, perhaps for the
first time. As Ezra opens the book and
blesses the Lord, the people respond
by standing, raising their hands and
bowing to the ground in worship.15
Here we see a changed people. Their
disobedience had resulted in them
being removed from their land and in
the loss of their opportunity to serve
God in the way He desired. They
have returned with a desire to serve
and, having already rebuilt the
temple, they now wait with open
hearts ready to obey God’s
commandments.

But for you who fear
my name ... You shall
go out leaping like
calves from the stall.

singing.19 Their return meant so much
to Him that He declared the day ‘holy
to the LORD’16 – a special day for
Himself.

What an incredible insight this gives
us into the love God has for His
people and the delight He takes in
their acknowledgement of their sin,
their repentance and their
recommitment to Him. It was this
The Book of the Law is not easy to
same joy, the joy in our return, which
listen to. As Ezra reads, the people
led the Lord Jesus to the cross and
are moved to tears as they realise how enabled him to endure the terrible
far short of God’s standards they have punishment we deserved.20 It is as a
fallen.16 As he witnesses the people’s
result of His work for us that God
contrition, Nehemiah tells them that
will one day, with great joy, present
this is not a time for mourning or
us blameless before the presence of
weeping – it is, instead, a time for
His glory.21
feasting.16 It is in this time of
despondency that Nehemiah informs The weeping of Nehemiah’s audience
them not to grieve because the joy of turned to rejoicing as they began to
understand something of the joy their
the Lord is their strength.9
obedience had brought to God.22 In
The joy Nehemiah draws his
the same way, our appreciation of the
listeners’ attention to is God’s.
joy God has in our obedience, borne
Nehemiah expresses the delight
out of nothing but His love and grace,
experienced by God when the people
enables us to enter into His joy for
He regards as His treasured
ourselves.23,24 God’s joy in us shows
possession17 repent and turn their
how much He values us – this should
hearts back to him.18 Zephaniah,
make us joyful!
when prophesying (at least in part)
For Paul and his contemporaries,
about this occasion, told the people
perhaps it was their knowledge of
that God will rejoice over you with
God’s joy in their obedience, as they
gladness; he will quiet you by his
love; he will exult over you with loud suffered for His sake, that allowed
13

them to rejoice in times of
persecution and adversity. In this
sense they could claim that the joy of
the Lord was, as Nehemiah put it,
their strength. We can have the same
experience if we, with the help of the
Holy Spirit, remain faithful to God
whatever our circumstances, giving
Him reason to rejoice in us.
Rather than following the world’s
advice and trying to obtain joy
through self-focus and selfish
pursuits, let us instead focus on
bringing joy to our God through
obedience and faithfulness to Him.
The satisfaction we obtain through
knowing that He delights in us will
produce a joy which is difficult to
extinguish. After all, if our God is for
us, who can be against us?25
References: (1) Prov. 17:22 (2) Eccl.
8:15 (3) Phil. 2:3-4 (4) 2 Cor. 7:4
(5) Acts 5:41 (6) Jas. 1:2 (7) 1 Pet.
4:13 (8) Phil. 4:4 (9) Neh. 8:10
(10) Ezra 2:1-2 (11) 2 Kings 25:1-21
(12) Ezra 6:14-15 (13) Neh. 6:15
(14) Neh. 8:1 (15) Neh. 8:6 (16) Neh.
8:9-10 (17) Deut. 7:6 (18) Jer. 29:1014 (19) Zeph. 3:17 (20) Heb. 12:2
(21) Jude 24 (22) Neh. 8:12
(23) Matt. 25:21 (24) John 15:10-11
(25) Rom. 8:31
Bible quotations from the ESV.

It’s not fair!
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada
Perhaps the problem has nearly always been present, but
these days the issue of unfairness seems particularly
prevalent. Improved communications are making this
issue far more visible. In fact, the problem is not just
visible, it is graphic! Pictures of people living in squalor,
denied medical assistance or food because of war or
poverty, abound in news broadcasts. Surely we as
Christians are inclined to remember James’s words,
though slightly out of context: My brothers, these things
ought not to be so.1 Churchill reputedly said, “Jaw-jaw is
better than war-war.” But out of the mouths of political
leaders who profess to want peace come statements that
incite violence. Large parts of the Middle East are
impoverished through military conflict. Countries that
have the real ability to feed themselves see their
populations starving, e.g. Yemen or Venezuela. These are
man-made crises that disproportionately punish the many
and benefit the few. The so-called Great War of 1914-18
seems to have left lessons that were not learned before the
Second World War of 1939-45, and still haven’t been
learned. The failure of East-West arms limitation treaties
that is now occurring is just another symptom. How could
it be fair to remove constraints on military spending while
penniless people starve?

God and, from that, peace among a community that is
mutually attempting to live by God’s rules and guidance.
It is only possible by His initial sacrifice, and our ongoing
commitment to be like Him. As Paul wrote: And you, who
once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil
deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his
death, in order to present you holy and blameless and
above reproach before him, if indeed you continue in the
faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of
the gospel that you heard.3 ‘The faith’ mentioned here is
effectively the rule book for Christians, and it addresses
even the needs now looming so large in the world around
us, needs spawned by unfairness. It says: For I do not
mean that others should be eased and you burdened, but
that as a matter of fairness your abundance at the present
time should supply their need, so that their abundance
may supply your need, that there may be fairness. As it is
written, “Whoever gathered much had nothing left over,
and whoever gathered little had no lack.”4

These Bible statements indicate that the unfairness we
witness is clearly not part of God’s desire for humanity,
and shows the world on a collision course. It is therefore
spiritually healthy for us to be constantly re-examining
our lives to see if we are content with the side of the
But now we are seeing evidence of a global disorder that distribution curve we are on.5 Are we givers or takers?
crosses the political spectrum and occurs even in so-called Neither is necessarily wrong; what is required is fairness.
Our measuring stick is found in Philippians 2:5-8. Wars
‘peacetime’. It is present in countries that pride
on earth will be addressed by the Man of the Cross
themselves in democratic rule and in those where
displacing the Man of Sin.6 Until then, we can be
communism or other systems of central control apply.
effective in our own small way, living out Proverbs 30:8
The disorder is unfair distribution of assets, whether we
through prayer and personal sacrifice. To fail to do so
measure it in terms of hard assets like income or wealth,
or softer assets like health, education and power. What we would indeed be unfair when we have those resources
available to us.
are seeing is a concentration of the benefits in the hands
of a relative few while by far the majority are left behind. References: (1) Jas. 3:10 (2) John 14:27 (3) Col. 1:21-23
Some advocates of this structure argue that to induce
(4) 2 Cor. 8:13-15 (5) 1 Tim. 6:6-11 (6) 2 Thes. 2:8
more investment the investors need ever bigger rewards,
Bible quotations from ESV
but they say it will nevertheless be of benefit to all
because the only way to improve things for
everyone is to enlarge the size of the pie. The
problem is, as the pie gets bigger, only a few
people get bigger and bigger bites! Countries like
China and India have indeed seen economic
improvements for their vast populations over the
last generation, but it seems undeniable that
inequality is rampant there too, keeping pace with
their arms build-ups.
What is the remedy? We follow the Man who said:
“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.
Not as the world gives do I give to you.”2 He
clearly wasn’t simply talking about ending wars
around the world, for that is a kind of peace that
the world does profess to give, and His is different.
His peace starts with people finding peace with
14

Personal story

Captivated by the cross of Christ
An interview with Tony Smith, Kirkintilloch, Scotland
Tony, please could you share
with us something of your early
life and formative experience.
Although my parents were not
church-going folk, they did send me
and my siblings to what was known
as the ‘Iron Tent’ in Derby. It was
there I first learned great Bible
stories as I attended Sunday School
and youth meetings. One memorable
Tuesday evening I sat in a room,
along with many other young people
from my neighbourhood, and heard a
man telling the story of the
crucifixion of Jesus. I was captivated
by the cross of Christ and I realised
for the first time, that when Jesus
died upon that cross, He did it for me
personally. I knew I was a sinner and
that night, at ‘the foot of the cross’, I
took the Lord Jesus Christ to be my
own Saviour.

You’re known for your
enthusiasm for spreading the
Gospel: when did you first detect
that drive?
In my early twenties, as a baptised
believer, I joined an evangelical
church and became passionate about
outreach work. My mission was to
distribute a copy of John’s Gospel to
every house in Derby. The Pocket
Testament League (PTL) provided
the Gospels and, over time, most
homes in the urban area of the city
had received a copy. I undertook
preaching assignments including
open air testimony. I worked closely
with Youth for Christ and the Bible
Club Movement.

At that point, Churches of God
didn’t really feature in your
thinking: what changed?
Several of my Christian friends had
signed up to go to Bible College and
suggested I should do the same. This
prompted me to think about my

position, not only to preach Christ,
but to make disciples. It was then I
recalled the teaching of my teenage
years, when I had been in the Church
of God in Derby. I could see the
biblical basis of New Testament
Churches of God, but what about my
desire for outreach work? It was
around this time I heard a preacher
quoting those words that Mary said
about Jesus, “Whatever He says to
you, do it.”1 So I decided to return.

What ways did the Lord open up
for you within the Churches of
God to allow you to realize your
God-given burden to reach out?
It’s amazing to me how the Lord
graciously opened up ways to serve
Him over the ensuing years. I was
able to join with the England and
Wales Gospel Van team involved in
evangelism and disciple-making in
North Wales. God richly blessed
these efforts and a church was
planted. In the years that followed, I
married Rhoda and we had our son
Karl. One of my cherished
memories was being part of the
organising group in planning two
Birmingham Gospel Rallies in 1984
and 1987, attracting attendances of
800 and 1800 respectively. Stories of
conversions and spiritual awakening
are still being discovered from those
events, for which we praise God.

We’ve not talked about location
yet, where were you when these
things were unfolding?
My work for the government,
helping people with employment and
training, eventually took me from
Derby to Birmingham. This was at a
time of major developments in the
city and I was involved in
recruitment for the new Bullring
Shopping Centre, and also the
resettlement of redundant car
workers, due to the closure of the
15

Rover plant. These were exciting
times for the Church of God in
Birmingham, reaching out and taking
on new initiatives. We launched
‘Praise Network’, an annual youth
outreach event, which ran for 10
years; also ‘Church in the Park’ a
summer Sunday afternoon outreach
for children and parents. We ran
innovative conventions to promote
outreach and discipleship challenge.
Our hall was now becoming
inadequate for the work and needing
major repairs. So we prayed and
made plans to build a new one. God
answered those prayers in a
wonderful way, in providing the
finance for such a major project.
Rhoda and I moved from
Birmingham in 2012 to be near Karl,
his wife Joy and the grandchildren.
We were sorry to part with our dear
friends. However, we have settled
into the Kirkintilloch church, and
found new channels to serve the
Lord. Outreach to the neighbourhood
attracts folks through the Coffee
Corner, praise events, tea meetings
and participation in the annual Canal
Festival. In nearby Queenzieburn a
youth work has begun in their
community hall, in answer to our
prayers.
As a young man, I wanted to be a
full-time evangelist, but it was Karl
who fulfilled that call. So, in later
life it is now my joy to support him
in local and wider outreach here in
Scotland.
References: (1) John 2:5 NKJV

Mission

Appoint elders
Phil Brennan, Buxton, England
The apostle Paul wrote to Titus, appoint elders in every
city as I commanded you.1 The work in Crete was
expanding; churches were being planted and they needed
elders.
It is not always possible to have a plurality of elders in
each church, some churches having only one resident
overseer and others, none at all. When that is the case,
overseers from neighbouring churches of God function as
pastoral care for the needy church. But the scriptural
injunction remains and we work towards appointing men
as elders in each church of God.

and guidance on such matters as marriage and divorce,
national service, police and voting; and, lastly, on how to
prepare a message to deliver to the churches.

The setting for our seminar was the Faith School in
Rajahmundry where we were well accommodated in
every way by our hosts, Moses and Kamilla. The wellmannered children filed quietly out of school at the end of
It was with that goal in mind that a seminar was held in
Rajahmundry, India. Over three days in February, a group their school day with finger on lips, so as not to disturb
of twenty-three men met for instruction from the Word of us!
God concerning the call of God to oversight work, the
character of men called to shepherd God’s flock, and the
dual responsibility to lead and to care.
In the 17th century, Richard Baxter wrote a book entitled,
‘The Reformed Pastor’. Although writing to a largely
Puritan readership, Baxter did not mean to imply by the
use of the word ‘reformed’ either a Protestant or Calvinist
position. Rather, he meant a revitalised pastor, renewed in
heart and spirit to serve God fully. It was with this sense
of the need of instruction with renewal, that we met
together to study the Word of God.
Overseers are not man-made.2 Just as God called men
such as Paul into specific service among His people, even
so men receive divine appointment to the work of
oversight.

Eight times in writing to Timothy, Paul uses words
usually translated ‘charge/charging’, in relation to
Timothy receiving a command, and in passing on that
command to others.6 The thought includes that of a
military command. We considered this carefully and in
the light of the authority of the ‘captain of our salvation’7
and therefore the seriousness of the matters before us,
carefully working through the list of requirements found
in Titus 1:6-9.

Their sphere of service is of the highest importance.
Overseers operate in churches of God, where disciples of
Christ carry out the priestly function of God’s house,
where divine truth is proclaimed and protected, where
disciples are to be nurtured and grow, and where the
gospel is proclaimed.3
The essential character of overseers is one of servanthood.
Writing to Timothy, Paul uses seven different metaphors
to describe the work of leaders among His people.4 The
work is complex and varied and not once is it portrayed as
glamorous or elitist. ‘The calling of the ones God
designates as leaders is not to a position of governing
monarchs, but humble slaves; not slick celebrities, but
labouring servants.’5

Finally, we concluded our time with the scene with which
Luke closes his Gospel;8 the little group of men led out by
the Saviour who, for them and for all those who follow
Him, would be all they ever needed – their shepherd, high
priest and king.

References: (1) Titus 1:5 (2) Acts 20:28; 13:1-3 (3) 1
Tim. 3:14-15; 1 Pet. 4:17 (4) 2 Tim. 2:3-24 (5) J.
MacArthur, Rediscovering Pastoral Ministry, Word
Each day included a word of ministry by brothers from
Publishing 1995, Introduction p15 (6) 1 Tim. 1:3,18;
the Telegu and Tamil churches plus the Goan church of
5:7,21; 6:13-14,17; 2 Tim. 2:14; 4:1 (7) Heb. 2:10 cf.
God in Margao. The afternoon sessions were structured to
Acts 5:31 (8) Luke 24:50
deal with matters affecting our life in the kingdom of
Bible quotations from NKJV
God; of how leaders are to maintain scriptural standards
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