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From the Editors’ desk
If there’s one word that seems to link nearly all the articles
in this issue of NT, it is ‘endurance’. You may want to bear
that in mind as you read through the magazine, and see
whether you reach the same conclusion.

Christian disciples are encouraged to show endurance.
Hebrews 12:1 tells us to run with endurance the race that is
set before us. Some versions use the term ‘patience’ or
‘perseverance’, and the obvious thought is to not give up
when the going gets tough. Our example is the Lord Jesus
Himself, of course, who endured the cross, evaluating the
joy of heaven He left behind and the shame to be inflicted at
the cross as realities that should not divert Him. Some of the
articles in this issue point us to the very real sacrifices that
faithful obedience to the will of God may bring our way,
though our challenges pale in comparison to the endurance
demanded of our divine Example. No doubt to Paul and
Barnabas’ disappointment, John Mark seems to have left the
race when he was challenged. Peter was to learn painfully
that only Spirit-empowered endurance would meet this need.
It seems the apostles especially had to endure injustice,
provocation, disinformation and worse;1 conquering by faith.
How easy it would have been for them to give up, and how
mentally, physically and spiritually demanding to endure the
prolonged difficulty involved in successfully bringing the
thoughts of their audiences into captivity to Christ.

Today, we may face entrenched heresy, expressed by those
who refuse to change their minds. We might wonder how
Mary would feel regarding the errors taught about her,
which by unduly exalting her demean the child she bore,
who bears the only Name in which there is salvation.
Throughout past centuries Christians have had to seek
asylum from those who violently oppose them and their
beliefs; and today’s asylum seekers will know better than
most what endurance means in practice, for the hurdles they
face are immense. But like the two faithful spies, they may
evaluate what must be endured and positively choose to go
forward. When their aim is first to “seek first His kingdom
and His righteousness” they, like the rest of all who walk in
that path of faith, are assured that patient endurance and the
encouragement from Scripture will yield hope.2

Now see if these comments tie in with what you read in this
issue!

Reference: (1)  1 Cor. 4:9-13  (2) Rom. 15:4
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Thousands of people every day are
beginning a journey of faith that is
the Christian life. It’s a great
adventure; a life of faith that depends
on our obedient response to the
revelation of the Lord Jesus Christ as
our Saviour and to the truth of God.

What is faith?
Some may think that faith is a kind
of passive intellectual acceptance of
various spiritual truths, but faith
really is acting on God’s Word,
combining it with simple trust.

The focus of our faith is Christ
Himself. What matters is not the
strength of our personal faith so
much as its direction; it must always
be towards Christ.

Growing in faith
Faith is not a static thing; it should
be living and growing. Twice in
Matthew’s Gospel Jesus spoke of
‘great faith’ shown even by
Gentiles.1 The question is: “Is your
faith weak, little or great?”

Not only are there degrees of faith,
but there is also the matter of the
quality of faith; it must be sincere.2
The Bible describes some believers
as excelling in faith3 and others as
becoming rich in faith.4 Where do
we stand?

A working faith
James is right to tell us that faith
without deeds is dead.5 We are not
saved by works, of course, but for
good works.6 Dorcas demonstrated
her faith by doing good and helping
the poor.7 We need to do the same,
earning the right to speak to people
and show them the outworking of
our faith in Christ. A working faith
grows deeper when we let it be
known we are on the side of Christ.

Walking by faith
The Bible is clear how the Christian
pilgrim should progress; it says, we
walk by faith, not by sight.8

Someone quipped, ‘When
Columbus set out, he didn’t know
where he was going. When he
arrived, he didn’t know where he
was. And when he returned home, he
didn’t know where he’d been.’

Abraham was commended because,
He went out, not knowing where he
was going.9 However, Abraham had
his faith in God to lead him and he
did not waver through unbelief
regarding the promise of God10 but
was strong in his faith. Have we
stepped out, trusting entirely in God?

Trial of faith
There is continual testing in the life
of faith. What is your faith up
against just now? The scripture says,
for a little while you may have had to
suffer grief in all kinds of trials.
These have come so that your faith –
of greater worth than gold, which
perishes even though refined by fire
– may be proved genuine and may
result in praise, glory, and honour
when Jesus Christ is revealed.11

Strong and steadfast believers prove
the scripture, the testing of your faith
produces perseverance.12

The shield of faith13

In Numbers 13, when reason saw
giants, it had an inferiority complex
and said, “We seemed like
grasshoppers”14 but when two
faithful men ‘linked shields’, their
faith said, “We are well able to
overcome.”15 Although reason and
faith may at times go hand in hand,
when reason can’t take another step,
faith keeps right on going.

God is greater than our enemy. So
don’t let giants eat our grapes, live in
our houses, or rob us of enjoying our
rightful place.

Prayer of faith
Jesus said, “If you have faith and do
not doubt…you can say to this
mountain, ‘Go throw yourself into
the sea,’ and it will be done.”16 What
‘mountains’ are overshadowing your
Christian life? It may be failure,
health problems, unemployment,
relationships, exams or other
pressures that loom large. God is
bigger than your problem. Let us
ask, nothing wavering, believing in
our hearts that God is able.

Will the mountain be removed?
Caleb, who said, “Give me this
mountain”17 did not, of course, ask
for it to be removed, but he knew
how to put mountains into
perspective. With God’s help he
conquered that mountain. God
answers prayer according to His will;
even if the problems are still there at
present, He gives us the grace to
sustain us through our trials.

Come on pilgrims! It is time for God
to work! Expect great things from
God, position yourselves to receive
them and start by building up your
faith today.

References: (1) Mat. 8:10; 15:28  (2) 1
Tim. 1:5; 2 Tim. 1:5  (3) 2 Cor. 8:7  (4)
Jas. 2:5  (5) Jas. 2:26  (6) Eph. 2:8-10
(7) Acts 9 :36  (8) 2 Cor. 5:7 NKJV  (9)
Heb. 11:8 ESV  (10) Rom. 4:20  (11) 1
Pet. 1:6-7  (12) Jas. 1:3  (13) Eph. 6:16
(14) Num. 13:33  (15) Num. 13:30 ESV
(16)  Mat. 21:21  (17) Josh. 14:12 NKJV

Bible quotations from NIV 1984 unless
stated otherwise

The journey of  faith
Tony Smith, Kirkintilloch, Scotland
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The concept of social justice, that is meeting basic needs,
the distribution of wealth and the opportunities for people
in the way they live their lives, is very topical. Practising
equality means not discriminating against some people
and the vulnerable means those in need or at risk.
Vulnerable people ought to be protected. God’s word
teaches us: Defend the weak and the fatherless; uphold
the cause of the poor and the oppressed. Rescue the weak
and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.1

God’s people Israel were instructed to uphold the
principle of impartiality in respect of right and wrong. In
practice, and that’s where it counts of course, it meant
providing for the poor, not taking away bare necessities
and refusing to blame foreigners living among them for
the things going wrong or denying justice to those who
were powerless to do anything about it.2

That’s a familiar-sounding aspiration in our twenty-first
century world, isn’t it?

1. Justice – protecting the weak
Solomon wrote:

Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves,
for the rights of all who are destitute.
Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the
poor and needy.3

Isaiah drew attention to the attitude of those in the 8th
century BC who couldn’t understand why God was not
happy with them. ‘Why have we humbled ourselves, and
you have not noticed?’ they asked God.  The answer was
stark: …on the day of your fasting, you do as you please
and exploit all your workers… You cannot fast as you do
today and expect your voice to be heard on high.4

The lesson is obvious: the way we treat each other, and
especially the vulnerable and weak, is as important to
God as keeping the commandments. Later, when some of
the people of Judah had returned to their land, the
prophet Zechariah was caused to deal with this matter yet
again:

“This is what the LORD Almighty said: ‘Administer
true justice; show mercy and compassion to one
another. Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless,
the foreigner or the poor. Do not plot evil against
each other.’”5

It is part of a church elder’s work to look after the
interests of those who are weak and vulnerable. It may be
hard work sometimes. Paul, addressing the elders of the

Church in Ephesus on the beach, referred to the attitude
of the Lord Jesus:

“In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of
hard work we must help the weak, remembering the
words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more
blessed to give than to receive.’”6

The Lord Jesus pointed out the seriousness of not looking
out for the interests of vulnerable children: “See that you
do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that
their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father
in heaven”;7 and, later, John, widening this to include
anyone who is in need, writes,

If anyone has material possessions and sees a
brother or sister in need but has no pity on them,
how can the love of God be in that person? Dear
children, let us not love with words or speech but
with actions and in truth.8

Some of us may also support food banks or sponsor a
child in a developing country or make a donation to
charities like Tearfund or the Relief arm of Churches of
God. Others make a habit of calling on neighbours who
live alone to see that they are safe or take a meal to an
elderly person in their church. Those of us working with
children or pastoring vulnerable adults must ensure that
we have in place policies to ensure they are kept safe.

In a global world market, we may come to realise that
some of the products available cheaply to consumers in
the West come at the cost of exploitation of the
workforce many thousands of miles away. In good
conscience we may have to avoid buying into that
injustice. That may mean doing without, or it may mean
buying a more expensive alternative that has been
produced fairly. Products that are fairly traded are
sourced through a supply chain where small-scale
farmers and producers are treated with dignity, respect,
equality and fairness.

2. Justice – no discrimination
Discrimination is not always bad! We teach our children
to discriminate between good and evil and we must learn
to discriminate between those attitudes and actions that
bring honour to God and those that don’t. However, we
should never discriminate on the grounds of someone
being a foreigner9 or poor or show favouritism to those
we think are better than others.

James goes right to the heart of the matter instancing an
example of someone attending a church meeting and
being disrespected for being poor.10 Read that powerful

Justice

Justice and the vulnerable
David Webster, Liverpool, England
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rebuke! Sometimes we have to admit that a needy person
may not be particularly welcome, neither might someone
who presents unkempt or who is unable to communicate.
But we need to turn from such discriminatory thoughts
and be ready to give a welcome to everyone. To do less
is to be part of the injustice people meet day after day in
seeking to access amenities or have their needs met.

The Lord Jesus is a great example in meeting the needs
of people irrespective of their gender or social or
economic status.

3. Justice – hospitality and care
The condemnation by John and James of religious people
who make pious sounding statements without actually
doing anything about the situation is blunt.11 James says
that faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is
dead.12 In fact, an essential part of genuine Christianity is
to be hospitable, caring and people of action.

Hospitality, in this sense, is not having your favourite
friends round for lunch! It’s putting ourselves out and
rolling up our sleeves to help those needy folks we meet.
Peter linked hospitality and serving with love:

Above all, love each other deeply, because love
covers over a multitude of sins. Offer hospitality to
one another without grumbling. Each of you should
use whatever gift you have received to serve others,
as faithful stewards of God's grace in its various
forms.13

Paul instructed the disciples in Rome to share and
practice hospitality,14 a command repeated in the letter to
the Hebrews.15 The Greek word for ‘hospitality’ in each
of these verses carries the thought of love of strangers.
‘So Christian hospitality is not the begrudging
performance of a duty but the glad act of a cheerful
giver,’ says HM Carson.16

Similarly we are to carry each other’s burdens, and in
this way you will fulfil the law of Christ17 and the Lord
Jesus makes the principle plain in His parable recorded in

Matthew 25 that whatever we might have done “‘for one
of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did
for me.’”18 That puts a very different complexion on care
and support given to a brother or sister in the church,
doesn’t it?

In the western world there are countless children and
young people who are suffering neglect in not being
introduced to the Bible or the gospel. We can give our
time in preparation and then open our church buildings
for Sunday schools and youth clubs. There are single
parents struggling with their young children. Some of our
churches have been able to offer parent and toddler
groups as somewhere these people can find someone to
talk to and a safe place for children to play.

Care and hospitality costs us in time and resources.
Maybe realising that it is really the King Himself who is
being looked after would focus our minds.

4. Justice – remember and reflect
It is good to stop and reflect. Five times in Deuteronomy
the Israelites were told to “Remember that you were
slaves in Egypt…”19 and that they were foreigners.20

Why? So that they would have softened hearts of
compassion for others in situations of hopelessness. And
it is the same for us. We also need to remember the ‘at
one time’ of our lives:

All of us also lived among them at one time… Like
the rest, we were by nature deserving of wrath. But
because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in
mercy, made us alive with Christ… For we are God's
handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works,
which God prepared in advance for us to do.
Therefore, remember… 21

Let’s remember what we were, what God has turned us
into and how we can show care and compassion to those
we come into contact with.

References: (1) Ps. 82:3-4
(2) e.g. Deut. 16:19-20; 24:17-
22  (3) Prov. 31:8-9  (4) Is.
58:3-4  (5) Zech. 7:9-10
(6) Acts 20:35  (7) Mat. 18:10
(8) 1 John 3:17-18  (9) See
Lev. 19:33-34  (10) See Jas.
2:1-5  (11) 1 John 3:17-18
(12) Jas. 2:17  (13) 1 Pet. 4:8-
10  (14) See Rom. 12:13
(15) See Heb. 13:1-2  (16)
The New Bible Dictionary
IVP, 1977, p.542  (17) Gal.
6:2  (18) Mat. 25:40  (19) e.g.
Deut. 5:15  (20) e.g. Lev.
19:34  (21) Eph. 2:3-5,10-11a

Bible quotations from the NIV
2011
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Provoke one another!
That’s basically what it says in Hebrews 10:24 (AV &
ASV) and might sound like unhelpful advice in building
relationships in a church, especially considering that the
only other New Testament usage of this Greek word
(which is a noun in the original language) is found in
Acts 15:39 and describes the sharp disagreement that
arose between Paul and Barnabas. Very few of us would
need training, or even encouragement, to provoke other
people – it seems to come naturally enough to say sharp
words that have sudden impact on the recipient.

‘Sharp’ and ‘quick’ are root ideas in this Greek word
paroxusmos, which other Bible versions translate as spur,
stimulate or stir. Proverbs 12:18 (NIV) warns against the
careless use of sharp words:

The words of the reckless pierce like swords,
but the tongue of the wise brings healing.

Sharp words that come suddenly to mind and, once said,
have an immediate, hurtful impact on their target,
demonstrate the negative thought carried by this Greek
word. But let’s try to frame it in the positive setting of
Hebrews 10:24-25 (ESV):

And let us consider how to stir up one another to love
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as
is the habit of some, but encouraging one another,
and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.

You’ll have already noticed that we don’t just jump into
spurring, provoking or stirring up in this verse. We are
first commanded to consider, and this is a vital step –
without it, we will fall to the negative consequences of
this word. The Greek word translated ‘consider’ here
may also mean to behold or to know and even to
discover1– that is to view others with such careful,
selfless perspective that we discover things about them
that we might have missed at first glance. In other words
– to really get to know them. And who are they? The
author uses the expression ‘let us’ a few times in and
around these verses in Hebrews 10.

● verse 22 – let us draw near

● verse 23 – let us hold fast the confession of our hope;
and

● verse 24 – let us consider … one another.

These are the people linked together in holy service to
God; these are the people in our local church of God.
Who do we see when we look around the occupied seats

of our buildings? No doubt you could name them all, but
could we honestly say we’ve considered them? Beheld
them? Discovered who they are? These are the sheep,
known absolutely by the ‘good shepherd’.2 These are the
ones for whom Christ died.3 They are the unnamed
disciples of the Lord’s prayer: “I pray also for those who
will believe in me through their word.”4 Each one of us –
known by our Shepherd, loved to death and considered
by Him when all the weight of His death at Calvary was
looming ahead.

What about us? Does our spurring – that sudden
impactful jab – land with thoughtful precision to the
encouragement of positive action from the recipient, or
does it simply hurt and push someone away? We must
not only be practised at prodding, but also willing to
receive that provoking too. For this careful considering
and precise prodding to be possible, we must be regularly
in the setting of Hebrews 10:25. This short exhortation to
not neglect meeting together is more broadly described in
Acts 2:43 onwards. The early Church of God at
Jerusalem didn’t stop at verse 42. They carried on into
each other’s homes, meals and lives. They knew each
other. They loved each other. They were mutually
spurred on to love and good deeds.

In this series, we are intended to consider our actions in
light of the imminent return of our Lord Jesus Christ to
the air. The command to consider, stir up, gather together
and encourage is given emphasis for us as we see the
Day drawing near. It has never been nearer than now,
and it has never been more important to spend time with
the people God loves, to love them as He does and to be
mutually spurred on to love and good deeds.

References: (1) Acts 27:39  (2) John 10:14  (3) 1 Cor.
8:11  (4) John 17:20

Bible quotations from ESV unless stated otherwise

Preparing for the Lord’s return

Provocation
Ira Williamson, Trinidad, USA
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Paul’s travel companions

Barnabas: the encourager
Martin Jones, Hamilton, Canada

According to Hesiod, he brought peace in place of
violence; carefree, he loved to laugh out loud and was
regarded as wise, fair, merciful and prudent.1 If I’ve led
you into confusing Barnabas with Zeus, you’ll perhaps
understand why the Lycaonians did the same;2 happily,
we needn’t rely on Greek mythology to deduce
Barnabas’ conduct and character!

In the New Testament, we find Barnabas consistently
displaying the grace of God that was experienced
collectively across the churches post-Pentecost.3 Like the
sacrificial givers of the Macedonian churches,4 he’d
found grace as he first surrendered himself at the
Master’s feet then surrendered his money at the apostles’
feet.5 Just as the multitude brought their sick to the feet
of Jesus,6 total control was handed over to God’s
sovereign purposes; unlike Ananias and Sapphira,7 there
was no portion held back, and no pre-conditions – even if
it meant that Barnabas now perhaps had to work for a
living.8

Of course, Paul was not yet of those apostles – at his feet
had only come Stephen’s stoners to set down their coats9

and, no doubt, the Christians as he dragged them off to
prison.10 But almost everything was to change near
Damascus, again at the feet of the Lord. Of this gospel I
was made a minister according to the gift of God's
grace,11 recounts Paul; from persecutor to preacher, but
only Barnabas’ vital vouching turned the disciples’
understandable apprehension to unqualified acceptance.12

Could God bring Paul into His purposes, despite his past
hate? Not for the last time, Barnabas had discerned the
grace of God in action, was glad13 and determined a
fitting response.

That pattern was repeated in pioneering and Cypriot-
driven developments in Antioch, about which some in
the Jerusalem church seem to have had concerns.14 Could
God bring the Gentiles into His purposes, despite their
current heritage? A natural ambassador as well as a
Cypriot native, Barnabas saw (like Peter earlier in Acts
11) the unmistakable but unexpected display of God’s
grace at work in the Gentiles, and knew what the
situation required. So well-known were his exhortations
that he was nicknamed ‘Son of Encouragement’ but, as
John Miller, a Bible teacher of a past generation, once
said, “If we stick only to exhortation, it’s like trying to
feed a horse with a whip, rather than the nose bag…”
Apprehending his gifts and the gifts of others, Barnabas
knew a man with whom he could partner – Paul, clever,
bold and determined, in tandem with the gentler
Barnabas. After a 300-mile round-trip to track Paul

down, twelve months of establishing teaching in Antioch
were followed by an evangelistic tour of the region,
including his home island. As a Levite,15 he would know
all about being set apart for the service of the temple of
God’s glory; but now, he was being set apart for the
service of the gospel of God’s grace. At Pisidian
Antioch, it should come as no surprise that he and Paul
urged Gentile converts to continue in the grace of God16

before encountering repeated Jewish objections to the
same gospel of grace.

Ultimately, this was to trigger the first of two sharp
disputes.17 In this case, he and Paul were on the same
side as he vouched for the Gentile mission at the
Jerusalem Conference of Acts 15. Once again, his
testimony was critical. The second sharp dispute saw
Barnabas vouching again, this time for John Mark.18

Could God bring John Mark into His purposes despite his
recent hiatus? Uncharacteristically, the testimony of the
senior brother went unheeded this time; perhaps Paul had
overlooked God’s ‘second-chance grace’ granted to him?
Without choosing sides, it might be that Paul’s
subsequent positive reference to John Mark19 vindicates
Barnabas’ grasp of grace at work – regardless, what an
encouragement for John Mark to have him in his corner!

God’s grace often works in ways that we might not have
considered possible and that take us out of our comfort
zone. Are we ready and glad, like Barnabas was so
consistently, to detect it in action and then work with it
instead of against it?

References: (1) Hesiod, Work and Days  (2) Acts 14:12
(3) Acts 4:33  (4) 2 Cor. 8:5  (5) Acts 4:36-37  (6) Mat.
15:30  (7) Acts 5:1-11  (8) 1 Cor. 9:6  (9) Acts 7:58
(10) Acts 8:3 (11) Eph. 3:7  (12) Acts 9:27  (13) Acts
11:23  (14) Acts 11:20-22  (15) Acts 4:36  (16) Acts
13:43  (17) Acts 15:2  (18) Acts 15:37-39  (19) Col. 4:10

Bible quotations from ESV
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Great expectations
Simon Peter enters the scene as one whose attention had
been arrested by the testimony of his brother Andrew, a
disciple of John the Baptist. Andrew had pursued Jesus
and spent a day with Him. The result:

The first thing Andrew did was to find his brother
Simon and tell him, “We have found the Messiah.”1

No doubt Andrew’s testimony would have included all
that John the Baptist had said about Jesus: the Lamb of
God, who takes away the sin of the world;2 the one who
has a higher rank;3 the one more powerful;4 and the one
on whom the Spirit had come down from heaven;5 the
one who would baptize with the Holy Spirit.6

From the very beginning, the expectation is set in Peter’s
mind that the Holy Spirit would become an increasingly
significant feature in the experience of followers of the
Lord Jesus. But at this stage what would Peter have
known about the Holy Spirit?

Core kingdom truth
Left with only the Old Testament Scriptures, our
appreciation of the nature, character and work of the
Holy Spirit would be very limited – which is how it was
for Peter and the apostles at the beginning. A special
insight was required so that what had hitherto been a
concealed mystery, would become a precious revealed
truth.

Dr Luke, in what some like to call ‘the Acts of the Holy
Spirit’, describes how Christianity began with a teacher-
student dynamic: the Lord Jesus speaking to His apostles
and fielding their questions on the truths of the kingdom
of God. It is evident that a central theme in this apostolic
training for service was the person and work of the Holy
Spirit. The Lord Jesus had already introduced the
topic back in the upper room (a later article in this
series), and He picks up the theme again as part of
the apostles’ pre-Pentecost 40-day training course.7

Author, power-source, divine, a person
That Peter had embraced this new, fuller revelation
of the person and work of the Holy Spirit is evident
in his leadership amongst the apostles even prior to
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.
Recognizing that Judas Iscariot must be replaced,
Peter turns to Psalm 109 – attributing it first to the
Holy Spirit, and then to King David, the author of the
Psalm.8 While there are some pointers in the Old

Testament Scriptures to the work of the Holy Spirit in
their production and conservation,9 it wasn’t until the
times of the apostles that this truth was explicitly stated
and understood – a truth that Peter was to further
emphasize in his later letters.

At this point, a pause for reflection:

We also have the prophetic message as something
completely reliable, and you will do well to pay
attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place,
until the day dawns and the morning star rises in
your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no
prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s
own interpretation of things. For prophecy never had
its origin in the human will, but prophets, though
human, spoke from God as they were carried along
by the Holy Spirit.10

Let’s not be selective in our reading of the holy
Scriptures, rather recognise their divine origin and
therefore the important contribution the entire canon
makes in the unfolding story of God’s purposes and His
love.

In his choice of Joel 2:28-32, Peter anchors his first
public sermon to a prophecy pointing to a future role the
Holy Spirit would have, one which was now finding its
fulfilment. It would involve His divine agency with
humanity – a blend of communication and conviction
leading to salvation:

‘…God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all
people…even on my servants, both men and women,
I will pour out my Spirit … And everyone who calls
on the name of the Lord will be saved.”’11

From here onwards the Holy Spirit would have a much
more visible and expansive ministry than had been seen
before.

The Holy Spirit

Learning from Peter
Steve Seddon, Manchester, England

8

“I will pour out my Spirit
on all people”
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In Peter’s dealings with the deception of Ananias12 he
makes clear that the lie told to the Holy Spirit was indeed
a lie told to God Himself – thus ascribing to the Spirit
both deity and personality (someone who could be lied
to). In the confrontation with Sapphira shortly after, Peter
frames the accusation as a conspiracy to “test the Spirit
of the Lord”13 – underlining the truth of the deity of the
Holy Spirit by attributing to Him Lordship.

While the Acts narrative provides glimpses of the truth
Peter held dear, his epistles give a fuller insight into the
depth of his appreciation of the person and work of the
Holy Spirit.

One of three – distinct in person and in
purpose
The terms used at the beginning of his first letter are rich
in their description of the work of the Holy Spirit, and
how His work complements that of God the Father and
God the Son in the united community that is our triune
God. Sublime mystery!

To God’s elect, exiles scattered …  who have been
chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the
Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, to
be obedient to Jesus Christ and sprinkled with his
blood: Grace and peace be yours in abundance.14

Peter is addressing his epistle to a distinguished group –
distinguished not on the basis of their own merit or
worthiness, but rather as objects of a divine calling, pre-
arranged by the united persons of the Godhead, each
playing a distinctive role in the process:

● Chosen by God the Father – according to His eternal
foreknowledge.

● By the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit – God’s
agent on earth living within those chosen, thereby
making them distinctive.

● For obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkled with His
blood – a nod back to the Old Testament principle of
the collective consecration of God’s chosen people in
readiness for specially ordained divine privilege and
service.15

Sanctified for service
The context is the collective obedience of ‘God’s elect’
to Jesus Christ – symbolised by the sprinkling of blood.
Peter reiterates this point later in his epistle:

you also, like living stones, are being built into a
spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus
Christ. … you are a chosen people, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special
possession, that you may declare the praises of him
who called you out of darkness into his wonderful
light.16

By the Spirit’s sanctifying work the elect are chosen,
fitted together, made royal, made holy, and become the

possession of God – fit for spiritual service in a spiritual
house!

Peter himself is an example of how, by God’s amazing
grace, ordinary folk can be transformed into men and
women made distinctive and fit for divine service.
However, to stop there is to miss Peter’s main point. The
sanctification brought about by the Spirit finds its full
application in saints being called into collective service
together; living stones being built into a spiritual house –
the only biblical context in which priests serve
collectively as a priesthood – thus fulfilling the purpose
intended by the Spirit in bringing about their
sanctification. The challenge comes to us from Peter a
little later in his epistle:

If anyone serves, they should do so with the strength
God provides, so that in all things God may be
praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory
and the power for ever and ever. Amen.17

Elsewhere in his writings, Peter delights to broaden our
appreciation of the person of the Holy Spirit and His
work, by referring to Him in terms not expressed
elsewhere. His reference to the Spirit of Christ,18 pointing
Old Testament prophets to the suffering of Christ, shows
a divine unity in the knowledge of how the Son must
suffer.19

Similarly, it was the Spirit of glory20 who would rest
upon those saints who, because of their service to God,
would become objects of ridicule and persecution. His
ministry was to point them to the glory that would
follow.

Our worthy aspiration
At a personal level, Peter’s divinely revealed
appreciation of the person and work of the Holy Spirit
was translated into experience. He boldly stepped
forward into practical service – availing himself of the
Spirit’s glorious enabling. The outcome: an unschooled,
ordinary man21, included in God’s elect, taking his place
in the spiritual house; as a priest, engaging in holy and
royal priesthood service – all bound together in a
glorious experience he describes as ‘participating in the
divine nature’,22 to the glory of the Lord Jesus both now
and forever.23 Our worthy aspiration!

References: (1) John 1:41  (2) John 1:29  (3) John 1:15
NASB95  (4) Mat. 3:11  (5) John 1:32  (6) John 1:33 Peter
specifically recollected this when speaking to the Jerusalem
‘circumcision party’, revealing his new found conviction
that this same gift of the Holy Spirit was being given to the
Gentiles (Acts 11:15-17), and that this was the same
experience as they had, not a kind of ‘second blessing’ as
some might call it.  (7) Acts 1:3  (8) Acts 1:16,20  (9) e.g. 2
Sam. 23:2  (10) 2 Pet. 1:19-21  (11) Acts 2:17-21  (12) Acts
5:1-11  (13) Acts 5:9  (14) 1 Peter 1:1-2  (15) Ex. 24:6-8
(16) 1 Pet. 2:5,9  (17) 1 Pet. 4:11  (18) 1 Pet. 1:11  (19) c.f.
Heb. 9:14  (20) 1 Pet. 4:14  (21) Acts 4:13  (22) 2 Pet. 1:4
(23) 2 Pet. 3:18
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It’s been the eternal purpose and desire of God to live –
or walk – in an intimate relationship with men and
women1 created in His own image.2 He found delight
walking with Adam and Eve before they sinned and,
subsequently, with righteous men like Enoch, Noah and
Job.

God told His redeemed people Israel, that He would
dwell – or walk – with them only if they brought sin
offerings and also fragrant offerings3 as thanksgiving for
all that He had done for them in His grace and mercy.
These fragrant offerings would please Him if they were
brought from obedient and humble hearts.

Humble obedience has always been key to God’s
pleasure.4 His Son exemplified that in His sinless life on
earth. No one walked with God as He did,5 kept the Law
like He did;6 no one could be so obedient as to receive
God’s commendation: “This is my Son, whom I love;
with him I am well pleased.”7

Christ’s delight was to do the will of His Father
throughout His life.8 His ultimate sacrifice was to give up
that life to His Father at Calvary as a fragrant offering,9
wholly consumed like the burnt offering on the altar.10

Christ’s sacrificial love, first in total obedience to His
God and Father and then towards all men and women,
His friends, neighbours, and even His enemies,11

beautifully encapsulated what sacrificial love should look
like for us as His disciples.

On that night before His death at Calvary, Christ wanted
to show His disciples the full extent of His love by
assuming the role of a servant and getting down to wash
their feet. In doing so, He set them and us an example of
humble, selfless service motivated by love for God and
love for each other.12 Peter must surely have had
memories of that night when, some years later, he wrote,
All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one
another.13

What Christ did that night speaks to us so powerfully of
who He was, what He had come to earth to accomplish,
and what would be so pleasing to His Father in all His
sinless and obedient life. He, though being equal to God,

emptied Himself by ‘pouring’ Himself into becoming
also a man, a servant, obediently humbling Himself to
die on a cross.14 He had come not to be served but to
serve and to give Himself, His life, for many.15

The life of Christ contrasted so sharply with that of the
religious leaders in Israel. Their self-love and desire for
prominence, rather than love for God and neighbour,
served as their primary motivation. What mattered to
them was status, rank and reputation.16

It should not be so for us. Christ is our model of sacrifice.
He has shown us how we should live in every situation,
no matter what position we might attain to in life. The
greatest leaders are humble servants. We must
demonstrate to our self-centred and celebrity-obsessed
world that we follow Christ’s example – that humble
service is what pleases God and brings reward.17

Walking suggests a way of life. In walking with God in a
way that pleases Him, we must: Walk in the way of love,
just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a
fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.18

Paul urges us to do just that, by offering our bodies as
living sacrifices, wholly acceptable to God.19 For this to
happen there will need to be the ongoing transformation
of our minds by the Spirit, so that we have the mind and
attitude of Christ.20 Such a life will please God, just as
Christ’s did.

References: (1) Rev. 21:3  (2) Gen. 1:26-27  (3) Lev. 1-3
(4) Mic. 6:8  (5) John 8:29  (6) Mat. 5:17; Rom. 10:4
(7) Mat. 3:17; 17:5  (8) Heb. 10:5-7; Ps. 40:6-8  (9) Eph.
5:2  (10) Heb. 9:14  (11) John 15:13-14; Rom. 5:8,10;
Col. 1:21-22; (12) John 13:1-17  (13) 1 Pet. 5:5-6
(14) Phil. 2:5-11  (15)  Mat. 20:28  (16) Mat. 23:1-12
(17) Eph. 6:7-8  (18) Eph. 5:2  (19) Rom. 12:1-3
(20) Phil. 2:1-5              Bible quotations from NIV, 2011

Jesus Christ

A model for sacrifice
Lindsay Woods, Belfast, N.Ireland

Walk in the way of  love, just as
Christ loved us and gave himself  up
for us as a fragrant offering and
sacrifice to God. (Eph. 5:2)
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The company that owns the world’s largest social media
platform is changing its business name to Meta.
Although meta is a prefix long used in English, what it
means and why it is used are not always the same. For
instance, it can mean ‘beyond’, or ‘behind’, or ‘after’, or
‘changed’. Really, it is what comes after the prefix that
often helps us understand why it used in a particular
context. Thus, metadata refers to large scale data sets that
may reveal greater insights about trends and developing
concerns that are not apparent when looking at the
detailed data one by one. There seems little doubt that the
decision by Facebook’s owners to invest multi-billions of
dollars in ‘metaverse’ projects indicates why they have
chosen their new name. But what is the metaverse?

Metaverse is a combination of meta and universe. It is
intended to describe how technology can enable people
to experience interactions not possible in the real
physical universe. One aspect of the metaverse is the use
of virtual reality to engage in games, or even business
communications. Instead of interacting by being
physically with other people, an electronic substitute is
used, often called an avatar. The avatar may be given
abilities to compete or communicate that are beyond the
restrictions of normal life. By virtual reality, it is implied
that something is very nearly, but not quite, the same as
the real thing. As long as we don’t forget what the reality
is, a close substitute can sometimes be very helpful. But
often it seems the objective of virtual reality is to move a
person into a completely unreal world, where they can be
absorbed in experiences that can never be physically
realized. And it also absorbs lots of time!

So much for the scene-setting, though we shall only be
tackling here the unexpected hazards, not the potential
upsides. The metaverse may be a surprising development
for you or me, but it is no surprise to God! The idea of
people wanting to escape from the drudgery and
unwelcome limitations of real human existence is not
new. For millennia there have been some who would
even try to enter a spirit world, to gain experiences,
information or insights that others would not possess.
God condemned such exploits, which often masked the
intent of the evil adversary of God, Satan.1 In a diabolical
twist he may now induce people to exchange the real
world for an imaginary one, and he would deceive people
into thinking evil is fun, whereas being in strong control
of your thinking is made to appear boring. Check out 2
Tim. 3:13 or Tit. 3:3 or Col. 2:18-23 for starters to verify
these issues. In this overall context, the increasing use of
hallucinogenic drugs and absorbing fantasy games is to
be expected, and the wrong use of the metaverse could
become just another enabling mechanism for the unwary.

This magazine attempts to give a biblical perspective, a
Christian viewpoint, that addresses real-life concerns and
interests. So, we must draw attention to Bible instruction
like Peter’s words: Therefore, preparing your minds for
action, and being sober-minded, set your hope fully on
the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of
Jesus Christ.2 Or again: Be sober-minded; be watchful.
Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring
lion, seeking someone to devour.3 Or the words of the
Lord Jesus: “But watch yourselves lest your hearts be
weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and
cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly
like a trap.”4

The battle is for the mind, and if we allow our attention
to be devoted to the unreal but attractive challenges of
‘augmented’ or ‘virtual’ reality, we may find our
headsets are robbing our heads of their proper purpose!
Christians are not immune to the drawing power of
imagery, that can entangle them again in unprofitable
pursuits.5 Entertaining ourselves in a virtual world cannot
improve our usefulness in the real world, the world of
people who need a Saviour to deliver them from eternal
loss, not just losing in a forgettable game. Paul
summarizes the real battlefield: … we are not waging
war according to the flesh. For the weapons of our
warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to
destroy strongholds. We destroy arguments and every
lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and
take every thought captive to obey Christ.6 And if we are
to succeed in taking the thoughts of others captive, we
must start by carefully managing our own!

Many more examples could be cited, all indicating
Christians need to be mentally alert, living in the
expectation they will soon stand before their maker. That
may not leave us much time to spend in the metaverse!

References: (1) See Deut. 18:9-14  (2) 1 Pet. 1:13  (3) 1
Pet. 5:8  (4) Luke 21:34  (5) 2 Pet. 2:20  (6) 2 Cor. 10:3-5
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Losing sight of  reality?
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada
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Birth of a nation
The story of the House of God so far has centred on
individuals, chiefly Adam and Jacob. However, with the
events of the Exodus, God was forming a nation to be his
worshippers1 in the same way that those individuals had
beforehand. This nation would bear the hallmarks of
God’s salvation relationships: redeemed from slavery;
baptised in water; established in covenant with blood;
preserved by His strength; and responding in obedience
and worship.

Meeting place
One thing that was particularly obvious in all these
activities was the presence of God. From the beginning
of their escape from Egypt, the pillar of cloud and fire
was with them as a guide and a defence.2 However, He
would not permanently accompany them in this manner.
Rather, during those nation-forming events at Sinai, God
laid out plans that He would dwell among them in a
sanctuary we call the Tabernacle.3 Thereafter, when the
people were not travelling, the cloud would remain on
the Tabernacle as the sign of the presence of God among
His people.4

The Tabernacle was also referred to as the Tent of
Meeting (as was its prototype): people went to it when
they wished to seek God. This could be for worship
through the various kinds of sacrifices made there, but
they also went to make requests in prayer. Moses was the
most noteworthy of the people who spent time in prayer
there, having the closest bond with God and thus coming
away from the experiences with a shining face.5

This double purpose of the Tent of Meeting would be
continued even once it was replaced with the
permanently-located Temple. We see this particularly in
the reign of Hezekiah: not only did he consider it the
place of communal worship and re-instituted the
Passover there, but also considered the Temple the place
he was to go when he was in distress and seeking God’s
will.6

And it’s this requirement to congregate that we see in the
New Testament pattern for God’s house, made up of
churches of God. For both worship and prayer, we do the
same as God’s Old Testament people: meeting together
at an agreed place to congregate with our fellows at an
appointed time. What was: “[they] shall appear before
the LORD your God at the place that he will choose…
They shall not appear before the LORD empty-handed”7

is now When you come together [as a church], each one

has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an
interpretation.8

A throne for God
During the early history of the Israelites, the most notable
artefact in the Tabernacle was the Ark of the Covenant, a
chest gilded inside and out that acted as the store for
objects that were a testimony to God’s relationship with
the Israelites.9 As a lid to the chest was a separate piece
known as the ‘mercy seat’, which had worked into it the
figures of bowed cherubim – mighty creatures that were
the mark of God’s throne.10

And when Moses went into the tent of meeting to
speak with the LORD, he heard the voice speaking to
him from above the mercy seat that was on the ark of
the testimony.11

The Ark of the Covenant went before the people of Israel
across the Jordan and around Jericho; a symbol of God
leading them in otherwise perilous situations. It came to
rest with the Tabernacle being set up in Shiloh,12 a
central location within the land that was being given to
the Israelites as an inheritance. This was due to the
eventually appointed place, the city of Jerusalem, not
being captured until after the death of Joshua.13

Source of blessing
The Old Testament law, particularly when summarized in
Deuteronomy, was balanced on the matter of a blessing
and a curse,14 the execution of which depended on their
faithfulness to God as opposed to idols and their
continued dedication to Him in the matter of tithing. Both
these things centred on the place of worship of the

God’s desire

From Sinai to Babylon
Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland
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people: only God was to be worshipped, and only at the
place of the name;15 and the tithe was to be dedicated at
that same place.16

The blessing that was given to the people when they
observed these things was prosperity in the land that they
had just entered into:

“[the LORD] will give the rain for your land in its
season, the early rain and the later rain, that you
may gather in your grain and your wine and your oil.
And he will give grass in your fields for your
livestock, and you shall eat and be full.”17

It is worth fortifying the point that the material nature of
this blessing was assured in specifically the Old
Testament; today our benefits and aims are found in
Christ, being content in every circumstance as we rejoice
in the blessings that we have in the heavenly places,
which are chiefly enjoyed as we cleave to God both by
being faithful in worship and a life of service.

An exalted house
Some time later, God announced His decision to make
David the person who would represent Him in an
exceptional manner among Israel’s leaders, identifying
with him and his capital: “‘I have chosen Jerusalem that
my name may be there, and I have chosen David to be
over my people Israel.’”18 God provided the design for a
new house to be built for Himself, enhancing its
dimensions and those elements that identified it, such as
the cherubim.19 Therefore David and his son Solomon
took on the responsibilities of preparing and building a
Temple for God in Jerusalem.

During the time that the Tabernacle had rested at Shiloh,
Eli’s sons misused the Ark of the Covenant for military
purposes and it was captured by the Philistines. It was
understood that God Himself no longer considered the
Tabernacle as His own, and withdrew His glory from it
in this period.20 However, with the completion of the
Temple, the glory of God returned once more to be
among His people, and the Temple became the primary
symbol of that.

Psalms 120-134, the Songs of Ascents, are a collection of
psalms that particularly wonder at the phenomenon of
God having His house on earth. Pilgrims to the festivals
in Jerusalem would sing them to one another as they
climbed up towards Jerusalem and its Temple, fixing this

association in the cultural mindset of the people as
having God’s presence among them and bringing them
blessings.21

Protection
This link between God’s name and the people’s
protection was preserved in the minds of those pilgrims:

Our help is in the name of the LORD,
who made heaven and earth.22

We’ve noted the pillar of cloud protecting the Israelites
as they fled from Pharaoh, and the presence of the Ark at
Jericho guaranteeing victory there, but the protection of
the nation God dwelt with is most clearly stated in
retrospect, when He brought them back out of their exile
in Babylon because of the impression it made on the
other nations.23 Therefore the continued existence of a
son of David on the throne in Jerusalem was the ongoing
proof that God was able to protect and preserve his
people. Similarly, our security in Christ is assured by the
continued presence of the Holy Spirit in our hearts.24

Privilege revoked
However, in the last days of the independent kingdom of
Judah, God spoke through Jeremiah and announced that,
because of their idolatry, He was abandoning Jerusalem
in the same way that He had left Shiloh before.25 And
indeed, once His presence left the city, it was quickly
destroyed and its treasures ransacked,26 proving the
protection and blessing God’s presence was guaranteeing
until that point. As generations before had sung:

Unless the LORD builds the house,
those who build it labor in vain.
Unless the LORD watches over the city,
the watchman stays awake in vain.27

References: (1) Ex. 19:5-6  (2) Ex. 13:21; 14:19-20  (3) Ex.
25:8-9  (4) Ex. 40:34-38  (5) Ex. 33:11; 34:30,34-35  (6) Is.
37:1  (7) Deut. 16:16  (8) 1 Cor. 14:26  (9) Ex. 25:16; Heb. 9:4
(10) cf. 2 Sam. 6:2; Ez. 1:26; Rev. 4:6  (11) Num. 7:89
(12) Josh. 18:1  (13) Judg. 1:8  (14) Deut. 11:26  (15) Deut.
12:5  (16) Deut. 26:2  (17) Deut. 11:14-15; c.f. Ps. 128 and
Mal. 3:8-12  (18) 2 Chron. 6:6  (19) 1 Chron. 28:19; 1 Kin.
6:23-28  (20) 1 Sam. 4:21  (21) Ps. 132:15  (22) Ps. 124:8; see
also Ps. 125  (23) Eze. 36:20-21  (24) 2 Cor. 1:21-22  (25) Jer.
7:14; 26:6  (26) 2 Kin. 25:9,13-16  (27) Ps. 127:1
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Have you heard the expressions ‘the virgin birth’ or ‘the
immaculate conception’ recently? Some people might
think that they describe more or less the same thing, but
in fact they are fundamentally different. If we look for
authoritative answers on any subject we must agree on
the authority that we accept; in this case, editors of
Needed Truth believe that the Bible is the Word of God,
and hence accept that its statements are definitive.

The ‘virgin birth’ describes the fact that Jesus, the Christ,
had no human father in Matthew’s gospel1 and in Luke.2
How did Mary become pregnant? Matthew writes,

Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way.
When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph,
before they came together she was found to be with
child from the Holy Spirit. And her husband Joseph,
… as he considered these things, behold, an angel of
the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying,
“Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as
your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from
the Holy Spirit. …” All this took place to fulfil what
the Lord had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, the
virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall
call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with
us). When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the
angel of the Lord commanded him: he took his wife,
but knew her not until she had given birth to a son.3

This is corroborated by Luke’s account:

The angel Gabriel was sent from God … to a virgin
betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the
house of David. And the virgin’s name was Mary.
And he came to her and said, “Greetings, O favoured
one, the Lord is with you!”… And the angel said to
her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found
favour with God. And behold, you will conceive in
your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his
name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the
Son of the Most High. …” And Mary said to the
angel, “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” And
the angel answered her, "The Holy Spirit will come
upon you, and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will
be called holy – the Son of God.”4

Notice in both of these passages that Mary and Joseph
were afraid that they might be charged with having an
illegitimate child, and Scripture carefully inserts ‘before
they came together’ – this really was the holy Son of
God. The fact of the virgin birth of Christ is embedded in

the consciousness of most Christians, and only a few
challenge it, because it is clearly taught by Scripture.

What about the ‘immaculate conception? What does this
mean? It is the doctrine that God preserved the virgin
Mary from the taint of original sin from the moment she
was conceived; it was defined as a dogma of the Roman
Catholic Church in 1854 by Pope Pius on 8th December
1854 and is one of the four Marian dogmas of the
Catholic Church, meaning that it is held to be a divinely
revealed truth whose denial is heresy. We can see that
there is a conflict here between the sources of authority
accepted by different believers. On the one hand, if you
accept that the Bible is definitive you will only accept
what can be proved by it – this is our stance. On the other
hand, you might accept a statement of a leader as to what
is essential to salvation.

Scripture does reveal some things about Mary and shows
us that she was very highly honoured to be chosen to be
the mother of the Lord, but it does not support the four
Marian dogmas. Compare the dogmas with Scripture:

References: (1) Mat. 1:18  (2) Luke 1:34  (3) Mat. 1:18-25
(4) Luke 1:26-35  (5) Luke 2:7  (6) Mat. 12:46
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Assertions What the Bible says
The immaculate
conception

Mary found favour with God. He
favoured her; there is no suggestion that
He favoured her because of any special
virtue of her own.

Mary, mother of
God

The child to be born will be called holy –
the Son of God. It was this child that
Mary bore – not the Godhead.

The perpetual
virginity of Mary

Reference to the fact that he (Joseph)
knew her not until she had given birth to
a son, even her firstborn son.5 and
mention of Jesus’ ‘brothers and sisters’.6

The bodily
assumption of
Mary to heaven

Scripture says nothing about this: it was
stated as a dogma of the Roman Catholic
church by Pope Pius XII in 1950

Can you help me with this?

Born of  a virgin
Peter Hickling, Cromer, England
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Oscar, tell us something about
your background, please?
I was born on 5 May 1985, into a
poor Malawian family with 7
siblings. My father was a security
guard and resided in the Ndirande
township within the city of Blantyre.
He was a devoted Christian in the
Ndirande assembly of the churches
of God. In early 2000, he became
relocated to his home village at
Solomon in Ntcheu District
following staff retrenchment at work.
There, he was to play a big role as a
pioneer leading to the planting of the
church of God in 2003 at Solomon
Village. My father mentored me on
various aspects of the churches of
God. He always reminded me to be
exemplary to other young boys
within the village so that he should
not be ashamed. It was during this
period, in 2002, when I was 15 years
of age, that I received salvation, and
was later added to the church of God
in Ndirande (that was our nearest
assembly when Malawi still had only
two churches of God). I married
Mercy Saidi in 2010 and we have 3
daughters.

What is your education and work
background?
In 2003, I was considered by the
church of God through Mark
Imoukhuede (visiting overseer from
Nigeria) for inclusion on the list for
an education bursary. The church
paid my school fees at primary,
secondary and tertiary levels. I
graduated with a Diploma in Clinical
Medicine at Malawi College of
Health Sciences in 2013. I secured a
job in a Government hospital as a
clinical officer and was posted to
Nkhotakota District Hospital in
2014. Following my father’s
pioneering example, while there I
contributed to the start-up of the
Ndalama group that recently became
the church of God at Ndalama. In

2017, I secured a job in Banja la
Tsongolo (a Family Planning clinic)
and was posted to Bangwe in
Blantyre. The salary was higher and
I was offered a two years contract. I
completed that and was offered
another. The second contract,
however, had some unethical
conditions unfavourable to Christian
healthcare providers. My conscience
before the Lord forced me to
terminate it, and I was jobless for
two months. That was a difficult
time indeed, but by the grace of God,
the way opened up for me to rejoin
the government hospital and I was
posted to Blantyre where I am still
working currently.

Can you tell us something now
of your spiritual development?
I was appointed as an overseer in
2020, and I received this call with
joy. I believe it is better to work for
the Lord than serving the interests of
the world where money is taken as
the first priority. The Bible clearly
says:

But seek first the kingdom of
God and his righteousness, and
all these things will be added to
you.1

So, I left a job with a better salary
and took one where the salary is low,
in order to please God.

I also accepted an invitation to
become a member of the Malawian
Outreach Committee. With my
ambition to see the work of God in
churches of God spreading to other
parts of Malawi including the north,
also neighbouring Tanzania and
Zambia, I’m very grateful for the
opportunity to be part of this
committee to help spread the
message of the Gospel.

Most recently, I have become the
District Correspondent of the new
SECA District (South East and
Central Africa) of Churches of God.

I have thought that God may have
called me into His service for this
purpose. I’m very grateful to serve
the Lord as a communication officer
within the growing SECA district.
My primary responsibility is to
ensure proper communication
channels are followed in SECA, so
as to reflect its increasing maturity as
a Fellowship district.

Lastly, but most importantly, I want
to glorify the Lord in these
opportunities. It’s not about my
personal desires, but rather a desire
to be useful for the Lord, in measure
as the Bible says,

“Before I formed you in the
womb I knew you,
and before you were born I
consecrated you;
I appointed you … ”2

References: (1) Mat. 6:33  (2) Jer.
1:5

Bible quotations from ESV

Prioritising God’s kingdom
An interview with Oscar Soko, Bangwe, Malawi
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The nations on our doorstep
David Woods, Manchester, England

Government data shows that 44,190 people applied for
asylum in the UK the year ending September 2021.1,2

Many have made long and dangerous journeys fleeing
humanitarian crises: war, deprivation and persecution.
News reports frequently tell heart-breaking stories of the
loss of life during such perilous journeys. People are
desperately seeking safety and security.

The Lord has brought asylum seekers to the Church of God
in Manchester in the past two years. Our basic Google
maps listing has resulted in five young Christian men
attending the church’s gatherings, all originally from
Eritrea (where Christians who aren’t from state-approved
denominations face extreme persecution3).

The first three had just recently arrived in the UK and were
temporarily housed in a hotel four miles from the church
hall. Taking two buses, they (Biniam, Sintayehu and
Yohannes) came to observe the Remembrance and would
join our ‘Zoom’ sessions during lockdowns. COVID
restrictions meant that it was difficult to develop
meaningful relationships with them, but it was our joy to
interact with them when we could, even though
communication was sometimes difficult due to the
language barrier. Full of faith in God, thankful for His
protection and care, they asked for nothing and refused
almost all assistance, content with what God had provided
them with in the UK. We gave them English Bibles and
second-hand mobile phones to improve their ability to
connect with us. They’ve since been relocated to other
towns in the North West of England. Knowing something
of what they have escaped from, we continue to pray that
their applications for asylum will be favourably considered
by the UK Government.

Soon afterwards, another young man – again from Eritrea
– attended and requested a Bible. He was keen to find a
hard-copy Bible in Amharic, his mother-tongue. After
three weeks of online searching, we eventually found stock
of one Amharic Bible. By the time the Bible arrived,
Benjamin had obtained one from another source. But we
held on to the Bible in the hope that more Eritreans might
come along. We were becoming accustomed to having
Eritreans visit us!

Amazingly, Habtu arrived at the church hall two weeks
later, having found our listing on Google. He’d recently
been relocated to an area near our hall. We learned that at a
young age he and his mother had fled the persecution of
Christians in Eritrea to live in neighbouring Sudan. And he
spoke Amharic! What an amazing work of God; he gladly
took our Amharic Bible and an English one too.

A baptised believer, Habtu continued to attend Manchester
on Lord’s Days and on Tuesday evenings for the church
prayers. He expressed his desire to join with us and, after

hearing his testimony, we were delighted to receive him
into church fellowship on 2 January this year. Praise God!

Habtu is waiting for the asylum process to take its (long)
course, praying that he will be granted leave to remain and
then able to bring his wife and children, and his mother
(still in the Sudan), to the UK. Sadly, due to difficulties
during his journey, Habtu has lost contact with his family;
we’re praying that God will make a way for him to be able
to contact his family again. Despite all he has been through
he repeatedly says, “God is good … Jesus is love … God
knows … every day is a happy day because of God.”

Asylum seekers are not permitted to take paid
employment; they receive a small subsistence payment
from the UK Government in addition to their basic
housing. Some, like Habtu, take the opportunity to gain
some education (provided by the UK Government) to help
them increase their confidence in English and maths. With
many at a loose-end most days, maybe there is an
opportunity for us to proactively engage, helping with
basic language skills, for example?

A friend in Northern Ireland works with an organisation
reaching out to Muslim asylum seekers in Belfast and
reports the remarkable grace of God at work. Brothers and
sisters in Glasgow and Armagh have similar experiences to
speak of.

The Lord sent His apostles to go and make disciples of all
nations.4 Today our Western cities are considered safe
havens for the displaced ‘nations’ in all of their need. We
can ‘go’ without having to travel very far at all.
(1) https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-
statistics-year-ending-september-2021/how-many-people-do-we-
grant-asylum-or-protection-to

(2) During the same period 13,210 were granted asylum, or other
forms of protection and resettlement.

(3) Eritrea is number 6 on the Open Doors ‘World Watch List’
https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-
list/eritrea/?ref=wwmap        (4) Matthew 28:19-20


