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Back to Basics

The Bible

- its composition, canon and consolidation
by David Viles, Hayes, England

In the past God spoke ...

These first words of the Epistle to the Hebrews are remarkable.
There is no obligation on God to speak -after all, the heavens
already declared His omnipotence,' His creation eloquently
testified to His everlasting power and divinity.” Nevertheless, He
determined to do so. These opening verses go on to explain how
this spoken revelation, supremely and finally uttered in the Person
of the incarnate Word,” was formerly transmitted through the
prophets. The incarnate Word Himself extends this revelation to
the whole corpus of the Jewish holy Scriptures - the OId

Testament (OT) - "these are the Scriptures that testify about me".*

Turning to the New Testament (NT), we have the specific
assurance of the incarnate Word to apprehensive disciples that a
prime focus of the Holy Spirit's work is to teach and remind them
of all that Christ had said, and would say, to them.” It was the
original disciples, and the apostle Paul to whom a special
revelation was given,® who went on to record this material under
the Spirit's guidance.

The composition of the Bible

We can be confident therefore that what we have in both
Testaments is truly the word of God and the ultimate revelation of
all that we need to know for practical purposes. AH scripture,
says Paul about the OT, is God-breathed ... so that the man of
God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” And yet
the Bible is clearly not a work of dictation. The diverse
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personalities, fears, preoccupations and ambitions of a wide variety of writers across
millennia are reflected and respected, and the whole is far greater than the sum of its
parts. There is clear evidence of design, consistency and purpose, with internal
corroboration of doctrine, prophecy and historical fact between its component books and
across the Testaments. The process of this written revelation is mysterious, and was no
doubt intensely personal to those to whom it was given; we are told that men spoke from
God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit® - clearly a process combining
dynamism with purpose.

As all the original manuscripts were written on papyrus (of vegetable origin) or
parchment (dried animal skins), we are reliant on a long succession of copyists for the
texts we have today. So how can we be sure, knowing the errors of omission and addition
inherent in any copying process over such vast spans of time, that we have reliable texts?
Surprisingly, copies exist of parts of the Greek New Testament which predate the first
authoritative collections of the Hebrew and Aramaic Scriptures. In fact, such was the
impetus in the early churches to obtain copies of the Epistles and Gospels that the number
of extant copies of all or part of the NT made before around 600 AD runs to about 5,000.
This far exceeds the numbers of extant manuscripts of any other ancient text -even
Caesar's Gallic War has come down to us in only ten good copies, the oldest being from
the late 10th century.” Because there are so many copies, the science of textual criticism
has, down the ages, made it possible to detect and correct the minor textual corruptions to
which the most careful copyists were (and are) prey.

When the English Revised Version was produced in 1884, the earliest manuscript of the
entire OT available to the translators was the standard Jewish 'Masoretic' text'® in a copy
dated 916AD. The reason for this late date lies in the extreme veneration of copies of the
Jewish Scriptures by the rabbis - worn out copies were not retained and punctilious care
was taken to avoid copying errors as far as humanly possible. Comparison with earlier
copies discovered during the last century testifies to the accuracy of the copying process
directed by generations of Jewish scholars to preserve the original Scriptures in Hebrew,
which had long ceased to be the everyday language of the Jewish people. God is His own
witness as to its reliability - "I am watching to see that my word is fulfilled.""’

The canon of the Bible

When the risen Lord instructed His disciples during the forty days between His
resurrection and ascension, He was careful to set God's eternal purpose in a context
which would be meaningful to them. "Everything must be fulfilled", He said, "that is
written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms."'* This clear
statement surely satisfies His disciples in every age that these three types of OT writing -
together comprising the OT as generally
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accepted by Jewish scholars of the time - are to be regarded as 'canonical',” that is,
reckoned as holy Scripture. Further, this statement underlines the essential
continuity between the two Testaments - they are both about Him! The Lord, who
was so incisive in identifying and censuring unscriptural Jewish traditions and practices,
never questioned (and often referred to) the writings which had long been accepted as
holy Scripture by the Jewish nation.

There were, of course, other writings - the Apocrypha - which by His time had not
received this endorsement. These writings are of four types - historical, wisdom and
ethical, apocalyptic, and religious fiction. While interesting, they were not accepted as
authoritative by the Jewish religious establishment or, unlike the canonical OT,
referred to by the Lord. The collective wisdom of Protestant Christianity has
followed the Jewish tradition.

Turning to the New Testament, we are not presented with any strong rival claims to
canonicity. The very few Gnostic texts which today attract a disproportionate amount
of publicity'* and purported gospels and epistles are datable to the 2nd to 4th centuries
AD, and are clearly at odds with the NT record. The widespread and rapid acceptance
of the NT Scriptures in the early days of Christianity was attributable simply to their
authority. The Epistles were widely copied, collected and circulated from the earliest
times because Christians knew who wrote them and were convinced of their authority
as men who had known (or seen) the Lord. The Gospels followed, because their authors
made it their business to write authoritatively about all that Jesus began to do and to
teach.” Nobody imposed a canon of NT Scriptures on the early believing
community - the two grew up organically together, no doubt under the guidance of
Him who "will guide you into all truth. "'®

The consolidation of the Bible

Since 1948, Biblical scholarship has been immensely assisted by the discovery of the
Dead Sea Scrolls, enabling about 100 books of the Old Testament to be partially
reconstructed from fragments'’ dating back as far as the first century BC. Comparison
of these ancient documents with the much later authoritative 'Masoretic' text shows
remarkably few differences and, in some instances, has helped elucidate the meaning
of difficult texts in the later version. The textual study of the huge number of
fragments continues, and further elucidation will no doubt result. As for the New
Testament, it is now possible for scholars to cross-check the text with evidence as old
as the mid second century - again, there are few divergences from later copies.

Finally, one further key factor linking both Testaments is the famous Septuagint - a
Greek translation of the OT and Apocrypha made around 200 BC. As well as
throwing light upon the precise meaning of abstruse Hebrew expressions,' the
Septuagint provided the classical world with an accessible version of the Jewish
Scriptures, just at the time when it was required by the exploding
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Christian mission. It is hard not to discern the providence of God not merely in the
inspiration of Scripture, but also in its dissemination.

References:

(1) Ps.19:1-2 (2) Rom.1:19-20 (3) Jn 1:1 (4) Jn 5:39 (5) Jn 14:26 (6) Gal.1:11-20
(7) 2 Tim.3:16-17 (8) 2 Pet.1:21 (9) See chap. 14 of F.F. Bruce: The Books and the
Parchments, revised edition 1991, which includes a telling summary of the reliability
of NT attestation and an explanation of how textual criticism works (10) Derived
from the Hebrew word for 'tradition' (11) Jer.1:12 (12) Lk.24:44 (13) From the
Greek word kanon, signifying a measuring rod or standard (14) And the attentions
of novelists like Dan Brown (15) Acts 1:1 (16) Jn 16:13. When the Synod of Hippo
in AD393 listed the NT canon, it was merely recording what had long been accepted
as authoritative throughout most of Christendom (17) There is one complete book - a
parchment scroll of Isaiah - which survived in the particular microclimate of the
Qumran caves (18) One well-known example is the cognate Greek words which the
Septuagint translators used to render expressions connected to the Hebrew word
kipper (atonement), which extend our understanding of the meaning of these words
and their connections in Hebrew.

Bible quotations from NIV
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Back to Basics

The Bible

Reading the Bible for all its worth
by Karl Smith, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

The watchman sat under the light at the front of the church
hall, poring over his Bible. The sounds of night on the edge of
an African city could be heard: the barking of dogs, the hum
of crickets, and the occasional cry of a baby awakening in a
neighbouring house. He had been learning to read at the
church's adult literacy classes and at last he could read the
Bible for himself.

Whilst we may take our ability to read for granted, we must
never take for granted the privilege of being able to read God's
own message in God's own words to us whenever we like.

Daily reading
We should all make time to read at least something from the

Bible each day. Most find that first thing in the morning is the
best time to do this.

I'm not at all a morning person, but I have discovered that if
you listen to God before the Devil has a chance to speak to you
through the many means at his disposal, you'll be better
equipped to face the day with the right attitude. It is easier to
begin the day with God than to try to reclaim the day for Him
later on. Time spent with the Scriptures in the morning is a
briefing from our commanding officer and is essential to find
out what He wants us to do for the day. Ezekiel found that, /n
the morning the word of the LORD came to me.' Isaiah,
speaking for the Messiah, said, Morning by morning he
awakens; he awakens my ear to hear as those who are taught.’
Sure enough, when we get to the Gospels, we find the Lord
Jesus rising very early in the morning to spend time with His
Father”’ Some call this their quiet time, but the name isn't
important. Whatever you call
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it, identify a consistent place for it in your daily routine and a place where you won't be
interrupted.

Top tips: The following are some ideas people have shared with me about how to
structure a quiet time. Different ones will help different people:

1. Briefly ask God to help you understand the passage.

2. Don't try to read too much at a sitting.

3. Follow something systematically, such as a book of the Bible.

4

. Vary the Old and New Testament in your reading. A reading plan that takes
you through the whole Bible in one or more years can be helpful.

5. It might help to read a short passage slowly and more than once so that it sinks
in. I personally find this of more value than reading pages and pages.

6. Repeat the words to God, especially ones about Himself, His Son and His
Spirit.

7. Look for something about the character of the Lord Jesus to treasure
through the day

8. Look for a command to obey or an example to follow. It may be a negative
example to avoid. Above all ask God to help you to obey it.

9. Some keep a diary noting, in two or three sentences, what was in the
passage they read.

10. If a phrase or a verse has struck you, memorise it and repeat it to yourself
throughout the day.

Bible study

Your Bible reading does not work like a 'horoscope'. Each chapter you are reading is
a part of the story of God's dealings with mankind. That's why a separate time of
Bible study is important to get a sense of how each section relates to the whole.

At least once in your life, you should read the Bible right through from cover to
cover. Read another chapter or two in your armchair instead of watching some
rubbish on TV that you're not even interested in anyway, on a train or bus journey,
while you're having a lie-in, just as you would read any other book. Start at Genesis
and go through to Revelation. Only then can you be confident that you've read it all
with a sense of the whole narrative.

More regularly, however, we need to sit down and look at the themes of the Bible.
We can study a person's life, looking at the various passages that speak about him or
her. We can study a place in the Bible, building up a picture of
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what happened there. We may want to work out what the Bible says about a particular
issue we have encountered in our disciple life. On the other hand, we may wish to
understand why the church does something in a particular way. We may wish to follow
through a theme that has fascinated us, like the feelings experienced by the Lord Jesus,
prayers of godly people or the house of God throughout history.

One tool that is very useful in anything like this is the cross-referencing system in many
Bibles. The little letters next to phrases in some editions of the Bible refer you to other
verses where the same word or phrase is used or which deal with a similar theme. Be
aware that these are only the verses that have occurred to particular editors and may
reflect their denominational background. There may be many other verses you can
consider on the same theme. The references are not inspired by God like the Bible itself,
but are put there by human beings to help us navigate our way round the Bible.

Another tool you can use is a concordance or list of words used in the Bible. This is a
valuable way of finding all the places in Scripture that deal with a certain topic. You
can also use a concordance to see how a word that has been puzzling us in one verse is
used throughout the rest of the Bible. Very often this leads to a much clearer
understanding of what it means.

The Bible is a translation of Greek and Hebrew documents, no matter what language
we read it in. Some concordances allow you to see which Greek or Hebrew word is
being translated by every English word. This can be extremely useful for seeing that a
particular word in our English Bible is normally translated by a different word in the
Greek or Hebrew. You can then see where that Greek or Hebrew word is used
elsewhere in the Bible in a book called a lexicon. Doing this links scriptures that we
might not otherwise connect in our minds. Even for those of us not fluent in these
ancient languages, we can still get a feel for the original text.

Other books can help us fill in the picture of what life was like at the time and see the
Bible in context. Bible study has never been more accessible than in the current
computer age. A number of programmes allow you to use a concordance in several
different versions of the Bible at once, a click shows you which Greek or Hebrew
word has been used and another click takes you to the lexicon. All of these can be
kept open on the screen in front of you -much easier than keeping your finger in
several pages of a book at once! Another click points you to relevant commentaries.
It's God's Word just the same, whether it appears on the screen or the printed page.
Nevertheless, whilst concordances, commentaries and lexicons are useful, we must
repeat again that it is the Bible itself that is inspired. The rest are simply aids to help
us understand it. There are now many versions of the Bible, but, for study
purposes, readers in English should find the ESV or NASB particularly good as
literal (nearly word for word) translations of the original languages, while
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other versions may contribute helpfully by trying to express in our modern language the
ideas being conveyed by the historic writers.

What can we expect to find in the Bible?

... you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise
for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is breathed out by God and
profitable for teaching, for reproof for correction, and for training in righteousness, that
the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.”

First, the Bible teaches us how to be saved. Then, by the various processes described
here, it equips us for every good work. For the Christian, the point of reading the Bible is
to help us to do good to others in this world and to glorify God. Worthwhile Bible study
will eventually lead to a clearer understanding of God's will and give us something to
obey practically. He won't reveal more until you've obeyed what He's already given you.
We will never exhaust the riches of the Bible or get tired of learning its message to us.

References:

(1) Ezek.12.8 (2) Isa.50:4 (3) Mk.1:35 (4) 2 Tim.3:15-17 ESV

Study Feature

1. What tests, applicable to all ancient writings, when applied specifically to the Bible,
show that by any objective standard, it deserves to be considered as authentic to the
original?

2. What was the significance of the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls?

w

Of course, the Bible is no mere ancient human writing. What exactly does 2 Pet.1:21
teach us about its divine authorship?

What arguments give the most convincing assurance as to the canon of Scripture?
Which of the Bible reading tips do you consider to be most helpful? Why?
Which is your preferred Bible study method? Which other would you now like to try?

N R

Would you like to share a particular Bible study aid which you personally have found
helpful?
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Back to Basics

The Lord's return

by Craig Jones, Toronto, Canada

In 1995, a series of sixteen fictional novels began to be published,
which, over the following twelve years, would amass total sales
in excess of 65 million copies. Seven of the series have held the
top slot on the New York Times Best Sellers list between 2000
and 2005. The 'Left Behind' series, by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B.
Jenkins, has certainly propelled the subject of biblical end-times
prophecies into the imaginations of mainstream literary fiction
consumers over recent years.

Whilst clearly fictional in nature, these novels are nevertheless
claimed to be based on teachings contained in the Bible.
However, there is no full agreement amongst the various
Christian denominations as to the 'true' interpretation of these
biblical teachings. Whilst it is possible to establish certain future
events as biblical 'fact!, the precise detail and timing can be the
subject of much speculation. Arguably, perhaps, the most
astonishing event that will trigger the unfolding of a whole series
of major prophetic events, will be the return of the Lord Jesus
Christ.

The Lord Himself declared, "... I will come again and receive you
to Myself..." clearly stating His intention to return for His
disciples after going to be with His Father in heaven following
His death and resurrection.' In confirmation of this, the angel who
appeared to the awestruck disciples on the Mount of Olives,
immediately after they had witnessed the Lord ascend to heaven
in the clouds, said, "This Jesus, who has been taken up from you
into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched
Him go into heaven.” The apostle Paul also confirms this truth in
1 Thess.4:13-18, from which we glean the expression 'the rapture'
(not a word found in the English
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translations of the Bible, but meaning 'taken up into heaven' from Latin raptus’ - taken
away).

Associated at some point with our Lord's return is something the Lord Himself describes
as 'a great tribulation'.” It's a time of unparalleled worldwide suffering, and oppression at
the hands of someone identified in 2 Thess.2:3 as the man of lawlessness, who rises to
such a position of global prominence and influence that he eventually sets himself up as
being 'god', exalting himself above the one true God in a rebuilt 'temple of God' in
Jerusalem.® This fits with the Lord's description of the 'abomination of desolation' in
Matt.24:15. The global acceptance of the authority of this 'man of lawlessness' will be
sealed by the significance of the covenant that he will make with Israel at the start of the
70th week of Daniel's prophecy.” According to Dan.9:27, the abomination of desolation
will occur halfway through this 7-year covenant period.

When all this is linked to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together
to Him,’ a view emerges that the Lord's coming to the air for His Church does not take
place until the man of lawlessness exalts himself in this way, at that time. Hence, in this
'mid-tribulation’ view,’ the rapture can be precisely dated from the moment the covenant
is struck, which is quite likely to be a widely publicised event at the time, thereby
allowing a calculation to be made, arriving at 3%, years after the signing of the covenant,
immediately before the great tribulation proper. However, this is inconsistent with the
clear weight of scriptural evidence regarding the coming of the Lord as being both
imminent and unknown.®

Another similar (‘post-tribulation') view exists based in part on the same argument (and
therefore subject to the same weakness), which further delays the rapture of Church-age
believers in the Lord Jesus to be coincident with His return to the earth to judge the
nations’ and to establish His 1000- year reign of peace.'” The implication of this is, of
course, that believers in the Lord Jesus will have to live through the great tribulation. This
view at first may seem supported by verses such as Jn 16:33 and 17:15 with regard to the
'requirement' for tribulation suffering. However, this requires a rather narrow definition of
‘tribulation’' as referring specifically to this prophetic period. And yet a survey of the
occurrences of this word in the New Testament reveals a very general usage that includes
any collective or personal circumstances of trials of faith."' An historical justification is
also cited in support of this viewpoint, as, it is argued, this was evidently the belief of the
early church fathers and is reflected in their writings and therefore the absence of teaching
by them on any alternative understanding demonstrates a 'taken-for-granted' acceptance of
the view. Anything 'new' and divergent is therefore presumed not to be tenable. We might
wonder what would have happened if that kind of stance had prevailed in the times of the
Reformation, when the great doctrine
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The Rapture - two views

Pre-tribulation Rapture Post-Tribulation Rapture
e  The Lord will come for His e The Lord will come for His
before the Tribulation after the Tribulation
* Literal view of Tribulation (in *  Spiritualised view of the
same way that the events of the Tribulation
Lord's First Advent were literally * Israel and the Church are
fulfilled) equivalent (e.g. Matt.24:22)

*  The fate of Israel and the Church
are distinguished (as literally
required by God's Old
covenants & the distinct
programmes for Jew & Gentile
(Church) set out in Rom.9-11)

of justification by faith was considered 'novel' and therefore dangerous, according
to the received wisdom and understanding of the time.

So what are we to make of all this? It's significant to note that when Paul writes about
this subject'? it is intended to bring comfort and encouragement to the believers, and
therefore to us also. Surely, it's difficult to find comfort in the prospect of having to
endure the horrors of a time of tribulation that the Lord says will be "... such as has
not occurred since the beginning of the world until now, nor ever will. " The comfort
is in the knowledge that all those who have accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as their
Saviour, from the time of His death and resurrection to the moment when He will
appear in the clouds, will be graciously and miraculously transported from the earth
to enjoy the presence of the Lord and take up their promised residence in His Father's
house."* We find further support for this in 1 Thess.1:10 and 5:9, which promise
deliverance from the wrath of God which will be meted out in righteous judgement
in these end times. The return of the Lord Jesus is therefore best viewed as presented
to us as being accomplished in two phases. The first is when He comes to the air to
take all believers of this present Church age to their heavenly inheritance.” The
second phase then takes place at the end of the tribulation period, when, in
accordance with the prophecy in Zech.14:4, the Lord will actually stand again as Son
of Man upon the earth, on the Mount of Olives, to begin His deliverance of Israel
from their oppressors and also to judge the nations of the earth and usher in His
glorious 1000-year reign of global peace and prosperity, as the great Prince of Peace.
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‘ What is the Tribulation?

* It's uniquely 'great’ - as opposed to various trials experienced by Christians
(Matt.24:21-28; Rev.7:14)

» It's primarily and specifically the 'time of Jacob's trouble' (Jer.30:7-8 NKIJV)

* The 'elect' are therefore believing Jews during the Tribulation; as distinct
from Christ's Church (Matt.24:22)

» Its purpose is to purge Israel and destroy Gentile world power

Thus Matt.24:31,41 are not describing the rapture of the Church, but a different,
subsequent gathering

References:

(1) Jn 14:2-3 (2) Acts 1:11 (3) Matt.24:9-28 (4) see 2 Thess.2:3-10 (5) Dan.9:24-27,
where the 'weeks' are understood to represent periods of 7 years as found in Revelation
(6) 2 Thess.2:1-4 (7) some refer this term tribulation to the whole 70th week; but in
this article it is the 2nd half thereof (8) e.g. Phil.3:20; 1 Cor.15:51-52; Acts 1:7;

1 Thess.5:1-2 (9) Matt.25:31-32 (10) Rev.20:1-4 (11) e.g.Matt.13:21; Acts 7:10;
Acts 11:19; Rom.12:12; 1 Thess.1:6 (12) 1 Thess.4:18; 1 Thess.5:11 particularly
(13) Matt.24:21 (14) Jn 14:1-3 (15) 1 Thess.4:15-18

Bible quotations from NASB
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Back to Basics

He's coming soon!

by David Woods, Manchester, England

It's inevitable. At what has become known as 'The Rapture', our
Saviour will come to take all born-again believers to be with Him
forever. It will be an 'out of this world' gathering in the clouds
where those who have died secure 'in Christ' will be raised first,
and we who are alive, also secure 'in Christ', will be caught up to
meet them. And so will begin the reality of our wonderful eternal
existence with our Lord.' That day will be all about the fulfilment
of Christ's promise to return for His Church, the Body of Christ,
and is referred to as the 'Day of Christ” which is different from
'the Day of the Lord" and 'the Day of God" that denote periods to
follow after.

"If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and
receive you to Myself that where I am, there you may be also,"”’
were words the early disciples wouldn't forget. They lived each
day with the Lord's promise ringing in their ears, excitedly
anticipating His return. When He didn't return within their
expected timescales some started to doubt, and outsiders started to
mock saying, "Where is the promise of His coming?" ® Given that
2,000 years or so have passed since then, we might be guilty of
the same, but we must be aware that Christ did not say when He
would return. He is waiting for that moment when, according to
God's eternal purposes, He will come to receive His Church.” It's
not for us to try to second-guess God's timing, because it's entirely
different from ours!® We must live expecting Him at any time!

William Barclay helpfully tells us that the Greek word parousia,
usually translated 'coming' in verses which refer to Christ's
return,” was used in other Greek documents contemporary with
the New Testament to
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denote the arrival or the actual presence of a dignitary, usually the Roman emperor. 'One
of the commonest things is that provinces dated a new era from the parousia of the
emperor ... a new section of time emerged with the coming ... another common practice
was to strike new coins to commemorate the visitation ... it was as if... a new set of values
had emerged."’ The parousia of One so much greater than any earthly ruler is imminent.
It is sensible that we prepare ourselves, and look forward to that new era where God's
high values and standards will be maintained forever.

I remember how a realisation of the Lord's return, and the prospect of my being 'left
behind', made me come to the Saviour to know for certain that I would be one of those to
meet Him in the air. If you don't have that assurance, look to Calvary and realise the
lengths that God and His Son went to in order to secure your salvation from the
consequences of your sin. Request and accept the forgiveness for sin that God offers
through the sacrifice of Christ. You'll then be ready to be called to that gathering in the
air, and to eternity beyond. Be sure to be ready.

As Christians, a fresh realisation of the 'anytime soon' return of our Lord should also fuel
our desire to ensure that those we work with, study with, socialise with, engage with, are
made aware of the /iving hope that is ours.'' Demonstrating by our actions that our lives
are governed by heavenly standards so very different from those of this world and seizing
opportunities to speak of Christ... the hope of glory'? will witness to the fact that our
citizenship is in heaven," and that we wait for His Son from heaven.'’ Living in the light
of the Lord's imminent return should galvanise our efforts to lead others to Christ.

Those who are Christ's at His coming” should be ready. The reality of the Lord's return
can often be overshadowed by the mundane matters of life, or by the busyness of the
legitimate things of Christian service. There is a daily need to focus our attention on our
Saviour and His promise, "... behold, lam coming quickly ... Yes, 1 am coming quickly."*®
Service for our Master will be reviewed at the 'judgment seat of Christ'.'” We must be
ready to give account!'® John wrote, abide in Him, so that when He appears, we may have
confidence and not shrink away from Him in shame at His coming.”” What occupies our
time these days? Are we fully absorbed in our jobs, our families and our possessions? Are
we continually distracted by entertainments, such as the Internet world at our fingertips?
Are we giving any quality time to God in service? Are we 'abiding in Him'?

The Scriptures teach us that it's not the quantity of service that Christ will review, but the
quality. Our aim should be to give of our best, offering service of the highest quality,
according to God's standards, as guided and directed by Him. Take a look at 1 Cor.3:10-
15. Often misinterpreted, this scripture
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should be properly understood in its context: the work of quality building within the
House of God. It's here, in churches of God that together form God's house today, where
men and women should render service that is precious in the sight of God. Living in the
light of the Lord's imminent return should make us want to surrender our lives and
do the best we can in obedience to God's will.

John also wrote, when He appears, we will be like Him.”’ That's glorious! Our earthly
bodies exchanged for something far superior, just like His, made ready for eternal glory!
John reminds us that, by being absorbed by the certain hope of Christ's return, personal
purity should be the result: Everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just
as He is pure.”’ Christ's return will usher in a new era of purity and holiness, but God
commands His people to be holy today.”> We struggle with sin, but we thank God for the
provision of 1 Jn 1:9, whereby forgiveness and cleansing can be sought through
confession of daily sin that spoils our walk. Living in the light of the Lord's imminent
return should have the effect of purifying our lives.

James told his readers to be patient... until the coming of the Lord... strengthen your
hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near™ It's not easy living in a world that is so
opposed to God's ways, enduring incessant attacks that attempt to undermine our faith.
We must learn patience, despite our desire to be removed and to be with the Lord.* In the
knowledge that being with the Lord will be very much better” our hearts, our emotions
and our love should be strengthened in the face of the enemy's attempts to keep us
earthbound. Living in the light of the Lord's imminent return should strengthen our
hearts despite discouragement and trial.

Having such a certain future is what makes the New Testament word 'hope' so wonderful.
We have a certainty of a future, secured and promised by God, brought to us through
Christ and sealed by the indwelling Holy Spirit. Today, the people of God also lay hold of
a hope that is a present-day reality.”® We're to grip it tight, lay hold of it, realising that it
brings us presently before God, in spirit, to experience the delights of His presence in
advance of the day we're waiting expectantly for! This is the joy of the worship of the
people of God, invited into His presence to appreciate something of His eternal glory &
grace. This hope is anchored within the veil of the heavenly tabernacle, not made with
hands,”” and linked with Jesus having entered there as a forerunner for us, having become
a high priest forever.”® He's in the glory, and as a result we have the privilege to join Him
in spiritual worship each week, and have a little taster of what the future holds as we enter
the holy place by the blood of Jesus.”” Living in the light of the imminence of the
Lord's return should enhance our worship and appreciation of Christ our Saviour.

15
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The wonderful future that is being prepared for us should make us cry out,
“Maranathd”*® "O Lord, come!" Until then, let's live in the light of His imminent
return!
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Study Feature

1. What differences have you noted between the Lord's initial return to the air for
believers and the return of the Son of Man to the earth?

2. Contrast and explain the descriptions of the 'Day of the Lord' with the comfort
promised believers when Christ returns for them.

3. From 1 Cor.15, what changes in ourselves should we expect when the Lord
returns?

4. How should a belief in the imminent return of the Lord affect our approach to
Christian service?
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Back to Basics

Spiritual Gifts

by Alex Reid, Leigh, England

Who is the giver of the gifts?

The answer is the Triune God. Father, Son and Spirit are all
set forth in Scripture as the source of spiritual gifts. In
Rom.12:3,6 God the Father is the one allotting to each a
measure of faith, producing gift according to the proportion of
faith. Eph.4:7-12 clearly identifies the Lord Jesus as the giver of
the gifted types of people listed. While 1 Cor.12:11 tells us that
the gifts are distributed by the Holy Spirit according to His
will.

Who are the recipients of the gifts?

In 1 Cor.12:7,11,18 the expression 'each one' is addressed to
the Corinthians in the overall context of their membership of
the Church the Body of Christ. Eph.4:7-16 also uses the term
'each one' ' in the same Body of Christ context. The conclusion
therefore must be that the recipients of the gifts are all
individual members of the Church the Body. It is entirely
possible that individual Body members can be endowed with
more than one gift. What gift and how many a believer might be
given is according to the sovereign will of the Holy Spirit.”

What is the nature of the gifts?

In the original Scriptures the Greek word used of a spiritual
gift is the singular noun charisma, which is derived from the
word charis, meaning grace. W.E. Vine says of charisma: 'a gift
involving grace (charts) on the part of God as the Donor.” This
singular noun is used of the gift of eternal life* and of a spiritual
gift.” The plural of charisma is charismata, which is used of the
spiritual gifts bestowed on believers.’ The important point is
that all God's gifts are as a result of His grace.
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Therefore spiritual gifts are the visible effects of the grace of God; the concrete
expressions of that grace.

It is interesting to note that the word used for gift in Eph.4:8 is doma, which Vine

says, 'lends greater stress to the concrete character of the gift, than to its beneficent
v 7

nature.

What is the purpose of the gifts?

Heb.2:3-4 gives a principal purpose of the gifts, that is, the authentication of the
witness of the apostles. Another purpose is the nurturing and well-being of the
Church the Body of Christ. 1 Cor.12:7 tells us that the manifestations of the Spirit
are for the common good, the common good being the building up of the saints in
their common membership of Christ's Body. Eph.4:11-12 leaves us in no doubt that
the gifts listed were for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the
building up of the body of Christ.

How can I tell what my gift might be?

In identifying our individual gifts the following comment from J. I. Packer is helpful:
'When, therefore, Christians are said to "have gifts" (Rom.12:6), the meaning is not
that they are outstandingly brilliant or efficient (they may be, they may not; it varies),
but rather that God has observably used them to edification in specific ways already,
and this warrants the expectation that he will do the same again.'® In other words, it is
in our effective service that our gift or gifts will come to light.

How can I distinguish a spiritual gift from a natural ability?

The remainder of the above quote from Packer gives an answer to this question: 'We
need to draw a clear distinction between man's capacity to perform and God's
prerogative to bless, for it is God's use of our abilities rather than the abilities
themselves that constitute charismata. If no regular, identifiable spiritual benefit for
others or ourselves results from what we do, we should not think of our capacity to do
it as a spiritual gift.' ’

Do all the spiritual gifts still operate today?

The following classification of the spiritual gifts gives a good starting point from
which to answer this question:

(1) Those necessarily involving miraculous expression - apostleship, gifts of
healings, workings of miracles, diverse kinds of tongues, interpretation of tongues.

(2) Those which may or may not require miraculous expression - prophecy, the
word of wisdom and the word of knowledge, faith, discerning of spirits.
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(3) Those which do not in any case require miraculous expression - e.g. teachers, helps,
. 1 . ..

governments, ministry, pastors. 0 (Of course, we are not denying divine enablement as

distinct from miraculous expression.)

The gifts in categories (2) and (3) above are still in operation today, although those in
category (2) need some qualification (see ‘The Holy Spirit and the Believer’ cited above).
Those in group (1), which we will call sign gifts, are no longer in operation, since their
purpose has been fulfilled. They belong to the apostolic era, their stated purpose being to
authenticate the witness of the Apostles and those immediately associated with them. '"

This is in accord with the pattern established throughout Scripture. Each new
"dispensation' (i.e. phase of God's working) opens with a cluster of miracles which mark
its beginning. The dispensation of the Law began with the miracles associated with
Moses and Joshua. The age of the prophets opens with the miracles worked by Elijah and
Elisha; and that of the New Testament era by those of the Lord and his apostles. Each
cluster of miracles lasts approximately two generations; each dispensation closing with a
distinct lack of miraculous signs.

It is acknowledged that not all Christians would concur with the view just given, but
would claim that the miraculous gifts are still available to men and women of faith today.
This view usually rests on particular interpretations of certain scriptures and an appeal to
the visible effects of so-called miraculous gifts. Space precludes an exhaustive
examination of them all, but we will look at one scriptural interpretation and one claimed
miraculous effect.

The following quotation is offered as an example of an argument used to support the
continuation of the sign gifts: '... strong evidence for the permanence of charismata ... is
found in 1 Cor.13:8-12, where Paul envisages them as continuing to be manifest until the
parousia.”’ The proposition being advanced is that all the gifts will continue until the
second coming of Christ.

1 Cor.13:12 does seem to envisage a future time when the believer will be face to face
with Christ, but is this the same experience as the coming perfection mentioned in verse
107 In 1 Cor.13:8,9, the permanence of love is being contrasted with the temporary nature
of the gifts of prophecy, tongues and miraculous knowledge. These gifts would cease
when a stage of perfection in the sense of maturity or completeness was reached.”> When
the full revelation of God's Word was completed in terms of the faith which was once for
all handed down to the saints,” the temporary and partial expedients of prophecy, tongues
and miraculous knowledge no longer had a purpose.

To emphasise this, the apostle uses the illustration of his own growth from childhood to
adult maturity. The speech, thinking and reasoning of childhood which were put away
when reaching maturity are equivalent to the partial gifts
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of tongues, prophecy and knowledge. This allusion to growth from childhood to adult
maturity was particularly relevant to the church in Corinth, which was displaying lack of
spiritual maturity in that it was a church divided by faction while placing an undue
emphasis on the exercise of miraculous gifts.

Having made his point about partial compared to full revelation in 1 Cor.13:8-11, Paul in
verse 12 now applies the same principle in another secondary way. He sees even our
understanding of the full revelation of Scripture as being partial in comparison with the
completeness of our understanding when we shall see Christ face to face.

Those who claim to exercise miraculous gifts today point to the supposed effectiveness of
healing campaigns as an evidence of the continuation of the sign gifts. However, these
campaigns differ notably from the pattern provided first by the Lord Himself and then the
apostles. Their healing was always successful, instant, complete, lasting and included
even restoration of crippled or incomplete limbs. Moreover, it is often found that those
who claim miraculous spiritual gifts today are found in error in key issues in their
doctrine (e.g. eternal salvation), so caution is appropriate and the teaching of 'miracle
workers' should be brought to the test of Scripture. The following quote from J. I .Packer
gives a succinct and clear analysis of the proposition: 'Can charismatic healing ministries
be convincingly equated with the healing gifts mentioned in 1 Cor.12:28, 30?7 Surely not.'
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Back to Basics

Using our gifts to
God's glory

by Stephen Hickling, Birmingham, England

Have you ever bought a gift for someone (a box of chocolates,
perhaps) and then been asked to share in it by the recipient of the
gift? Many of us will be used to spending a lot of time selecting
gifts worth giving. How nice it can be when the person receiving
the gift deems it to be worth sharing!

The value of the shared-out gift must have made such an
impression on the young boy of Jn 6. Five small barley loaves and
two fish were given, received by the Lord and shared out. The
result: five thousand men (let alone women and children) fed and
twelve baskets of leftovers gathered up!

When we are first saved we enjoy God's gifts for ourselves: we're
excited to receive the free gift of God, which is eternal life in
Christ Jesus our Lord; " and we're amazed that God adds to that
every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ. >

But as we mature in Christian life, we start to realise that God
desires that we share what He has given us for His glory. So it is
with the spiritual gifts which we have received.

Discovering our gifts

These spiritual gifts are not reserved for an elite group. Scripture
clearly establishes the fact that every member of the body of
Christ, that is every believer, has received at least one gift; there
are no useless members in the church which is His body.’
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Spiritual gifts are not to be confused with our natural abilities and talents. Whilst the latter
may be used in our service for the Lord, the spiritual gifts must be exercised in that
sphere.

For those seeking to identify their own gift or gifts, the following practical tips may be
of assistance:

* Familiarise yourself with the range of gifts available and take time to understand
how they are seen in practice. The three key passages of scripture are: Rom.12:6-13;
1 Cor.12:8-28; and Eph.4:11.

* Pray that God will make your gift(s) clear to you as you read His Word and engage
in service. Consider also how the Spirit leads you to make intercession in prayer
for the needs of others and take note of answered prayers.

* Read and study the Word of God regularly. Daily reading prepares us to meet the
needs of others. Think about how you commonly apply your Bible reading; that
will be a strong indication of your gift.

* Look for fruit and fulfilment in service. God-given peace coupled with evident
fruitfulness will be present where spiritual gifts are being properly exercised.

* Take advice from others. Your overseers, in particular, should be willing to talk to
you about your gift(s) and the ways in which it (or they) might be best used
within your local church.

» Keep your motives for service in check. If love is not the driving force behind
everything we do for the Lord, our service will be in vain.*

Developing our gifts
So far as exercising our gifts is concerned, God's Word tells us that we are to be good
stewards of the manifold grace of God.

Quite simply, God's grace comes to us in many different shapes and sizes, but it's
always sufficient: meeting every need at every time. The gifts of the Spirit reveal the
bountifulness of our God and the endless supply of His grace.

The gifts have been given to us as 'stewards' or 'managers', that is as servants in
charge of the house and possessions of the Master. Our job is not simply to sit on what
we have or to keep it for our own enjoyment. The steward is to administer or
distribute: not carelessly, but at the proper time and as required to meet each need.
Will the Lord find us operating as good stewards of our gifts when He returns? °

With this in mind, Peter encourages us to hold nothing back, exercising our gifts to
the fullest extent of our God-given ability. To do so will require that
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you do not neglect your gift, " but rather keep it in regular use by serving others in the
area for which God has gifted you.
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Study Feature

1.

2.

What is your spiritual gift (or gifts)? How did you become aware that God had
given you this gift?

What do your 'significant others' say is your gift (ask your spouse, kids, parents,
best friend, etc.)? Would others in your church identify your gift the same as you
do?

How are you using it, that is, what is your ministry or area of service (or
ministries, if more than one)? Give an example of God's effectiveness through
you in your use of this gift?

What areas of gifts seem to be of greater need in your local church at the
moment? Do the women have ample opportunity to exercise their gifts in
suitable ministries? How can you ensure there is plenty of opportunity for them?
Give examples from Scripture of how the spiritual gifts we read about are
characteristics of the Lord Jesus Christ who is the giver of the gifts.

In a smaller church there may be a need to be actively and enthusiastically
engaged in service that does not fit my gifts. Give practical suggestions to help in
making such service and its results more effective.
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Back to Basics

The Church and
Churches of God

Similarities and differences
by James Needham, Birmingham, England

"On this rock I will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall
not prevail against it." ' This triumphant declaration, made with
the shadow of Calvary looming ever closer,” has thrilled disciples
of the Lord Jesus Christ ever since He began that majestic
spiritual work, anticipated at Caesarea Philippi, of building His
Church, a body undefiled, incorruptible and unassailable by all the
powers of the Enemy.

The Church, His Body: 'The Mystery of Christ'

In describing the pre-eminence of the risen, exalted Christ, the
Apostle Paul refers to His position as head over all things and
also refers to the church, which is His body, the fullness of Him
who fills all in all’ That believing Gentiles should be brought
together with believing Jews to be fellow heirs, members of the
same body, is called the mystery of Christ,” hidden through the
ages in God, yet now revealed by the Spirit to His holy apostles
and prophets.”

Throughout his epistles, Paul reveals more concerning this
Church. It is composed of believers on the Lord Jesus Christ,’
who have been cleansed by the Word” and baptised in the Holy
Spirit.® It is now the means by which the manifold wisdom of God
might be made known...to the principalities and powers in the
heavenly places.’ It is precious to Him'® and in a coming day He
will present that Church to Himself as a bride not having spot or
wrinkle or any such thing,"" all glorious in bright garments!
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This great building project began at Pentecost, when those gathered in Jerusalem were
baptised in the Holy Spirit according to the promise of the Father.'” There the Lord Jesus
began to build, binding together those who believed in His name into an unseen body, the
fullness of Him to whom all fullness belongs." It is an enterprise which continues today
through the work of the gospel, and will not be complete until He comes to claim His
own, wl}:en both living believers and the dead in Christ will be united to meet the Lord in
the air.

The Church and the churches of God

The Greek word translated 'church' in our Bibles literally means 'a called-out gathering'.
The Church, His Body is a gathering of those who have responded to the call of the
gospel,15 but an examination of the New Testament use of the word 'church' reveals that
not all references refer to this company.

When Stephen stood before the Sanhedrin, he recounted Israel's early history as the
congregation (literally 'church') in the wilderness,'® having been called out of Egypt by
the command of God through Moses that they might serve Him. Yet Israel's passage
through the wilderness cannot be associated with the progress of the Church, His Body,
since the Lord made clear in Matt.16 that the building of this Church was a future project.
Similarly, in Acts 19 we read of Demetrius' call to the men of Ephesus to join together
against the preaching of Paul. Although many answered his call, the assembly (literally
"church') was confused, and the city clerk recommended that proper enquiry be made to
the city authority, the lawful assembly (‘church').'” Though described by the same Greek
word, the rabble assembled by Demetrius to contend against the gospel had no connection
whatsoever with the spotless gathering constructed by Christ on the basis of gospel
acceptance.

So we are compelled to conclude that not every use of the word 'church' in the New
Testament pertains to the same gathering. What then of the 'church of God", often referred
to in the New Testament? Since the inception of this magazine, it has been consistently
taught that the Scriptures draw a crucial distinction between 'the Church, His Body' and
'the churches of God'. Nor is this distinction an academic matter. It is our conviction that
an understanding of the divine will for disciples today still requires this vital distinction to
be observed, that we may rightly divide the word of truth'® as we seek to serve God in
faithfulness to the Spirit-breathed pages of His Word.

There are many important differences between the Church, His body and the churches of
God. First amongst these is that there is only one Body which is being built and preserved
by the Lord Jesus." In contrast, there are many churches of God, in specific geographical
localities, overseen and nourished by elders, to be a testimony for God on earth.”
Although the Body of Christ will never physically meet as one until it is gathered to meet
the Lord in the
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air, churches of God meet together regularly, and individual believers move between
churches, their reception for fellowship in divine service being commended by letters
provided by their own assembly.”"

Secondly, the Church, His Body is associated with salvation and entered by baptism in
the Holy Spirit, by which all are brought together into one without distinction on any
ground.”? Being in a church of God, however, requires baptism in water, and is
associated with obedience in service, in which distinctions are drawn between
masters 23and servants, men and women and their respective responsibilities in
service.

Finally, we discover that the unassailable nature of the Church, His Body, against
which all the powers of evil are utterly without effect, is not shared by the church of
God in local testimony. Neither the Church the Body itself,”* nor the individual believer's
place in it,”> may be threatened by any act or omission. Yet, the place of an individual in a
church of God, being based upon obedience, may be lost.” What is true of an individual
can be true of an entire church of God, which may be susceptible to destruction on
account of persecution” or a falling away from the truth.”®

The Church displayed in the churches of God

Yet the drawing of this distinction between the Church, His Body and the churches of
God is not to say that there is no synergy between them. It is not the purpose of His
glorious Church to remain anonymous before the world. It is His Body, responding to
the direction of the Head, working through believers on earth to display the majesty of
His accomplished work. And it is in churches of God that the unity and vitality of His
Church should be displayed - through local assemblies forming one community
which, operating according to His pattern, display in microcosm the precious attributes
of that great unseen Church.

As the Body of Christ as an entity is impervious to sinful influence, remaining as a
matter of necessary fact subject to Christ” the commandments embodied in the
apostles' teaching, given to direct the behaviour of disciples, must have application in
a forum where failure is a possibility. The commands and practices which together
form "the Faith" are directed towards people gathered together according to His will in
churches of God. It is by fulfilling these commandments, in unity towards each other
and in obedience towards the Lord, that the beauty of the Body of Christ shall be
displayed in a broken world. The unity of the Body will be seen by united teaching
and practices amongst believers® who are united together in love;” and it will be
established through saints using the gifts given to them by the Holy Spirit for the
edification of the Body.*

You are body of Christ Paul told the Corinthians.”® They were not, of course, the Body
in all its fullness, but in character 'body of Christ, and members individually'. In
churches of God today, we follow in their stead, seeking to
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give effect to the glorious unity and obedience of His Body in local, earthly testimony. As
each church of God, and so the community as a whole, derives its unity from the Body, so
each local church should reflect the wonderful attributes of that Body. The prize is well
worth winning, for by doing so we shall come to the unity of the faith and of the
knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the
fullness of Christ... growing up in all things into Him who is the head — Christ.**
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Living to God's
pattern

by Don Williamson, Littleton, USA

'Kingdom living' seems to be a popular expression among many
Christians today. I understand the thought behind it, but I'm also
aware that life is full of clichés with little depth of thought about
their meaning or consequences. You cannot live a life that is
centred on yourself and the pleasures of this world and then have
a token two-hour church experience and call that living to God's
pattern. When the Lord Jesus explained to His disciples that He
was the good Shepherd, He stressed, "The thief comes only to
steal and kill and destroy,; I came that they may have life, and
have it abundantly." ' Yes, we have life in Jesus because of His
atoning work at Calvary, but the Lord wants us to have a fuller
dimension of this life, and He calls it abundant!

Living as a member of the Body of Christ

The apostle Paul gives us a truer insight as to the characteristics
of the abundant life of believers with his words; Therefore if you
have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above,
where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on
the things above, not on the things that are on earth. For you
have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God.” Tt would
seem that the key is having a 'mind-set' that we belong to Him
and that it is no longer T who live, but Christ living in me. One
thing we have to admit is that making a statement or quoting a
line is much easier than actually living out the reality of these
words. Perhaps it goes along with the saying, "I'd rather see a
sermon than hear one any day!"
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Are you a walking sermon? The challenge of this way of life does not usually come from
the outside, but from the inside. The people of Israel had this problem when it came to
the pursuit of idols. They were not forced to go after the gods of the other nations; it
appealed to their carnal nature and they set up dead idols, replacing the living God in the
process. We would never do that, would we? Here is what Paul says, Therefore consider
the members of your earthly body as dead to immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire,
and greed, which amounts to idolatry.” We cannot allow such desires to dominate our
lives and at the same time hope to experience the fullness of Christ's abundant living. In a
practical sense we are to put off things like anger, wrath, malice, slander, abusive speech
and lying to one another.

We need to replace those words with a focus on what our lives are to look like; So, as
those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion,
kindness, humility, gentleness and patience, bearing with one another and forgiving each
other.” Understandable? Of course! Is it easy to put into practice? Maybe not. The Spirit
of God, knowing our weaknesses, continues through Paul to instruct, Beyond all these
things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity.” Even the best of intentions needs
the sustaining foundation of our love for the Lord Jesus. We are to be like Him as He was
the perfect example of such living characteristics.

You will have noted the words 'put on'. This suggests a determined action on our part to
put into our daily reality a conduct that reflects the quality of those words. If you really
want to see how you measure up, just apply these characteristics to your everyday actions
and see how you do. The other key word in this area of living is 'let'. Let the peace of
Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body; and be thankful.
Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing
one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your
hearts to God.® Sometimes we 'let' the pressures of this life dictate what our life will
consist of. The suggestion here is to yield what is already the Lord's - our life - and enjoy
His peace, bask in His Word and at the end of the day be truly thankful. These things are
to translate from words to deeds. Our living should be done in the name of the Lord Jesus,
giving thanks through Him to God the Father.

Living life in a local church of God

Guess what? Everything you have learned from living as a believer in the Church the
Body, applies to your life in a Church of God. I read an interesting quote the other day,
"When we get a grip on the reality of eternity and the superiority of the kingdom ... living
from a kingdom point of view becomes a privilege, not a problem.” First we should be
eternally thankful for the fact that we are able to live a life after God's pattern. Without
the new birth, the
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saving grace of the Lord Jesus, we would be like the walking dead. But in the power of a
new life in Christ, we are able to proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called [us]
out of darkness and into His marvelous light.®* We can 'put on' Christlike characteristics,
letting Christ rule in us abundantly, according to His purpose.

Does that sound like a two-hour token church experience? The richest expression of
Christian living should be found in a church of God. When Moses was instructed to go to
Egypt and bring out the people of God, he was to say to Pharaoh, "Thus says the Lord, the
God of Israel, ‘Let My people go that they may celebrate a feast to Me in the
wilderness.”"° The purpose of God was to have a people to worship Him and serve Him.
Although there are many benefits for each of us individually living our lives according to
His Word, the goal of Christlike living is to fulfil that same purpose today as God set out
in the beginning, and to see its expression in a collective service for God. Living the
Christian life in a church of God should be exciting because it is a call according to His
purpose. The church's experience when gathering is of those who have been 'living' and
have now come to sing, praise and pray with thankful hearts. This should be our high
watermark of service to the King! It is the collective expression of God's people in
worship, witness and waiting. In our waiting, we call upon the Lord in prayer, seeking His
help while looking for His return. In our witness, we give an acknowledgement of the
saving grace of the Lord Jesus and His claim on our lives, and in our worship, we bring
our sacrifice of worshipful hearts for our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

We face the same challenges to our 'living' collectively as we do individually. We often
use 1 Cor.13 at a wedding service to show the true meaning of love. Paul is showing how
we in the church should act towards each other as these gifts (of chs.12&14) are exercised
in love. It is a description of the highest form of living stressing faith, hope and love,
noting that the greatest of these is love!'” How does your church reflect the characteristics
of kingdom living? Remember, we are the church, so if we criticize, we are criticizing
ourselves. Self examination is a good thing if it either confirms or leads to obedience to
God's Word. Do we recognize God's pattern? Can we understand the words? Of course we
can. Now we just have to do it! Let's experience kingdom living.
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Study Feature

L

What are four different applications of the word 'church' found in the New
Testament?

How many differences between the Church (Christ's Body) and local churches
of God did you discover in these articles. Are there any more which you can add?

What characteristics of the Body should similarly characterize local churches of
God?

Would you care to try to sum up in your own words some of the
characteristics of the abundant life?

What ways have you found helpful in translating Christlike characteristics which
you have understood from Bible-reading all the way into your actual daily
conduct?

Discuss, or personally reflect, on the connection between singing, praising and
praying when we gather as a local church of God and our 'living' daily as members
of the Body of Christ.
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Making disciples

by Edwin Stanley, Aberkenfig, Wales

The salvation of lost souls is something that must surely concern
all who have been awakened by the Spirit of God to the awful
penalty of sin. That everyone has the opportunity to escape from
the judgement to come should promote in us a deep longing to
share with others the loveliness of the Man of Calvary.

Yet the salvation that all can share - Jude describes it as our
'common salvation’,1 - should not override all other considerations
of spiritual service.

We find useful guidance in the deliverance of Israel out of Egypt.
There we see that all those who were covered by the blood of the
lamb, were delivered from the wrath that God brought upon
Egypt.2

However, when the Red Sea loomed before the people, another
decision had to be made. Would they commit themselves to God,
or would they allow themselves to be subjected once again to the
pursuing Egyptian army?

The covering of blood brought them out of slavery, but the
covering of water was to distance them from that slavery and to
bring them into the glorious truth of obedience to the will of God.
1 Cor.10:1-2 says, / want you to know, brothers, that our fathers
were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all
were baptised into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.

The same Lord who used Mark to write, "Go into all the world and
proclaim the gospel to the whole creation "> also used Matthew to
write, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. "*

We have to respond both to the 'go and tell' and to the 'go and
make', for the one brings saving grace and eternal life, the other is
life-saving through amazing grace. The one is not without the
other: just as the
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covering of the blood was not to be without the covering of the water for the Israelites
long ago. Each complements the other so that the child of God can grow in the grace and
knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.”

Jn 15 introduces us to the divine truth of fruit-bearing. This includes, and perhaps
emphasizes, that fruit which is the development of the character of the Lord Jesus Christ
within the life of those who are born again, and who have committed to following the
King.

Israelites, redeemed by blood, and separated from their previous lifestyle by the water of
their 'baptism', were brought to the testing of Mara where they found water too bitter to
drink. Immediately afterwards they progressed to the blessing of Elim's oasis where they
found abundant palm trees.® They needed both the testing and the blessing to help them to
grow deeper into the character of God. So do we. The people grumbled in the desert, as
they craved the food which they had previously enjoyed in Egypt. God's grace brought
them quail and manna bread, as they were given another opportunity to grow in their
knowledge of the God they were saved to serve. Thus the water of adversity and blessing,
coupled with meat and bread from the hand of God, helped them to increase in their
knowledge of the ways of God. What they learned in a physical way, we need to learn
spiritually.”

Jn 6:35-63 shows that these very experiences were a foretaste of what the disciple of
today can know through the Lord Jesus.

Jesus said, "lam the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they
died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die.
I am the living bread that came down from heaven. ... For my flesh is true food, and my
blood isgtrue drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in
him ..."

The more we are prepared to receive God's feeding of our souls, the greater will be our
appreciation of the Lord Jesus and the more He will be seen in us.
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Simon Peter

by Jonny Archibald, Melbourne, Australia

I recently spent time with some other young disciples trying to
establish with them the things that we know about the Apostle
Peter at a 'human level', before we began to look together at
Peter's first epistle. It is quite possible in our Bible reading to
operate with only a two-dimensional knowledge of the
characters involved in God's great purposes. To overcome this
it can be useful to try to stand in the shoes, or indeed sandals, of
the character in order to enter more fully into their day-to-day
life and experience. By doing so we can gain a greater
knowledge of the person and his appreciation of the working of
God in his own life and those around him.

By understanding elements of Peter's background we can then
perhaps see how his appreciation of some of the character of
God would be particularly keen in certain areas. In any study
of this sort we need to be careful that we do not cross the line
from a Biblical understanding into mere speculation, but a
degree of spiritual deduction can take us closer to the person
and so personalise their place in the service of God to our
benefit. Taking various verses in turn, we learn that Peter
came from Capernaum' in the region of Galilee, a despised
place in Old Testament times,” and the whole Galilean area was
evidently still not held in high esteem, at least in terms of its
spiritual output,’ in New Testament times.

Peter had his own house,4 was married’ (we deduce this from the
fact that he had a mother-in-law), and had a partnership in
fishing ® with James and John prior to his call to be a disciple.
From Peter's fishing experience we could believe that he was
self-motivated, used to hard work, did at least some 'night
shifts',” showed leadership, was capable of working with
others, had some patience, valued maintenance, used some
basic arithmetic, had an awareness of nature and a degree of
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fearlessness, specifically around boats and water. All of these, and doubtless other
qualities, were harnessed for the work that the Lord Jesus Christ called him to do in
being a leading figure in the days of the Lord's ministry on earth and in the progress of
the early churches of God.

From a worldly perspective, Simon was a most unlikely candidate, and yet perhaps it
should not surprise us that he was used for God's glory when we lay Peter's calling
alongside the words of Paul to the church in Corinth: For you see your calling, brethren,
that not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called.
But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has
chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty, and the
base things of the world and the things which are despised God has chosen, and the
things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory in
His presence. But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God
— and righteousness and sanctification and redemption - that, as it is written, "He who
glories, let him glory in the LORD." ®

Against Peter's background and life experience and allied with our subsequent knowledge
of his endearingly human highs and lows during the years of the Lord's ministry on earth,
we are then better placed to appreciate the two epistles that he wrote for the education
and benefit of those who had been dispersed abroad as disciples in different areas.” We
know that he had the help of Silvanus' to communicate the first epistle. Peter, given his
upbringing, would not have been well-educated by the standards of the academic world
and yet, rather than dismissing his ability to contribute in a written and lasting form, he
engaged the help of another to work with him; a display of true spiritual partnership and a
lesson to us all. Most encouraging is the account of Peter's preaching in the Acts of the
Apostles: Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they
were uneducated and untrained men, they marvelled. And they realised they had been
with Jesus."” We can't miss the significance of Peter having spent time with Jesus; he was
a transformed man, a true disciple and one who had a very personal appreciation of the
grace of God and with such words he closed his second epistle: but grow in the grace and
knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory both now and
forever. Amen.”
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Upside down values

Poor in Spirit
by Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.Ireland

How wonderful that our God should want to bless His
creatures! In Gen.1:28 God blessed the man and the woman that
He had formed in His own image. He has not changed in His
desires because, as the apostle John reminds us, God is love. !

To bestow blessings on the earth and on its inhabitants was in
the divine plan for mankind from the beginning. The blessing of
the Lord makes rich, and he adds no sorrow with it.” How sad
that so much blessing was lost when Adam sinned. Adam's
fallen race has been afflicted with the consequences of one
man's disobedience from that day until this.’ But thank God
that another Man has appeared to put things right and to
restore the blessings of heaven.

In Matt.5 we have what is sometimes called 'The Sermon on
the Mount', beginning with the ‘beatitudes’ meaning
'blessings'. The Greek word translated 'blessed' means to be
fortunate, well off, counted happy. It was a happy day when
great multitudes came together to listen to life-giving words
from the mouth of God incarnate. Perhaps some were only
there that day for the hoped-for physical blessings: healing of
bodies and minds and perhaps another miraculously provided
meal of bread and fishes. But that day the table was being set
with food of a spiritual nature, food that is still available!

But what was the nature of the blessings that Jesus spoke
about? Come with me please on a journey. Our destination is
Bethlehem. Here we are in Manger Square, and in front of
the Church of the Nativity, reputedly built over the birthplace
of Israel's Messiah. Let's enter! Its low, isn't it? Mind your
head! This door, the only entrance into the cavernous interior,
is called the Door of Humility, so-called because everyone
who
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wants to enter needs to bend low. The medieval crusader or the proud conqueror will not
ride mounted in here; and even the common tourist has to bend!

And that serves as an illustration for this, the first of the beatitudes. It indicates that the
way to experience the blessings of the kingdom is reserved not for everyone, but for those
who are "poor in spirit'. The same characteristics of the persons these blessings are offered
to are clearly described by God in the words of the prophet Isaiah:

But this is the one to whom I will look:
He who is humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at my word.”

These are the poor in spirit. Biblical history could fill a gallery with their portraits, men
and women who deeply felt their own unworthiness before a holy God. Let's stop for a
moment in front of Peter's portrait. Here he is out fishing on a boat on Galilee.” He has
fished all night with his companions and caught nothing. Now Jesus instructs him to cast
his net on the other side. Sceptical, but willing to obey, Peter lowers the net. Now look at
the huge catch that almost breaks the net! Wait, Peter is getting down at the feet of the
Lord Jesus, recognising that he is in the presence of holiness, of deity. He confesses,
"Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord." ° He is indeed a sinful man, always was,
but now he recognises it, as someone convicted by the Spirit of God, and so qualified to
be blessed by the God he is beginning to know personally. This incident and others,
especially when he denied the Lord three times, would always, throughout Peter's life as a
disciple of the Lord Jesus, be a reality check as to the nature of the pit from which he had
been lifted’ to be the recipient of the divine blessings for which he was so totally
unworthy.

Only the King of Heaven could speak with authority about the 'kingdom of heaven'. The
values of this new kingdom are indeed upside down, for it is the convicted who are
converted, those who die who live, those who weep who laugh, those who mourn who
dance, those who are first torn who are graciously made whole, and those who are poor
who are rich!
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Upside down values

Those who mourn

by Andrew Dorricott, Hamilton, Canada

As I sit down to explore this scripture and better understand
the depth and breadth of its fuller meaning, it is impossible for
me not to reflect on my own experiences of mourning. I
realize that over four years have gone by since my wife's and
my first child, a precious little girl born far too early, passed
away despite weeks of pleading with God to heal her sick
little heart. You might have your own experiences that this
verse brings to the forefront of your mind. I can still feel the
shortness of breath in between tears, and I can remember when
I felt as though I had no more tears left. As strong as those
memories are, they are but symptoms of a deeper mourning.
And while God has been so gentle and gracious in granting
much healing of my heart, I still mourn for Jadyn, and probably
always will.

At the tomb of Lazarus, amidst a sea of people weeping and
mourning his loss, it says of the Lord that He groaned in the
spirit and was troubled.” There is of course the famous verse,
Jesus wept ° at the very same scene. His weeping was the
symptom, or the release, of the deep emotions He was feeling.
But His emotions were even more than what the people around
Him were experiencing. This is not the way God had intended
it to be when He created the world and all that is in it. He had
designed a paradise for His creation to enjoy, and people to
worship Him and have communion with Him. But before long
sin entered that paradise and destroyed it. This perfect world had
fallen so far, sin had engulfed all that was in it, and death the
result of sin,3 was and is now, an everyday occurrence in life.
The Lord Jesus Christ was there in the beginning with God the
Father, and intricately involved in the creation,... and without
Him nothing was made that was made.” He was also acutely
aware of what was His purpose for being on the
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earth: to bear the punishment for all sin. His reaction was more than for Lazarus, it was
for the effects of sin and death on His beloved creation which resulted in such sadness
and weeping and mourning.

Do you mourn over your sin? Do you mourn over the sins of others, those whom you
know, and even those whom you don't? This is the heart of a repentant person, one who is
aware of their condition before God. It is the only way to salvation, the genuine
confessing of sin and true repentance to God through the saving work of Christ Jesus.’
But it doesn't end there, the longer we are believers, the more aware we become of the sin
in our lives and how we continue to fail and fall short of the glory of God.® We realize
more and more how destitute and helpless we are. Our sadness is a deep mourning,
mourning that will not go away or fade over time. Our response to mourning is so aptly
described by David,

"Oh, that I had the wings of a dove!
ITwould fly away and be at rest -
Iwould flee far away and stay in the desert;
I would hurry to my place of shelter, far from the tempest and storm. "’

Where is our comfort? Where is the happiness for the sad? Simply, yet profoundly, it is in
the life-giving salvation through Jesus Christ. As we grow more aware of our sin, and as
our mourning intensifies, we are able to even further appreciate the salvation of our Lord,
how He bore the punishment for our sins and has freed us from bondage to sin. We have
the sure hope of eternity spent with Him, sealed by the giving of the Holy Spirit, who is
also called the comforter and lives in our hearts.

We are expected to mourn, truly mourn, for our sins and for the sins of this world. In
doing so, we will invariably find ourselves in awe, in worship, in praise and in comfort of
the blessings that Christ has made available to us through His ultimate sacrifice. Looking
forward to eternity with Him, yes; but we can enjoy the sweetness of His comfort even
now knowing that we have been completely forgiven. If we confess our sins, he is faithful
and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.® Happy are
the sad, for they will be comforted.
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Upside down values

Those who are gentle

by Andy Seddon, Swindon, England

Meekness means gentleness, mildness and humility; hardly the
qualities you imagine being promoted in first century Israel under
the might of the Romans! What about our own 21st century,
competitive culture? Don't we have to shout to be heard? Don't
we have to jump to be seen? Don't we have to fight to get what
we want? One of the 2011 contestants in BBC television's 'The
Apprentice' boasted to the cameras "I am cold and hard ... I am
unstoppable"; is this the necessary attitude to be successful in
life? According to Jesus, no! He had a different view of success:
not getting power or money, but becoming like Him by being
kind, gentle and loving.

The gentle Christ

Many Jews were excited about Jesus. They thought He would be
a powerful military king who would defeat the Roman occupiers
and re-establish Israel as a leading nation. Surely these people
were confused when they heard Him speak and observed Him at
work.

Jesus said, "I am gentle and lowly in heart"." If we take His yoke
upon us we will find rest for our souls. In a world of restlessness,
it is the Lord's quiet, gentle nature that brings peace to those who
follow. Isaiah's prophecy was fulfilled in Jesus: He will not cry
aloud or lift up his voice ...a bruised reed he will not break ...>

Perhaps the most vivid picture of the Lord's meekness was when
He made His entry into Jerusalem, after the manner foretold by
the prophet Zechariah: Behold, your king is coming to you ...
humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’
The New Testament is full of examples of how the Lord was
gentle; with His disciples, with His family, with the sinner, with
the poor and with His accusers.
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The power of gentleness

Jesus said that the gentle (or the meek) would inkerit the earth.” Perhaps it is helpful at
this point to remember who the earth belongs to in the first place. David writes: the earth
is the LORD'S, and everything in it.” We read elsewhere that the evil one currently has
control over the world, but it is those who follow the owner who will inherit it, not those
who follow the imposter. To 'inherit' therefore must mean to somehow share ownership
of it, of its situations, of its people, and we are not just talking about future times, but
now.

Do not our own experiences as well as the Scriptures show us that gentleness achieves
what our natural ill temper, impatience and throwing our weight around does not? These
victories can be in our relationships, our gospel witness, our employment and our
Christian service. For example, a gentle answer turns away wrath® and therefore the
gentle are able to keep the peace in contentious situations.

Paul demonstrated gentleness in his leadership over God's people, even when rebuke and
discipline were necessary.” He thereby won over people for the greater cause. This is a
lesson for anybody in similar positions, whether it is youth leaders, overseers, or those
with managerial responsibilities at work.

Gentleness when we are sharing the gospel (without compromising the truth, of course)
will more likely gain us listening ears. Learning to listen before we speak will help us
better understand our peers.® Acts of kindness rather than revenge will win over even our
enemies.” All these and more are examples of a gentle character.

It should be stressed that being gentle does not mean being weak, soft or easily
influenced. Christ was certainly not like this and we are not called to be. However, in a
world of human and consumer rights, it can feel infuriating when we do not receive from
others what we think we deserve. The sinful nature wants to fight and selfishly complain.
At such times it is helpful to remember that we are God's own people in God's own world.
We don't have to fight for anything! His divine power has granted to us all things that
pertain to life and godliness.”’ Tt is for this reason that we, like Jesus, can entrust
ourselves to him who judges justly."
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Upside down values

Those who hunger and
thirst for
righteousness

by Richard Hutchinson, Cullybackey, N.lreland

This article deals with yet another sort of person largely
overlooked in secular society, but valued in Christ's manifesto
for His kingdom, the Sermon on the Mount: those who hunger
and thirst for righteousness. A determination to do right and
see right being done cannot be a successful tactic in the
aggrandizement of one's lot. The world sides more readily
with those whose morals follow the relativist's motto: "There
is no right or wrong, save that which you decide for yourself."

The Lord's promise to those gathered with Him on the
mountainside, however, was that those who hunger and thirst
for righteousness will be satisfied.

What can we take from that? First, we should get a handle on
what exactly the hunger and thirst is for. Righteousness means
'self-evidently right and just', an absolute value, one with no
grey areas, but perfect in and of itself. It is therefore,
necessarily, of God.

In what way might one hunger and thirst for such a thing?
Two examples present themselves. Firstly, we can desire to
see the righteousness of God at work in the world around us,
where we see so much inequity and that desire shall certainly
be satisfied when the kingdom of God becomes a physical
reality with Christ's return to rule and sit as judge over the
nations.

More pertinently, though, we can long for the revelation of God's
righteousness within ourselves, aware of how far we are from
exhibiting it in our lives.
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In the second case there is a much more present application - there has to be with each
Beatitude given that "Blessed are" is present tense, implying a contentment in each
instance in the here-and-now - because we can experience a genuine sense of God's
righteousness in our lives today. Indeed, this should be a hallmark of the spiritual
kingdom of God today.'

How so? We must first acknowledge the Cross in this work before all else because for
our sake He made Him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in Him we might become the
righteousness of God.” The Lord Jesus, who was perfectly righteous, took our sin, so that
we might take His righteousness in its place. We would have no chance at satisfaction
without that, no matter how we hungered or thirsted, and through Christ's death there is a
righteousness that is ours already in an eternal sense. That is secure and, when all is said
and done, it is that righteousness that God will recognise as our right to be in His
presence, both in meetings of the church and in eternity to come.

And yet, there is still a hunger for it within the one whose mind is attuned to Christ's
kingdom, a present-tense thirst for the experience of righteousness in the here-and-now.
Can we satisfy that desire in the midst of a world living by different values?

Having the desire for righteousness is half the battle, for even among Christians there are
too many who are satisfied with what the world offers. But the appeal of God in Isaiah is
pointed - "Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for
that which does not satisﬁ/?"3 If the currency is our time, our attention, our love, what do
we spend it on? God is offering to let us "buy wine and milk without money and without
price”” are we taking Him up on it or are we spending ourselves fruitlessly on the

emptiness of the world?

Further on in Christ's sermon, He spells this out for His audience: "Therefore do not be
anxious, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?'
For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need
them all. But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will
be added to you." If we have in front of us at all times the needs of the kingdom, and our
role within it; if we put our spiritual needs before our physical needs then we can trust that
God will bring everything else into place too. That is faith, which in itself is a form of
righte7ousness6 and which allows you to eat what is good and delight yourselves in rich
food.
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Design and designer

by John Terrell, Manchester, England

A distinguished professor of physics at the University of
Alberta in Canada sent a letter in September 2010 to the press,
including The Times of London.' Professor Page identified
himself quite modestly as a recent fellow researcher with
Professor Stephen Hawking who had just published his book
'"The Grand Design' in which Hawking had concluded from
his researches in cosmology and theoretical physics, that God
did not create the universe. He finds no need to introduce the
notion of a supremely intelligent creative Being. Needless to
say, Hawking's proclamation had been widely hailed in the
circles of scepticism, as virtually definitive and as a 'coup de
grace' to the faith community. Science-based atheism reigns
from here on in.

Or does it? Page was joint publisher with Hawking of
numerous learned papers in the subjects of their common
academic interests. So what had he to say? He wrote of their
exciting times learning more about the universe; yet in his
opinion still a long way from defining final laws which might
answer some of our deepest questions. It may seem clear to
ordinary people that what Page says is blindingly obvious,
namely that no-one can exclude the possibility that behind the
universe and its laws is a personal God as Creator. His final
words are, "A grand design suggests to me, as a Christian, a
Grand Designer, who could be even simpler and more perfectly
powerful and good than the superbly designed universe that I
believe He has created."

Now, doubtless all the readers of NT are confident about the
soundness of Professor Page's approach, being fellow
believers and assured from the authority of holy Scripture
about God as creator and upholder of all things. There is, in
fact, a wide range of men and women of very high scientific
standing who are where Page is, and some of them readily
entered into the fray on the
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publication of Hawking's book, offering in some cases quite trenchant criticism of him on
the basis of clear Christian conviction and adherence to the Word of God. This gives
reassurance especially to younger Christians who are systematically assailed by the
scientific atheist lobby in terms of virulent rejection of divine revelation about the person
and character of God.

Many scriptures could be adduced in this matter, but we confine comment for the moment
to Rom.1:18-23, which verses please read giving particular attention to 20 and 21. The
scriptural truths associated there with the person of God as Creator, are clearly seen ...
even His everlasting power and divinity,; that they may be without excuse: because that,
knowing God, they glorified Him not as God, neither gave thanks ... professing themselves
to be wise, they became fools ... It is important to note that this amounts to an allegation of
wilful unbelief. The expression 'knowing God' surely implies that human beings, made in
God's image and likeness with a capacity to relate to God and endowed with conscience,
have imprinted in their spiritual nature, a real awareness of the existence and person of
God. If this is so, the favourite cry of the atheist sceptic that there is no available or
adequate evidence for God's existence, is not a matter of honest attempt to view the
evidence of creation, but is in reality a wilful rejection and suppression of what the Bible
calls unequivocally 'knowledge' of God. God in ultimate judgement will condemn what is
a wilful act of saying "No" to a God who has imparted not just a range of evidence, but
His own very being, to the human mind. Hence the complete accuracy of the repeated
psalmist pronouncement, The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God.” Just as true
conversion is an act of human will in saying "Yes" in faith to God in His revelation of
salvation in the person of His Son so, as surely, is the unbeliever's rejection an act of will.
Perhaps, while always acknowledging the supreme importance of divine Spirit guidance
and wisdom in our Christian witness, we should more readily be forthright in denying the
aggressive atheist the refuge of an 'inadequate evidence' position. He will answer to God
for an act of the will with nowhere to hide. We are back full circle to Eden and 'Hath God
said ...?° And the answer today, as then, is 'Yes' or 'No' for Hawking, Page and all the
others.

References:

(1) 'The Times', London, 6.9.10 (2) Ps.14:1 (3) Gen.3:1 Bible quotations from RV
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Come, dine with me

by Paul Merchant, Musselburgh, Scotland

When I was a student living away from home I enjoyed
Sundays when after the church service I would be invited
frequently to a family home for a meal. This was a welcome
oasis in the week, a change from studying and the college
campus. Later, as a single man in a small church, every Tuesday
after work the same family invited me for a meal before the
church prayer meeting. Also, I was influenced by a couple in a
nearby church who kept aside a budget for Sunday hospitality
so that they could always afford to provide a meal for
unexpected Sunday visitors. From this example, for ten years
my wife and I hosted a foreign student at Christmas and this
experience enriched our family life as our two young sons
shared their celebrations with students from around the
world. How hospitality benefits the host as well as the guest!
In the giving and receiving, both are enriched.

Inviting others into our homes nourishes our own spirit of
generosity, and is a time of welcome, acceptance and sharing. As
we welcome a person into our home it is a time to be relaxed, to
accept and value the person by showing interest in them.
During times of hospitality there is a time to give thanks, a
time to eat, a time to listen and a time to laugh. How often it
happens after a relaxing meal together that guests will share
the anxieties which preoccupy them and in response we can
share how Christ and His promises speak to their need. And
when it is time to clear the table and tidy this is a moment for
sharing with shy friends who converse more easily when away
from the large group sat at the table. Hospitality may also
extend our patience as we open our homes to people, even
disciples in our church, to whom we may not relate easily, but
to whom we show Christian care by opening our homes to
them.
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Christ frequently benefited from hospitality. There was the more formal occasion of His
first miracle at the wedding at Cana. He rescued a hospitality disaster! He was a guest at
the dinner for Lazarus after he was raised from the dead. He always knew there was a seat
for Him at the table in the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus in Bethany. He surprised
Zacchaeus and everyone in the town when He invited Himself for a meal at the tax
collector's home! Included among His many resurrection appearances He ate fish, He
accepted the invitation into a home at Emmaus and prepared a breakfast barbecue for His
disciples on the beach. The Lord knew the benefits of hospitality.

However, even hospitality has its own temptations. There is hospitality offered with the
motive of seeking influence and position through seeking the company of those with
power, status or wealth. Hospitality can be used as a tactic to advance one's own
influence. Hospitality can be used to include some, but also to exclude others. Hospitality
can become a competition with others by the quality and abundance of what food is
provided. Christ warns about offering hospitality in the hope of a return invitation.'

Peter exhorts Christians to offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.” Martha
was busy, tired and resentful of other family members who were enjoying Jesus' company
and not helping with the domestic tasks.” For Martha, food came before fellowship and
these niggles caused tensions during hospitable occasions.

The Lord uses the example of hospitality to invite those in the church who are overcomers
to enjoy a closer walk with him, "Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone
hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him and he with me. "*

References:

(1) Lk.14:12-14 (2) 1 Pet.4:9 (3) Lk.10:40 (4) Rev.3:20 NIV
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L et the children come

An interview with Fiona Williams, Middlesbrough, England

Why do you think it's valuable for Christians to work in
(children's) social care?

I believe children are one of the most precious gifts anyone can
have and that society should treat them as such.! Sadly, for
many children this is not the case; some experience hardship,
poverty and maltreatment, even the most extreme abuse. I
remember a child asking me why I came to visit. My answer was
because I cared about children, wanted to listen to them, and to
help improve their situation. The Lord intervened on behalf of
children.” T cannot see why it should be different today and
indeed the law supports this.

How is child abuse identified?

The Convention on the Rights of the Child, as set out by world
leaders in 1989, identified the rights of all children and young
people aged 17 years and under: such as the right to survival;
to develop to the fullest; to be protected from harmful
influences, abuse and exploitation; and to participate fully in
family, social and cultural life. From this world-wide
recognition of children's rights, individual countries have
developed their own legislation, which would not condone
children having to endure activity contrary to this. Often the
plight of people, including children, in many countries is such
that their basic needs are not met. There are four main
categories of abuse; physical, emotional, sexual abuse and
neglect. I will never forget the scene of a three-month-old child
on a hospital ventilator with a fractured skull and broken arm,
leg and ribs. It was my responsibility to ensure that her
welfare needs were addressed, so that she did not return to a
position in which she could again come to such significant
harm.

What in principle does 'safeguarding’ set out to achieve as
a response to that problem?
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Safeguarding sets out to ensure that the welfare of the child is paramount. Children
should be treated with dignity and respect. Children must respect adults,’ but an
impudent child, for example, should never be an excuse for an adult to misappropriate
their power and maltreat the child. Safeguarding sets out a practice and a system, by
which such behaviours can be dealt with and the welfare needs of children promoted
so that they can achieve their potential in adult life. Most importantly, the focus is the
child and what they have to say about what is happening to them. It's emotionally
draining to listen to one young person after another, telling of the intimate details of the
abuse they have experienced. To later watch them grow in a safe environment is
rewarding. It is sad for them when a conviction does not follow, as is frequently the
case in the UK. To be asked by a young person,"Why did the judge not believe me?"
when the physical and emotional evidence clearly pointed to the truth of their
experience, is one of the hardest questions to answer and support them with.

Surely we can trust Christians if we can trust anyone, so is this really an issue to be
faced up to within Christian faith communities'?

I have had the experience of dealing with incidents in faith communities. In some
cases Christian people clearly did not believe the child whose testimony was confirmed
by medical evidence, so bringing stinging criticism on Christians generally. While
reluctant in such circumstances to think ill of fellow believers whom we otherwise
regard highly, the evidence is inescapable that children can be vulnerable even in
Christian circles.

What has been your most rewarding experience so far in this line of work?

Among them has been enabling the leader of one faith community to accept that
while the Bible teaches forgiveness, it also teaches that to significantly harm a child is
wrong; and that the adult concerned has a problem which they have to face up to and
deal with. The child has been wronged and what has happened to them will likely stay
with them for life. The needs of that child and other potential victims must come
first. To be able to help 'make the difference’ is the greatest reward, primarily in
respect of the child.

References:

(1) Ps.127:3 (2) Mk.10:14 (3) Rom.1:30
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Miracles

by Peter Hickling, Cromer, England

Has anyone ever told you that nobody believes in miracles
any more? They say that unsophisticated, superstitious people
could believe them, but in this modern scientific age no
thinking person could accept them. Frankly, this is rubbish.

What arguments do they use? Mostly, they don't, of course;
they have a simple faith that 'scientists' have the answer; that
miracles are impossible. Yet science is intrinsically incapable of
reaching such a conclusion. The scientific method takes a
theoretical premise, or one derived from a set of data, and
tests it by experiment, or against other known data. If it
stands that test, it can be regarded as established for the time
being; but every scientific conclusion should be open to
challenge. The method relies on 'reproducibility’, that is, that
every time an experiment is performed it will produce the same
result. Modern physics has shown that there is a random element
at the very smallest level, but this does not affect the events we
are speaking of. Reproducibility relies on the fact that the
'laws of nature' remain the same, and thus a miracle flouts these
laws. But the 'laws of nature' are only inviolable if there is
nothing outside nature which is not subject to it, and this is an
assumption which science cannot make - it assumes the
conclusion. C.S. Lewis illustrates it like this, in an imaginary
conversation: '...the laws will tell you how a billiard ball will
travel on a smooth surface if you hit it in a particular way - but
only provided no one interferes. If, after it's already in motion,
someone snatches up a cue and gives it a biff on one side -
why, then, you won't get what the scientists predicted. “No, of
course not. They can't allow for monkey-tricks like that.”
Quite, and in the same way, if there was anything outside
nature, and if it interfered - then the events which the
scientist expected wouldn't follow. That would be what we
call a miracle. In one sense it
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wouldn't break the laws of nature. The laws tell you what will happen if nothing
interferes. They can't tell you whether something is going to interfere. ... It isn't the
physicist who can tell you how likely I am to catch up a cue and spoil his experiment
with the billiard ball; you'd better ask a psychologist. And it isn't the scientist who
can tell you how likely nature is to be interfered with from outside. You must go to
the meta-physician."

A philosophical approach to the problem founders on the same difficulty. The Scottish
philosopher David Hume (1711-1766) defined a miracle as 'the transgression of a
law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some
invisible agent'.” What is a law of nature? Hume himself admits that we cannot assume
that nature will continue to be regular, but nevertheless says that the Laws of Nature
are codified as a result of past experiences. Therefore a miracle is a violation of all prior
experience. However, Hume urges, the probability that something has occurred in
contradiction of all past experience should always be judged to be less than the
probability that either my senses have deceived me or the person recounting the
miraculous occurrence is lying or mistaken. But this depends entirely on the reliability
of the witness. If I told you that a piece of an acroplane had fallen into my back garden
you would know that the probability that this would happen would be vanishingly
small; but would you therefore refuse to believe me? That would depend on whether
you thought me trustworthy or not. You can only use 'exceptionless testimony' as an
argument against miracles if all testimony is genuinely exceptionless; i.e. if you
assume that all witness to miracles is false, assuming what you want to prove. Thus the
argument is circular.

In summary, neither science nor philosophy can disprove the occurrence of miracles;
examination of the facts and the veracity of the source is the only way in which they
can be tested. Many claimed miracles are false, for various reasons, but this does not
mean that they all are. The miracles recorded in Scripture are transmitted against a
background of fact, and need to be assessed in that light.

References:

(1) C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock, Fount, London 1979 p.48 (2) David Hume, An
Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, X (Of Miracles), i, 90
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Mission

Satisfied with the
fullness of God's
house

by Brian Tugwell, Liverpool, England

'T can't get no satisfaction' was the title of a song by the Rolling
Stones. The words sum up the experience of brother Joseph in the
years that he was away from churches of God. Now that he is
restored (and brought a group along with him) he can say,

How precious is Your lovingkindness, O God!
Therefore the children of men put their trust under the
shadow of Your wings.

They are abundantly satisfied with the fullness of Your
house,

And You give them drink from the river of Your
pleasures.

For with You is the fountain of life;

In Your light we see light.'

So what is the story? I speak about G. Joseph, a sports teacher
from Rajahmundry, who is married to Valentina and has two
daughters. Perhaps the first thing that captivated him was learning
that the death of the Lord Jesus on the cross had paid his ticket to
heaven. It stopped all the floundering in his mind about the
eternal security of his soul. This had never been presented to him
up to that point. Knowing that the Lord would never cast him out,
that Jn 10:28 assured him that Jesus had given him eternal life
and that no one could snatch him from the double protection of
the Father and the Son's hand brought him true rest.

The assurance of never being lost again drew him to pursue the
teaching relating to the churches of God, and
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baptism soon followed. The breaking of bread was something special as he discovered the
practicalities of worship, not by rote, but in spirit and in truth. Then, sadly, an unfortunate
fallout meant Joseph parted ways with the churches of God. Need in the nearby village of
Hukumpeta drew the couple's energies to providing for children, widows and sharing the
gospel with as many as possible. Soon a group was gathered and sponsorship sought, and
given, from many groups, mainly from the USA.

Along with the financial assistance came a variety of teaching which left a great sense of
disappointment compared with the pattern of worship he had seen earlier in relation to the
breaking of bread, etc. Instead of satisfaction, they experienced only emptiness. Rather
like Naomi, they had gone away full, but being away from the house of bread knew a
great emptiness. So they sought to return and urged that elders came to teach their new
group which was now around 30 strong. They looked to the Lord who restores the years
that the locusts have eaten.’

Painstaking Bible classes and study sessions followed and worship practice began. They
learned that worship involved a collective approach to the God and Father of the Lord
Jesus and the resulting appropriateness of addressing God in worship rather than as
Father. That approach was to give praise to God and not to pray for our needs. Eagerness
was expressed to be associated with other churches forming the house of God.

As yet, none of the group had been baptised and a small round tank was built for the
purpose in the compound that surrounds a ramshackle breeze block building. There were
many joyful smiles and advice shouted to each one as they clambered in and out the tank.

Finally the day of church planting arrived on February 21 2010. Joy was overflowing as
we read, This is the day the LORD has made,; we will rejoice and be glad in it’ and I was
glad when they said to me, "Let us go into the house of the LORD.” * The Psalmist
summed it up well when he said,

Blessed is the man You choose, and cause to approach You,
that he may dwell in Your courts.
We shall be satisfied with the goodness of Your house, of Your holy temple.’

References:

(1) Ps.36:7-9 (2) Joel 2:25 (3) Ps.118:24 (4) Ps.122:1 (5) Ps.65:4 Bible quotes from NKJV
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The book of the Judges

A system of rule

by Martin Jones, Toronto, Canada

There have been many forms of government in history - such
as democracies, oligarchies (rule by a select few), monarchies
and dictatorships. But a fairly unusual type, a judicial model
headed by a judge, once operated in Israel.

It is best known from the period covered by the Bible book of
Judges, but not limited to then. Moses was a judge leader and,
in Ex.18, we learn that (as is often the case today) his court was
swamped with cases; delays and exhaustion were the result.
Many more judges were appointed to help out the chief judge
and each had to adhere to certain standards of integrity and
impartiality. Even when the judge was replaced by the king as
the figurehead of the nation and the chief dispenser of civil
justice,' judges remained a vital part of Israelite life.”

Perhaps the first thing you might think of in relation to a judge
is dealing with criminals. You may recall the famous case of
Solomon, the baby and the sword. It typifies the kind of civil
law justice that would have been their main focus - the
resolving of disputes. There were certain important
administrative functions to be performed which also oiled the
wheels of social life; an example of which is the recognition of
the lifelong binding of a slave to his master.’ At times, they
worked in tandem with the priests* and logically the latter would
have been the primary experts on ceremonial law. But it
would also seem that guilt in the context of criminal law was
established, not by the judges, but by witness testimony of the
community.’

In the book of Judges, the judges were pressed into
emergency service - rescuing the people from raiding
marauders.’ The name of one of the famous judges,
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Joshua, means Saviour - relevant, of course, to his role and also a pointer to the future
Saviour of the same name.

Did this model work? As we will see in our 'pen pictures' this year, the judges themselves
were of varying calibres and there was a general dearth of strong leadership role models
across the nation which meant that the moral and spiritual environment was poor. As a
result, the period was very volatile and instability was never far away.

How long God would have persisted with the model is a matter of speculation, but it was
the people themselves who called for a change. Their motives were largely selfish, but
they were given an excuse by the unethical behaviour of Samuel's sons.” Behind that, the
people wanted a more visual and dynamic leader which would make them like the other
nations.

God took this very personally - he somewhat surprisingly told Samuel that the people
were actually rejecting Him. God knew full well what they were letting themselves in for,
but his warnings fell on deaf ears. Key differences in the monarchical model would cause
issues over time. The main difference was that kingship was hereditary (and not raised up
directly by God like the judges) and this was to cause trouble:

* many sons proved to be unsuitable candidates

* often undue influence of family members, or family battles for succession

* potential for inexperienced kings and unstable government

« focus on self-aggrandizement and passing on of wealth

* increase in political and military manoeuvring for personal gain

Ironically, these issues often resulted in less justice for the people. Despite these
drawbacks, at least the highlights of the reign of David are a foreshadowing of the great
King that was, and is, to come. Today, we often rightly complain about the apparent
unfairness of life, the social inequalities that exist and a sense that justice is not being
done. We can look forward to a future day, in the Millennium, where the Lord will reign
on earth as King and Judge and we will see what good civil government really looks like:

In love a throne will be established; in faithfulness
a man will sit on it— one from the house of
David— one who in judging seeks justice and
speeds the cause of righteousness.’

References:

(1) see reference to David in 2 Sam.15:2 (2) see Ezra 7:25; 2 Chron.19:5 (3) Ex.21:5-6
(4) see Deut.17:8-10 (5) see Deut.17:6, for example (6) Judg. 2:16 (7) 1 Sam.8
(8) Isa.16:5 NIV
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The book of the Judges

Othniel

by Tom Palmer, Cardiff, Wales

Compared to some of the better known judges, there is relatively little written about
Othniel, although we know he lived around 1200 BC and was the only judge from the
tribe of Judah, and shared some of the characteristics of his famous uncle, Caleb.

Othniel's story is told in two parts: the first part' is the story of how he met his wife; the
second is an account of his 'career' as Israel's first judge.”

The second part of Othniel's story starts with (surprise! surprise!) the Israelites doing
evil and turning from God. This makes God very angry; so angry, in fact, that He sells
the Israelites into captivity. After eight years, they cry out to God and He raises up
Othniel to deliver them. Othniel goes to war and, with God's help, defeats Cushan-
Rishathaim king of Aram and restores peace to Israel for 40 years (a common biblical
expression which sometimes means 'a long time' or 'a generation').

Othniel's story follows a too-familiar pattern where the Israelites turn from the Lord,
realise their error and cry out to God who, in His infinite grace, delivers them from
their enemies. This tragic pattern of failure ultimately leads to God replacing the Old
Covenant and introducing the New Covenant that is embodied in the person of Jesus
Christ, who guarantees it. It is tempting to criticise the Israelites, but we must
remember that we would be in captivity if it were not for God's amazing grace.

Othniel must have been a fierce warrior because he fought and captured Kiriath Sepher
to win the hand of Acsah in marriage. However, the strength he used to win his wife
was not the same as the strength he harnessed to deliver God's people. Like Gideon
and Samson after him, this strength was a super-human strength and a special gift
from God, for the Spirit of the LORD came upon him.’

We can accomplish some things in our own strength, but Othniel is proof that we can
accomplish anything in the Lord's strength.*

References:

(1) Josh.15:17-18; Judg. 1:13-14 (2) Judg. 3:7-11 (3) Judg. 3:10 NIV (4) Phil.4:13
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The book of the Judges

Ehud

by Mark Stanley, Aberkenfig, Wales

Israel again did evil in the sight of the LORD is a phrase that comes almost with a
big sigh through the Bible book of Judges as the people swing between serving God or
aligning themselves with the next new culture or gods they find. It's a salutary warning
to us how easy it is to be seduced by the latest new thing, or an old habit returning.

In Jdgs.3:12-30 God uses Israel's enemy the Moabites to bring the people to their
senses, though it takes eighteen years before they cry out to God. Ehud was raised up -
a left-handed man from the Benjamites. Being left-handed was an unusual trait. Jdgs.20
tells us that, of 26,700 fighting men, 700 were left-handed. God used this unusual
quality to full advantage. He makes us for His divine purpose. Perhaps Ehud had been
prepared by God for those eighteen years? Sometimes we have to wait for an
opportunity for service, and Ehud certainly took his with both hands - well, at least a
left one!

Eglon was King of Moab. He is described unflatteringly as a 'fat man', perhaps
suggesting an overindulgent lifestyle. In a private meeting with Eglon, Ehud played
on the self-importance of the King by declaring he had a message from God. Suddenly
the moment came to strike. As Eglon rose from his seat, not expecting a left-handed
man, Ehud was able to catch him off guard and slay the King. Being different meant
that Ehud had the element of surprise and took his opportunity to overcome the
overindulgent enemy.

Let us overcome our enemy. As Christians we should be different and be able to take
opportunities to overcome, not with a steel sword, but with the Word of God that is
sharper than Ehud's two-edged sword.'

Take ... the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God * and let us take up the
fight!

References:

(1) Heb.4:12 (2) Eph.6:17 NKJV
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The book of the Judges

Possess - or be
oppressed!

by Martin Jones, Toronto, Canada

Recent events in Egypt have put a 30-year peace treaty with
Israel in jeopardy and left Israel fearing complete military and
religious oppression in the Middle East. Such a precarious
position has often been Israel's lot and it was no different in
the day of the Judges.

Looking back at then recent history, God pointed out, "... the
Egyptians, the Amorites, the Ammonites, the Philistines, the
Sidonians, the Amalekites and the Maonites (Midianites)
oppressed you ..."." But that wasn't how God had intended it

to be.

God had made it clear through Moses that enjoyment of the
Promised Land was conditional on them possessing it and
displacing the people who lived there. Under Joshua's
leadership and with God's help they had made an excellent
start” and so the land was divided up between the tribes to
possess.

But Jdgs.1 records how, for various reasons, the tribes of Joseph,
Benjamin, Manasseh, Ephraim, Asher, Naphtali and Dan each
failed to drive out the remaining inhabitants of the Promised
Land. And Jdgs.2 describes how God, because of the
disobedience and wickedness of Israel, refused to drive out the
people for them. The consequences were dire.

Successive chapters record a catalogue of different types of
oppression:

* Physical - The Israelites were at the mercy of those who had
superior weaponry (like Jabin of Jdgs.4) or sheer numbers
(like the Midianites of Jdgs.6).
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* Economic - Throughout history, oppressors like Eglon3 have demanded tribute in
monetary or other forms. The heavy cost could often bankrupt a nation.

* Racial - The Israelites took the daughters of the enemy in marriage and gave their
own daughters to the sons of their enemies* and so, insidiously, the identity of
Israel was diluted and jeopardised - by their own actions!

* Spiritual - Other gods like Baal and Ashtoreth were very visible and their
followers very successful in enticing the Israelites away to idolatry” - (more on this
later in this series).

* Moral - Lev.18:1-24 gives us a list of the horrors of everyday practice in the land.
Sexual sins, child sacrifice, homosexuality, and perversion with animals are listed.
Deut.18:9-14 adds witchcraft and the occult. Even if the Israelites did not
participate in such evil, they certainly tolerated it by living beside them.

Some oppression was temporarily relieved by the judges that God sent - but what was
missing was long term commitment to the covenant that the people had entered into
with God through Moses at Sinai,6 and which was renewed at Shechem through
Joshua.’

Scholars have likened such covenants to suzerain/vassal (lord/subject) treaties, which
were common in the Near East in that era. The treaty typically consisted of six
sections:

1) a preamble, which named the suzerain formulating the treaty.

2) A historical prologue which listed the benevolent acts of the suzerain on behalf of
the vassal.

3) A set of stipulations, the obligations to which the vassals bound themselves.

4) Detailed instructions for depositing the treaty in a safe place and for reading the
treaty at designated intervals.

5) Witnesses called to confirm the treaty.

6) Blessings and curses upon the vassal for obedience or disobedience to the treaty.
Look at the relevant chapters to spot the parallels.

It was the repeated breaking of these 'treaties' on many levels that caused God to
abandon Israel to their oppressors. How ironic, then, that it was the people who sought
later to replace their divine suzerain with an earthly monarch - no wonder God took it
as a direct insult!

The pattern of recommitment and regression is a key theme of the book of Judges,
and is in fact replicated throughout the Old Testament. But God has never forgotten,
even today, his unconditional covenants with Abraham® and David’ to establish a
great nation and a permanent throne.
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It is the same God we aim to serve, about whom we can gratefully still say today in
relation to our personal discipleship commitment - If we are faithless, he will remain
faithful, for he cannot disown himself."’

References:

(1) Judg. 10:11-12 (2) see Judg. 11 (3) Judg. 3:17 (4) Judg. 3:6 (5) Judg. 3:7
(6) Ex.20; Deut.30-31 (7) Josh.24 (8) Gen.12,15,17 (9) 2 Sam.7 (10) 2 Tim.2:13
Bible quotations from NIV

2011-60



The book of the Judges

Shamgar

by Ben Jones, Toronto, Canada

Israel's judges served as leaders of the tribes, but not leaders according to our modern
definitions of government, or like the kings of the surrounding nations. Judges were
people raised up for a specific time to solve a particular crisis or problem facing the
people of Israel as a whole. In Shamgar's case, no mention is made of his history, his
family or his rise to prominence; we are simply told of his saving of Israel by killing
600 Philistines.' This man was a war leader who appears on the page to tackle a
specific military threat.

Shamgar's identity might be a mystery to us, but his role was clear: God had a task
that needed to be accomplished and Shamgar was called to fill the role. Not only was
he called, but he stepped up to the plate and took on his appointed task. When we are
called to a task, the emphasis is on us to accept the position to which God has called
us. In Shamgar's case, and in ours, it is God's choosing that indicates the best man or
woman for the job. God always selects exactly the right person, regardless of our
opinion, and we must follow His direction for service.

Shamgar also accomplished his task with seemingly inadequate tools: the oxgoad
that served as his weapon was just a simple farm tool, and yet with it Shamgar saved a
nation. We may think that the tools that are given to us are not ideal, and we may not
consider ourselves to be adequate, but God's strength is made perfect in our
weakness.”

Shamgar's service was such that he was recognised in God-breathed Scripture, his
accomplishment recorded to inspire future generations - truly a "good and faithful
servant"? What an honour to be remembered for service to the Master!

Bible references NKJV: (1) Judg. 3:31 (2) 2 Cor.12:9 (3) Matt.25:23
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The book of the Judges

Deborah

by Ira Williamson, Buxton, England

Bees are a valuable and necessary part of our world. These diligent workers are the
only source of honey, and the main pollinators of many crops.

In the Hebrew language, Deborah's name is '‘Bee'. Read the story of Barak and Deborah
from Jdgs.4 to 5. Raised up by God to a place of feeding and guiding the people of God,
she sat under the Palm of Deborah and the people came out to her. As a prophetess, it's
apparent that she 'fed' God's word to the people -just as she did for Barak: "Has not
the LORD...commanded...?"”" Barak apparently knew God's will, but needed the
encouragement from this diligent worker in order to undertake it. Further, Barak
seemed to require more than God's word and command - he required Deborah's
presence too. Barak saw the apparent futility of Israel fighting against Sisera. Nine
hundred of the most up-to-date war machines and an army that would dwarf Israel's
must have been a daunting consideration. Deborah knew it too. She also knew that her
place was not on the battlefield - but her faith in God's promise of victory allowed her
to immediately agree to Barak's demand for her presence. She knew what God
expected of her and, by faith, worked to do His will. Barak's lack of unconditional
faith did not change the outcome of God's plan for Israel, but it did affect his reward.

It was the loss of relationship with God that resulted in us missing the mark of God's
desire for us. Conversely, having a relationship with God through Christ allows us to
reach toward the highest goal through the power of the Spirit.” Perhaps we could learn
from Deborah that God knows best and that our role should be one of simple faith:
hear His commands and keep them. In other words - and not wanting to stretch the
'bee' analogy too far - God's call is for us to be all we can be.’

Bible references NKJV:

(1) Judg. 4:6 (2) Eph.4:13 (3) Phil.3:12
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The book of the Judges

Canaanites

by Martin Jones, Toronto, Canada

Deut.20:16-17 is evidence that has, as C.S. Lewis might describe
it, 'put God in the dock': In the cities of the nations the LORD
your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not leave alive
anything that breathes. Completely destroy them ...as the LORD
your God has commanded...

Of course, God doesn't require anyone to defend Him; but let's
explore what was behind this statement, which at first glance
appears to be instructing ethnic cleansing such as we condemned
in Yugoslavia and Rwanda.

The killing was not primarily to vacate the land for new incoming
tenants, although that was a by-product. There was a moral
imperative here: this was a judgment on the Canaanites, similar to
the Flood or destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.

But 'everything that breathes' includes babies and young children.
What was happening in Canaan that was so bad that God ordered
even the children to be killed? (Sinful Egypt, Edom, Moab and
Ammon were not completely destroyed, so the Canaanite sin
must surely have been more serious). Was there no alternative;
could God not have given them another chance?

Our final article in the series will expand further on the Canaanite
religion, which was the root of the problem. But to illustrate,
rabbinical tradition claims' that when a new house was built, a
child would be sacrificed and its body built into the wall to bring
the family luck. The firstborn were often sacrificed to Moloch, a
giant hollow bronze image in which a fire was built. Parents
would place their children in its red hot hands and the babies
would roll down into the fire. The sacrifice was invalid
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if the mother showed grief; she was supposed to dance and sing. This is sickening and
warped.

The Canaanites saw Sodom and Gomorrah destroyed completely - a warning that God
would judge wickedness. But God didn't hurry to judge the Canaanites. God told
Abraham: "In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of
the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure.” God gave the Canaanites 400 years
while Israel was in Egypt and after Israel passed through the Red Sea, He waited 40 more
years while Israel wandered in the wilderness.

The people knew that Israel was coming, and that God had given the land to them, as the
Canaanite Rahab testified: "I know that the LORD has given this land to you and that a
great fear of you has fallen onus..."> Families could well have migrated out of the land
and settled in nearby areas. God gave no instructions to hunt down and kill Canaanites
who left the land peacefully. The city of Jericho, just inside Canaan, had six additional
days to repent while Israel did laps around it and even on the seventh day of judgment,
Israel marched around the city seven times to provide a further opportunity.

There is a pattern here - God judges swiftly when He finally acts, but first He patiently
warns and waits for repentance.

The point of God's command was to destroy the evil Canaanite culture rather than the
individual Canaanite people. Otherwise, as God said, "they will teach you to follow all the
detestable things they do in worshiping their gods, and you will sin against the LORD
your God."*

Later in the Bible, Canaanite individuals like Uriah the Hittite show up as righteous
characters. Rahab herself was a Canaanite harlot who repented before Jericho was
destroyed and even became an ancestor of Jesus Himself. So God's judgment was not
based on racism or favouritism.

God is never arbitrary or unjust, despite how some events might appear when viewed
from a human, limited perspective. Those of us who know Him trust that His justice is
perfect and His patience and forgiveness are immense. He waits for repentance and gives
everyone the opportunity to choose between salvation and judgment. This is true today -
He wants all men to be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth.” But the clock of
judgment is ticking and one day, maybe soon, time will be up, and there will be no more
opportunity for repentance. That is why today really is the day of salvation.®

References:

(1) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moloch (2) Gen.15:16 (3) Josh.2:9 (4) Deut.20:18
(5) 1 Tim.2:4 (6) 2 Cor.6:2

Bible quotations from NIV.

2011-64



The book of the Judges

Gideon

Sent from the secret place
by Lennie Shaw, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

The Bible tells us that God knows our every movement and our every thought,
wherever we might be; ' but where is it that He speaks most clearly to us? Where does
He call to us from? Is it not in the 'secret place'? That was certainly the case in
Gideon's life.” The Angel of the Lord sought him out as he threshed wheat in secret to
hide it from the enemy, and it was there he was challenged by God's plan for him.

If we're going to do anything for God, then we need to spend time in the 'secret place'
with Him; we need look no further than the Lord Jesus on the most momentous night
in history - alone with His Father in Gethsemane, preparing for what lay ahead.

Gideon was called by the Angel of the Lord to stand up and be counted, to lead his
people to deliverance from Midianite oppression. His response? "My clan is the
weakest...and I am the least..."* Perfect: just the man that God was looking for! It's
His strength that counts, not ours. Gideon could have been the most skilled warrior,
but if God had not been with him it would have counted for nothing.

Five words should have given Gideon all the courage that he needed for the task
ahead. Having already been assured that he would save Israel from the hand of
Midian, the Lord said, "Have I not sent you?" What more encouragement did he
need? What has the Lord asked you to do? What more encouragement do you need?

The Abiezrites were Gideon's relatives, but they were also the people who had been
ready to kill him for tearing down the altar of Baal. They now recognized that the Spirit
of God was upon Gideon and that they should align themselves with him; those
previously hostile were won over. How obvious is the presence of the Spirit of God in
our lives today? Are unbelievers won over by it?

The Abiezrites then gathered behind him,” a show of support to a man called to action
and upon whom was the Spirit of the Lord. Do you know someone who has been
called to a particular work for the Lord and who is filled with the Spirit? Stand
behind him.

References:
(1) Ps.139 (2) Judg. 6:11 (3) Judg.6:15 (4) Judg.6:14 (5) Judg. 6:34
Bible quotations from NKJV

2011-65



The book of the Judges

Gideon

Not our might, but God's power
by Guy Elliott, Crowborough, England

In Gideon's first battle his 32 000 men are camped at the spring of Harod ready to face the
mighty force of Midian. God unexpectedly tells him he has too many men. He wants to
show Israel that the victory would come at His hand and not through human might.

We can read in Jdgs.7 how God then instructs Gideon how to make his army smaller, and
to send home those who are fearful. Twenty-two thousand men leave; surely they are
ready now? No! A simple drinking test leads to another 9,700 going and an army of just
300 men remains. God is now satisfied and tells Gideon that with those who remain He
will give the victory over the Midianites.

That night God visits Gideon, reassuring him to make him confident that submitting to
God's will brings victory. At God's suggestion, Gideon goes down to the Midianite camp
with his servant. Nearing the camp they see a massive army. They overhear one man
telling his friend about a dream. The friend is convinced the only possible meaning of the
dream is impending victory for Gideon. Hearing this, Gideon worships God and returns to
his camp confidently proclaiming God has given them victory over the Midianites.

Gideon splits his army into three groups, and instructs them to copy his actions. They
blow trumpets, smash jars to reveal glowing torches, and shout loudly: "The sword of the
Lord and of Gideon!" In their fear and confusion, the Midianites turn on each other with
their swords, and then flee. An emphatic victory for Gideon at the hand of the Lord and a
lesson well-learnt: Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own
understanding.”

Reference: (1) Prov.3:5 ESV
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The book of the Judges

Israel and the Baals

by Martin Jones, Toronto, Canada

Sunday School pupils might have long enjoyed Elijah's triumph
over the prophets of Baal, but given the somewhat salacious
background to this false god, it's perhaps not too surprising that a
'theo-biography' has not traditionally featured on their
curriculum! But no understanding of the Old Testament is
complete without knowing the prominent role that Baal played in
Israelite life.

The Israelites seem to have managed to avoid falling into idolatry
while captive in Egypt, despite the polytheistic society. Post-
exodus, the Israelites largely stayed loyal to God although with
some notable exceptions.' But it didn't seem to take long for them
to fall headlong into idolatry when they entered Canaan. Jdgs.2
records, They forsook the LORD ... who had brought them out of
Egypt. They followed and worshiped various gods of the peoples
around them.’

What was behind this sudden departure after generations of
relative faithfulness? The key factor was social co-habitation,
including marriage, amongst the Canaanites. As reviled slaves in
Egypt and then pilgrim wanderers in the desert, there was simply
limited opportunity for this to happen before then.

Jdgs.10:6 lists the false gods that the Israelites worshipped. It's no
shock that Baal, a God of the Canaanites, is first on the list: They
served the Baals and the Ashtoreths, and the gods of Aram, the
gods of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the Ammonites and
the gods of the Philistines. Who was Baal?

Baal means master, and thus to worship Baal usurped the position
of the Lord. We learn from ancient Syrian texts that he was
known as the storm god, the bringer of rain, and therefore
fertility, to the land. His nickname was 'Rider of the Clouds', and
often described using
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meteorological terms like clouds, thunder, lightning, hail and, most importantly, water.

It's easy to imagine how he might appeal to people living in an arid and agriculturally
marginal area, where the fertility of land was so vital to preserving life. The Israelites
experienced God as a powerful desert warrior God, whom they counted on to march in
with His heavenly armies when needed. But as they settled into the land, they perhaps
became convinced that Baal was in charge of the more mundane aspects of everyday life,
like rain, crops and livestock. Yet the Israelites never completely abandoned the worship
of the true God. To put it bluntly, they had one God for crises and another god for
everyday life (this is called syncretism; we can be guilty of that too!)

Baal worship involved prostitution, designed in part to encourage this fertility to continue
(read Hosea and Jeremiah for the graphic details). It seems particularly apt, then, that the
metaphor of prostitution was used in Jdgs.8, and that of adultery many times elsewhere,
to describe Israel's unfaithfulness.

There was no prospect of Israel's God just letting all this happen, though. It's no accident
that various scriptures portray God using images consistent with the Baal myth. God
speaks from the mighty waters, His voice lightning and His words thunder.’ God is
described as shooting flashing arrows from the heavens as He rides in a chariot in the
clouds.45 It is God alone who rules over the waters of the deep and controls the raging of
the sea.

God is showing Himself to be the real deal, not just in words, but in actions as well. Judge
Deborah's song of victory has an unmistakably watery motif, "O LORD, when you went
out from Seir, when you marched from the land of Edom, the earth shook, the heavens
poured, the clouds poured down water. ... The river Kishon swept them away, the age-old
river, the river Kishon.® She knew that it is God who is in control of the elements, not
Baal. The famous Carmel contest was further proof of this, giving strong meaning to
Elijah's prayer that rain would be withheld, as a direct challenge to the rain-god! And
Elijah even added insult to the priests' injuries by soaking his sacrifice to God with water
to show that this was no barrier to His almighty power.

Outlasting the Judges by centuries, Baal worship thrived until the time of the exile, even
as a quasi state religion under Ahab and Jezebel. Although the problem largely faded after
the return from exile thanks to Ezra and Nehemiah's reforms, Israel has been so
passionately monotheistic ever since that most Jews incorrectly view accepting Jesus as
the Son of God as a forbidden return to polytheistic syncretism.

References:
(1) Num.25; Amos 5:26 (2) Judg. 2:12 (3) Ps.29; 104:7 (4) Ps.76:3-9; Ps.77:16-20;
Ps.97:1-5; Ps.104:1-4; Hab.3:4-9 (5) Ps.77:16; Ps.89:5-13; Ps.93:3-4 (6) Judg. 5:4,21

Bible quotations from NIV
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The book of the Judges

Jephthah

Foolish promises
by Stephen McCabe, Belfast, N.Ireland

The story of Jephthah in Jdgs.11 is one of the great tragedies in Scripture. Here was a
man who, because he did not grasp what God desired of him, brought about untold
sorrow for himself and his family.

Jephthah was rejected - the son of a prostitute, he was banished by the sons of his
father's wife. But, throughout the book of Judges we are shown that God will use men
and women to accomplish His purposes despite their lowly status, their failings and their
foolish actions. What grace! God brought Jephthah back to accomplish His purpose in
defeating the Ammonites. But Jephthah did not have a full understanding of God's
character, and of what God required of him. And so, before battle, he vowed that if
God would give the Ammonites into his hand, he would sacrifice whatever came out
of the doors of his house on his return home. That vow led to tragedy. As Jephthah
approached his house, his daughter came out to meet him in celebration. He fulfilled
his vow (and so it seems his daughter's life was indeed sacrificed, although some Bible
scholars take the view she was surrendered like Samuel for lifetime service). God took
no pleasure in his foolish actions (child sacrifice was explicitly condemned') - as is
often repeated in the book of Judges, Jephthah did what was right in his own eyes.
Should he have made such a rash vow? No! Should he have then kept the vow?
Having trespassed in his rash talk, he should have brought a trespass offering (Lev.5:4-
6), but was likely unaware of the Law's requirements.

The Ammonites were defeated, not because Jephthah had made such a vow, but
because the Lord was present.” God did net bring victory to Israel because He took
pleasure in Jephthah’s foolish vow, but because it was in His purposes to do so! God
can and will use us, too, despite our foolish actions. But let us not make the mistake
of not grasping what God wants from us, not understanding His character. To do
that, we must be steeped in His Word (and so see what is right in His eyes, not our
own). We should not make rash vows as Jephthah did, but let us simply serve the
Lord in the ways He has asked.

Bible references: (1) Deut.18:10 (2) Judg. 11:32
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The book of the Judges

Samson

A flawed saviour
by Gareth Andrews, Belfast, N.Ireland

Israel had suffered continuous oppression by the Philistines for 40 years when Samson
was born. An only child from a barren mother, promised by the appearances of the Angel
of the Lord, dedicated as a Nazirite to God from the womb, he would begin fo save Israel
from the hand of the Philistines." Samson was certainly special. As the young man grew
up the Lord blessed him and the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him.

Joshua had provided vital advice to Israel that had repeatedly been forgotten, and Samson
literally proved that, One man of you puts to flight a thousand, since it is the LORD your
God who fights for you, just as he promised you.” However he also proved the dangers of
association and marriage with the Philistines as a snare and a trap for you... and thorns in
your eyes.” In the life of Samson we see great strength, but also weakness; great resolve,
but also the same mistakes at the beginning and end of his twenty years of service.

Was Samson motivated throughout his life by a desire to deliver Israel, or was it more a
reaction to the personal consequences of his own selfish desires: what was right in his
own eyes? While it may be tempting for us to judge Samson harshly for all his wasted
potential and visible flaws - we, in honestly considering our own lives, need to remember
that following our own selfish desires will have consequences for us and our service. We
can also take comfort that God still used Samson® and can use us despite our own flaws
and repeated mistakes.

Samson perhaps accomplished more in his death than his whole life. Blind, humiliated
and humbled, he called out to God and thus fulfilled his work in beginning to save Israel,
after around 75 years of oppression. Samson may have been a man of impressive physical
appearance, yet he was imperfect through sin. In our Lord Jesus Christ however, we see
not only the one man who knew no sin, but the very Son of God: our saviour from the
bonds of sin, who completed so much through His sacrificial death and resurrection.
Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might.”

References:

(1) Judg. 13:5 (2) Josh.23:10 (3) Josh.23:12-13 (4) Judg. 14:3-4; Heb.11:32-39

(5) Eph.6:10
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Spiritual security

Upgrade needed?
by Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.lreland

Imagine your computer linked to the Internet. Out there, in
cyberspace, there are a whole host of potential enemies - viruses
that have the ability to infect and render computer programmes
useless. It's foolish to ignore the need for some security loaded on
to protect against this threat, and to neglect to keep that security
updated as the threat changes. A whole industry has arisen to
provide internet security in this computer age. A 'Newsweek'
article described the greatest potential threat to Britain's national
security in the 21 century as being 'cyberwarfare'.'

Now think about a Christian having no security against the threat
posed by a host of wicked beings, led by Satan, who, like viruses,
are on the look-out for vulnerable targets. But God, in His wisdom
and goodness, has supplied us with a 'security system', described
in Eph.6, that is for ever up-to-date. It just needs to be in place and
operating!

First, there is the belt of truth which needs to be fastened on.

Then there is the breastplate of righteousness. What is put into
our hearts will come out in our lives. Jesus taught that it is out of
the heart that evil thoughts come,” and evil thoughts lead on to
evil deeds. Visual images make up an important part of the
weapons of mass destruction in the control of that evil adversary,
Satan. Right in the beginning Eve was tempted by what she saw,
for the forbidden fruit was a delight to the eyes.” If we are actively
living a holy life, protecting our eyes, being careful of what goes
into our minds, putting to death the things of the flesh, then that
part of the security is working, and our hearts are safe. In this
computer age, unwholesome things like pornography are too
easily
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accessible at the click of a button. If in this area we feel that we have already suffered
defeat, the way back is via the cross and confession and taking God at His word.*

In this battle we need to be constantly ready for action, for rapid-response. Well-fitting
shoes are essential and we need to be prepared at all times to give an answer to those
who question or attack our faith.” Knowledge of the Word of God is of paramount
importance, or we will be easily knocked off course.

There is something that God has given to us which has to be taken up and used. That is
faith, and it forms a shield. The Roman soldier's shield was large, protecting the
whole body from fiery darts. God's Word says that we walk by faith, not by sight °
and that without faith it is impossible to please God.” Trusting that what has been
revealed to us in God's Word is true, shows that the shield is being used. Fiery darts
thrown by our enemies come in many forms, whether from unbelieving scientists,
from militant atheists, or just from mockers, but faith will render their weapons
ineffective.

Then there is the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of
God. Our minds are being bombarded all the time, and we need to be able to discern
correctly what is of God and what is of the Devil. The Devil is more interested in us
being fully occupied with temporal things - getting, spending and losing.

A sword can be used for attack as well as for defence, and attack is often the best
form of defence. We should not be afraid of quoting God's Word, sometimes just
to ourselves, whenever we find ourselves in a situation where we are being
pressurised to conform to this world and its standards.

The question of whether we need to upgrade our spiritual protection to a 2011 version
is easily answered. No! The original armour, supplied by God and described by Paul
in Eph.6, is never out of date. Each piece is vital and must be put on daily, with prayer
in the Spirit. Sometimes we may have a need to press the 'refresh' button; our lives
for Christ and our rewards at the judgement seat of Christ are at stake!

References:
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Choices

by Lindsay Woods, Cullybackey, N.Ireland

We make choices every day; some we remember clearly because
they are very important, and many others we don't even notice.
The older we get the more we look back on our lives and see how
our choices have worked out. There are landmark decisions
which we make that have a very big influence on our lives. When
we review God's dealings with us as His children we are
constantly amazed at His mercy, grace and patience, because we
make so many mistakes and disappoint Him so often in our
choices. Yet, in spite of our failures, He overrules and patiently
works with us so that we can begin to learn from our mistakes
and get our choices to agree with His will."

When it comes to choices, God never gets it wrong. Isaiah
reminds us that God's ways are not our ways or His thoughts our
thoughts,” so why should He choose us? Such amazing grace that
He has chosen us for eternal life and glory. He has, in His eternal
purposes and foreknowledge, chosen us, called us, justified us
and already begun the work of glorifying us!”> God speaks of His
people Isracl as being the apple of his eye’ - a tiny people chosen
out of all the world's nations to be for Him a kingdom of priests
to serve and worship Him.”> And so it is with us - not many
mighty or noble are called, but rather those viewed by the world
as foolish, poor and unimportant are called® to be saints, servants
of the Most High. The Lord Jesus reminded His little group of
disciples, "You did not choose me, but I chose you..." Divine
choice and the sovereignty of God are difficult subjects to
understand fully, but as the hymn writer has put it, 'Where reason
fails with all her powers, there faith prevails and love adores'.®

We have been chosen for a purpose, and by God's grace we can
make the right choices now in our lives of service; choices that
will bring us into the joy and
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blessing of doing the will of God. Chosen and created for good works,” chosen to bear
fruit,'” chosen to enjoy the life that we have in Christ “fo the full”''. How then are we to
make good choices? We have a free will in this matter, but there are many influences
around us, and within us, that would lead us into making the wrong decisions. Peter tells
us, however, that we have everything we need,12 and the Lord assures us of that, too,
when He describes the work of the Holy Spirit who lives in us."” The Holy Spirit will
reveal to us what God's will is in every situation of life if we ask God for that - that's His
great business. Every day we need to pray to God for His guidance, and He has promised
that if we are prepared to listen to the Spirit's quiet voice then we will make the right
choices. Sometimes He reveals the answer through His Word and often He reinforces that
with the counsel of godly friends. The Scriptures are full of godly men and women who
lived like this and what a difference they made in this world! The greatest example of
course is the Son of God who, when He was in this world, was constantly seeking His
Father's face in prayer to know what He should do and say each day.'* It is so beautifully
summeigi up in His words to His Father in Gethsemane, "...not my will, but yours be
done."

If our choices are motivated by our own selfish interests, or influenced unduly by the
ways of the world, then God will not be glorified in our lives - we will reap what we
sow.'® If we have the daily discipline of waiting on the Lord,"” seeking His face for the
right way to go and looking into His Word, which has all the answers, then His Spirit will
guide us to make good choices that will bring glory to God.

Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding;
in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight."

Maybe you are at a crossroads in your life, such as choice of college, career, job, or
partner. Be careful not to rush into these life-affecting decisions, but wait on the Lord,
and remember in every situation Christ's words, "... seek first his kingdom and his
righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.""’ He promises us, "My
Father will honour the one who serves me."’

Looking back on my life I can truly say that God has been good to me and He has guided
me in life's choices. Sometimes He brings us into circumstances where it's difficult to
know why, but He reassures us that in all things God works for the good of those who
love him.”’

God's challenge to us every day is still what it was for His people Israel, "... choose for
yourselves this day whom you will serve”.” Let's choose to serve Him, for that will mean
that we have chosen life.”®
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Human rights

by Peter Hickling, Cromer, England

The extent of human rights, indeed their very existence, is a
matter of heated debate. International forums have split them
into 'civil and political rights' and 'social, economic and
cultural rights', and nations do not fully agree as to what they
are. Obviously, this very wide subject cannot be discussed in
this short article; our purpose is to consider rights in relation to
the belief, practice and preaching of a faith, particularly the
Christian faith.

Where do rights come from?

The most famous statement of human rights is that of the
American Declaration of Independence:

'We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness.'

This refers to the Creator, who has given men conscience,
intellect and responsibility; without His overriding right there
would be no rights at all. Nothing could be said to be right, just
a matter of feeling or opinion, and the inevitable result would
be the victory of the strongest - 'might is right. Someone
(unknown) said, "Only God has rights" - and he was right!
Each human right has a human responsibility attached; for
instance, the right to life implies You shall not murder.’

Does everyone have the right to practise and speak
about his faith?

Yes, for it is indeed a basic human right deriving from the
Creator. This does, of course, mean that those who have a
strong religious conviction have the right to express it, even if
it conflicts with the values of the society they live in. A New
Testament example is the reaction of Peter and the apostles,
when instructed not to preach the gospel - they said, "We
must obey God
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rather than men."* Changing public attitudes should make no difference to this, although
a judge in a recent UK case where a Christian couple refused a double bed in their
guesthouse to two homosexuals justified his decision by saying that "public attitudes have
changed in the last fifty years".

Although the attitudes of the UK media and political elites are becoming more anti-
Christian, this is nothing compared with what Christians suffer in some countries. The
'Open Doors' organisation annually compiles a World Watch List of countries where the
persecution of Christians is most severe, and for the last nine years the Communist
dictatorship in North Korea has headed that list. It is claimed that even owning a Bible can
result in the death penalty or long incarceration in a prison camp; whole families are taken
away because children have been persuaded to admit that their parents read the Bible. All
of the next eight on the list are Islamic countries: Iran, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Somalia,
Maldives, Yemen, Iraq and Uzbekistan. They vary in the extent of persecution, and some
have freedom of worship in theory, negatived by the prohibition of seeking to bring
Muslims to Christ. There are many examples of violence against Christians, some by
government forces.

It must be admitted that persons using the name 'Christian' have not been guiltless in this
regard in the past, but no Christian should be guilty now. A Muslim or a Buddhist (or a
Dawkins!) has the right to express his beliefs, and we have the right to say that they are
false, even if that offends him. Truth is more important than sensibility or wounded
pride.

Why do they do it?

Regrettably, religion is often inextricably mingled with politics. In the worst current
example, North Korea, the people are brought to worship their Great Leader, sixteen
years dead, because he represents their impoverished and backward nation. Christianity is
seen as the religion of the enemy, America. Similarly, many Islamic fundamentalists see
America as the 'Great Satan', and some have turned to terrorism, as every airline user knows.
Saudi Arabia is still counted as a friend of the West, but conversion to Christianity is
potentially punishable by death there. Opposition to Islam is seen as opposition to the
government.

What should we do?

Or first, what should we not do? We must make it very clear that conversion to Christ
does not mean opposition to the government. Christians are specifically told that they
must be subject to the governing authorities,” and the Lord Jesus said, "My kingdom is not
of this world".* We can pray, both for those who are oppressed and for their oppressors,
for the Lord said, "... bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. "3

References: (1) Ex.20:13 (2) Acts 5:29 (3) Rom.13:1 (4) Jn 18:36 (5) Lk.6:28 ESV
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The gift of
encouragement

by Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

No, this is not technical stuff about the gift of exhortation (or
encouragement) found in Rom.12:8. Nor is it a study of the lives
of Bible people noted for their encouragement. It is an appeal for
encouragers to use their gift well.

Isaiah's words could have motivated Barnabas,1 Dorcas® and
Priscilla,” who perhaps exemplified the gift:

The Lord GOD has given Me the tongue of the learned,

That I should know how to speak a word in season to him (or
her) who is weary.

He awakens Me morning by morning, He awakens My ear to
hear as the learned.”

Our little extract from Isaiah's grand poetry gives three pointers
for every encourager:

1. The gift is especially for the weary; God's loving provision for
them.

2.1t is a renewable resource. In fact, it requires daily
replenishment. Encouragers need to have a frequent experience of
contact with the God of all comfort.”

3. Knowing what to say to encourage is not information provided
in our text. You may guess straight away this may be because
every situation is different. We have all the Scriptures to help us,’
but we must ask for wisdom to use the right ones.’

If you have never felt the need of encouragement, it is unlikely
this gift has been given to you, for it springs from sympathy. But
surely you can relate to Isaiah's words: who is weary. Not just
from a hard work-out in the gym, more often the ongoing
demands of everyday tasks get to us, for instance caring for young
children. The jobs need doing again, and again. God did not opt
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to expand the population with robots, but with growing and very demanding youngsters,
whose ignorance always leads to accidents and whose growing knowledge never ceases to
bring new challenges. And of course teens and spouses can be very demanding too,
especially in the context of a busy work-life! Life is so symmetrical, and elderly ones may
again experience childhood problems, coupled with larger required solutions. Something
common to encouragers in all these situations is keeping positive when your efforts seem
to be either ignored or even defiantly rejected. You can either see that as an affront, or as
an indication of need in the one you love. A wearying environment is where the
encourager often works best and is needed most. Those with the gift of encouragement
are able to focus on the other person, and they equip themselves with tools from the Word
of God.

Have you been given the tongue of the learned (meaning disciples or well-instructed
ones)? We can see this describes the life of the Lord Jesus. What a privilege, then, to use a
gift that is so Christ-like and so honouring to Him. And since encouragement and
correction are linked, we really do need to display our Master's grace and mercy. The
Lord is now separated from sinners,” but with the experiences He went through as a friend
of sinners on earth, and with fullest sympathy, He now guarantees grace and mercy to
meet needs.” He may use you to do so. With so many Scriptures to choose from, how do
we know what will first strengthen us and then help others? Well, how did the Lord know
what to say? He treated communication with His Father as a constant priority. Jesus was
daily shown by His Father what was going to confront Him and given the words to say.'’
His disciples are assured that even in extreme circumstances, and with too little time to
prepare what to say, they can be given the words too."" And if we haven't been given the
words to use, we may be better to simply encourage by silent example,'” until it is the
right time to speak up.

Encouragers are alert to those in need, as we sustain them with our words (and Dorcas-
like with our example). Our own past experiences are not just useful as anecdotes; "I
remember what happened to me ..." stories. No, more than that, what we have felt
ourselves of the application of God's Word can help us to share in our heart the challenge
the other person is feeling. Our gift is for them, for their help, not just a nice way to
enable us to talk about ourselves.

References NKJV:

(1) Acts 4:33-37; Acts 11:21-23 (2) Acts 9:36 (3) Acts 18:26 (4) Isa.50:4 (5) 2 Cor.1:3
(6) Rom.15:4 (7) 2 Tim.4:2 (8) Heb.7:26 (9) Heb.4:14-16 (10) Jn 8:28,38 (11) Mk.13:11
(12) Jn 8:6; Jn 12:3
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A secretary who
can't type

An interview with Michael Elliott, Crowborough, England

Michael Elliott acts as recording secretary of the Conference
of Elders of the Churches of God, secretary of the Fellowship
Literature Committee, but mainly as editor of 'Intelligence’
magazine, the global information magazine of the Churches
of God.

Mike, is it really true that you can't type?

Well that's an exaggeration. I never learned keyboard skills in
any formal way, and if you watched me use a computer you
would see that only two fingers do most of the work! However,
there is really no alternative to typing to get the work done
efficiently, and in fact some of the software we now use to
complete these tasks is as leading-edge as they come. Of
course, my tasks include editorial work, which demands
different skills.

These tasks have been undertaken by various men over the last
hundred years. How is the work different now than in former
generations?

The main difference is that information is distributed and
received digitally and virtually instantaneously. This
obviously means that information from around the world can be
shared with the minimum time delay. After all, a news magazine
is best enjoyed by the readers if it is current. It also means that
I can concentrate on fulfilling the role of editor including
'approving' content and deciding what material should go in
any particular issue. For the last two years my son Guy has
taken on the responsibility of graphic design and magazine
layout.

As for producing the reports of conferences of overseers, the
brief is still to produce an approved and accurate written report
of the conference which can be
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used as a reference book detailing all that has taken place at any particular conference.

Thinking particularly of the news magazine, we don't often see your own work for the
Lord detailed there. Can you tell us what you have been doing and how your own
experience helps you know what is important to report?

I would be very diffident in speaking much about my own work for the Lord. I have
always believed it is important to work as part of a team. The essential thing for me is to
keep my personal relationship with the Lord right, which of course means being constantly
in the Scriptures and understanding the privilege of prayer. I find Paul's words in Phil.4:13
of great encouragement - [ can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. And, of
course, I could do none of these things without the long-suffering support of my dear
wife, Sylvia.

For the past seventeen years or so I have been privileged to serve the Lord virtually full
time. In the north-west of England the work was centred on outreach, involving 'door
knocking', leaflet posting, speaking to people in town centres, etc. Naturally, whenever
working with a local church, there would be responsibilities of gospel and ministry
presentation. For a number of years | had close association with full-time evangelists
using our double-decker bus in outreach work in town centres. I was also part of a team
working in Ballinasloe, Ireland, seeking not only to reach out with the Gospel, but also to
present church truths. More recently, a substantial part of each year has been spent in
North America working with various churches of God, most particularly in Victoria,
BC and in Mount Forest, Ontario, and to a lesser extent in Vancouver, Denver and Toronto.
It is important that such work for the Lord is supported in prayer by His people, and reports
in the magazine can encourage that activity.

You have successfully brought about several improvements in the production and
presentation of Intelligence magazine: colour pictures, attractive layouts, challenge
articles and use of technology, etc. What further improvements would you like to see?

I think the main challenge is how it can be made available on the Internet. It can already
be provided as a PDF (portable document format) file and therefore anyone with a computer
could receive the equivalent of a paper copy via the Internet. I appreciate that not everyone
has a computer or wishes to receive the magazine on their computer, but in the near future,
as people depend more on their computers and less on paper documents, this will have to
be considered.

The future! I personally believe that the Lord's return is imminent. The Bible exhorts us to
redeem the time, to buy up every opportunity. To that end I try to keep a balance between
desk work and outreach. Secretarial responsibilities are important, however, and I am very
grateful for the confidence others place in me to undertake my various duties.
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The failure of
atheism

by Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

If atheism is true, then life is ultimately without
purpose.

The Nobel prize-winning scientist, Steven Weinberg, an
outspoken atheist, writes: 'The more the universe seems
comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless. But if there is
no solace in the fruits of our research, there is at least some
consolation in the research itself ... The effort to understand the
universe is one of the very few things that lifts human life a little
above the level of farce, and gives it some of the grace of
tragedy'.! Weinberg considers life as being ultimately without
purpose, but he does talk about how a passion for actually doing
science gives life a temporary lift above the level of farce - and he
finds a crumb of comfort in that.

On the other hand, a real sense of purpose is to be found in the
fact that we [were]... created in Christ Jesus for good works,
which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.’

If atheism is true, then life is ultimately without
meaning.

In an address to the American Academy for the Advancement of
Science in 1991, Dr. L.D. Rue encouraged his distinguished
audience to cheat on their atheistic worldview if they wanted to be
happy. He recommended that they should deceive themselves into
believing some kind of 'Noble Lie', which gave them and the
universe some meaning. He said: 'The lesson of the past two
centuries is that intellectual and moral relativism is profoundly the
case.' He explained that this, when taken to extreme, results in a
drive by each of us to live only for ourselves without a sense of
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community. To avoid the fabric of society being destroyed in this way, Dr. Rue saw only
two possible solutions to overcome this logical result of atheism. One was a totalitarian
state, where the wishes of individuals were suppressed by the state imposing its own
values on all of society (he didn't want that). The alternative was to embrace some form
of Noble Lie. A Noble Lie 'is one that deceives us, tricks us, compels us [to go] beyond
self-interest, beyond ego, beyond family, nation, [and] race.' Why call it a lie? His answer
was because it tells us the universe is infused with value and because it makes a claim to
universal truth - things which atheists deny. Rue adds: "Without such lies, we cannot live.'

On the other hand, Jesus Christ said: "I am the way, and the truth and the life."” What Dr.
Rue judged to be missing is to be found in Christ, and so in the Noble Truth of
Christianity, as Christ's faithful followers live selflessly for the interests of others.”

If atheism is true, then life is basically unlivable

The German philosopher Nietsche, who died in the year 1900, made popular the saying:
'God is dead.' People at that time failed to realize (and many still do) the consequences of
killing God philosophically by declaring He doesn't exist. That's why Nietsche concluded
'T have come too early. This tremendous event is still on its way'.5 But 45 years after his
death, the time had come, and everyone since then should know the terrible consequences
of believing there's no God. The point Nietzsche anticipated was this: in a world which
believes there's no God, objective right and wrong can't exist, and so all things may be
permitted. When Nietzsche’s fellow-countryman, Hitler, put Nietzsche’s ideas into
practice, the world soon learnt the horrors that follow when we live consistently with the
idea that God is dead, and life is senseless. If God doesn't exist, then our world becomes
an Auschwitz. This is man without God. It's life without sense.

On the other hand, Jesus claimed: "I came that they may have life, and have it
abundantly."

If atheism is true, then it is not supported by scientific
explanation

Atheistic scientists like Richard Dawkins concede that science has no 'strongly satisfying'
explanation for why the universe appears to have been fine-tuned with the precise
conditions ideally suited to life as we know it, but he urges his readers’ 'not to give up
hope' in 'some kind of multiverse theory' (the totally speculative idea that a trillion trillion
and more parallel universes exist simply to explain the remote chance of this one being as
it is). In this unpublicized section, Dawkins appeals to his readers not to give up hope in
the discovery of some new scientific theory that will one day save atheism!
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On the other hand, that which is known about God is evident... for God made it evident...
For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes ... have been clearly seen ...
through what has been made ... [but] they did not honor Him as God... but they became

futile in their speculations.’

References:
(1) Steven Weinberg, The First Three Minutes: A Modern View of the Origin of the

Universe (2) Eph.2:10 (3) Jn 14:6 (4) Phil.2:4 (5) Friedrich Nietzsche, The Parable of the
Madman (1882) (6) Jn 10:10 (7) The God Delusion, pp.157,158 (8) Rom.1:19-21 NASB
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Taking hope to the
homeless

by Kevin Jones, Vancouver, Canada

It's 6:40pm, and the doors are at last open. Some have been
waiting for an hour or more in the cold to ensure they get dinner
tonight, but there are no guarantees. Many shuffle in from the
street with a nod to those who count them in on a clicker and greet
them with a smile, not a few by name. Others are clearly sick, with
sticks, crutches and a few wheelchairs, nearly all clutching a
plastic bag of prized belongings. But there are some smiles
returned by regulars and they do have something to smile about,
although you might not think so. Once they wandered the streets,
near to death, smashed on drink and drugs, bruised and abused
from unhealthy relationships or prostitution. But someone came to
them, fed them, clothed them and gave them emergency shelter
while guiding them back to some sort of normality. En route many
recognized the hands of grace and the touch of God; they heard
the voice of Jesus who said, "Come to Me, all who are weary and
heavy-laden, and I will give you rest"” (Matt.11:28).

This is the Church of God in Vancouver's input into work amongst
the homeless of Vancouver, as is done in many other Canadian
cities. The centre on East Cordova in downtown Vancouver serves
three meals a day, 365 days a year and runs many rehabilitation
programs. It was back in 2005 that the Church was introduced to
this work by one of its number and some inquiries led to a door of
opportunity being opened to share in the gospel area of their work.
For five years now, between 8 and 10 of us have been going on
the third Thursday of each month to serve a group of 80-100 and
lead them in praise, followed by a short gospel message. Usually
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there are two services which means up to two hundred people are ministered to with
words and works of kindness. As people file out to the dining hall, each is offered a
further gospel opportunity in the form of a gospel leaflet. In 2010, one of our number was
able to extend the opportunity and begin a weekly visit taking the Monday lunch time
service.

Sadly for many western churches, the decline in numbers or static congregations have left
many services lacking in wholeheartedness. Here, you enter the domain of the homeless;
you're their guest and if anyone is a stranger or looks out of place, it is most likely to be
you! The very knowledge that there are so many unredeemed souls before you brings a
sharpening to the message preached. Believers among those who attend express their
appreciation for the visits in no uncertain terms and rarely do we depart from the centre
not uplifted ourselves and grateful for the time we have enjoyed.

As for the results from such work, we can say for certain that one man has come almost
every week for over two years now to the Breaking of the Bread by the Church of God in
Vancouver. Furthermore, we would be reminded of the teaching the Lord gives on such
work. Matt.25:31-46 is strictly about help given to saints in the future, but we can draw
from it how the Lord may value even menial tasks done for others in His Name: "Then the
righteous will answer Him, 'Lord, when did we see You hungry, and feed You, or thirsty,
and give You something to drink? And when did we see You a stranger, and invite You in,
or naked, and clothe You? When didwe see you sick, or inprison, and come to You?' The
King will answer and say to them, "Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did it to one
of these brothers of Mine, you did it to Me. "
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Is life an orange or a
peach?

by Paul Merchant, Musselburgh, Scotland

When you're standing in the supermarket facing the fruit display,
wrestling with the choice between oranges and peaches, you're
probably looking at size, colour, cost and maybe where they
came from. As you face your minor dilemma, your relationship
with God is probably furthest from your mind! And you're
examining the external features of the fruit, not the quality of
the hidden fruit inside.

But let's take an alternative, obtuse look at oranges and peaches
for a moment. What about oranges? You cut an orange in two
and you see neat segments, separate sections of equal size
with tiny veins and fluffy white bits. Each one joined, yet
separate, easy to peel off and, mmm, just enjoy! A Christian
friend studying art at college completed a large oil painting of
a cut orange. His careful painting captured the symmetry of
the segments, the random pips and the protective layer of pith
and peel around the fruit. The detail in his bold painting
illustrated the intricate beauty of God's delicate creation in just
one orange.

But a peach is different. A peach has no segment to peel off
neatly, but instead a whole, single, firm mass of succulent fruit,
enclosed around the stone. The peach is to be enjoyed as one
piece of fruit, in contrast to the orange neatly divided into
sections for eating one by one.

May I suggest that the orange and the peach are examples of
two ways of living for Christ? Some of us live like an orange
with its segments. We live life in compartments of
weekdays/weekends, home/work, home/church, money
divided between home/family/church/holidays/myself. We
feel in control when
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life's in segments, tidy, easy to sort out, comfortable. We create a convenient sacred /
secular divide in our half-Christian mind-set.

And living life as an orange allows us to place God, as well, into one section of our lives,
separate from the rest. He's one of the segments of the orange. God is for church
meetings, an occasional social event, a tithe, and a brief, dutiful, daily prayer.

But maybe God wants us to live life for Christ as a peach?! Without neat segments, or tidy
compartments with one just for God. Instead, inviting Him to permeate all of our lives.
For us to take strength and spiritual nourishment from him as we include him in every day
and decision of our lives. God wants us to share every part of our life with Him, like all
the fruit of the peach enclosed around the stone. This is what Jesus did. He lived and
taught the two great commandments, "... ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this:
'Love your neighbour as yourself.'...""

These commands apply to every part of our lives. These commands bear fruit in our lives.
The life of Christ is full of examples of living for God in every part of His life.

* God in our work - Jesus guided tired fishermen in their work by showing them where
to fish.” He was a diligent worker for about fifteen years in His regular job in
Nazareth.

* God in our social life - Christ solved an embarrassing problem at a wedding with His
divine intervention.’
« God and paying our taxes - Jesus gave direct advice.”

» Even God when we are travelling - Christ took time during a journey to offer spiritual
guidance to a lonely woman.’

* God included in life's big decisions - the Lord prayed for a whole night before
choosing the twelve disciples.®

As with Christ, so for us. No sacred - secular divide; no segments beyond God's
commandments. So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of
God.” And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord
Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.®

And next time you face the fruit dilemma at the supermarket, how about choosing the
peaches?!

References:

(1) Mk.12:30-31 (2) Jn 21:6 (3) Jn 2:8 (4) Matt.22:21 (5) Jn 4:21-24 (6) Lk.6:12
(7) 1 Cor.10:31 (8) Col.3:17
Bible quotations from the NIV.
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Get a life!

by Ronnie Magee, Cookstown, N.Ireland

I'm sure, like me, you have had this common expression directed
at you, mainly from the lips of young people. What does the
phrase mean? It is usually intended as an insult, an expression of
contempt towards those who are perceived to be either wasting
their lives on unimportant matters, or dedicated so much to their
work that they don't take time to enjoy life, implying that their
lives are meaningless. However, Stephen Hawking, the brilliant
physicist (and atheist) declared that "philosophy is dead",
implying that life is meaningless anyway and death ends
everything.

So how can we disprove this perspective and find life that has real
meaning?

In the autumn of the year 2000, my son Andrew accompanied me
on an adventure trip to Israel, West Bank and Jordan, having
trusted Christ for salvation the previous year. One day, when in
Jerusalem, we decided to walk from the Mount of Olives into the
Old City. Andrew wore a sweatshirt, which he had kept for the
occasion, with the words emblazoned on the back for all to see: "I
have come that they may have life, and have it to the full."' By
displaying these words, he was showing to others that life is found
in none other than the Lord Jesus Christ.

What does it mean by having life to the full or abundantly? It is
rather difficult to explain, but the original meaning is to have a
superabundance of life. I'm sure that we all have a deep desire to
know how to live life to the fullest. For a start, when we have the
experience of daily walking with the Lord, we will discover that
life is worth living.

James asked the question in his epistle, What is your life?’ - a
good question, that deserves a good answer. But if you asked a
number of people to give a definition of the meaning of life, you
would probably receive a
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variety of answers. Some find life in pleasure, but pleasure alone can never bring true,
lasting satisfaction. Others find life in possessions, but Jesus said, "... a man's life does
not consist in the abundance of his possessions. "> What about the life of work and the
pursuit of success? Does success produce life? Many of us are so occupied with work
responsibilities and obligations, setting goals and objectives, bound by time schedules
and diary entries, that we are too busy to live and enjoy life.

When I was in my early forties, I was enjoying dinner with some friends when I took
ill, collapsed and was taken by ambulance to hospital. The doctor in charge couldn't
diagnose the problem, but I remember him bringing in a number of student doctors who
gathered around the bed while he asked a few questions about my job and how I spent
my leisure time. When I told him that I was a busy university academic, that I spent
Saturday nights helping to run a youth club, Sundays at church meetings and holidays at
a youth camp, I could see the students shaking their heads. I got the point! I was so
busy doing things that my health was being affected, which in turn was going to lead
to 'burnout'. Life is more than doing and being successful. Solomon said that man is
always working, never satisfied.* Did I learn the lesson? Unfortunately, the answer is
both yes and no.

Life is a gift from God, so why should we mistreat it and waste it. Jesus described
Himself as the good shepherd and those who follow Him as His sheep. He cares for
them, leads them by day and protects them by night, which means that the abundant life
is a life of following the Lord Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd; a life filled by the
Holy Spirit; a life of purpose. The abundant life is one of contentment and satisfaction
which comes from confidence that God will supply our needs according to His riches
in glory by Christ Jesus. Joseph Addison said, "Three grand essentials to happiness in
this life are something to do, something to love, and something to hope for." As
believers on the Lord Jesus Christ we should have these three requirements.

References:
(1)Jn 10:10 (2) Jas.4:14 (3) Lk.12:15 (4) Eccles.4:8

Bible quotations from NIV.

2011-90



Quake!

by Edwin Neely, Brantford, Canada

The earthquake that rocked Japan on the afternoon of 11 March
2011, like the one that shook Chile in February 2010, was strong
enough to actually shift the earth's axis, reports NASA. One effect
is that our days are now minutely shorter than they once were. In
a sense it shook the whole world's population also, including the
complacency of some Christians. This quake, along with what
seems to be an increasing number of other natural disasters, has
unsettled the peace and tranquillity of many. In another way,
considering the Lord's imminent return, our days are shorter, too!
Political turbulence in the Middle East, with wars and rumours of
wars and threatened genocide, uneasy and unstable markets the
globe around and personal financial stress cause many anxious
moments and the searching again of such scriptures as Matt.24:6-
8, where the Lord Jesus said:

"... these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet. For
nation shall rise against nation... And there will be famines,
pestilences, and earthquakes in various places."

Although the end is not yet, we also realize that now our salvation
is nearer than when we first believed' (because we are awaiting
the return of the Lord to the air, which may occur immediately
without any prior signs or further warning). But all these are the
beginning of sorrows. We can't even visualize what the end will
feel like. But He also said, "See that you are ['be' in ASV] not
troubled.” (That is, shaken from your faith.) The Lord had
promised the disciples that in the world they would have
tribulation. Some of us in western countries have known little of
that. There again, the end is not yet!

Perhaps when things take place half a world away we are less
bothered than when they occur on our doorsteps,
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but "fear not" was an expression that the Lord often directed to the insecure even in local
distress.

The sons of Korah had the correct evaluation:

God is our refuge and strength,

A very present help in trouble.

Therefore we will not fear,

Even though the earth be removed,

And though the mountains be carried into the midst of the sea;
Though its waters roar and be troubled,

Though the mountains shake with its swelling.”

And so as believers we have a sure support, but what about those who have not this faith
in God and have not the assurance of eternity with Christ? Often, besetting trauma opens
an opportunity for a caring act of kindness, a comforting assurance, a gentle word of
testimony; and to ourselves a gentle prod of warning: Therefore, to him who knows to do
good and does not do it, to him it is sin.” We believers need to take careful note.
Generosity with our time and money provides opportunities to spread blessing and the
love of God.

Come back to when the deep need is on our doorstep. Not only are the spared ones able to
rise to great opportunity for service, but those hardest hit, bereaved, homeless, destitute,
even though believers, need to learn the art of gracious acceptance, not only of the
trouble, but of relief proffered. In all, earnest prayer and hourly dependence on God and
His Word take on a reality that perhaps seemed distant before. Do we really continue to
remember those who were so oppressed in last month's news? The troubles continue; so
must the prayer of the godly!

Lastly is the opportunity to give thanks always for all things to God the Father in the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ.* We appreciate that some who read this need all the help
that they can receive, and we can react. We can be really thankful too to know that God is
able to bring great blessing even in adversity.

References:
(1) Rom.13:11 (2) Ps.46:1-3 (3) Jas.4:17 (4) Eph.5:20
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Looking after the
elderly

by David Webster, Liverpool, England

In February the National Health Service Ombudsman in the UK

published a report' that spoke about ".. staff neglecting
fundamental aspects of care for older people, including food,
water and cleanliness ..." and which caused a lot of unease and

reaction. How could professionals who are being paid to care for
elderly people, in some cases, neglect those vulnerable people?

Perhaps it is because we live in a society in which old age is seen
as a problem and an embarrassment! A society which increasingly
refuses to see anything beyond this life, which makes idols of the
young, fit and beautiful, and which values people for what they
can do or earn, rather than who they are, is likely to fall into this
way of thinking. By way of contrast to this our God directs us to
love, respect and learn from older people who have been through
life's experiences: Rise in the presence of the aged, show respect
for the elderly and revere your God. I am the LORD.”

We need people of all ages in our churches to make them
complete. Older people have a lifetime of experiences with God
to pass on. The Bible specifically draws attention to the way in
which older people do not cease to have value:

The righteous will flourish like a palm tree, they will grow like a
cedar of Lebanon, planted in the house of the LORD,

they will flourish in the courts of our God.

They will still bear fruit in old age, they will stay fresh and
green, proclaiming, "The LORD is upright; he is my Rock, and
there is no wickedness in him."
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1. Spiritual care

As long as elderly brothers and sisters can continue to attend church meetings and look
after themselves they require the same spiritual care as everyone else. If they become
housebound we need to guard against an 'out of sight out of mind' mentality! Can
someone visit regularly? Older people love to be kept informed as to what is going on in
the church - can we make a phone call? Or send a note or regular newsletter? Often
retired people make it part of their routine to pay a visit, talk about what's going on, read
the Bible and pray with the older person.

2. Physical care

It often falls to family to look after elderly parents and God's word instructs us that this is
what is expected:

Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need. But if a widow has
children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice
by caring for their own family and so repaying their parents and grandparents, for this is
pleasing to God.”

It is often a daughter who looks after elderly parents. If she lives alone it can become a
huge burden that takes over her life. If she has family it can be difficult to balance all the
competing needs, leaving her tired and guilt-ridden. It is a blessed church indeed where
there are those who see this need and offer to step in to assist.

3. Respite care

"But I promised Mum I'd look after her," says the worn-out daughter, collapsing under a
burden that is too great to bear. The Lord does not intend us to do all the work ourselves
if there are others that can take over when we can no longer cope. That daughter also
needs care!

One thing that is sure is that our God will not forget about us in our older years. Isaiah
wrote about the care that God's people can expect from their God:

"Listen to me, O house of Jacob, all you who remain of the house of Israel, you whom 1
have upheld since you were conceived, and have carried since your birth.

Even to your old age and grey hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you. I have made
you and I will carry you, I will sustain you and I will rescue you."”

Let's take heart that our God will never neglect us and will ensure that we find ways to
take care of elderly brothers and sisters.

References:

(1) Health Service Ombudsman Ann Abraham, 15 February 2011 (2) Lev.19:32
(3) Ps.92:12-15 (4) 1 Tim.5:3-4 (5) Isa.46:3-4
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Towards the Place of
the Name

An interview with Mario Magallanes, an elder in the Church of God
in Tagum City, Philippines

Mario, tell us a little about your family please.

Mathilde, like myself, was a Christian before we met. God has
blessed our marriage with four children: two boys and two
girls. They range in age from sixteen years all the way down to
one year. Praise God, my eldest, Michael James was baptised
and added into the Church of God in Tagum in November,
2010! We live in a peaceful place, far away from worldly
amusements, where I can read and pray.

What has been your spiritual journey to this day?

My first active service was with the Watchman Nee group of
churches, known as The Local Church. They were Trinitarian,
but I mainly learned from them concerning the boundary of
the local church. By this, I mean that, biblically, there should
be one church in a town or city into which true disciples of
Christ are to be gathered according to Acts 14:23 and
Tit.1:5. However, I was not satisfied with their understanding
of the house of God being in every local church. This seemed
to me to mean there were many houses of God and I found
difficulty with 1 Tim.3:15.

So I moved on to the Baptists. They impressed me with the
clear teaching of the eternal security of my salvation in Christ." I
am grateful to them for being the first to introduce me to this
valuable biblical teaching. However, I was discouraged there
by ill-disciplined behaviour which was not effectively dealt
with, and there was only one man (the pastor) who controlled
the church.

Our readers in many lands will be interested to know that the
teaching of eternal security, as you describe
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it, is not widely held in the Philippines, and among a great variety of Christian
groupings there, a right understanding of the Trinity is also lacking. So these were
landmark confirmations for you, but what happened next in your story

One of my neighbours in Purok Buli, Visayan Village - by name Jerson Magusara -
began to witness to me about the teaching of the Churches of God which publish NT
magazine. Then one day when I was out taking photographs [Mario is a professional
Pphotographer when not engaged on church business], my wife said she had been visited
by an angel! My wife could not understand him, but he amused my children by playing
games with them. Actually, what she meant was a messenger from God, a white
missionary, who had been directed by Jerson to shelter in my small bamboo house during
the heavy tropical rain. I was now curious to find out more, so I went to observe the
Breaking of the Bread on the very first day when the Church of God in Tagum was
planted in February 2004.

Through discussions with the missionaries, and by attending their seminars, and talking
with the locals, I finally saw practice which agreed with the Bible teaching of a single
house of God on earth composed of all local Churches of God® in one inter-dependent
fellowship. Previously, I'd only had experience of autonomous local churches. I knew at
last that I had found the house of God, which is the church of the living God * 1 was very
excited - especially when I could understand this one place answered to what the Old
Testament’ refers to as the place of the Name or the place where God causes His Name to
dwell -in other words, God's earthly dwelling place. These were Churches of God. God
had put His name there as in the New Testament. And in this spiritual place,’ the churches
were in unity.’

Since then, you 've dedicated your life to living out this revealed truth. As you spread
the Maayong Balita (Good News) in all its fullness, Mario, what do you find the main
difficulties are as you seek to persuade others in the Philippines?

The first I would mention is our strong stance against the use of tobacco and abuse of
alcohol; together with the strict practice of the biblical discipline of excommunication for
immorality. Many dare not join when they hear and see this.® There is also much
emphasis here in this country on musical instruments for church public worship; but our
emphasis,slike that in the New Testament,’ is on the human voice as we worship 'in spirit
and truth".

References:
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The laws of nature

by Dr. John Terrell, Manchester, England

In all the contemporary resurgence of the debate on the
existence of God it is most interesting how often the matter of
'the laws of nature' has arisen - their origins; their nature; and
their powers. A recent contributor to this magazine has touched
helpfully on the relation of this matter to the debate on
miracles.

Prof. Stephen Hawking declares in 'The Grand Design' that
'because there is a law of gravity the universe can and will
create itself out of nothing'. We will come back to this strange
statement about 'nothing' in due course but, staying with 'the
laws of nature' we need to establish the significance of the
ascription of creative power to physical laws, be it the law of
gravity or any other.

A law of nature has been described by Hawking as 'a rule that
is based upon an observed regularity’. This we can understand
up to a point, e.g. the sun rises in the east and sets in the west.
It is a description that begs a few questions, but makes some
general sense. However, the assertion of powers of action to
such a law makes no sense at all. A ‘law’ is a deduction from
observations, something abstract. Action, above all creation,
requires a purposeful agent, a force that does something
meaningful. So the reality of a God who establishes laws and is
the agent of creation makes complete sense. God is the ground
of all reality encompassing creation, nature and all the associated
laws. Sir Isaac Newton, one of the princes of all scientific
endeavour, expressed the hope in his monumental ‘Principia
Mathematica’ that its scientific content would 'persuade the
thinking man to believe in God'. And well he might.

Then the use of the word 'nothing' in the above quotation
from Hawking shows that such strenuous attempts to reach
back to some kind of original are a concept void of meaning.
The assertion that the
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'universe can ... create itself out of nothing' is at best self-contradictory and at worst
absurd. The assumed existence of a universe capable of 'creating' removes any meaning
from the word nothing' here. The use of the word 'nothing' in Job 26:7 - He suspends the
earth over nothing is clearly a poetic repetition of the preceding, He spreads out the
northern skies over empty space; a characteristic form of Hebrew poetry. To what lengths
will New Atheism go to dispose of God!

Now the Christian mind, rejoicing and at peace in the truth of God as creator, sustainer
and saviour, might well turn away in sadness, if not contempt, at such propositions. But
then we remember how assiduously our Adversary is using such assertive, science-
claimed, declarations to blind the unbelieving mind lest God's light shine in our hearts to
give us the light of the knowledge of God's glory displayed in the face of Christ.' On the
sombre principle of 'know your enemy', it is necessary to expose the folly and unbelief, as
well as basic failure of logic, in some contemporary, allegedly scientific, propositions if
we are to assist Sir Isaac Newton's noble desire to 'persuade the thinking man to believe in
God'. We well know that only the convicting power of the Spirit of God can work
confession of sin and bring forgiveness through Christ to our fellow man and woman. We
pray against one of the oldest devices of the Adversary, re-dressed in modern garb and
using awe-inspiring names from the atheist scientific community put up in flashing lights.

References: (1) 2 Cor.4:6
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Mission

Margao

One becomes a thousand
by Brian Tugwell, Liverpool, England

Fancy Goa for your holidays? Pictures of a laissez-faire life,
golden sands, clear waters and abundant water-sports draw the
eye. It is best to choose the resort carefully as Mumbai-ites and
Keratites find the beaches are easily accessible these days for
weekend activities and crowd their favourite beaches reducing
the western ideal of a quiet sunbathe.

Spiritually, Goa has a strong Catholic tradition with real political
clout. There has not been great freedom for non-Catholic
church premises to be built and, by and large, evangelical
groups have met in homes or rented accommodation. That is
now changing, but Goa retains a majority Hindu population,
albeit temples seem less abundant than in other Indian states.
Konkan is the local language, but influxes mean all Indian
languages abound along with English.

Buildings echo the Portuguese style and in a lot of places need a
fresh coat of paint. Nowadays western style villas are on the
increase as tourists buy and stay. The capital is Panjim and
Margao is the business centre. It was in Margao that a gathering
together of Telugu speaking believers took place. The
catalyst for this was diminutive Brother Edward. He had been
transferred by his bank from Andhra to Margao and slowly
by testifying to one here and there, and teaching by invitation
from home to home, a group was formed that began to meet
regularly for Bible Study.

Was it an ordinary group? Far from it! Since the days that the
house of God was first revealed to him there has been in Bro.
Edward's heart a deep longing to establish churches of God
wherever possible. Since he shared this
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truth with friends in Andhra, seven companies of churches of God have come into being.
One man will chase a thousand! '

One person witnessed to was met on the train and spoke of his Catholic connections. As
he and his family were led to read the Scriptures for themselves they found the words
speaking to their hearts. They were assured of eternal life and wanted to follow the Lord
through immersion baptism. Another man, a Christian backslider of 25 years, returned to
the Lord and the hold that drink had over him was broken. The change in the man was so
dramatic that his family was drawn to the Saviour and they, too, wanted to serve the Lord.

Interestingly one young man came across Edward's path who had been led to move from
a nearby state to spread the gospel. Edward met him and taught the way of God more
carefully. Thus the brother found his energies moved from merely spreading the faith to
preaching the Faith just as Jude mentions at the start of his letter. Beloved, while I was
very diligent to write to you concerning our common salvation, I found it necessary to
write to you exhorting you to contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all
delivered to the saints.”

Bro Edward did not want the group to stand alone, for he knew that each several building,
fitly framed together, groweth into a holy temple in the Lord ® and that, like the churches
of God with which he was associated in Andhra, the group in Margao should be linked
with other churches of the same pattern. So, on January 17th 2010 the group became
linked in fellowship. In the days of Jesus' flesh, the Lord said, "With fervent desire I have
desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer".” Surely the Lord had the same
desire to see the first breaking of bread of this new Church of God in Goa. Since planting,
the church has moved to different rented accommodation and seen others added to it.

Of course glory is given to God, but the witness of a diminutive man brings to mind the
scripture that,

A little one shall become a thousand, and a small

one a strong nation. I, the Lord, will hasten it in its
. s

time.

References:

(1) Josh.23:10 (2) Jude 3 (3) Eph.2:21 ASV (4) Lk.22.15 (5) Isa.60:22

Bible quotations from NKJV unless otherwise stated.
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Dealing with
affliction

by Keith Dorricott, Toronto, Canada

I have been asked to write about something personal. And so I
have decided to write about something that invaded my life in
February 2010, and has never been far from my thoughts ever
since - my diagnosis that I had Parkinson's Disease. I was 67
years old.

I knew very little about it (other than that my elderly aunt in
England had it, and that it was very disabling for her). Rather
frightening. I certainly know a lot more now. I learned that it is
the loss of dopamine transmitter cells in the brain, which control
body movement and many other things. I learned that, by the
time it is diagnosed, usually about 80% of the dopamine is gone
for good, that the cause is not known and there is no known
cure. An affliction like this, when you realize where it can lead,
can become almost overwhelming.

And so I began to talk to the Lord about it. Gradually my
perspective began to change. Familiar Scriptures began to take
on a deeper meaning, such as...in Him we live and move..." - as
the reality dawns that every move any of us makes requires
drawing strength from the Lord Himself (though we may
seldom think about it). And we're told that Christ upholds
(present tense) absolutely everything by the word of His
power.” And so I began to realize that I am not helpless, that
this disease is not in control. The Lord is, but I am going to have
to learn to rely on Him for EVERYTHING (which goes against
my own nature) - another stage in my spiritual journey.
Parkinson's Disease increasingly causes mobility problems -
uncontrolled movements, rigidity, imbalance, tremors, facial
'masking' (you look as though you're angry at everyone), loss
of speech, etc.,
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etc., etc. But you don't know the way you look or sound - you lose your ability to tell.
One of God's greatest-ever gifts to me, I have realized, is my wife Sandra - for all her
support and for her honest feedback as to what I need to know. And affliction is
every bit as hard for the care-giver.

As I have met other patients in the past year I have come to realize just how good
God has been to me. I had an early, accurate diagnosis (not "let's wait and see what
happens", like so many, since time is of the essence). | have been given a great specialist
neurologist, in a world-class Mobility Disorders facility, who directed me to a rare
Parkinson's-specific physiotherapy clinic. My job is now to keep up the daily
exercises. When we told people about my diagnosis (coming out in the open really
helps), their compassion and support abounded. I know that many people pray a lot for
me, which makes me very, very grateful. When people ask for specific advice as to
what to pray for, I ask them to pray that I will continue to be motivated to keep up my
full exercise program. I have learned that the right exercises, done properly, make such
a difference - both physically and neurologically. It's medicine.

As I lift my thoughts above myself, I am reminded that many people deal with serious
afflictions of various types, a lot of them worse than mine. It raises my compassion
level, makes me more understanding, and encourages me to go to God for them also.
So far I have been spared thoughts of bitterness or unfairness, and my motivation
has remained high to do what I can. I want to be there for my three children and their
spouses, and for my five grandchildren; they are so important to me. None of us wants to
become useless, and my desire of the Lord is that He will continue to live through me,
to His glory - wherever that takes me.

Would I have chosen to have the affliction of Parkinson's Disease? Of course not. But
we don't get to choose our afflictions. But as I increasingly come to realize how the
Lord is working in my life through it (including through many people), there are so
many positives. God is very good. Praise His name. Please keep praying.

References: (1) Acts 17:28 (2) Heb.1:3

Bible quotations from NKJV
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Put it out?

by Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

The barn was on fire. We were watching helplessly. Apparently
an elevator being used to get hay through an access door at the
top of the giant barn had caught fire, but not stopped operating.
So each successive bale on the track had become a flaming
missile, shot onto the top of the pile of dry hay in the barn. The
volunteer fire brigade arrived with two vehicles, and quickly ran
out their hoses. Firemen erected a reservoir resembling a super-
size children's paddling pool, which was rapidly filled from the
pumper truck that then went away again to refill at a nearby
creek, while those manning the other fire engine used the
reservoir as a continuous source of water. The process was
repeated, but soon the barn was no more than incombustible
ash!

It is encouraging to read in the 'Best of Songs' ' that many
waters cannot quench love. Fire is correctly used as an
illustration of the strongest of emotions. Calvary love is the
strongest of the strong, the best of the best; it could not be
quenched. Some of that love has overflowed into our hearts,’
by the Holy Spirit. We know we have it when we see evidence
of the Spirit's motivation and enabling in us. Yet sometimes we
seem to try to shield ourselves from this flame, perhaps fearing
that it will consume us.

Those who study Christian apologetics will be familiar with the
defence of the personality of the Holy Spirit, by reference to
our being able to insult Him, grieve Him and resist Him, each
meriting detailed examination so we don't become guilty of
these awful things. We may also attempt to quench Him.® As the
New International Version of the Bible simply expresses Paul's
statement: Do not put out the Spirit's fire." In contrast, Paul also
writes that we can be well-equipped to put out ALL the fiery
darts of the evil one.” To do this we need to use the shield of
faith.
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Although the work of the Spirit may take different forms, it is noticeable that in many
places in the New Testament His work is seen in the context of people speaking. Some
starting references for that study are given in the footnotes.’ So if we were to ask
ourselves, "How might I be guilty as an individual of trying to quench the Holy
Spirit?" the answer may well be evidenced in what we say, or don't say. Do we speak
with bitterness, anger, protest or confusion? Do we try to silence the expression of
views by others? Do we fail to say a word of comfort when it's needed? These may
all be evidences of opposition to the Spirit's work.

You may have noticed that it was said of some that they always 'resisted' the Holy
Spirit. The thought here is like someone who is leaning so hard into a strong wind to
try to move against its direction, that if it stops blowing they would fall. The context
for this statement in Acts 7 is submission to prophetic statements about the pattern for
God's house.” We can resist observing that pattern for our practices in serving God. In
so doing we would be resisting and, in another metaphor, trying to quench the
Spirit.

It is the Holy Spirit who produces in us our worship, which surely reaches its peak
when we are called together in churches of God for this purpose. Each brother is
given something to offer to God (and/or to build up fellow saints); 1 Cor.14:26 can
leave no doubt about this, and the source is the Holy Spirit Himself.® But are we
inappropriately silent at such times? If you have ever wondered whether you are guilty
of trying to quench the Spirit, this is one sure measuring stick.

Another work of the Holy Spirit that we might attempt to quench in our lives is found
in Paul's closing words to the Church of God in Corinth.” He tells us of the fellowship
of the Holy Spirit. To share communally in the setting of the effective and pure
operation of a church of God is one evidence of the Spirit's work, and an important
one. It is fellowship within a church, and a fellowship of churches - a community -
that He produces. Think of all the characteristics of God the Father, God the Son and
God the Holy Spirit that could have been referenced by Paul here, but he chooses only
one for each, and for the Spirit it is the matter of fellowship. Paul's choice was itself
pressed into its place in the mould of Scripture by the Spirit."’ If we avoid sharing
spiritually and practically in church fellowship are we not again trying to quench the
Spirit? How much of our average week is expended in the company of fellow
Christians? And did we seek out that company because of love for them? Churches of
God should be the best demonstration on earth of this divine and loving evidence of
God working in the hearts of men and women. Many waters cannot quench love, and
the love of God and grace of our Lord Jesus Christ can and should be seen in harmony
with the fellowship produced by the Holy Spirit. But do we seek an alternative to
this community of believers?
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Each divine initiative will be met with an adversarial response from the evil one, often
in the form of an insidious imitation of what God does. His 'fiery darts' will therefore
likewise often take the form of spoken words, but in direct conflict with the Word of
God. Sometimes they will come like unabated missile attacks, like burning bales into
the dry hay! God knows how susceptible we are to this. We are combustible, the
question is simply, who we are going to let do the burning? Surrendering to the
Spirit's fire will fully deploy the Word of God and leave nothing in our lives that the
enemy's fiery darts can ignite.

References:
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A fundamentalist
Christian?

by Peter Hickling, Cromer, England

The world was shocked when on July 22nd 2011a 32-year-old
Norwegian, Anders Breivik, killed about 70 young people in
an attack on a summer camp on an island near Oslo, having
diverted attention by a bomb in Oslo itself. He was both mad
and bad; mad because no rational thinking could conclude that
the result he wanted would be obtained by the means that he
used, and bad because of his murderous evil means. Yet he
described himself as a 'fundamentalist Christian', thus giving
ammunition to the prejudiced and ignorant.

The name 'Christian' belongs to followers of Christ,' who said,
"Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless
those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you." In this case
even the wrong was imagined, and one must doubt whether there
was any genuine faith in Christ; the action was wholly
unchristian.

The word 'fundamentalist' has become a theological swear-
word and, like all swear-words, loses any real meaning. People
take it to mean a fanatical obscurantist, with a closed mind and
an intolerant approach. But where did it come from? In 1910
twelve small books were published in America, defending
traditional Christian doctrines, and from those were taken five
items as 'fundamentals of the faith and of evangelical
Christianity’. These were the inspiration and infallibility of
Scripture, the deity of Christ, His virgin birth and miracles, His
penal death for our sins, and His physical resurrection and
personal return. These were not new, of course, and were
simply a restatement of historic Biblical Christianity, in
opposition to 'liberal' doctrines that were gaining credence at
that time. In the minds of
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some 'fundamentalism' is associated with 'right-wing' political ideology, but one can
see that there is no such connection.

The Churches of God who publish this magazine do subscribe to these fundamentals,
but we would hesitate to adopt the label 'fundamentalist' because of its pejorative
connotations (at least to English ears). Others feel the same, so those who accept
Scripture as the supreme authority commonly call themselves evangelicals. It is a
useful distinguishing mark, but it might be better to avoid the use of labels altogether,
and simply call ourselves Christians.

References: (1) Acts 11:26 (2) Lk.6:27-28

Bible quotations from ESV
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Teaching children by
example

by Greg Neely, Toronto, Canada

The reality is that no matter whether we are good examples or bad
examples we are nonetheless teaching our children by our
example! The things we do and do not do; the things we say and
do not say; the priorities we have; our ambitions; the relationships
we nurture; the pastimes we cherish; the traditions we develop: all
set an example for our children from an early age. They may
follow them or they may reject them. But the example is set. And
the same is true about the way we live our lives for the Lord
Jesus. Do we read our Bibles daily, make prayer a staple in our
spiritual diet, forgive others readily, use our gifts and fulfil our
ministries, gather regularly and faithfully with our church,
voluntarily become involved in the lives of those in the church,
live victorious Christian lives even in the middle of affliction and
trial? Our children are watching and learning how we deal with
life. And they will, more often than not, follow the example we
set for them. As elders are to be examples to the flock,' so too
parents are to be examples to their children.

Timothy was influenced by a mother and a grandmother; their
sincere faith was noteworthy. He saw it and appropriated it for
himself.”> They obviously taught him from his formative years
about the Scriptures and the Saviour of the Scriptures and he was
solidly founded upon his God.? This was as a result of a lifestyle
he witnessed in them, not just a "Sunday-go-to-meetin" Christian
facade. In fact, no matter who we are, young or old, parent or not,
someone younger in years or someone younger in faith is
watching us, as a child watches his parents. No wonder Paul
wrote: Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children’ and
then goes on to describe what that looks like for us.
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Mothers, be aware that in the first few years of your children's life, you will have a
tremendous influence upon them if you are the parent spending the most amount of time
with them. They come to you for comfort, for protection, for loving, for compassion, for
teaching, for forgiveness. Though not just to mothers, Solomon's instruction is most
prudent: Train up a child in the way he should go ...° Literally, that reads 'according to his
way' and suggests that we are to train our children, not all the same way, but according to
the uniqueness of each child. It is discerning, time investing, exhausting work. But there
is no more honourable investment than the one we make in our children!

Fathers, Paul does not let us off the hook: Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger,
but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” How easily, by abusing
our positions of authority in a family, fathers can be overly demanding and unduly harsh.
We need to be extremely careful about that. The old saying: "My way or the highway"
just might push our children out onto the highway, the very horror we want to avoid. For
by our exasperating them, Paul points out that they lose heart.” There probably isn't
anyone reading this that wants to do that to their children. We want their hearts to be full
and overflowing with the person of Christ whom we imitate, as Paul said: Be imitators of
me, just as I also am of Christ.® Not just an imitator of us, but of the One who is our
foundation, our example.

So analyse the example you are setting for your children. Is it one the Lord is happy
about? Paul said:... we have as our ambition ... to be pleasing to Him.’Is that your own
ambition, Mom, Dad? Is that your ambition for your children? They're watching your
life! Are you?

References:
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Stepping out in faith

An interview with David Woods, Manchester, England

Tell us a little about your background and current
circumstances.

I really thank God for an upbringing in a Christian family. For
my parents, God's things were a priority and that rubs off on you!
I wasn't much of a devoted disciple in my early teens, but God
started to impact my life in my late teens when the Bible began
to become very real and incredibly enjoyable. The Holy Spirit
brought the Word of God to life, and at the same time there
were increasing opportunities to become involved in local
church (Cullybackey, Northern Ireland) and wider district
activities like Young People's Meetings and Christian Camps.
God was creating a deep-rooted love for His things in my life
and providing opportunities to become involved in service.

Hayley and I began our relationship while I was studying at
university. After graduating, I moved to England, to take up
employment and be closer to my fiancé! Following our
marriage, we settled into church life with the lovely assembly in
Manchester. Again, I thank God for bringing Hayley and me
together (she's such a wonderful person and a great friend) and
for linking us to such a loving church, where God's things were
paramount and great teachers helped to feed and nurture.

Our two lovely children (I am somewhat biased) Sam (9) and
Pippa (7) didn't seem at all fazed by daddy's new job' news
and so far understand and accept why daddy is out most
evenings and away at weekends! Morning Bible reading and
prayers are special times, and like any parents, we long for
them to become precious children of God.

In Acts 13:2, the Bible gives us a window onto how God's call
became apparent to Saul and Barnabas; how was it in your
case?
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After moving into work, I never really felt that any job I had was a long-term one. I wasn't
looking for the next opportunity for promotion; it just didn't feel as though this work was
what I should be doing! At the same time God kept challenging me through the
Scriptures, especially the examples of those great men Moses, Ezekiel and especially
Jeremiah. I just couldn't read Jer.1 without the Spirit prompting my heart - "before you
were born I consecrated you; I appointed you ..." "'

Before we were engaged to be married, Hayley had once asked me if it was possible that
I would feel called to full-time service. That's a strange thing for your future wife to ask!
The Holy Spirit was preparing Hayley too.

In a nutshell, I had what I can only describe as a peculiar experience on Easter Sunday
nine years ago. While the speaker was talking about the Lord's sacrifice, and I was
focusing on a Bible text poster on the wall, I believe the Lord spoke to me, telling me that
I was to be His and that I would suffer in service for Him (we're yet to discover what He
meant by that). It took over seven years to be convinced that it was God speaking, and
not just my overactive mind. Through a sequence of events, conversations and increasing
peace as we worked through God's will, it was clear that 'the call' was genuine.
Rom.11:29 kept appearing: the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. 1 know it's
taken somewhat out of context, but this verse was a real confirmation of God's call to me.

What were the biggest challenges to faith in stepping out?

Overwhelming feelings of inadequacy, inability and spiritual immaturity! Those feelings
still persist now, so I'm continually learning that God has promised to "put words in your
mouth™ and His power is perfected in weakness.’

It's been a struggle to learn to trust God to provide for us as a family. God had blessed us
in our lives, and sufficient funds came through monthly from my employer! We knew
we'd be stepping away from that regular 'security” of a monthly pay check and relying on
God's people for income! Through His Word God confirmed to us time and again that He
would provide. He’s the God who sees’ and for that reason we placed our faith in His
ultimate knowledge of what's best for us. He has not let us down.

What has been the biggest adjustment so far?

I think the biggest adjustment has been for Hayley because she has to put up with her
husband being around the house a bit more during the day! Personally I'm finding it a
struggle to compartmentalize my brain into working through multiple responsibilities that
are filling the diary. Previously, the focus was usually on one upcoming task and all
energies would be put into that. Once complete, I could move on to the next. It's not the
same now! I'm still adjusting to that.
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What are the 'desires of your heart” before the Lord?

That verse is precious because there's a promise in there. By delighting in the Lord, He
will give the desires of our heart. I'm very concerned for the condition of the Churches of
God in the Western world, right here on my doorstep. I'm burdened about apathy and a
pervasive lack of interest in spiritual things (and it's not just outside of our churches that
I'm thinking of). My personal desires are to be pleasing to God in all respects, to
discharge the responsibilities He has given me with wisdom and grace and to witness, as
a result, a strengthening and a maturing of the people of God here in the UK and beyond.
We also desire that the friends, neighbours and people we speak with at our church
activities will come to realize who Jesus Christ really is. At the moment it seems so tough
to break through.

How can we best pray for you in your service for the Master?

Please pray that God will confirm a sustainable schedule of activities and responsibilities
that will be to His glory, and provide the strength, wisdom, patience and grace required to
fulfil His call. Pray also that as a family we'll continue to enjoy God's good things and
His daily provision for us. We don't want Satan to spoil our family in any way.

To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and
ever. Amen.’

References:

(1) Jer.1:5 (2) Jer.1:9 (3) 2 Cor.12:9 (4) see Gen.16:13-14 (5) Ps.37:4 (6) 1 Tim.1:17
Bible quotations from ESV
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Let us reason

by Peter Hickling, Cromer, England

Sometimes Christian apologetic writing can sound -well,
apologetic - as though it always has to be on the back foot against
the aggressive scientific bowling. Yet this is very far from the
case. The ones who need to justify their position are those who
rely on logic and reasoning from observed facts, yet deny the
existence of any external source of rationality.

In a purely mechanistic scheme of things, where does thought
derive from? It must be from the action of neurons in the brain.
But is this random, or purposeful? If it is random, then there is no
reason why its result should be reliable; confronted with the same
set of input data the result could be quite different. This would
invalidate thought, reasoning and science itself. Someone
desperate to maintain the ‘'naturalist’ (as distinct from the
'supernaturalist’)’ position might argue that the human mind had
evolved in such a way as to eliminate by natural selection neural
interactions that resulted in false answers, but there is no reason
why this should be so. Truth or rationality are not necessarily
advantageous in the struggle for existence. On the other hand, if
the interaction is purposeful it opens the window to an external
source of rationality. Our own experience tells us that the rational
cannot be ascribed to the irrational. C.S. Lewis wrote, 'Each
particular thought is valueless if it is the result of irrational causes.
Obviously, then, the whole process of human thought, what we
call Reason, is equally valueless if it is the result of irrational
causes. Hence every theory of the universe which makes the
human mind the result of irrational causes is inadmissible, for it
would be a proof that there are no such things as proofs, which is
nonsense. But naturalism, as it is commonly held, is precisely a
theory of this sort'.”

The present-day apostle of atheism, Professor Richard Dawkins,
boasts that he bases his position entirely on
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evidence,” but that evidence of itself is merely undigested fact. Its interpretation requires
reasoning, and Dawkins does not recognise that he needs to justify the validity of rational
thought, which he has simply taken for granted. Most people take it for granted too, with
every justification, because they see that it forms the foundation of our ordinary lives.
Scientists who seek to challenge the fundamentals of thought should be aware that they
are metaphorically cutting off the branch that they are sitting on!

This is a Christian magazine, of course; how does all this affect us? First of all, our God is
Reason personified, and the source of all rationality. We should not be afraid of scientific
enquiry, but we should always be wary of sometimes unspoken assumptions. God said,
'Come now, let us reason together..." * The very title Needed Truth assumes that there is
such a thing as truth, and that it is right to seek after it. This applies to both religious and
scientific truth; they should not be thought of as antithetical, for the same God is the
originator of both physical and spiritual universes. In both realms assumption and inertia
are the enemies of truth. We need to be like the Beroeans, examining the Scriptures daily
to see if these things were so.”

References:

(1) See C.S. Lewis, Miracles, Ch. 2 for definitions of these terms

(2) C.S. Lewis, Miracles, New York, Macmillan Publishing Co., 1947, p.21
(3) R. Dawkins, The God Delusion, Black Swan 2007, pp.319, 320

(4) Isa.1:18

(5) Acts 17:11

Bible quotations from ESV
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A personal concern

by John Kerr, Ayr, Scotland

Years ago, American evangelist Billy Graham came to Great
Britain, hired large stadiums like football grounds, and thousands
travelled miles to hear the gospel at these events. Thankfully,
many were saved. I remember at that time correspondence in
the newspapers, one contributor writing, "Why should I take
my neighbour two hours' journey across London to hear the
gospel when I can tell it to him across my garden fence?'

From then on I became increasingly aware of my responsibility
to at least try to make sure my neighbours, friends and
colleagues had the opportunity to hear the gospel. I found that
personal conversation is sometimes not adequate to make those
we want to witness to aware of the gospel's full content.
Especially the seriousness of rejecting the Saviour and facing
the wrath of God with eternal consequences. I turned to
writing letters and enclosing a personal booklet about what
is important to me. I wrote two such booklets, one short and
simple called 'Seven steps to Heaven' for such as drug addicts
who more or less never went to school, then one for thinking
family, friends and acquaintances called "My Faith' to give
credibility to the gospel.

This has extended now far beyond people I know and whose
lives have crossed with mine in some way. For some time now
in the daily newspapers and television there have been
constant reports of people's misbehaviour put in the public
domain. These persons, many of whom are well-known public
figures, are obviously distressed that their behaviour is not
only public knowledge, but their close family discover
unpleasant things about their loved one. Also there are soldiers
who have lost legs, for example, and persons who have been
the subject of serious hospital errors. My wife and I can well
sympathize with those facing severe health issues, as we have
been through this ourselves. These occasions provide a
wealth of
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opportunities to draw people's attention to the fact that we have discovered there is
no better way to face difficulties in life than to know God in a personal way and be
assured of His forgiveness through faith in Christ Jesus.

We don't save people, only God does; so you and I have to know firstly that our
exercise is from God; He must be in it. Then prayer, all our prayers are vital to
support any work, whether the church as a whole or personal.

At first, my letters were too heavily weighted in favour of preaching to people. I soon
realised that a better way is to win people's confidence and then gently encourage
them to read the booklet - let it communicate the essentials of the gospel.

Most recipients do not reply, but there are sufficient who do reply to indicate that letter
and booklet are appreciated and challenging, which of course is what the gospel does.
Here is part of a reply, I appreciate you sending me "My Faith'. I can see that you have
put a lot of thought and effort into it.. .your faith shines through each page bringing
hope and peace to those who read it... thank you for your kind thoughts and prayers...
it means so much to me.'

With friends and neighbours, establishing friendship first is important, but even with that
six people refused. The Saviour said that if the world hates you, remember it hated
Me before it hated you. However, I believe that one day as a result someone will hear
the knock of the Saviour on their 'door’ and say, "Please come in," (compare with
Rev.3:20).
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