NEEDED TRUTH

A Magazine for the Teaching
of the Word of God
(First published 1888)

VOLUME 130-131
2023-2024

If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed.

And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you.
free. (John 8:31,32 NKJV)

PUBLISHED BY:
HAYES PRESS
The Barn, Flaxlands,
Royal Wootton Bassett,
Wiltshire, U.K,, SN4 8DY



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher.
It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other
means without permission.

Hayes Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for
external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does
not guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or
appropriate.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed
as trademarks. All brand names and product names used in this book and on its
cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks and registered trademarks of
their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any
product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced
within the book have endorsed the book.

Scriptures marked ESV are from The ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of
Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scriptures marked NKJV are from the New King James Version®. Copyright ©
1982 by Thomas Nelson. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scriptures marked NASB are from the New American Standard Bible® (NASB),
Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by
The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission (www.Lockman.org).

Scriptures marked GNB are from the Good News Bible © 1994 published by the
British and Foreign Bible Society. Good News Bible © American Bible Society
1966, 1971, 1976, 1992. Used with permission.

Scriptures marked NIV are from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®.
Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of
Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com

Scriptures marked RV are from the HOLY BIBLE, Revised Version (Public
Domain, 1885)

Scriptures marked KJV are from the HOLY BIBLE, King James Version (Public
Domain, 1611



NT articles 2023-24

Contents by Topic

Interviews

A thirst for learning (Tanzania)
Beroean Magazine

Caring for orphans

Complete in Christ (Philippines)
God’s guiding hand

Lasting impressions (of Malawi)
Serving in isolation (Jamaica)

Missions

Building on the Rock (Mozambique)
God’s overcoming power (Tanzania)
Kenya mission trip (1)

Kenya mission trip (2)

Labour that’s not in vain (Philippines)
North American Camps

The broad and narrow way (Radio work)
Travels in East Africa

Series

Amazing Grace: The choice of grace
Amazing Grace: The gift of grace
Amazing Grace: The sufficiency of grace
Amazing Grace: The praise of grace

Basic Christianity: Humanity’s need
Basic Christianity: Repentance

Basic Christianity: Faith

Basic Christianity: Call to Obedience

Elijah: Standing alone

Elijah: Facing the same threat in different ways
Elijah: Unselfish praying

Elijah: Overcoming our vulnerabilities

110
202
51
230
22
80
172

145
86
174
204
28
116
57
232

35
64
93

12
41
70
99

119
148
177
207



Series, continued

Events to Come: The rapture
Events to Come: The tribulation
Events to Come: The Millenium
Events to Come: The new world

God’s Rule: Support of democratic government

God’s Rule: Pursuing one’s rights
God’s Rule: A role in the armed forces
God’s Rule: Protests

Identity: In Christ and in us
Identity: Mindset

Identity: Body image
Identity: Distinctive church

Modern Origins of Churches of God:
1%t century apostacy

Modern Origins of Churches of God:
Gospel recovery in the 15" Century
Modern Origins of Churches of God:
The Body of Christ and the Lord’s table
Modern Origins of Churches of God:
Understanding Fellowship

Praying like Moses
Praying like David
Praying like Ezra
Praying like Paul

Reading the Bible Well: Introduction
Reading the Bible Well: Discourse
Reading the Bible Well: Narrative
Reading the Bible Well: Poetry

139
168
198
226

131
160
190
219

121
150
179
209

123
152
181
211
24
53

82
112

37
66
95



Series, continued

Separation: A God who is holy
Separation: A body that is sanctified
Separation: A world apart
Separation: From error

Subjection: In the Godhead
Subjection: In the church
Subjection: In marriage
Subjection: In the family

The Battle for Purity: Guarding our hearts and minds
The Battle for Purity: Guarding our eyes, ears and
mouths

The Battle for Purity: Guarding our free time

The Battle for Purity: Guarding our relationships

The Fear of the Lord: What is it?

The Fear of the Lord: ...And service

The Fear of the Lord: ... And the knowledge of God
The Fear of the Lord: The feared King of the nations

The Uniqueness of God: The Necessity of God

The Uniqueness of God: Creator

The Uniqueness of God: Trinity

The Uniqueness of God: Transcendent yet immanent

Walking with God: In disappointment
Walking with God: In doubt

Walking with God: In anxiety
Walking with God: In sinful struggles

World Empires: Babylon

World Empires: Medo-Persia

World Empires: Greece

World Empires: The unnamed empire

125
154
183
213

133
162
191
221

14
43

72
101

33
62
91

16
45
74
103

26
55
84
114

141
170
200
228



General Articles

Annexation Alert

Baptism

Busy Bodies

Discipline

Finding the Answer
Gaslighting, ghosting & breadcrumbing
His Clothing - and ours

Hope

Leadership

One for the ages

Problems of huge proportions
Telling right from wrong

The breaking of the bread

We are all in it together
What’s the catch

Where life is cheap

Editorials

2023 Issue 1
2023 Issue 2
2023 Issue 3
2023 Issue 4
2024 Issue 1
2024 Issue 2
2024 Issue 3
2024 Issue 4

20
158
60
217
78
107
31
89
188
224
137

129

49
166
196

30
59
88
118
147
176
206



From the Editors’ desk
Issue 1-2023

The first publication of this magazine by the Churches of God in 1888
was most aptly named Needed Truth. Now almost a century and a half
later we are still in need of truth - the truth. Well might Pilate, nearly
2000 years ago, ask the question, ‘What is truth?” This was in response
to Jesus’ good confession, ‘You say that I am a king. In fact, the reason
| was born and came into the world is to testify to the truth. Everyone
on the side of truth listens to me. " *

In these days of the Internet and social media, fake news and alternative
facts are common phenomena and for many it is difficult to distinguish
what is true from what is not. We get the truth and the answers to all the
important questions of life in the Holy Scriptures, the word of truth.?
We need the Spirit of truth® to help us to prayerfully read those well
and to be discerning in our application of them to disciple life.

So, in this new series of Needed Truth, we are getting back to the very
basics of who and what we believe in and what it is that God is looking
for in our lives as disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ. Heb.11:6 tells us
that ‘without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who
comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who
earnestly seek him.’

We will be reminded that there is only one living and true God, of the
great need of humanity and how that need has been provided for by the
amazing grace of God in the One who is the way, the truth and the life.

As you read these articles, and most importantly the Scriptures that are
referred to, please ask yourselves two important questions: What can |

learn? What should | then do?
Lindsay

References: (1) Jn 18:37-38 (2) Ps.119:43 (2) Jn 16:13 (4) Jn 14:6

Bible quotations from the NIV 2011.



Telling right from wrong
Jonathan Beimers, Brantford, Canada

‘Solid food is for the mature, for those who have their powers of
discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good from
evil.

We all need discernment. In his second letter, Peter tells his readers that
he knows his time is nearly over:

‘I think it right, as long as | am in this body, to stir you up by way of
reminder, since | know that the putting off of my body will be soon ...
And | will make every effort so that after my departure, you may be able
at any time to recall these things.

It’s Peter’s final Bible letter, the last thing many will hear from him.
He’s not going to waste time with trivial things and chapter 2 shows
why we need discernment.

‘... false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be
false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in destructive
heresies ... bringing upon themselves swift destruction.

There were false prophets in the Old Testament, at the time Peter wrote
this and there will be even more false prophets in the ‘latter days’. Next
Peter describes what the false teachers will bring and how they will
bring it. They will bring destructive heresies (v.I); destructive ways (v.2
NKJV); and deceptive words (v.3 NKJV).

These false teachers will bring bad theology, have bad behaviour and
have a bad or unbiblical message. Notice Peter uses the word
‘destructive’ or ‘destruction’ three times in those three verses. It’s the
Greek word meaning destruction or waste, thus causing un-usefulness
or death.

And Peter tells us how false teachers will bring it: they will bring it in
secretly (v.1); deceitfully (v.3); enticingly (v.14) and alluringly (v.18).

Their bad message will sound so enticing in hopes of drawing listeners
in. It will sound so good that it even sounds like they are offering us
freedom. ‘They promise them freedom, but they themselves are slaves
of corruption. For whatever overcomes a person, to that he is
enslaved.” A lot of things sound great, sound enticing and alluring,
sound like they are offering freedom, but actually they offer a road
leading to destruction.



The only thing that can truly make us free is abiding in God’s word: no
one else and nothing else. Jesus said, ‘If you abide in my word, you are
truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set
you free. ®

Notice 2 Peter 2:1 says that destructive heresies come in secretly; the
only way they can come in secretly is if we are not paying attention.
Therefore we must be aware - be able to discern - so that we are not led
astray.

To discern means to be able to tell the difference between right and
wrong, between truth and error or, as Spurgeon put it, ‘telling the
difference between right and almost right.” There are lots of things that
sound almost right in this world, but we need discernment to tell what
is right and what is wrong; what is right and what is almost right.

So, how do we discern?

e Test everything; Hold fast what is good. Abstain from every form
of evil. ®

e ‘Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they
are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the
world. 7

e ‘Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the
renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the
will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. ®

e ‘It is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with
knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve what is
excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the day of Christ.

And we read in Acts 17:10-11 about the Bereans who were praised
because they tested everything they heard from Paul against the
Scriptures.

Our goal needs to be the same as Paul’s: ‘I want to know Christ ° (i.e. |
want an intimate relationship with Christ). We know life is not a
playground; it’s a battleground. We need to be able to discern right
from wrong, truth from error and right from almost right.

References: (1) Heb.5:14 (2) 2 Pet.1:13-15 (3) 2 Pet.2:1 (4) 2 Pet.2:19
(5) Jn 8:31-32 (6) 1 Thess.5:21-22 (7) 1 Jn 4:1 (8) Rom.12:2 (9)
Phil.1:9-10 (10) Phil.3:10 NIV

Bible quotations from the ESV, unless stated otherwise.



The fear of the Lord

What is the fear of the Lord?
David Webster, Liverpool, England

As Christian believers who have been justified by the blood of the Lord
Jesus Christ, is it right that we should fear God? In one sense, of course,
the answer must be ‘no.” John assures us that:

There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear
has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in
love. ™

However, in another sense, the answer is ‘yes’! The psalmist wrote,
‘Blessed are all who fear the LORD, who walk in obedience to him. 2
Furthermore we are told in an early report about the church throughout
Judea, Galilee and Samaria that ‘living in the fear of the Lord and
encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers.

That tension between two opposite ideas is captured in the record of the
Israelites at Sinai where they were not to be afraid but were, certainly,
to fear their God: ‘Moses said to the people. ‘Do not be afraid. God has
come to test you, so that the fear of God will be with you to keep you
from sinning.

Fear is a state of alarm, anxiety and concern about possible danger or
pain. But it can also mean respect, awe and reverence. As we have seen,
the Bible mentions both types of fear. The first type is negative and will
drag us down. The other is a reverential awe of our great God,
acknowledging his power, glory and all other attributes.

The fear of the Lord is a positive thing that will keep us from doing
wrong. In fact, it is said of those who are condemned for their foolish
behaviour that ‘There is no fear of God before their eyes.”® and,
according to Proverbs, ‘to fear the LORD is to hate evil. 6

The Christian writer AW Tozer put it like this: ‘The greatness of God
rouses fear within us, but His goodness encourages us not to be afraid
of Him. To fear and not be afraid - that is the paradox of faith.’”

Samuel, one of the great spokesmen for God, put the fear of the Lord at
the top of good and right things to pursue: ‘I will teach you the way that
is good and right. But be sure to fear the LORD and serve him faithfully
with all your heart; consider what great things he has done for you. ®

So this reverential fear for God will cause us to faithfully seek out the
right ways and to meditate on what God has done for us.
4



The fear of the Lord brings with it humility, repentance and a sense of
trembling.® But why? When we recognise the greatness of our creator
God we realise how small we really are. When we think of God’s
holiness we are struck by our own sinfulness and when we read and
meditate on what God tells us in the Bible we ought to have a sense of
trembling. One writer put it like this:

‘It would be insane to think we can just stroll up to the Creator of the
universe and have a cavalier spirit. We are blind if we think we can do
that without trembling.’1°

Furthermore, considering the Lord as the one before whom we will
stand at the Judgment Seat of Christ brings a sobering sense of fear -
that we should order our lives in such a way as to be confident as ‘we
make it our goal to please him. !

So the Bible teaches us that the fear of the Lord is our duty;*? it brings a
right understanding of our relationship to God.'® It encourages us to
turn away from unrighteous behaviour and it brings wisdom.* It
teaches us the reason we should be good employees®™ and why we
should serve God faithfully.'® Some of these themes will be looked at in
the coming months, God willing.

References: (1) 1 Jn 4:18 (2) Ps.128:1 (3) Acts 9:31 (4) Ex.20:20 (5)
Rom.3:18, quoting Ps.36:1 (6) Prov.8:13 (7) Tozer, AW, 1996, The
Knowledge of the Holy, OM Publishing (8) 1 Sam.12:23b-24 (9) See
Isa.66:2 (10) John Piper, https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/what-
does-it-mean-for-the-christian-to-fear-god (11) 2 Cor.5:9 in the context
of verses 1-11 (12) See Eccles.12:13 (13) Lk.12:4-5 (14) Prov.9:10 (15)
Col.3:22 (16) Josh.24:14

Bible quotations from the NIV (2011).
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Amazing grace

The choice of grace
Phil Allen, Cardiff, Wales

The word ‘grace’ as used in a Christian context may be defined as
favour shown by God to people who don’t deserve any favour at all. It
means that God loves, forgives and saves us, not because of who we are
or what we do, but because of the work of Christ. It is initiated entirely
by God and we are saved in spite of ourselves. Human works don’t
come into it at all.

During the days of the apostle Paul, Israel as a nation had generally
rejected its Messiah, and a substantial number of Jews had embraced
the gospel of Jesus Christ. God had not cast away His people entirely
and those He foreknew had been elected, or chosen, by God’s grace to
form a remnant people. This remnant was preserved solely because it
was in the purposes of God and would be used to His glory, just as
another remnant had been used in the time of Elijah.?

Today, there is another type of remnant, made up of those serving God
faithfully from among both Jews and Gentiles. The qualification to be
part of this remnant is by means of the new birth,® by adherence to the
Apostles® teachings, and to the commandments of the Lord Jesus
Christ.# It is not by race but by grace that we are called and saved.

By the sovereign grace of God, every believer has been chosen in
Christ and provided with a wealth of spiritual blessings.® These include
the gift of the Holy Spirit,° and also spiritual gifts.” However, we
probably know from our own experience that not every believer is
constantly filled with the joy of the Lord or rejoices in God’s grace at
all times.

Timothy was a young man who had come to know the Lord Jesus as his
saviour, had received the Holy Spirit and was devoted to serving the
Lord.® However, it seems that Timothy reached a certain point in his
life where he was in need of much encouragement. Paul writes to him
to remind him of the gift that God had given to him, of God’s power
and tells him not to be ashamed of the gospel. Given that Paul often
mentions the concepts of bravery and courage to Timothy, this might
have been a spiritual weakness that Paul was helping him to address.

Paul reminds Timothy that he has been saved and called to live a holy
life, not because of any merit of his own, but solely because it was in
God’s purpose and because of God’s grace. This grace was given to

6



Timothy in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time. This is an
amazing concept that applies not only to Timothy but to every believer.
At salvation every believer receives God’s grace that not only forgives,
but is also able to equip and embolden, so enabling him or her to live a
holy life, holding fast to sound teaching.® Sometimes, like Timothy, we
need to be encouraged to stir up the gift of God which is in us. This has
the idea of stirring up embers to make a fire burn more brightly. It is
not achieved through mere human effort, but by diligent cooperation
with the Holy Spirit who fills and enables us to become certain of our
calling and gracious choosing.® Through grace, God will provide the
resources a person needs for every situation.**

By exercising godly discipline, we produce the fruit of God’s nature in
our lives.*? God gives us His power when we are weak, His love to deal
with those who seem unlovable and His discipline for the times we lack
self-control.

We keep the gift ablaze by not letting our spiritual selves grow cold or,
worse, lukewarm. We fan the flames of faith by continuing to keep in
step with the Spirit, following the Holy Spirit’s direction. We stir up the
gift by not quenching or neglecting the Spirit of God, but by allowing
Him to thrive in us like a living fire.™

We may have periods in life when we feel despondent or discouraged.
At such times it is good to reflect on the grace of God which enabled
Paul to write, ‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me
and my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory
by Christ Jesus.

References: (1) Eph.2:8-9 (2) Rom.11:1-6 (3) Jn 3 (4) Acts 2:41-42 (5)
Eph.1:3-7 (6) Acts 2:38 (7) 1 Cor.12:8-10 (8) Acts 16:1-5 (9) 2
Tim.1:6-14 (10) 2 Pet.1:5-8 (11) Acts 1:8 (12) Gal.5:22-25 (13) 1
Tim.4:14 (14) Phil.4:13,19

Bible quotations from the NKJV.



Reading the Bible Well

Introduction
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

Suppose we encounter the simple sentence, ‘Jim was green.” The first
time we come across it is when someone is regaling in story form the
events of an evening when various people spent time playing a board
game using different coloured counters. We next run up against it in a
piece of creative writing utilising intense images to describe in word
pictures the reactions of individuals to associates who became much
wealthier than them. For a third time, we read the same words in a
column summing up a debate between participants who espoused
different attitudes towards the environment.

Interestingly, our reading skills relatively easily decode the same
simple sentence in three very different ways by accounting for the fact
that the first instance of storytelling employed a narrative writing style;
whereas the second was written with a poetic flourish; and the last was
found in the style of a reported discourse in which opponents traded
debatable points.

This may sound heretical, but the Bible should be read in one sense as
we read any other book. It is not just another book, of course. Of all the
books on our planet it’s uniquely a revelation from God. However, the
master communicator employed the same three universal human
writing styles to engage our minds with eternal truths. Someone has
assigned each chapter of the Bible to these writing styles and found that
the Bible is 44% narrative; 33% poetry; and 23% discourse. It’s good to
be alert to each of these styles within the Bible.

We may be more familiar with other ways of dividing up the Bible:
such as the authoritative characterization of the Old Testament as the
Law; Prophets; and Writings.! It’s also common to hear of Bible
literary genres such as the Apocalyptic (Revelation; and parts of
Daniel; featuring graphic, even grotesque symbolism). As far as reading
skills go, it’s our awareness of how the Bible is divided into narrative,
poetic and discourse writing styles that’s likely to help us most in
making sense of what we are reading.

If we read any book designed to hone our Bible interpretation skills, we
soon pick up methods that emphasise observing words in their context;
interpreting what it means for us sympathetically with what it meant for

8



its initial audience (those to whom the words were originally
addressed); thinking through what they made of them; and so applying
God’s intended message by adjusting our actions or attitudes. These are
surely helpful disciplines.

First, we need to see what’s actually there in the text and not what’s
supplied by our imagination. Second, we need to understand what we
see as it was understood at the time of writing. Third, we are then faced
with identifying the shared truth it teaches and so to the task of
responding as intended. Some authors use different terms, such as:
observation; interpretation; and application. It’s valuable to stress the
key point of ‘shared truth’ and how arriving at this takes different skills
depending on whether we are reading narrative, poetry or discourse.

The obvious challenge we face in studying the Bible is that we live in a
very different culture from the first Bible audience. This creates a sense
of distance. On the other hand, God remains the same and we share the
same corrupt human nature with the Bible’s characters. The thrill of
Bible study becomes essentially to identify the intended truth God was
sharing with a wider audience (i.e. ourselves!) by means of David or
Paul or whomever. The shared truth may not be exactly the same as for
them, but for us it’s the principle lying behind it.

It’s this idea of shared truth that’s key to successful Bible study. If we
don’t pay sufficient attention to this, we run the real risk of ‘proof-
texting.” By that we mean lifting and twisting a Bible statement to
superficially support our own opinion (for example, a Prosperity
Gospeller may abuse Eccles.10:19 that - out of the context of the book -
seems to suggest that actually ‘money is the answer to everything’)!
Again, we may ‘over- spiritualise’ a text. That is, we view the plain text
as a type of spiritual code. Now, place names in the Bible do have
associations; there’s some symbolic force in certain things (such as
snake and lion) and some numbers (e.g. 7, 12, 40) appear to serve as
imagery. However, figures of speech and Bible types (or ‘prophetic
symbols’) apart, we are not intended to look for hidden meanings by
reading between the lines of the text. Nor are we meant to allow our
own ‘nice thoughts’ to control the text. | once heard the parable of the
Good Samaritan treated as an allegory, with the inn spoken of as a
church of God! Don’t differences between believers often come down
to flawed Bible study?

So far, we’ve identified the three styles of Biblical material: narrative,
poetry, and discourse. We’ve also majored on the chief goal of Bible

9



study and stated that it’s to arrive at finding the eternal truth being
intentionally shared with us. We now need to put these two things
together: for each style there is a specific approach to get at the truths
being shared.

Narratives teach truth in a different way from say, discourse. Narrative
has distinguishing features: its setting; its characters; and a developing
plot. We do well to pay attention to these. Places can be stigmatised.
The timing may be in a time of famine. Characters may be painted as
foolish, lame, etc. Plots often feature conflict and resolution. From
Abraham, we learn the outworking of God’s purposes demands faith on
our part,? but there’s also a warning that we can complicate things by
our own independent actions (Lot, Hagar, and lies about Sarah). Many
narratives feature polygamy.

Does this mean that God endorsed it? No, it would be hard to find an
example where it ended well. Narratives don’t tell us, they show us. We
may ask: ‘Does the author interpret for us or pass any form of
judgement? Depending on whether traits or actions by the characters
are approved or disapproved, we learn to follow or avoid similar
examples. Should there be no explicit judgement stated, we can go to
clearer texts where the same action is commanded for or against
elsewhere. Should there even be no guidance elsewhere, then we take it
simply as what happened, not what should have happened. An example
of the last category can be found in Jdgs.6. This is narrative, with no
indication as to whether Gideon’s action with the fleece was right or
wrong. Since this is not commanded elsewhere, we should not repeat
his action.

There are different skills for extracting meaning from poetry compared
with narrative. More than 50% of the LORD’s quoted speech in the
Hebrew Bible is poetry, with one third of the entire Bible written in the
style of poetry (and it spans genres such as story® and prophecy?). With
poetry, we feel as well as understand. I1t’s more memorable. There’s
little to compare in preaching with the power of a well-turned phrase.
We meet figures, images and intense, emotional language. The
embedded poetry of Jdgs.5:26-27 is significant as it tells us graphically
with heavy repetition of how Jael killed Sisera. But it’s far from boring,
despite the repetition. With Hebrew poetry, we should be switched on
to the rhyming of ideas (not words); as well as observing the overall
structure - one to look out for is when ideas are presented in mirror
image form. Our eye is then guided to the focal central line as its axis
of symmetry.

10



In discourse, material is arranged in paragraphs. A paragraph is a unit
of writing organised around a single thought. A logical sequence of
ideas is presented from paragraph to paragraph, the flow most usually
being connected by words such as: yet, therefore, for this reason. In
discourse, logically related ideas argue towards a conclusion.

Let’s take the example of Lev.19:19 concerning the prohibition on
having two kinds of materials together. The writing style here is
discourse (as is most of the Law and the Epistles). This is a specific
command to a limited audience. There’s nothing to compare with this
elsewhere and no reason is given here. However, we may deduce a
general principle as the shared truth: namely, God does not like any
blurring of distinctive things or confusion of things He separates. With
discourse, as in preaching, we should find an introduction, body and
conclusion. For example, in Philippians, Euodia and Syntyche are to
think the same as Paul, even as all the church is to think the same as
Christ. This will ensure they put others first. Humility like this provides
for unity in the church and greater effectiveness in the Gospel.

Notes: Articles to follow will expand on dealing with each of the three
writing styles. Although there will be points to challenge, the book
‘Read the Bible for a Change’ by Ray Lubeck is suggested as being
worth a critical, discerning read. It has influenced the material above.

References: (1) see Lk.24:44 (2) Gen.15:6 (3) 1 Sam.2 (4) Joel
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Basic Christianity

Humanity’s need
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

This series intends to encourage us all to joyfully reflect on the vital
biblical truths that are shared in common with all those who are born-
again Christians. The approach is not to attempt in-depth theological
arguments, but rather to give the generally accepted conclusions on key
matters, relying principally on straightforward Bible passages. In this
opening article, we consider what Christians would generally agree are
humanity’s most basic needs before God.

The majority of people today find a need to believe in a supernatural
being and align themselves with one of the major religions. It is
reported that Christianity tops that list, followed by Islam, then
Hinduism and Buddhism. A minority of people are atheists.! And all
Christians surely echo the psalmist’s words that it is foolish to say there
is no God.2 We must immediately acknowledge that ‘Christianity’ is a
broadly defined term. As in Judaism and Islam, all Christians believe
there is only one God,® who created everything.* For many, including
eminent scientists,® this is a more understandable and believable
explanation than attributing what we can now observe to a mere
succession of favourable chance events; for current purposes we
joyfully record that born-again Christians attribute the origins of the
universe and ourselves, to the Trinity, an all-wise God.® Likewise, to
say why God did this could profitably fill a book! The Bible gives a
very concise reason in Col.1:16-20, in which the deity of Jesus is
pivotal.

If we read the context for those references in Colossians and Ps.14 it
will bring us to another major aspect of shared Christian belief: that
despite a perfect origin humanity has rebelled against its Maker and
God has justly condemned the human race because of that.” The reality
of good and evil is undeniable, a logically defensible truth. If we think
it through, we will find there must be a conscious requirement for good
human behaviour defined not just by a selfish gene’s personal
advantage; first-responders evidence that daily by risking their own
lives to save others. Christians assert that a holy God is the source of
this criterion of required good.

This is clearly a differentiating factor between humans and animals.
And all Bible-believing Christians agree that this divinely instilled
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conscience evidences the Bible statement that since our first parent,
Adam, sadly we too are all born sinners.® The initial and total failure of
humanity in this respect is well described as ‘The Fall’. Unlike the law
of gravity which shows even inanimate objects are compelled to fall,
the law of sin® says that people left to themselves inevitably fall
morally, even though not compelled to do so. Jesus left no doubt that
this means we are all justly condemned for our choices, and eternal fire
is real.’® However, born-again Christians joyfully believe that is not the
end of the story. Though as sinners we could not restore our
relationship with a holy God, He has enabled us to be saved from His
judgment because the Son of God has paid for our redemption.
Acceptance of that amazing gift is so life-changing, it is biblically
described as being born again,** by which we become children of God
not just sons of Adam.

So, we are happy - along with many millions of other people who
classify themselves (correctly) as Christians - to conclude here the
greatest need of humanity can be met. We must indeed all rely on
accurate information to find this solution, but because we believe that
God evidently created us to have an ability to receive communication,
we may be assured our Maker has that ability, too, and has used it to
communicate with us. That includes importantly the inspired writings,
conveying His messages to us in an enduring way so that we need not
rely on myths and fables.?? And the chief point of His message is that
because of the excellencies of Jesus and His sacrifice for us, we may
find safety from the punishment our condemnation deserves. What a
message!

References:

(1) https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/religion-by-
country (using UN data) (2) Ps.14:1 (3) Deut.6:4; Eph.4:5,6; 1 Cor.8:6
(4) Gen.l:1; lIsa.42:5; Jn 1:1-2 (5) Pew USA research 20009:
https://rb.gy/ssyx3h (6) Gen.1l:1; Ps.104:24 (7) Rom.11:32-33 (8)
Rom.5:12 (9) Rom.7:18-24 (10) Jn 3:18; Lk.16:23; Rev.20:10,15 (11) 1
Pet.1:18-23 (12) 2 Pet.1:16
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The battle for purity

Guarding our hearts and minds
Geralde Mag-usara, llraya, Philippines

Freedom from anything that contaminates, being faultless or
unadulterated - that’s what purity means. This is impossible for anyone
to attain, since we were born with a sinful nature. But if we respond to
His words, God can help us.

Our heart pumps blood more than 100,000 times a day to keep us alive.
Our brains are also connected with our hearts and perhaps physically
control everything, especially our thoughts and emotions. Medics
remind us to keep a healthy lifestyle to prevent these two important
organs from disease. We also need to keep our spiritual hearts and
minds healthy from spiritual diseases to stay on track with God. This is
necessary for our salvation, our communion and our devotion to God.

Salvation

In one sense, our hearts are made pure at the time of salvation.! Jewish
religious leaders during the time of our Lord on earth, some perhaps
who were present for Jesus’ sermon on the Mount, considered
themselves pure because they maintained an outward cleanliness by
following traditions based on the Law. They missed the teaching of
Jeremiah 17:9 that says that our ‘heart is more deceitful than all else
and is desperately sick.” Jesus confirmed this when He said, from
within, out of the hearts of people, come the evil thoughts.”? Only
trusting in Christ’s sacrificial work on the cross can cleanse our hearts
from the defilements of sin.?

Communion

The Lord Jesus said: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see
God.”* To continue in communion with God, Christians must maintain
their purity. ‘Come close to God and He will come close to you.
Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-
minded. ® The double-minded person has a heart divided between God
and the world. Purity of heart is to will only one thing: total allegiance
to God: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind.” As we draw nearer to God, our
hands are further cleansed and our hearts more deeply purified. Double-
minded literally means two-souled or two-spirited, wishy-washy,
uncommitted, divided, doubting, wavering, uncertain and especially a
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division of our interest between the world and God. We live in difficult
days where people are ‘lovers of self’ and perhaps we encounter it
particularly through the world wide web and social media. People
expose their bodies to stimulate sexual pleasure and if we don’t guard
our minds, we may fall into the trap of the Devil’s snares. Our God is
‘not a God who takes pleasure in wickedness.”® We need to set our
minds on the things above, not on earth.®

Devotion

The opposite of purity, the willing of a single thing, is impurity or
double-heartedness, and is the same as idolatry: ‘Unfaithful creatures!
Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God?
Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an
enemy of God. *° Christians are still “in the world’, but we should bear
in mind that we are no longer ‘of the world. ** Satan pollutes the mind
of unbelievers, distorting the truth.’> We can conquer using weapons
that ‘are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for ... destroying
arguments.’*® Our knowledge of God’s Word is the key to purifying our
mind from the world.}* Christians shouldn’t align their minds to
whatever is trending within society. Self-promotion, pride and
materialism keep us from being devoted to God. Paul teaches us to ‘not
be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your
mind. ** Above all, let us imitate the ‘mindset” of Christ Jesus.®

We are commanded to remember the Lord each Lord’s day.'” When we
do that, surely we are entering God’s presence in the holy place in
heaven.’® We need a sincere heart upon entering.'® Failure to do so is
serious. God will not hear us if we regard wickedness in our hearts.?
King David experienced the pain of this and it led him to beg God to
create in him a clean heart.?! God will help us when we constantly
examine and cleanse ourselves from all that defiles.?? The Lord is
coming very soon. ‘And everyone who has this hope set on Him purifies
himself, just as He is pure?®

References: (1) Acts 15:9 (2) Mk.7:21 (3) 1 Jn 1:7 (4) Matt.5:8 (5)
Jas.4:8 (6) Matt.22:37 ESV (7) 2 Tim.3:2 (8) Ps.5:4 (9) Col.3:2 (10)
Jas.4:4 RSV (11) Jn 15:19 (12) 2 Cor.4:4 (13) 2 Cor.10:4-5 (14)
Ps.119:9 (15) Rom.12:2 (16) Phil.2:5-8 (17) Acts 20:7; 1 Cor.16:2 (18)
Heb.10:19-20 (19) Heb.10:22 (20) Ps.66:18 (21) Ps.51:10; see Ps.15
(22) 1 Cor.11:28; 2 Cor.7:1 (23) 1 Jn 3:3

Bible quotations from the NASB2020, unless otherwise stated.
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The uniqueness of God

The necessity of God
David Woods, Manchester, England

For many people, there’s no need for God. Estimates suggest that 15-
20% of the world’s population now holds an atheistic worldview,
rejecting the idea of the supernatural and relying solely on naturalism to
explain the universe and life within it. YouGov statistics from
November 2020 revealed that 41% of the UK population now align
themselves with the statement, ‘I don’t believe in a god or a higher
spiritual power.’!

Additionally, the Buddhist religion, practised by an estimated 535
million people worldwide, does not require faith or belief in a god and
does not include the concept of a god. While it accepts the supernatural,
such as reincarnated figures who can help or hinder people on the path
towards enlightenment, the existence of a supreme deity is irrelevant.

As Christians, how might we interact with some of those who say,
‘There is no God’? One way is to consider the necessity of God: that
life and the universe demand, rather than deny, the reality of ‘the God
who is there’, as Francis Schaeffer put it. It’s how we interpret the data
and the evidence that makes all the difference.

Think about the reality of our existence for a moment. Our English
word ‘exist” comes from the Latin existo which means ‘to stand forth
from, to come forth.” In our understanding of the world, all that exists
relies on something before it for that existence; everything we know has
come out of something before it! Of necessity, then, for anything to
exist, there must be something before that existence that is, itself, not
contingent on anything else! That would point to an eternal immaterial
God, such as the one revealed to us in the Bible.

Those who do not believe in God struggle to provide a coherent
explanation for existence. Someone who tries to argue that energy
existed before matter, and was the cause of creation, has no way of
explaining how that energy came to be. As astronomer and planetary
physicist Prof. Robert Jastrow said, ‘The Universe flashed into being,
and we cannot find out what caused that to happen.’? Yet, naturalist®
scientists continue to invent hypothetical objects, that have never been
observed, to maintain their theories and worldview!

If you’re still with me, let’s think about the necessity of God this way:
16



Those who say there’s no God must have a coherent explanation for

1. How everything came from nothing;

2. How order came from chaos;

3. How life has arrived from non-life;

4. How minds have developed from mindless matter.

How did everything come from nothing?

We’ve already considered the atheist’s difficulty in explaining this
without recourse to the continual postulation of new, untested and
unverifiable theories.

Christians turn to the Bible and read, among other texts, ‘In the
beginning God created the heavens and the earth and ‘by faith we
understand that the world has been created by the word of God so that
what is seen has not been made out of things that are visible. ® This
truly is a matter of faith, but it’s not ‘blind faith’ as many suggest.
Rather, it’s a reasonable faith based on the evidence of our very
existence. We believe that God is spirit® and that this God ‘calls into
being things that do not exist. ” This immaterial God revealed his name
as ‘1 AM*® - the eternally self-existent one. He has always been, and
always will be. He is ‘the uncaused cause’, and he is the reason why
there is everything rather than nothing.

How did order come from chaos?

Scientists are agreed that the universe had a beginning; it is not eternal.
‘The Big Bang’ is the primary creation theory taught in our schools and
colleges and is what most people would say when asked how the
universe came to be. The Big Bang was one huge, cosmic explosion,
we’re told. Yet we know that explosions, even ‘controlled’ ones, do not
result in finely tuned order; the opposite is true! That said, most people
seem happy to accept that time and chance following the Big Bang has
produced the delicately balanced order we see all around us.

We are fascinated by the discoveries that reveal the amazing intricacies
of life and the universe; the person who says there is no God puts this
purely down to blind chance. We know from experience that this is
highly improbable! The Bible reveals an intellectual God of power,
intention and order. A reading of Genesis chapters 1 and 2 will show us
God’s direct involvement in the creation of everything, and Heb.1:3
speaks of His continuing involvement as He sustains what He has
made. He’s the great Designer! The amazing precision and
interdependency of creation point to a God infinitely greater in power
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and knowledge than we are.
How did life arrive from non-life?

I remember a conversation with my company boss just before leaving
the firm to go out and engage in full-time Christian work. He tried to
convince me that | was making a very great mistake and that there was
no God to believe in, never mind serve. As we chatted around the
subject he eventually, with some frustration, told me that life came
from the planet Mars via an asteroid that hit the earth millions of years
ago; there was no convincing him otherwise. What he was revealing
was a very great weakness in the naturalistic worldview he had put his
faith in - the claim that life developed from non-life. My boss
recognised that natural processes on earth could not generate life from
inanimate objects, so a spark of life was required from somewhere else.

The early chapters of Genesis describe God creating inanimate matter
followed by living organisms. Eternally alive and all-powerful, He had
what was necessary to create life in all its forms. But there’s more:
Christians believe that God has the power to raise the dead to life.
Looking again at Rom.4:17, the earlier part of the verse says, ‘God,
who gives life to the dead.’ Christians have always believed that God
resurrected Jesus; He who had died was given life. That’s a core belief
for genuine believers - that God can make what is without life have life,
and He proved it in the person of Jesus. Christians believe in one
resurrection that, without doubt, demonstrates that God creates life!

How did minds develop from mindless matter?

Our consciousness is a mysterious reality, isn’t it? Philosophers and
cognitive scientists agree. The British philosopher Colin McGinn, who
said that the human mind is incapable of solving the problem of
consciousness, wrote, ‘we know that brains are the de facto causal basis
of consciousness, but we have, it seems, no understanding whatsoever
of how this can be so. It strikes us as miraculous ... Somehow, we feel,
the water of the physical brain is turned into the wine of consciousness,
but we draw a total blank on the nature of this conversion ...We want
to take the magic out of the link between consciousness and the brain.’
There’s a real desire to remove the miraculous, or ‘the magic.” But
there’s no way of doing so! Consciousness can’t be explained or
understood by a naturalistic worldview that refuses to accept the
supernatural.

Going back to the Bible again, we read that God made humanity in His
image.° This means that humans were created intentionally to possess
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some of the attributes of God, such as consciousness, knowledge, and
moral awareness. God is the source of ‘knowing’ and the giver of the
consciousness we possess, the very consciousness that makes us aware
of God’s necessity.

Paul wrote to the Church of God in Rome that people in his day were
suppressing the truth about God ‘in unrighteousness, because that
which is known about God is evident within them; for God made it
evident to them. For since the creation of the world His invisible
attributes, that is. His eternal power and divine nature, have been
clearly perceived, being understood by what has been made, so that
they are without excuse.”” It’s the same today as it was back then.
People continue to suppress the truth about God in their refusal to
accept that the evidence within them, and all around them, most
logically points to an eternal immaterial God of infinite power and
capability. As Paul continues, ‘they became futile in their reasonings,
and their senseless hearts were darkened. *?

This very refusal to accept the evidence betrays the sinfulness of the
human heart. Only God can overturn such futility and darkness in
someone and we praise Him that He does. It is our task to lovingly, and
winsomely, speak of our convictions with simplicity, taking people to
the necessity of God for the creation and then to the necessity of God
for salvation: ‘there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other
name under heaven that has been given among mankind by which we
must be saved. ™3

References: (1) see https://yougov.co.uk/topics/society/articles-
reports/2020/12/29/how-religious-are-british-people (2) Message from
Professor Robert Jastrow, LeaderU.com,
http://www.leaderu.com/truth/ltruthI8b.html 2002 (3) naturalism: the
worldview that says Nature is all there is, without need for recourse to
the supernatural. (4) Gen.1:1 (5) Heb.11:3 (6) Jn 4:24 (7) Rom.4:17 (8)
Ex.3:14 (9) McGinn, C, Can we solve the mind-body problem? Mind,
V0l.98, July 1989 https://www.jstor.org/stable/2254848 (10) see
Gen.1:26-27 (11) Rom.1:18-20 (12) Rom.1:21 (13) Acts 4:12

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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Annexation alert
Martin Jones, Hamilton, Canada

A quick quiz question for you: what was the last territory to be added to
the former British Empire? Well, on 18 September 1955 at precisely
10:16 am, Rockall - an uninhabitable granite outcrop almost 200 miles
off Scotland’s west coast - was declared officially annexed by the
British Crown when three soldiers were deposited on the 100-foot long
island by a Royal Navy helicopter to hoist the Union Flag and stake the
UK’s claim. The reason for this strange act? The UK was testing its
first guided nuclear weapon and was concerned that the Soviet Union
would use Rockall to spy on it. Eighty-four-year-old Scot, J. Abrach
Mackay protested: ‘My old father ... claimed that island for the Clan of
Mackay in 1846 and | now demand that the Admiralty hand it back. It’s
no’ theirs.” The British Government ignored him and treats Rockall as
its territory to this day.

‘Annexation’ is the forcible acquisition of one state’s territory by
another via military occupation followed by a formal declaration. There
have been much more significant annexations than Rockall in the last
century, including Germany’s annexation of Austria (1938) and Israel
annexing the Golan Heights (1981). More recently, Russia annexed
Crimea and is now doing the same with other parts of the Ukraine.
There are various reasons why it occurs - perhaps a historical claim to
the land, the desire for access to natural or economic resources or part
of a geo-political strategy.

Whatever the human machinations, it’s good to realise that divine
sovereignty is always at work as nations and empires rise and fall over
the centuries. That’s why God could reveal to Daniel that
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of the image represented the coming,
transient world powers.! God, says Paul, ‘made from one man every
nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined
allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling placed.’

When we zoom in from the macro-view we also see personal
boundaries being encroached upon and territory lost as a result. Some
neighbours have taken each other to court to resolve who owns a few
disputed inches of their backyards! That might seem frivolous to us, but
the issue was important enough for God to warn the people of Israel
‘cursed is he who moves his neighbor’s boundary mark.”® While that
perhaps reflects the modem maxim ‘cheats never prosper’, it’s
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exceptionally strong language for what seems a minor civil matter.
Perhaps it alerted the landowner to the need for vigilance; barely
imperceptible concessions of a foot or two could eventually accumulate
into a major land-grab and a loss of their allotted and hard-won
inheritance.

We, too, need to be vigilant as Christians because Satan desires to
encroach on territory that rightly belongs to the Lord - us! The Lord has
staked His indisputable claim to us; not by planting a flag but by setting
‘his seal of ownership on us* - a legally effective term - and He has
‘put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit. *

The same Spirit wants to fully occupy and bring forth fruitfulness in us,
but that’s exactly what Satan wants to foil. That’s why Paul warned the
Ephesians: ‘do not give the devil a foothold. ® A ‘foothold’ - a piece of
territory measured in inches, and yet that’s all Satan needs. Cunningly,
even though he can’t move the boundary mark - the ‘red line’ that
denotes holy living - himself, he’ll tempt us to do it ourselves little by
little, whether in our homes, in our place of education or work, and
even in our churches. We can be sure that whatever ground he gains, it
will produce only weeds. Peter asked Ananias a disturbing question:
‘Why has Satan filled your heart?® He’d given Satan a foothold in a
place the Holy Spirit should have been filling. The deadly
consequences got the attention of the early church - and they should get
ours!

References: (1) Dan.2 (2) Acts 17:26 ESV, see also Deut.32:8. (For any
fearing mass watery extinction via global warming, this sovereignty is
equally true of the rest of creation - see Prov.8:29; Ps.104:9.) (3)
Deut.27:17 NASB95, see also Deut.19:14 (4) 2 Cor.1:22 NIV (5)
Eph.4:27 NIV (6) Acts 5:3

Bible quotations from the NASB2020, unless stated otherwise.
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God’s guiding hand

An interview with Hilda, Mount Forest, Canada

In this interview (recorded in October 2022), we asked Hilda (or Sony
as she is known among friends) to provide some background and then
explanation for her decisions.

So, please tell us a bit about your start in life.

I was born and brought up in Chennai, which is on India’s east coast
looking out to the Bay of Bengal. Chennai used to be called Madras. It
is a vast, busy, noisy city, with people coming and going 24 hours a
day. By God’s grace, all my immediate family are Christians. My father
was greatly helped by a USA-based missionary who spent much time in
our area, serving in the Churches of Christ. In due time, my father
became a pastor in the Church of Christ in Chennai, and | grew up with
my two sisters under the influence of my godly parents who instructed
me from the Bible.

Were you aware that there was a Church of God in Chennai while
you were living there?

No, I felt no need to venture out to explore other Christian churches. |
was satisfied in my personal study and felt fully occupied doing what
the Bible said | should where | was. | found my husband (Nivas) within
that church, and felt the Lord blessing me in my service.

How did you come across the Churches of God then?

After much prayerful thought, my husband and | decided we should see
if we could emigrate to Canada. We had both successfully gained
undergraduate degrees and had good jobs, but prospects seemed better
there. With family support, | signed up for graduate studies at the
Algoma University campus in the Greater Toronto Area. | had relatives
who were already living and working in Canada, and they had moved to
a new home in Mount Forest, where they had room to accommodate me
when | first arrived.

On the 12th of July 2021, | landed in Canada. It was a Monday, but
Sunday was fast approaching and | didn’t have a church to go to. |
prayed to God to lead me to the right church. | started looking around
the town. | came across the Church of God at Mount Forest on Google
Maps. After a thorough read of each section of their website,* on July
25 2021, | decided to pay a visit. | was warmly received by a brother
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whose wide smile burst right through the ‘Jesus loves you’ Covid-
protection mask! That day, my heart was full when | left after observing
the worship service. | could see God’s hand in bringing me to the right
church - one that was a spiritual building for the glory of God? - an
answer to my prayers. ‘And we know that God causes all things to work
together for good to those who love God, to those who are called
according to His purpose.” The house church meetings, and the
absence of a huge physical building crowned with a cross sign, didn’t
hold me back as | was well aware that the church is comprised of
‘living stones™ and the reality of Christ’s presence can be observed
wherever we are gathered together in His Name.

Tell us more!

| began attending all the church meetings regularly, and after a friendly
interview | was able, as a baptized believer, to join the church and
participate fully. 1 initially had some questions regarding the
differences in belief between the Churches of Christ and the Church of
God, but having examined the truth of Scripture carefully on each point
I am convinced that | am in the right place, serving alongside other
disciples in the Church of God in Mount Forest. The church has cared
for me, nurtured me, helped me to grow to be a better Christian in many
ways, and has opened my mind to comprehend the Word of God better.
Opportunities for service and fellowship have been opened for me,
including an enjoyable stint working at Mount Forest Camp and getting
to know people from other churches of God in Ontario.

Getting through this past year, especially with my husband’s visa
delays and my father’s health going downhill, would’ve been strenuous
if not for the prayers and spiritual and mental support | received from
this church.

By God’s grace, and in answer to the repeated prayer requests of the
church, my husband has been given a work permit and, God willing,
our plans are to serve together in Toronto, where now that | have
completed my studies we are confident the Lord will bring good work
opportunities.

References: (1) www.mountforestchurch.ca (2) 1 Cor.3:9 (3) Rom.8:28
(4) 1 Pet.2:4-5
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Praying like Moses
Lindsay Woods, Belfast, N. Ireland

The two most vital and equally important daily disciplines in our lives
as disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ are: reading, studying and
meditating on the Word of God; and prayer. The twelve apostles gave
their undivided attention to these as the number of disciples was
increasing early on in the church in Jerusalem.! If you are like me, you
may often find praying more difficult than reading until real times of
trouble or crisis come.

In this series we will be looking at the prayers of some of God’s faithful
servants so that we might learn and be encouraged in how to pray. First,
we will consider the prayer of Moses in its context as recorded in
Ex.32:1-14 (11-13) and Deut.9:7-21. It would be a good idea to take the
time to read these Bible passages.

As always, the context and circumstance are so important. This
certainly was a crisis, first for God’s people and indeed for their leader
Moses. The Israelites, not long delivered from Egypt by the powerful
arm of Yahweh, and having declared that they would be obedient to all
that His covenant required of them,? grew impatient as they waited for
Moses to return from his meeting with God on Mount Sinai to receive
the commandments. It’s almost unbelievable that they should make a
golden calf to worship as their deliverer from Egypt. God’s justifiable
and fierce anger was such that He told Moses to leave Him alone so
that He might destroy the people and make from Moses himself a great
nation.

Moses’ response was that of a true mediator who, with no thought for
personal glory, pleaded for his people. It’s not until just before the
people were to enter the promised land, and Moses was rehearsing to
them all that had happened in the wilderness, that he revealed what his
pleading really involved - 40 days and nights fasting and prostrating
himself before God. His prayer is powerful and so effective for a
number of reasons.

Moses had come to know his God so intimately - His ways and His
character - through face-to-face experiences.® In his intercession for the
people, Moses pleaded God’s great works towards His people; His
Name, reputation and honour in the sight of the Egyptians; His
inviolable covenant promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; and for His
mercy instead of judgment.* He brought to God His word, His
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promises, His faithfulness and His character, knowing that the answer
to his appeal would be perfectly just and in full agreement with all that
God is and does. As Moses was beseeching God, seeking His favour,
the expressive Hebrew employs the idiom that he was softening God’s
angry face against the people. Isn’t that so intimate and yet so
profound? And God listened to him and relented. We pause to rejoice
today in the work of our great mediator,® advocate® and intercessor’
who, in our prayers to the Father in His name, brings to His children
mercy, grace, forgiveness, peace® and the confirmation of His very
great and precious promises.®

There’s also the thought in this incident that Moses was being tested
and God really wanted His servant to plead for His people. Would
Moses give up on his own people and take up the offer of personal
exaltation? Moses passed the test and as a true shepherd, leader and
mediator he stepped into the breach before God to turn away His wrath.
God knew the heart of His servant Moses, but notwithstanding He gave
him the opportunity to make the right decision for the name and honour
of his God. We too will be brought into testing times of deep trouble in
our lives, but will we know our God so well that we can be bold in our
prayers, pleading for His guidance, mercy, grace® and peace in every
circumstance and trial?!

Wouldn’t we like to be able to pray like Moses? If our prayers bring to
God His word, are focused on His honour and glory and are more
concerned about the welfare and blessing of God’s people than our own
selfish desires, then we can be confident that we are praying in the
Spirit'? and in the will of God.*® James reminds us in his epistle that the
prayer of faith, and of a righteous person, is most effective.*

We too can, with true reverential fear, ‘stroke the face of God’ as we
pray, make petition and supplicate Him with thanksgiving through our
great high priest and mediator, the man Christ Jesus.

References: (1) Acts 6:2-4 (2) Ex.24:3 (3) Ex.33:11,18-23; 34:5-7,33-
35; Num.12:8; Deut.34:10 (4) Ex.33:19; 34:6-7 (5) 1 Tim.2:5-6 (6) 1 Jn
2:1 (7) Rom.8:34 (8) Jn 16:33 (9) 2 Pet.1:3-4 (10) Heb.4:15-16 (11)
Phil.4:6-7 (12) Rom.8:26-27; Eph.6:17-18; Jude 1:20 (13) 1 Jn 5:14-15
(14) Jas.1:6-7; 5:16b

Bible quotations from the NIV 2011.
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Walking with God

Disappointment
Ross Osborne, Glasgow, Scotland

Disappointment is a feeling we have all experienced. We can be
disappointed when circumstances don’t turn out the way we had hoped,
we receive bad news or friends let us down. Disappointment is defined
as ‘sadness or displeasure caused by the non-fulfilment of one’s hopes
or expectations.”* While we can bring to mind examples from our
personal or work lives, we must admit disappointments occur in our
Christian experience too - from low turnouts of people at outreach
events that we spend time organizing, to prayers that seem to go
unanswered, to Christian friends we’ve been taught by or served
alongside losing their faith.

In 1 Sam.30, David returns to Israel to find not only has his then
hometown of Ziklag been ransacked, but the women and children,
including his two wives have been abducted. To compound his sorrow,
his own men blame him for this and are planning to stone him! David’s
response to this series of profound disappointments was that he
‘strengthened himself in the LORD.’?> When all others seemed to be
against him, he knew he could rely on the faithfulness and strength of
his unchanging God.

Disappointments can be very hurtful, leaving us wondering what to do
next. David gives us an example of what it means to walk with God in
disappointment: he leans on God and seeks His help.

Elijah, after a great triumph where he had seen the immense power of
God, was also hit by a sudden disappointment. He had boldly
confronted 450 prophets of the false god Baal - whom many Israelites
were now worshipping - with a challenge. This challenge played out in
full view of the people. He told the prophets of Baal, ‘You call upon the
name of your god, and I will call upon the name of the LORD, and the
God who answers by fire, he is God.”® The outcome was that the “fire of
the LORD " spectacularly consumed Elijah’s offering. At this moment
Elijah might have expected national revival to follow, where Israel
would turn back to God. Instead, he received death threats which left
him terrified and running for his life.®

Times of spiritual triumph may be followed by opposition or setbacks.
We may find ourselves feeling discouraged when things don’t go the
way we imagined, but results will come in God’s timing.
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Many disappointments come from broken promises. There can be
various reasons why we break our promises to each other. We may
have had good intentions, but didn’t properly consider what the promise
involved. We might have been unable to keep our promise due to
changing circumstances that are beyond our control. Worst of all, we
may have made the promise without intending to actually keep it.

With God’s promises, however, these things don’t apply. Nothing is
impossible for Him;® He is always able to fulfil His commitments to us.
He knows the future, meaning no unforeseen circumstances will
prevent Him from making good what He says. Most importantly, God
is by nature absolutely faithful - He cannot lie.” We can rest on His
faithfulness and have cast-iron certainty that what God promises, He
does!

Perhaps the most glorious fulfilment of God’s promises came out of
what seemed the greatest ever disappointment. Following the death of
the Lord Jesus, the hopes of His disciples were shattered. One of the
people on the road to Emmaus put it this way: ‘Jesus of Nazareth, a
man who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all
the people ... our chief priests and riders delivered him up to be
condemned to death, and crucified him. But we had hoped that he was
the one to redeem Israel.’®

However, they were soon to discover He had risen from the dead, as He
had repeatedly promised!® This confirmed Him as the ‘Christ of God’,*°
and any expectations they had of Him before were now
overwhelmingly surpassed. Jesus was and is the one who can never
disappoint.

When we feel disappointed, it’s worth reminding ourselves that our
God will never disappoint us. He will do ‘immeasurably more than all
we ask or imagine. !

References: (1) Oxford Languages Dictionary (2) 1 Sam.30:6 (3) 1
Kgs.18:24 (4) 1 Kgs.18:38 (5) 1 Kgs.19:2-3 (6) Matt.19:26 (7)
Heb.6:18 (8) Lk.24:19-21 (9) Mk.8:31; 9:31; 10:34 (10) Lk.9:20 (11)
Eph.3:20 NIV

Bible quotations from the ESV, unless otherwise stated.
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Labour that’s not in vain
Geralde Mag-usara, llraya, Philippines

We value prayer support for the Lord’s work here in the Philippines
through crusades, conferences and door-to-door evangelism.

As our climate seems to change globally, the weather pattern here is not
as it was before. But praise God, since we have the wonderful gift of a
Gospel Van, there’s no hindrance as far as holding crusades - whatever
the weather. Using the Gospel Van, we canvass interested people
during the day, inviting them for the evening’s event in our local church
hall. Sometimes we ask each saint to cooperate in the work by bringing
one or two friends. It’s been particularly effective in Nabunturan and
Kaligutan. At that crusade in Kaligutan about 40 persons attended. We
were glad to see fourteen souls accept the Saviour.

A couple of months ago we conducted four crusades in Davao. Most
attendees were already believers, but a few we led to the Lord. During
later follow-up we led some more to the Saviour, among whom was
Norma Casundo, a previously devoted Catholic, who suffers with
severe

asthma. When we got to know her, she was wishing for God to extend
her life until her 70th birthday (October 2022). She’d already prepared
for her death in terms of financing her funeral. And then she added that
she’d asked God for one thing - that he’d bring her to heaven when she
died. She asked this as she didn’t know where she would spend
eternity.

We told her that she can be 100% certain in advance: that she could be
fully assured about her salvation through God’s Word. As soon as she
heard that, she grabbed her paper and ball-pen to take careful note of all
the verses we shared. We sensed the Spirit working in her heart. It’s
rare to see a devoted Catholic here reading the Bible. But she’s
different. She carefully listened to us and immediately wrote down Jn
3:16; 5:24 and 1 Jn 5:12-13. And then she responded with urgency;
repenting and believing the good news.! As we guided her through the
sinner’s prayer, her tears genuinely overflowed. After that, we saw joy
in her face. Until now Norma is unwell physically, but she keeps
sharing God’s words to her grandchildren. And praise God, five of
them have been baptized and numbered in Uraya (Davao).

Our last conference was held in Montevista and there were more than
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100 people (including visitors not in the church). The purposes of this
kind of gathering are twofold: fellowship with fellow saints in other
churches of God and gospel witness to visitors. This results in us
visiting them door-to-door.

For the last quarter, there were 71 people who applied for fellowship.
54 of them were numbered in churches of God such as Bullucan,
Malabog, Uraya, Montevista, Lingig, Tagum, Montevista, and
Nabunturan. In Bullucan, there were eight newly baptized and added to
the church. We are thankful most of all for God’s answer to the church
in Nabunturan. Three months ago, during our district elders meeting,
we were considering the future of the Church of God in Nabunturan.
Satan had successively attacked the church by means of quarrels among
saints and those remaining were no longer capable of functioning as a
church.

We began intensive in-reach and outreach programs for five weeks.
God blessed the initiatives with His help. Inactive saints were revived.
We also prayed for the results of our intensive outreach and, praise
God, the church grew both in faith and number. From its recent low
point of six, the church is now comprised of 30 saints. We also thank
God for providing us with our dear brother Rolando Cariaga and his
family (assisting from the neighbouring church at Montevista) for their
labour in caring for this church. God is using them so much for the
growth of this church.

Although not many, three men were numbered in Lingig recently (from
our outreach in San Jose). They are Qurino Angyas, Ricky Laguiman,
and Dino Angyas. They are relatives of our dear late Bayani Asang. It
was last July 25 when Bayani brought us here to preach the good news
among his relatives. But a couple of hours after we arrived in this place,
he passed away. Although we lost our brother, we gained three souls.
His labour was not in vain in the Lord.

Paul said, ‘Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord,
because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain. ?

References: (1) Mk.1:15 (2) 1 Cor.15:58
Bible quotations from the NIV 2011.
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From the Editors’ desk
Issue 2 - 2023

| recently heard a story of a father who wanted to celebrate his son’s
high school graduation by buying him a gift. The son was hoping for a
brand-new car, which he knew his father was able to afford. Instead, his
father gave him a Bible; perhaps not the dream gift of a typical teenage
boy! The son threw the Bible to the floor and stormed out of the house
in angry disappointment. This was to be their last encounter because his
father tragically died soon after. When the remorseful son returned
home for the funeral, he discovered the same Bible in a drawer. When
he opened it, out fell a car key! He learnt the hard way that you had to
open the Bible to get the gift.

By contrast, the inspired writer of Ps.119 proclaims: ‘How sweet are
your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth’ (Ps.119:103
ESV). Here is someone who certainly experienced the treasure within,
much more precious than anything material.

As we will see from this issue’s series of articles, it is within God’s
Word that we encounter our awesome creator, His grace, love and
dealings with His creation. We encounter the excellencies of Christ
everywhere we look, even in the clothing of Adam and Eve. We are
rescued from complacency and sin, and led to awe, wonder, humility
and repentance. We find power to combat doubt, we find inspiration for
our prayer life and motivation to serve the living God.

Of course, it is important not only to read the Bible well but to obey
well too. May God increase your appetite for His sweet Word, and may
we spread something of that sweetness to the world around us.

Andy
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His clothing - and ours
Andy Mcllree, Kilmarnock, Scotland

Gen.3:21 never fails to reinforce the graciousness of an offended God
as He ‘made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them’
(NIV). We can’t help but notice how it stands out in marked contrast to
Gen.3:7 which tells us, ‘they sewed fig leaves together and made
themselves coverings.” What a wonderful example of the accuracy and
inspiration of Scripture, and of how marvellously detailed are these Old
Testament shadows! Let’s enjoy some of the implications God was
sharing in this single verse.

God’s use of two different words seems to highlight the difference
between Adam and Eve’s futile efforts to cover themselves and the
wrapping He gave them. Their aprons, or girdles, are normally
associated with what was worn for defence in the Old Testament,! yet it
gave them none. What a contrast it was when the result of bloodshed at
God’s hands provided skin to replace the bloodless aprons sewn by
theirs! He saw them as having ‘nothing but leaves,’ in the same way as
the Lord would see the fig tree in Mk.11:13, and in the way His
precious blood must be shed to atone for defenceless sinners.

In His earliest expression of being so closely identified with sinners,
Jehovah Elohim wrapped Adam and Eve in a covering that only the
combined work of Father, Son and Holy Spirit could provide and, at
that moment, the one who would be revealed as the last Adam clothed
the first. In a much wider expression of it, Isaiah leaned on the same
word when he said, ‘I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my soul shall
be joyful in my God; for He has clothed me with the garments of
salvation. ? Isaiah was showing that the heart that was so moved in
Eden was still being moved to wrap needy sinners; and now, more
widely than ever, the grace of the gospel causes every redeemed person
to own the joy of being wrapped securely by Him in the sacrifice of His
Son.

So much was being foreshadowed in Gen.3:21 that points forward to
what Paul expounds of the gospel in Romans and the other epistles.
God’s initiative in Eden prefigured His desire for sons of Adam to
know ‘the blessedness of the man to whom God imputes
righteousness. ?

There also are two very different concepts presented in ‘aprons’ and
‘skin.” One is plural, utterly inadequate, ineffective and, sadly, the
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result of sinners’ works; the other is singular, uniquely adequate and
solely the result of the Saviour’s work. How beautifully He portrayed
that His redeemed are clothed by ‘one sacrifice for sins forever!

In the reality of His humanity, the Lord Jesus was wrapped by loving
hands both in His birth and in His death, and He also knew the
indignity of hateful hands that stripped Him; yet wrapping or stripping
neither added nor took away from His eternal clothing of glory, honour,
light, majesty, power or strength. What was on Him could be
manhandled; what is in Him never can. Ps.104:1-2 announces the
grandeur that, as God, He is ‘clothed with honor and majesty and
covered with light as with a garment,” which emphasises in the greatest
possible way that He is wrapped and will never be unwrapped.

The beauty of this garment is that it gives divine character to the use of
the Hebrew word simlah to assure us that it takes shape from what is
underneath. As God ‘manifested in the flesh,”® His ‘garment’ took
shape from what He always was in His pre-bodily form,® and ours takes
shape from what we have become and will remain in our new bodily
form.” For this reason, He was unalterably the same when here as God
manifested in the flesh, and He remains ‘the same yesterday, today, and
forever.® How different the last Adam is from the first: the first was
clothed by God, the last is clothed as God. He is eternally wrapped and,
in Him, so are we. Like Ruth, we rest at our redeemer’s feet in our ‘best
garment® until morning *® when, at last, we shall see Him in the full
glory of His garment and be in the full glory of ours.

References: (1) 1 Sam.18:4; 2 Sam.20:8 (2) Isa.61:10 (3) Rom.4:6 (4)
Heb.10:12 (5) 1 Tim.3:16 (6) Phil.2:6 (7) Phil.3:21 (8) Heb.13:8 (9)
from simlah (Heb.), Ruth 3:3 (10) Ruth 3:14

Bible quotations from the NKJV, unless stated otherwise.
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The fear of the Lord

The fear of the Lord and service
Stephen McCabe, Belfast, N. Ireland

The concepts of ‘service’, ‘worship’, and ‘fear’ are intertwining and
overlapping in our Bibles. The Hebrew words, and also their New
Testament Greek counterparts, behind our English translations often sit
close to one another in the text, and the meanings behind the words
themselves seem to intermingle.

For example, the purpose of God’s purchasing of a people for Himself
in the Old Testament is encapsulated in His words to Moses: ‘Go to
Pharaoh and say to him, This is what the LORD says: ‘Let My people
go, so that they may serve [Heb: abad] Me.”’* The Hebrew word abad
can also be translated as ‘worship.” The Hebrew word yare emphasises
the thought of a sense of awe inspired by our God.? In the Old
Testament we find the words ‘fear’, ‘revere’ or ‘worship’, for example,
as Moses speaks to remind the people of Israel about their obligations
to the Lord: ‘... now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require of
you, but to fear [Heb: yare] the LORD your God, to walk in all His
ways and love Him, and to serve [Heb: abad] the LORD your God with
all your heart and with all your sold.”® These words are again side by
side in verse 20 of the same chapter: ‘You shall fear the LORD your
God: you shall serve Him.’

As Moses speaks to the people, the requirement to ‘fear the Lord’
comes first on the list. Why might that be? The service, or worship, of
God must emerge from a particular posture of heart toward Him, as
ones who have been redeemed. That posture of heart must be one of
reverence and awe, based on an understanding of who God is - Moses
helps us with this in the same passage in Deuteronomy 10: ‘to the
LORD [YHWH] your God belong heaven and the highest heavens, the
earth and all that is in it ... the LORD [YHWH] your God is the God of
gods and the Lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the awesome
God.”* We have reason to be in awe of God, as the non-contingent
creator of all things, by whom, and from whom, and for whom, are all
things.

The corporate worship of the Lord that was established in the Old
Testament was associated with a priesthood operating in the service of
God’s house. Sadly, there were times in the history of Israel when this
service of God was carried out casually and callously, without the fear
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of the Lord. The consequences were dire. For example, Eli’s sons,
Hophni and Phinehas, showed contempt for God and the sacrifices that
were offered to Him.5 They were more interested in filling their own
bellies than with making sure that God got His portion. It is recorded
that their sin was great,® and they ultimately died as a result.” Centuries
later, a similar situation was highlighted by the prophet Malachi.
Through him, God said that the priests had come to despise His name,
treating the things of God with contempt.? The service of God, which
represents the highest privilege and experience of humanity, had
become tiresome and trivial to them.® How could it have been so0?
Where was the fear of the Lord? Its absence undermined their service
completely.

It is in the context of priesthood service that we come to Hebrews 12, in
New Testament words that are directly applicable to us, and where
again the words translated as ‘serve’, ‘worship’, and ‘fear’ are
intertwined: ‘since we receive a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let’s
show gratitude, by which we may offer to God an acceptable service
with reverence and awe: for our God is a consuming fire.’*® Gratitude,
reverence and awe are part of offering acceptable service to God. As set
out above, they are the appropriate posture of heart from which
acceptable service flows. The reminder is clear: our God is a
consuming fire. The writer to the Hebrews is referencing Moses
speaking to the people of Israel to warn against idolatry,** and to assure
them that God will drive out their enemies from the promised land.*?
God is the same today - reverence and awe should fill us in recognition
of His person and power, leading to the kind of service that is
acceptable to Him.

The fear of the Lord is the foundation for our service. It was evident in
the early days of the New Testament church and churches - and in fact
was a reason for the blessing that they enjoyed as they served the Lord
together: ‘so the church throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria
enjoyed peace, as it was being built up: and as it continued in the fear
of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it kept increasing. ™3

References: (1) Ex.8:1 (2) D.J. Webster. What is the fear of the Lord?
NT2023-01 (3) Deut.10:12 (4) Deut.10:14,17 (5) 1 Sam.2:29 (6) 1
Sam.2:17 (7) 1 Sam.2:34; 4:11 (8) Mal.1:6-7 (9) Mal.1:13 (10)
Heb.12:28-29 (11) Deut.4:23-25 (12) Deut.9:3 (13) Acts 9:31

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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Amazing grace

The gift of grace
Craig Jones, Toronto, Canada

The outworking of biblical grace is experienced in a rich diversity of
contexts and opportunities in our lives as disciples of the Lord Jesus.
We’re all no doubt continually amazed by, and enormously grateful for,
the truth of divine grace extended to us for salvation: that undeserved
love and kindness of God that is prompted from His own heart of love,
rather than by any merit in those who receive it.! That first encounter of
God’s grace then introduces us to ongoing experiences of different
facets of divine grace that affect our lives. We can think of the grace
that prompts practical generosity and thoughtful kindness towards
others, as exemplified by disciples in the Church of God in Jerusalem?
and by the Macedonian saints as they sought the ‘favour’ (grace) of the
opportunity to help relieve the suffering of their brothers and sisters
elsewhere.?

Paul himself also knew a special experience of the all-sufficiency of the
grace of the Lord that enabled him to continue to endure the ‘thorn in
the flesh’* and no doubt many of us have similarly known that same
sufficient grace in challenging times. As we appreciate the truth that we
are imbued with special spiritual gifts by virtue of the indwelling Holy
Spirit, these very gifts are described as a ‘grace’ from God and our
exercise of them is a demonstration of such grace.®

We come then to a very specific instance of the impact of the grace of
God on our conversation, our manner of speaking and therefore our
relationship with those around us. In writing to the Church of God in
Corinth, Paul declared, ‘I thank my God always concerning you for the
grace of God which was given you in Christ Jesus, that in everything
you were enriched in Him, in all speech and all knowledge. *®

Paul was clearly impressed and encouraged by the enriching effect of
God’s grace on the way the Corinthian saints interacted with one
another and, presumably, with those around them. The grace of God we
experience in our salvation must also impact every aspect of our
personality and behaviour thereafter. | recently heard of a young
disciple who made a positive impact on his classmates at school
because they noticed that he didn’t swear like everyone else did. I can
recall work colleagues who made similar remarks to me and it opened
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up opportunities to explain why - sometimes it’s the apparently small
things that make a difference and that people notice. It’s an example of
what Paul exhorted the saints in Colossae to embrace with respect to
their conduct towards and with others: ‘Let your speech always be with
grace, as though seasoned with salt, so that you will know how you
should respond to each person.

In this, as in all aspects of our lives as disciples of the Lord Jesus, He
Himself is our great example and inspiration. In addressing their
composition, their ‘song of love,” to the heavenly King, the sons of
Korah proclaimed, ‘Grace is poured upon Your lips; Therefore God has
blessed You forever. ®

How readily we can trace the truth of that in the life and conversation
of the Lord Jesus as recorded for us in the Gospels. Indeed, as He
embarked on His public ministry with the reading from lIsa.61 in the
synagogue of Nazareth, ‘all were speaking well of Him, and wondering
at the gracious words which were falling from His lips. ® May we then
also strive to ‘Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth, but
only such a word as is good for edification according to the need of the
moment, so that it will give grace to those who hear. "*°

In doing so, we ensure that the evidence of the grace of God in our lives
is seen in spiritually enriched and seasoned speech and conduct that
honours the one whose name we bear and whose character and nature
we should emulate, to the blessing of those around us.

References: (1) Eph.2:8-9 (2) Acts 4:32-35 (3) 2 Cor.8:3-4 (4) 2
Cor.12:7-9 (5) Eph.4:7; Rom.12:6 (6) 1 Cor.1:4-5 (7) Col.4:6 (8)
Ps.45:2 (9) Lk.4:22 (10) Eph.4:29

Bible quotations from the NASB95.
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Reading the Bible well

Discourse
James Needham, Birmingham, England

There’s no book on earth that compares to the Bible. It has been
described as ‘God’s message in human words’, because it’s His
complete written communication given in a way we can understand.
Since its purpose is to express eternal truths - relating to God’s
character, and His will and purposes for all humanity - the underlying
message of His Word transcends any culture and endures the passing of
any age.

The richness of God’s message is conveyed in a variety of literary
styles, which the first article in this series identified as narrative, poetry
and discourse. These varying styles engage our interest and help to
amplify the meaning of God’s communication to us. Narrative is easy
to identify, as it simply recounts historical events. We’re familiar, too,
with the feeling that pervades poetic language. But what do we mean
when we refer to discourse?

What is discourse?

Discourse is a writing style that lays out and develops ideas to reach a
definite conclusion and provoke a response in the reader. Written
discourse tends to be arranged in paragraphs, each paragraph
gravitating around a particular thought that advances what precedes it
and prepares for what follows.

Although discourse represents around 23% of the Bible - the least in
content of the three main literary styles - it characterises fundamental
parts of God’s revelation, both in the Old and New Testaments. Some
of the Lord Jesus’ spoken ministry is recorded in this style, and we find
it too in the Old Testament law and the New Testament epistles.
Discourse passages engage us intellectually and, for that reason, we
find them challenging. But since these passages disclose such essential
teaching, by which we are to understand God’s will and apply it in our
lives, we’ll surely benefit from approaching them in a way that helps us
to draw out that vital communication which is to inform our lives for
Him.

So how should we prepare our minds to get the most from these
passages? First, we must recognise that discourse differs significantly
from narrative and poetry, since the key messages of neither narrative
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(as information about events that have already occurred) nor poetry
(which speaks so powerfully to the universal human condition) depend
on the prevailing culture of its human author. One way in which
discourse is so different is that it always arises from a particular
occasion to serve a particular purpose in the author’s mind. So
discourse always hangs on its specific context, both in terms of
historical setting and literary intent. That means seeing the content in
the light of its context is essential if we are to unpack discursive
passages and discover the message God is conveying to us.

Historical context

Historical context is the collection of circumstances that prevailed at
the time the passage was written. This includes the identity of the writer
and his readers, and the occasion which caused the passage to be
written. It may also include the cultural or political background, the
type of society or geographical features of the place where the
recipients lived. All of these circumstances come together to form the
historical background to the passage, and give us clues about what the
writer was trying to explain, and why he expressed his ideas in the way
he did.

Some understanding of historical context is essential in getting to the
heart of the New Testament epistles. If we read Paul’s letter to the
Romans, for example, we discover that he was writing to a church of
God populated by Jews and Gentiles.* They were seeking to serve the
Lord in the city-heart of a godless empire, surrounded by idolatry and
lasciviousness,? where they knew persecution.® But the joining of Jews
and Gentiles in shared service was under strain, and Paul was
compelled by the Holy Spirit to affirm the mercies of God, which they
both enjoyed through the universal efficacy of the gospel - justification
received by faith through the atoning work of Christ,* without whom
neither Jew nor Gentile could boast or stand before God.®

So, as divisions appeared in the church® - expressed in terms of
circumcision, holy days and what to eat’ - Paul’s desire was that they
unite in undergoing a single common experience of becoming a living
sacrifice, and enjoy all the resultant blessings.®

Knowing something of this historical background helps us to see their
church situation as Paul knew it to be. It brings the letter to life, not as a
dry theological exposition, but the apostle’s heartfelt plea written to
address very real problems. It also guides us in the vital first step of
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interpretation: to understand what Paul’s words meant to those who
first read them, because it’s only by understanding what the letter
meant to them that we can set proper boundaries for what it means for
us, that we might apply it in our lives in response to the challenge of
Rom.12:1-2.

The value of historical context seems pretty clear in our handling of the
epistles, but how do we approach Old Testament discourse, since we
are not under law but under grace?® Again, historical context helps us,
for the law that God gave to Israel was the framework by which He
entered into covenant relationship with them. Under the old covenant,
God took Israel from among all the nations and made them a unique
people for Himself. He would be their God and they would be His
people, and the law provided the stipulations under which that covenant
relationship would be maintained.'® So the law revealed the character of
the lawgiver, and by its keeping the people became more like Him.!

Seen in that context, the law helps us to learn about the character of
God, which He desires to be reflected in His people. When we come to
a law like Lev.19:9-10, we discover that God cares for those in need,
whether by material poverty or by lacking a place of belonging. Then
we notice the same principle articulated throughout Scripture,*? and so
a law about agricultural practice opens up the heart of God and the
response He sought in Israel. As with the epistles, once we’ve learned
what the Israelites were to appreciate from this law, we’re helped to
discern the eternal principle, originating in the character of our
unchanging God, and determine its application for us today.*

Literary context

Alongside historical context, our approach to any passage of discourse
must respect its literary context. Although the division of Bible books
into chapters and verses helps us find passages quickly, it can
encourage us to lift a verse from its context and make it stand alone,
entirely uncoupled from all that goes before and after it. We’ve noted
above that discourse is characterised by the progression of ideas
towards a logical conclusion, so any verse in a passage of discourse
must always be read in the context in which it appears. That means both
the immediate context of the verse in its paragraph and the wider
context of the paragraph within the entire work, so that the immediate
thought can be traced as part of the developing argument leading to the
conclusion and response.

Take the well-known verse in Rom.8:28 (ESV), ‘And we know that for
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those who love God all things work together for good, for those who
are called according to his purpose.’

Extracted from its context, that verse may lead a reader to the false
conclusion that any hardship in this life must only be short-lived, or
worse still, that we should not expect to undergo trial at all, since God
ensures that all things are worked together to achieve a good outcome
for us. Yet the context of Romans 8 expressly anticipates suffering in
the believer’s life’* and recognises the reality, even in the lives of
spiritual giants like the psalmist, that serious hardship may accompany
deep spirituality.’® Set in its proper context, verse 28 takes the eternal
perspective, directing our gaze beyond the deepest adversities of this
life to see the counsels of God fulfilled in us, resulting in glorification
for those who cannot be separated from Christ.!® The preceding
chapters have been building up to this, and it gives us reason to take
heart, as the Holy Spirit intercedes on our behalf even when the here-
and-now becomes too much for words.’

Despite the intellectual challenge that discursive texts present, God has
adopted their style for our benefit, to convey much of the rich theology
He reveals to us.

Learning to handle them well will deeply enrich our understanding of
His message - a message that first came to the original recipients in
their day, but comes now to us in ours. So be encouraged to take hold
of these deep passages of Scripture with a renewed sense of purpose, to
seek out God’s eternal truth and apply it faithfully in our lives.

References: (1) Rom.2:17; 11:13; 9:24 (2) Rom.1:18-32; 13:13 (3)
Rom.12:12,14 (4) Rom.4:22-25; 5:6-11 (5) Rom.3:21-31 (6)
Rom.16:17 (7) Rom.2:25; 14:5; 14:2,20 (8) Rom.12:1-2; 14:19 (9)
Rom.6:14 (10) Ex.19:3-6 (11) Rom.7:7-14 (12) Ps.68:5-6; 113:7-9 (13)
Acts 2:45; Gal.2:10 (14) Rom.8:18 (15) Rom.8:35-36; Ps.44:22 (16)
Rom.8:29-39 (17) Rom.8:26-27
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Basic Christianity

Repentance
Karl Smith, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

Those of us who became Christians as small children may not even
have thought of the word repentance, but in order to know we needed a
Saviour we must necessarily have realised that we had sin from which
we needed saving. | remember a simple act of disobedience to my
parents that made me realise | wasn’t ‘one of the good boys’ as | had
previously thought of myself. Later, reading a book of verses that
guoted the story of the two men who went to the temple to pray, |
related to the words of the man who said, ‘God, be merciful to me, a
sinner! * knowing that I, too, had sincerely prayed such a prayer.

Paul’s message was of ‘... repentance toward God and of faith in our
Lord Jesus Christ.’? Both are necessary parts of our response to the
gospel. Repentance is about much more than saying sorry. It involves
thinking differently about sin no longer as a harmless, if regrettable,
failing, but as something God hates and so should we. Paul’s Roman
readers thought entirely differently about the things they used to do
before they became believers: ‘But what fruit were you getting at that
time from the things of which you are now ashamed? For the end of
those things is death. ® Sometimes, as in the case of Zacchaeus, the test
of the sincerity of our repentance is our willingness to make things right
with people whom we have wronged.*

We can feel disgust at our actions and yet not repent. Esau came into
this category® and so did Judas: ‘Then when Judas, his betrayer, saw
that Jesus was condemned, he changed his mind and brought back the
thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders.” He recognised
that he had ‘sinned by betraying innocent blood,” and even tried to
give back the money. This however, led only to despair, not faith, as he
went out and killed himself. This is where repentance goes beyond
remorse and depends upon God granting such repentance.’

There is both a positive and a negative aspect of repentance. Notice that
Paul preached ‘repentance toward God.”” We see an example of this in
the attitude of the Thessalonians who ‘turned to God from idols to serve
the living and true God. ® Not only did they negatively turn their backs
on the dead and false idols, but they positively turned their faces
towards the living and true God. To turn towards God is to turn away
from sin. This is what both Esau and Judas failed to do.
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Sometimes as Christians we need to repent to maintain our close walk
with God. 1 Jn 1:8-9 tells us: ‘If we say we have no sin, we deceive
ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful
and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all
unrighteousness.’

Self-examination before the Remembrance® is a good opportunity for us
to review our week honestly and sometimes we will need to speak to
God in repentance and even put things to rights with others before we
go, just as the offerer in temple days was advised by the Lord Jesus: ‘So
if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your
brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the
altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and
offer your gift. °

David’s prayer in Ps.51 provides a model of genuine repentance that we
can use as a template for repentance for serious sin should we need it.

Paul’s letters to the Corinthians show that even the apparently harsh
action of excommunication from the church is designed to lead towards
a turning back to God. In a passage that illustrates the difference
between repentance and remorse, Paul says: ‘For godly grief produces
a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas worldly
grief produces death.

Restoration to fellowship was mercifully available for such persons as
described here. Praise God that it can be for us today!

References: (1) Lk.18:13 (2) Acts 20:21 (3) Rom.6:21 (4) see Lk.19:1-
10 (5) see Heb.12:16-17 (6) Matt.27:3-4 (7) Acts 11:18; 2 Tim.2:25 (8)
1 Thess.1:9 (9) 1 Cor.11:24-28 (10) Matt.5:23-24 (11) 2 Cor.7:10

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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The battle for purity

Guarding our eyes, ears and mouths
Alister McCarty, Belfast, N.Ireland

The battle for purity involves an ongoing assault from ‘the god of this
world.™ The average person in the UK spends around four hours per
day on mobile devices,? and what they see and hear there may take
them captive. As such, we need to be active, intentional and disciplined
in seeking purity; active, intentional and disciplined in websites
browsed, social media visited, films and TV watched, music listened to
and books read.

Eyes

David said: ‘I will not set before my eyes anything that is worthless. *
What exactly does it mean for something to be worthless? The first
instance* of the Hebrew word for worthless in our Bibles gives a stark
message. Its reference to Satan® is also instructive.

In Deut.13:12-18 the details of the covenant are being expanded in
relation to the worship of a holy people and, in particular, warnings
about idolatry. Here, a certain number of (‘worthless’) men in a city
had persuaded its inhabitants to become idolaters - those who serve
other gods. Those having received this report were to investigate; to
‘inquire and make search and ask diligently.’® If true, the consequence
was to be swift and final. The city’s inhabitants and all their livestock
were to be put to death. Likewise, we are to put to death ‘what is
earthly " in us,” i.e., our propensities for sinfulness.

The heap of ruins in the city was a permanent witness to the
abomination that had taken place. No part of the city was ever to be
rebuilt. Are we similarly challenged today about the worthless things,
the rubbish,® in our lives? After all, if the things that we look at become
the priority, they are taking the place of God and are idols.®

May our prayers ever be: ‘Turn my eyes from looking at worthless
things: and give me life in your ways.

Ears

Similarly, we need to guard our ears. If we wish to walk by faith, it is
our hearing*! of the word of God, not our sight!? of worldly things, that
should be at the helm. In Gen.13, Abram and Lot had come to a parting

of the ways based on a choice between the seen and the unseen. Today
we have the same choice. Lot was guided by the sight of his eyes'® to
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the well-watered plains of the Jordan and its proximity to Sodom. By
contrast, Abram acted in accordance with his hearing of the voice of the
Lord who had called him.*

We have the same two options. What guides our lives: the eyes of the
natural or, by faith, the ears of the spiritual? Perhaps a helpful way of
expressing it would be: ‘we walk by hearing, not by seeing.” Lot did not
walk by hearing and paying heed to the eternal word of God; he walked
by sight. Could the same be said about us?

Mouths
The psalmist challenges the use of our mouths in four ways:

1. To guard our ways that we may not sin with our tongue, and
2. To guard our mouths with a muzzle.*

3. To set a guard over our mouths, and

4. To keep watch over the door of our lips.

If the eyes and ears are concerned with input, what we receive, then the
mouth is primarily concerned with output. How often it is that what we
see and hear impacts what we ultimately say, hence the need to guard
our ways in terms of our input on a daily basis.

The psalmist uses strong language and 1I’m sure we can all think of
occasions when it would have been better for a muzzle to have been
placed over our mouth! Rather than focus on not doing negative things,
Paul encourages us instead to use our mouths positively ‘for building
up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear. '

Again we ought to be active, intentional and disciplined in this matter,
and by God’s grace, the words of our mouths will be acceptable in His
sight.8

References: (1) 2 Cor.4:4 (2)
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1285042/uk-daily-time-spent-
mobile-usage/ (3) Ps.101:3 (4) Deut.13:13 (5) 2 Cor.6:15 (6)
Deut.13:14 (7) Col.3:5 (8) Phil.3:8 (9) Matt.6:24 (10) Ps.119:37 (11)
Rom.10:17 (12) 2 Cor.5:7 (13) Gen.13:10 (14) Gen.13:14-17 (15)
Ps.39:1 (16) Ps.141:3 (17) Eph.4:29 (18) Ps.19:14

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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The uniqueness of God

Creator
Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

‘For by [the Son] all things were created, both in the heavens and on
earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones, or dominions, or rulers, or
authorities - all things have been created through Him and for Him. He
is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. *

Our Bibles begin with the simple statement that ‘God created the
heavens and the earth.” On the surface, this seems like a simple
statement of narrative fact, like I might say that | made a sandwich for
my lunch. However, God’s act of creation is not a fact of historical
curiosity with no present-day impact: it defines an ongoing relationship
between all things and Himself.

The work of the Creator

No modern football club can be discussed without reference being
made to their owners. In the example of Manchester United, the Glazer
family who owns it has been a deeply controversial presence since the
2003 leveraged buyout. That acquisition, which took the debt (and
interest repayments) the Glazers accumulated to purchase the club and
named it as the club’s own debt, soured relationships between the
owners and supporters. The Glazers’ announcement of their intention to
sell the club in November 2022 brought about yet more controversy.
Renovations to the Old Trafford stadium are needed, and require
investment from the owners. The owners do little to dispel the notion
that they own the football club as a financial asset, which prevents any
reconciliation with the fans who see other clubs rising to success in the
Premier League when backed with the financial investments of their
OWners.

What is God’s relationship with the world that He has created? Is it a
system from which He extracts resources, or one that He is close to and
willing to invest in?

In His revelation to Job, God shows Himself as the one who hunts prey
for the lion’s young,® among many other statements that show His
continuously intimate knowledge of the world and the processes that
keep it suitable for life. Jesus adds to this idea by describing His Father
as the one who feeds the birds and clothes the lilies.* Through His
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teaching, we see that the Creator is someone who can be continually
relied upon for kinder care than any earthly father.® Paul wasn’t
understating anything when he told the Colossians ‘in Him all things
hold together!” His involvement far exceeds the owner of a sports team
who pays to keep the lights on; His continued involvement as Creator is
the way in which we continue to exist, and all good things that we have
come from Him.

The authority of the Creator

The popularity of TV shows such as The Great British Bake Off,
Masterchef and Iron Chef are often based on the perception that the
audience has of the show’s judges. The people who are evaluating the
food that is made by the contestants need to be understood to be experts
in the culinary field. Either they are renowned critics who can unpack
all the flavours in the food and how they interact with each other, or a
chef who is of such fame that their proven track record gives them the
authority to tell the contestants what they have done wrong in their
work. As humans, we can push back against the authority of other
people unless they demonstrate to us that they have good reason to hold
that judgement over us.

Peter calls on us to willingly submit ourselves to God as Judge over us
on the basis that He is our Creator: ‘Therefore, those also who suffer
according to the will of God are to entrust their souls to a faithful
Creator in doing what is right. ® Due to His unique position as the all-
knowing Creator, God is the only one with the qualifications to act as
Judge over all things. Therefore, His faithful character means that He
will act in restoration to all those who have lost unfairly, and with
comeuppance to any who have gained through wicked means.

Of course, as Creator, God’s position as Judge is inarguable, regardless
of whether we choose to accept Him as such or not. The great divide
between our status and God’s is the natural conclusion of God being
Creator, but it can leave us feeling frustrated and helpless. Ultimately,
when we come to trust His character, those frustrations dissolve into
gladness, and that helplessness is overcome by finding His absolute
help.

The uniqueness of the Creator

Whether it be music, a painting or novel, architecture or film, we
commonly consider the finest works of art to be those that are the result
of a particular artist. Something that their distinct human experiences
mean that only they could produce. For example, the books of Tolstoy,
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such as War and Peace and Anna Karenina, required his particular
experience as a landowner becoming dissatisfied with his own wealth,
his experiences of war in Crimea, and his developing understanding
that Christian faith was supposed to be life-changing and not just
understood academically. As a result, they are appreciated as art by
those who do not share those experiences, yet recognise how he
portrays human experience upon the page.

God’s creation is of a magnitude of artistry that goes beyond all the
collected works of art the human race has produced, and His glory is
demonstrated in the goodness that can be seen in it. His role as Creator
also makes Him unique more than we can truly comprehend: when He
declared of Himself to Moses, ‘1 AM WHO | AM’,” He claims that He
alone exists without having first been made. Indeed, the statement
‘apart from Him not even one thing came into being that has come into
being® leaves Him alone as that which has not ‘come into being’,
because He is the origin of all others. One of our hymns says of Him:

‘The undivided three,

And self-existent One;

Where reason fails with all her powers,
There faith prevails and love adores.”®

It captures the fact that this is a truth that we can only truly appreciate
by faith, because the substance of God as Creator is entirely different to
the things that we know within the creation.

However, the things that both Paul and John were commenting on in
the passages we’ve cited from them are intending to make plain one
thing: this Creator who has no beginning has entered into His own
creation in the person of Jesus Christ. This being who is alien to us in
authority and self-existing nature has made Himself known to us in
ways that we can understand; having been born as we are born, He
lived and walked upon this earth as we all do, being sustained by His
Father while He was also fully under His authority® and kept entrusting
Himself to Him who judges righteously.!

Knowing our Creator

Following the example of the Lord Jesus Christ, we are not to be
intimidated by the difference between ourselves and our Creator (while
remaining full of awe and respectful towards Him at all times), but are
invited into a relationship of intimate dependence upon Him. He is not
distant or disengaged from our world, so we should not act distant or
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disengaged from Him. This is the unique declaration of Christianity, so
absurd that it would be considered sacrilegious if it were not true: that
we can know someone so apart from us, and that He cares for us
individually. Sometimes that dependence will not see an answer in the
taking away of our troubles, but in those circumstances it is all the more
important that we entrust ourselves to the faithful Creator who existed
before all things, and will remain and reward us after all these
surroundings have passed away in His judgement. We might be small
in comparison to the powers that surround us - governments and
corporations, those who seek to tempt us - but we are held safe by the
one who is greater than all, by having limited all such things to their
place through His creative power.

References: (1) Col.1:16-17 (2) Gen.1l:1 (3) Job 38:39-41 (4)
Matt.6:26-30 (5) Matt.7:11 (6) 1 Pet.4:19 (7) Ex.3:14 (8) Jn 1:3 (9)
Isaac Watts, PHSS 37, v.4 (10) Jn 4:34 (11) 1 Pet.2:23

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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We are all in it together
Peter Hickling, Cromer, England

We all tend to regard the things that affect ourselves as the most
important, but in fact all issues are global issues; we cannot dismiss
things that don’t directly affect us as insignificant. John Donne wrote in
1645:

No man is an island,

Entire of itself,

Every man is a piece of the continent,
A part of the main.

If a clod be washed away by the sea,
Europe is the less.

As well as if a promontory were.

As well as if a manor of thy friend’s
Or of thine own were:

Any man’s death diminishes me,
Because | am involved in mankind,
And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
It tolls for thee.!

A recent event that brings this to mind is Russia’s attack on Ukraine.
Countries throughout the world condemned it, and Russia became a
pariah state, so that imports from Russia and commercial dealings with
it were barred. This had its effects on many countries, particularly in
Europe, where the prices of gas and grain have risen sharply. Since
Britain is an island it has never been invaded since 1066 - even Hitler
could not cross the English Channel - but the Ukrainian war has
affected even Britain economically. Although there is alarm over the
increased cost of living, Britons are thankful for what they have,
conscious that millions of people throughout the world are much worse
off than they are.

Yet are ‘bread and butter’ issues the most important? If you are starving
you can’t think of anything else. When Jesus had fasted for 40 days and
He was very hungry, He said to the tempter, ‘Man shall not live by
bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God. ‘2
The two needs go together; physical food keeps us alive and spiritual
food gives eternal life. Furthermore, the latter provision of spiritual
food is absolutely universal in the scope of its offer: for Scripture tells
us that ‘God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son. that whoever
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believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.® No-one is
excluded; there is a sense in which God loves all people, even those
whom we might be tempted to despise, condemn, or even hate,
including Putin now, and Hitler and Stalin in the past. God will
certainly condemn the evil that they have done, but He is the judge of
that. We cannot know others” motives and feelings, but God knows ‘the
thoughts and intentions of the heart. *

God’s care is universal, His love is universal, and His redeemer is for
all who come to Him in faith. Therefore let us pray for the needs of His
whole world; for peace and goodwill over all the earth; for the mission
and unity of the Church for which Christ died.

And because this of all things would rejoice His heart, let us also
remember in His name the poor and the helpless; the hungry and the
oppressed; the sick and those who mourn; the lonely and the unloved,;
the aged and the little children; and all those who don’t know the Lord
Jesus, or who don’t love Him, or who by sin have grieved His heart of
love.

References: (1) John Donne, Meditation XVII, Devotions upon
Emergent Occasions (2) Matt.4:4 (3) Jn 3:16 (4) Heb.4:12

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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Caring for orphans

An interview with Hilda Ben, who runs the Orphan Care
Centre at Ndirande, Blantyre, Malawi

Hilda, please tell us what activities take place when the Orphan Care
Centre is in session?

I would like to list them as follows:

Bible story time is when the children team to listen to and follow Bible
stories. They team about God, the Creator of the heavens and the earth
and everything on it. They team about Jesus Christ, the Son of God and,
of course, they learn many other Bible stories. The also learn to
memorise some Bible verses. Beyond that, they also learn short stories
from our stock of library books. The aim is to help them to learn the
skill of listening and following the stories.

Then Education lessons is when the children learn to read and write
the alphabet, basically coming to be aware that there are 26 letters in
the alphabet. From this, they go on to learn to recognise and write the
vowels. As regards numbers, they also learn to count and how to write
the numbers.

The calendar is what we call the time when they learn the 12 months
of the year by naming the months in the form of a song. We do the
same with the days of the week until they learn that we have seven days
in a week and children learn to pronounce the names of the days while
singing them.

Art and craft This activity is one that the children like a lot, and they
are always very active while it is taking place. It’s the opportunity for
the children to learn moulding, painting, playing draughts (checkers),
drawing, shading with crayons and building with blocks or bricks.

Dramatic and imaginative play is when the children learn to play
together in a group pretending to be grown- ups. Their play consists of
using lots of things: pots, cups, plates, flour, water, toys, mats,
vegetables and many more. The also learn to sing songs and dance
using the equipment.

Outdoor activities is when the children get the chance to play: with

balls and wheels; using a slide and swing; jumping; running; playing on

sand and many more.

The aim of getting the children to do these activities is to help them to

grow: spiritually; mentally; health-wise; physically; become self-
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dependent; have a creative mind and to interact in unity with each
other.

Do any relatives attend special prizegivings or other church
gatherings?

During the distribution of foodstuffs, parents and guardians are
gathered and an overseer preaches from the Word of God at every
gathering. As a result, a few of them, over the years, have joined the
church gatherings.

Do you still have contact with children who have matured?

For the past good many years, before the Covid-19 outbreak, we had
‘Children’s corner’ where the older OCC children gathered in the
afternoon once a week and we were mentoring them about their
education as well as enjoying games. We wish to start again when the
current Cholera outbreak comes to an end.

What are the exact home circumstances of the children?

They live with guardians. The guardians appreciate everything that is
done for their children. And the wider community appreciate the fruits
of Ndirande OCC.

On behalf of the Malawi Project Committee, | would like to express my
sincere gratitude for the support we receive at Ndirande OCC.
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Praying like David

Thomas Palmer, Cardiff, Wales

It seems to me that the older we get, the more conscious we become of
the need to make provision for our loved ones after we die. There are
many practical steps we can take to ease the impact of our passing, such
as making a will, taking out life insurance or buying a funeral plan. The
last eight chapters of 1 Chronicles are effectively David’s preparations
for ensuring that his kingdom would continue to prosper after his death,
central to which are the plans God has given for building a temple.

1 Chron.29 begins with David encouraging his people to follow his
example to give willingly towards the building of the temple. The
people responded by giving freely and wholeheartedly to the Lord
(v.9). David rejoiced at his people’s generosity and then led the people
in prayer.

David’s prayer recorded in that chapter gives us a deep insight into his
understanding of, and relationship with, God. We can divide it into
three sections: verses 10-13, 14-17 and 18-20. (It’s worth taking the
time to read those verses before moving on.)

The first section draws our attention to the nature of God. David began
in verse 10 by offering praise to God by referring to His covenant with
His people Israel and to His eternal nature. Set in the context of the last
eight chapters of 1 Chronicles, we naturally contrast the mortality of the
elderly David against the immortality of the everlasting God. Verse 11
reminds us that everything belongs to God while verse 12 brings to
mind that everything comes from God. The consequence of these truths
is the thanksgiving and praise we see in verse 13.

The second section shifts our attention to David and the people. Despite
the great generosity on display in verses 1-10, David did not seek to
elevate himself before God. Instead, he posed the question in verse 14:
‘But who am I, and who are my people, that we should be able to give
as generously as this?’

Together with verses 15 and 16, we can see that David truly understood
his and his people’s status before an almighty God and how blessed
they were to be able to give so much back to Him. Verse 17 shows us
that David knew he could not trick God and that offerings had to be
made willingly and with honest intent.

The third section moves to focus on David asking for God’s blessing
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for His people and for David’s own son. In verse 18, David asked God
to keep His people’s hearts loyal to God and in verse 19 he asked for
his son Solomon to be given a wholehearted devotion to building the
temple. The prayer reached a crescendo in verse 20 when all the people
praised God and prostrated themselves before Him and David.

In 1 Kgs.6:38 we see God’s answer to David’s prayer: ‘In the eleventh
year ... the temple was finished in all its details according to its
specifications.” David knew he wouldn’t see the temple, but he trusted
God to accomplish this work.

Studying David’s prayer has caused me to reflect on the times when my
children have shown generosity to me. It might be something as simple
as offering me a sweet or a chip from the bag that | have just bought for
them, or when they buy me a small gift with the pocket money | give to
them. It doesn’t matter that | ultimately pay for the item or that | have
the money to go to buy my own. The generosity of a child brings great
joy to a parent because it reflects the heart of the child.

In the same way, David’s generosity would have brought great joy to
God, not because God needed David’s generosity but because it
reflected David’s heart.

So, how can we pray like David? Here are four suggestions:
1. When we pray, remember that our prayers reflect our hearts.

2. Be grateful to be able to contribute towards the generosity of
God’s people.

3. Pray for the wholehearted devotion of God’s people and of our
leaders.

4. Trust that God will accomplish His work, even if we don’t get
to see the results.

Bible quotations from the NIV.
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Walking with God in ...

Doubt
Ira & Jess Williamson, Trinidad, USA

No doubt this is a struggle we can all relate to! Doubt manifests itself in
various ways and isn’t a new experience in our modem world. Right in
the beginning, Eve listened to the Deceiver who questioned the word of
God. The serpent’s words, ‘Did God really say...?” seem to have been
whispered in the Garden, yet their echoing effect resounds over the
ages to us. God’s Word stands forever,? it is more solid than the rocks
from which this universe is made. When doubts arise and we hear the
beginning of that doubting question, we should open the pages of our
Bible and hear His words.

Delayed response to God’s word can lead to doubt. His command to
Abraham, Take your son,’® is among the single most difficult missions
God has ever assigned to an individual. But Abraham believed God*
and he rose early® and did as God commanded. No lingering and
pondering as to whether God really said to do it. If God commands us
to do something (normally through His Word), we ought to ‘rise early.’

Like Moses at the burning bush,® we may doubt our ability to carry out
God’s call. Moses could only see his inability instead of seeing the
sovereign omnipotence of the one who called him. Moses’ view of God
grew and so did his desire to see God more clearly.” Oh, to be like
Mary who accepted so quickly the impossible calling she received from
Gabriel, with her beautiful response, ‘Behold the maidservant of the
Lord! Let it be to me according to your word. ‘@ So the antidote to this
kind of doubt must be a humble desire to know and therefore trust the
God with whom we are walking.

Another form of doubt comes when we get distracted by the tough
circumstances life throws at us. Impressively, Peter’s bold, maybe
impulsive, character let him get out of the boat at the command of the
Lord, with his eyes fixed on his Saviour to walk confidently on the
water. But when he took his eyes off his Lord, the storm around him
consumed him and he started to sink. The antidote here was Peter’s cry,
‘Lord, save me!’® - not a grasping for the boat or a futile attempt to
tread water, but a clear cry for help to the only one who could save him.

The ultimate cure to doubt is seeing. When the Lord Jesus appeared to
Thomas, Thomas fell at His feet and exclaimed, ‘My Lord and my
God!’* One day, all opportunity for doubt will be removed. Until then,
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we should be encouraged by the Lord’s reply to Thomas: ‘Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have believed.’** There’s truth to the
saying ‘seeing is believing’, but there is abundant, true and blessed life
in the words ‘the just shall live by his faith. ** As Thomas would agree,
doubt sneaks in more easily when we stop meeting with others.
Someone cleverly said, ‘the more you miss church, the less you miss
church’. True Christian fellowship drives doubt away.

It’s worth considering: how is walking with God in doubt even
possible? When experienced, the presence of God Almighty must leave
no room for doubt. If doubts arise, we may have lost sight of Him and
need to refocus. Put Psalm 46:10 into practice: ‘Be still, and know that |
am God.’ Our quiet times waiting in the presence of God renew our
faith and focus to see Him and then to walk with Him. Perhaps
sometimes we need to stop, reset and resume. Don’t be deceived: being
‘still” in the presence of God never leads us away from fulfilling His
commands - this is not an excuse to quit, but an encouragement to
quicken. Enoch walked with God right into God’s presence.’® He
walked by faith, the kind of faith that pleases God'* and satisfies our
soul.

Paul’s exclamation of confidence, ‘I know whom | have believed and
am persuaded that He is able to keep what | have committed to Him
until that Day " is a great summary of a doubt-defeating perspective.
Looking back, Paul could see the powerful hand of God. Looking
ahead, he believed with unshakable confidence that God’s future
promises would be fulfilled. Why? Paul would say: ‘I know Him.” The
Lord was known by His Word to drive out counterfeit deceptions;
known by experience to be more valuable than any other distractions;
known by the evidence of the work of God in others - encouraging Paul
and us to press on.

References: (1) Gen.3:1 NIV (2) 1sa.40:8 (3) Gen.22:2 NIV (4)
Rom.4:3; Heb.11:17-19 (5) Gen.22:3 (6) Ex.3:4-12 (7) Ex.33:18 (8)
Lk.1:38 (9) Matt.14:30 (10) Jn 20:28 (11) Jn 20:29 (12) Hab.2:4;
Rom.1:17; Gal.3:11; Heb.10:38 (13) Gen.5:24 (14) Heb.11:5-6 (15) 2
Tim.1:12

Bible quotations from the NKJV, unless stated otherwise.
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The broad and narrow way
John Martin, Leicester, England

There are many examples in the Bible where God wants something to
be done, but the person invited feels inadequate for the task. If there’s
willingness and trust in God, He supplies the means. So it’s been with
Search for Truth radio work. At the outset it was tedious work with
many miles to travel to the studios, reel-to-reel recording machines and
reliance on ‘snail mail’.

It’s now 45 years or so since it all began. More than 2200 programmes
have been aired worldwide and approximately 90 book titles by the
SFT team have been published and distributed through Hayes Press and
Amazon print-on-demand.

Since Covid-19 constrained us, we continue to work from home as God
has permitted marvellous technological advances with computers,
developments in software and even mobile phones with supporting
applications.

While sowing by radio broadcast detects listener interest, it still
requires narrowcast follow-up, turning interested people into disciples
grouped into newly planted churches on the ground. This has been
particularly fruitful in South, East and Central Africa:

Chawanje, Malawi (Church of God) started about 2015 as an outreach
site located over 25km away from Solomon Village Church of God. A
local elder at the latter place informed us of about 100 people contacted
through SFT radio at Chawanje.

Mwanaku Village, Malawi, has even longer roots back to 2005 when a
Christian brother there made contact through SFT radio. It’s a small
village accessible by motorbike or vehicle with high ground clearance.
To this nondescript place the Lord first directed our steps eighteen
years ago when a man, Stanford Wayawaya, responded to Search For
Truth radio broadcasts. He was in pitiful health when we finally met
him, but still remembered Brian, saying, ‘Give my greetings to your
wife!” We proceeded to plant the Church of God there in April 2019,
with 96 names registered. Medical assistance was arranged for Stanford
for a year after the planting, until the Lord called him home. A
‘satellite’ church was later planted at Chiringa Town.

At Nyezelera, Malawi, we were delighted to find many enthusiastic
SFT radio listeners whose extensive questions showed intelligent
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uptake. A church was duly planted, followed later by another satellite
church at Khande.

Zimbabwe was visited in 2017 on a reconnaissance trip following SFT
correspondence ongoing since 2006 (‘I received your booklet titled
Visions of God’s House based on Zechariah. | wish our people had this
type of messages ... [it’s a] blessing when we listen to well exposited
sermons.’). On a subsequent visit, a Church of God was established
there in June 2018.

The web and podcast link https://churchesofgod.info/search-for-truth/
shows the area and range we cover. We continue to receive letters (now
usually by email) from Europe, U.K., Ethiopia, South East & Central
Africa, and more.

It’s essentially a teamwork enabled by God through disciples with
differing roles. A reminder of ‘I planted, Apollos watered, but God was
causing the growth” (1 Cor.3:6). Praise God! He continues to give the
increase, as some extracts from various encouraging letters show:

‘I wish to thank you for your clear Bible teaching over the years, | have
been blessed and helped by your broadcasts on TWR as well as your
books.” (UK)

‘Thank you for sending me another book. There’s a lot I’ve learnt and
still am learning. | thank God for the Team at Search For Truth. May
God richly bless you. Glory to Jesus Christ, my Lord and my Saviour.’
(Africa)

‘Please also thank the singers and the rest of the team in making Search
for Truth Programme one of the premier broadcasts on Trans World
Radio. | felt the Lord’s smile from Heaven as you all serve Him as
adopted sons and daughters.” (UK)

‘Am happy to let you know that | have been receiving the booklets that
you have been sending to me. These booklets have been a help
spiritually. Glory be to God Almighty for your ministry.” (Malawi)

‘I want to ask you for the books written by Mr Brian. Namely, Nothing
but Christ Crucified and Amazing Grace. Thank you very much and
GOD bless you.’ (Ethiopia)

‘“Thank you for your programme which | try to listen to every Friday
morning. | am a believer and am looking forward to the Lord’s return ...
I would appreciate a copy of A Crisis of Identity. (South Africa)
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From the Editors’ desk
Issue 3-2023

The prophet Isaiah famously wrote, ‘In the year that King Uzziah died
..."1 More commonly, we find a Bible reference to the first year of
successor kings. Uzziah, however, had enjoyed a notably long reign as
monarch. At the time of his death, many alive at the time wouldn’t have
served under any other Judean king. In the United Kingdom, we’ve had
a comparable experience with the coronation ceremony for King
Charles 111, following the death last year of his mother, Queen
Elizabeth 1l. She’d become the longest reigning female monarch in
history and, to the end of her reign, she quietly, yet resolutely,
acknowledged the help she received from God.

The English word ‘monarch’ comes from the language of the New
Testament, with the evident sense of ‘one’ (mon-) ‘sovereign’ (archos).
We refer you to our archives for a helpful article explaining
misunderstandings of this word (‘monarchianism> NT 2014) as applied
to God who is the ultimate sovereign. The idea of oneness, supported
by the Bible as one writer in this issue shows, has historically from
earliest times given rise to confusion on the part of those not willing to
be guided by the whole counsel of Scripture. The opening of John’s
Gospel is as profound as the Bible gets and yet makes clear that the
Word who ‘became flesh’ (Jn 1:14) is both personally distinct from
God (‘was with God’, Jn 1:1) and is also identified with God (‘was
God’, Jn 1:1). Since Scripture can never contradict itself, God is one in
a different sense from which He is three. We arrive then at the language
that has served men and women of faith best of all: God is one in
essence and three in person.

This is the God in whom we should believe and learn to revere. He is
also the one to whom we pray and with whom we should walk.

Brian
(1) Isa.6:1
We wish to place on record our indebtedness to our editorial colleague

Peter Hickling who is retiring on health grounds. He has carried out
this role with great competence for many years. We wish him well.
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Busy bodies
David Pattison, Leigh, England

Two things triggered this piece. One was a classic Laurel and Hardy
short film of the same title, recently re-shown on a UK nostalgia
channel. In the story, the comedy duo rejoice that ‘at last’ they have
found secure employment - this was Depression-era America, let’s not
forget - but it doesn’t take us long to find out that they’re not very good
at their chosen trade, and the whole thing ends in calamity and
destruction. Laugh-out-loud funny, though, and recommended to
anyone with a sense of humour.

The second, more serious and pertinent, was the Golden Bells calendar
entry for 4 November 2022. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot
handle it alone.” Moses tries to do everything himself and wears
himself out, his father-in-law noticing this and drawing attention to it.
Later, our own attention is drawn to Paul’s exhortation to carry each
other’s burdens.?

Why do some Christians want to make such a virtue out of being
‘busy’? Certainly, God does not want us to be lazy - Proverbs in
particular is quite firm on this® - but neither does He want us to go to
the other extreme and risk burning ourselves out the way Moses was. It
could be, of course, that we’re not trying to please God at all with our
busy schedules, but striving for prestige and one-upmanship among our
fellow human beings, which is a big mistake and has no Biblical
justification.

You can be busy so much that it damages your physical and mental
health. You can be busy at other people’s expense - a feature of the
unequal division and distribution of labour that few people in the
Western world seem to know or care about. You can be busy so that
you have little time at your disposal to enjoy fellowship, the familiar
example of Martha in Lk.10:40-42 being ample illustration of that.

What’s the solution? Well, we can carry on making martyrs of
ourselves unnecessarily, or we can carry each other’s burdens. Offers of
help are often not too far away, they just need listening to with a bit of
humility. It might not be a bad idea to actually ask for help once in a
while, though for some this might come as a culture shock. Simply
assuming that you are the only person around who can handle a
situation is frankly arrogant and patronising. If you feel that those
around you don’t have the relevant skills yet, why not use your
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experience to train them up, and create a situation where both parties
benefit, and burdens are carried? Who knows, it might even keep the
church going into the next generation.

As a slight digression, it might not have escaped your attention that
busybodies - one word, not two - are a class of people we are warned
against becoming in Scripture.* Here Paul and his co-workers attribute
this pointless interfering in and minding of other people’s business to
our enemy idleness, but two millennia on there are other causal factors
we should consider.

This was a frequent refrain of the late Bob Gass, author for many years
of the respected Word for Today devotional, and a fluent and consistent
voice against the whole practice of ‘busy-ness’ in church life,
advocating instead the need for downtime and precious alone-time with
God as part of our spiritual walk. ‘If they’re gossiping about somebody
else to you, then they’ll be gossiping about you to somebody else’, he
would comment. People with a lack of anything positive to say, but
with a burning desire to say something lest their tongue fall into disuse,
are prone to falling into this satanic trap. It happens all too often in the
workplace. Unfortunately it happens in the church as well, having a
yakkety-yak about so-and-so who isn’t present as you’re putting the
tables out or ‘just passing the time.” It might even come under the guise
of “caring’, but in reality it is anything but.

So, on top of its other negative consequences, we have a relationship
between a certain type of busy-ness and the unwelcome busybody-ness
that can follow if we’re not careful. It is something we still need to
work on if we’re to limit the possibility of our own calamity and
destruction.

References: (1) Ex.18:18 (2) Gal.6:2 (3) Prov.6:6-11; 13:4; 26:13-16
(4) 2 Thess.3:11; 1 Tim.5:13

Bible quotations from the NIV.

61



The fear of the Lord

The fear of the Lord and the knowledge of God
Stephen Hickling, Birmingham, England

The fear of the Lord is a central theme in the wisdom literature of the
Bible. In these wisdom books, we find a close association between the
fear of the Lord and wisdom/knowledge. The main idea of the book of
Proverbs is introduced and summarised by the following well-known
Verse:

‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise
wisdom and instruction. *

The fear of the Lord is the gateway to knowledge

This verse is an example of Hebrew parallelism - poetry written in
parallel lines with the second line clarifying the first. In this instance,
the parallelism is antithetical, laying two contrasting ideas alongside
each other. Indeed, the book of Proverbs contrasts two paths: the way
of the wise (or righteous); and the way of the foolish (or wicked). And
in Prov.1:7, the parallelism highlights the different beginnings or gates,
that give access to those two divergent paths. One, the fear of the Lord,
is the gateway to knowledge; the other is the entrance to the path of
foolishness. The key word in the second line is ‘despise’, a word which
connotes arrogance and contempt. This attitude of heart is characteristic
of all who do not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God?
that has been made plain to everyone by God’s general revelation in
creation and through conscience.® Instead, they wilfully suppress the
truth, exchanging it for a lie, and so become foolish in heart and futile
in mind.*

That attitude is juxtaposed with the fear of the Lord in the first line,
helping to clarify that fear, in this context, is the opposite of wilful,
arrogant rejection of the truth. Simply put, the fear of the Lord is the
acknowledgment of God in the pursuit of knowledge, an openness to
and thankfulness for His revelation, and the humility to be instructed by
Him.

Solomon is saying that we can’t know the world as it really is unless we
proceed via the threshold of the fear of the Lord. And the apostle Paul
agreed.

The fear of the Lord is the pathway of knowledge
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However, the fear of the Lord isn’t merely a gateway to be entered once
and then left behind. It is also characteristic of the pathway of
knowledge. It’s been said that the fear of the Lord is to knowledge
‘what the alphabet is to reading, notes to the reading of music, and
numerals to mathematics.”®

‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the
Holy One is understanding. ®

In this example of synonymous parallelism, knowledge and the fear of
the Lord are in parallel and express a similar concept. This knowledge
of the Holy One is not merely intellectual and factual; it is relational
and experiential. This knowledge surpasses what may be learned of
God’s invisible qualities through creation; it is an intimate personal
knowledge of God through the special revelation of God’s Word. In the
Psalms, the Word of God is itself called ‘the fear of the Lord’ and,
again, there’s a connection with knowledge. The Psalmist sings of the
Word of God shining the special knowledge of God into every crevice
of the human heart, just as the sun illuminates every comer of the
world.®

In the context of this special, relational knowledge of God, the fear of
the Lord takes on a covenantal sense: a recognition of the authority of
God’s Word and a willingness to submit to it. This fear, graciously
worked into human hearts by the Holy Spirit, is a pre-requisite to
knowing the secret counsel of God.®

The fear of the Lord is also a product of knowing the Holy One in
covenantal intimacy. When God revealed himself to Israel at Mount
Sinai, Moses and the people trembled with fear. How much more
should our new covenant knowledge of God, who reveals His jealous
love for His covenant people from the heavenly Mount Zion and
through his unique Son, inspire reverence and awe, for our ‘God is a
consuming fire.

References: (I) Prov.1:7 (2) Rom.1:28, lit. to have God in knowledge
(3) Rom.1:19-20; 2:15 (4) Rom.1:21 (5) Bruce K. Waltke, The Book of
Proverbs, Chapters 1-15, The New International Commentary on the
Old Testament, p.181 (6) Prov.9:10 (7) Ps.19:9 (8) Compare Ps.19:7-9
with Ps.19:1-6 (9) Ps.25:14 (10) Heb.12:29

Bible quotations from the NIV 2011.
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Amazing grace

The sufficiency of grace
Phil Brennan, Buxton, England

Charles Spurgeon tells of his experiencing the puissance (power) of 2
Cor.12:9:

‘... a few evenings ago ... this text came home to me with such sacred
power as literally to cause me to laugh. I had been looking it through,
looking at its original meaning, and trying to fathom it, till at last | got
hold of it this way: ‘My grace/” says Jesus, ‘is sufficient for thee’ and it
looked almost as if it were meant to ridicule my unbelief: for surely the
grace of such a one as my Lord Jesus is indeed sufficient for so
insignificant a being as | am ... Does it not make unbelief seem
altogether ridiculous, so that you laugh it out of the house, and say,
‘Never come this way anymore, for with a mediatorial fulness to go to,
with such a Redeemer to rest in, how dare | for a moment think that my
wants cannot be supplied.’?

A great deal of ink has been spilled in attempts to identify the exact
nature of Paul’s ‘thorn in the flesh.’? The text states that it was ‘a
messenger of Satan.’” Whether that took the form of a person who was
opposed to Paul, or a physical infirmity, does not really matter. Clearly
it was no light thing. Painful and potentially debilitating, it deeply
affected Paul.

It appears to have been purposefully allowed by the Lord to keep Paul
humble. His experiences® might have led to pride, which would have
threatened his service far more than the messenger of Satan. So the
exalted privilege was accompanied by unavoidable pain. He had known
extraordinary and inexplicable things, heard unspeakable words; now
he must walk in lowly and difficult paths as he brought the gospel of
the glory of God to those in darkness. He must be enabled to practise
that which he preached to the Galatians, ‘not I, but Christ. 4

Aside from troubles in Corinth, Paul suffered in many ways.
Shipwrecked, stoned, beaten with rods and incarcerated, the grace
supplied by the Lord Jesus was sufficient for every trial.

There is something very touching in the way the truth was given to
Paul. The answer to his repeated plea was so personal: ‘My grace ...”°
He was not only directed to the truth that grace is sufficient, but it was
delivered personally. Paul’s saviour, and ours, knows what it is to make
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three pleas wrenched from the depths of suffering, longing for
deliverance. There is something very lovely about the one who prayed
in Gethsemane later speaking to His servant so personally. He had
suffered not a messenger of Satan, but the Devil himself.® There is none
more able to succour.’

The sufficiency of grace was such that Paul’s thorn did not need to be
removed. Moreover, it was beneficial that it remained. Deliverance
does not always mean that trouble is removed. It may be answered as it
was here, in strength given to bear the trial. The tense of the promise
made clear that this supply of grace was not an occasional bit of help
now and then, but that it was constant; an inexhaustible and constant
supply. Our demands can never outpace the supply.

What is this ‘grace that is so sufficient? Paul describes it to the
Galatians: ‘God, who has set me apart even from my mother’s womb
and called me through His grace, was pleased to reveal His Son in me
so that | may preach Him among the Gentiles.’® The Lord’s choosing of
him in the beginning; Paul’s conversion and commission were marks of
divine grace. So it is with us also. ‘It was the Father’s good pleasure
for all the fullness to dwell in Him® and of His fullness we have all
received. "°

How does the old apostle sum it all up? Not with stoicism or
resignation. Rather it was a wholesale giving of himself in further
service. Faced with the denial of his request and provision of the Lord’s
love for him, he exclaims, ‘Most gladly, therefore, | will rather boast
about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. !
Sufficient grace was overflowing through the suffering servant.

References: (1) CH Spurgeon April 2, 1876, 2 Cor.12:9 From:
Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit Volume 22 (2) 2 Cor.12:7 (3) 2
Cor.12:1-6 (4) cf. Gal 2:20 KJV (5) 2 Cor.12:9 (6) Lk.4:13 (7)
Heb.2:18 (8) Gal.1:15-16 (9) Col.1:19 (10) Jn 1:16 (11) 2 Cor.12:9

Bible quotations from the NASB95, unless stated otherwise.
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Reading the Bible well

Narrative
Martin Jones, Hamilton, Canada

Novelist Ken Follett has sold an estimated 150 million books in 33
languages. Among his diverse creative influences are said to be ‘Live
and Let Die’ by lan Fleming, the works of Shakespeare, and ‘Father
and Son’, a memoir by Edmund Gosse. Of the last he said, ‘In the
trauma of questioning my parents’ most cherished beliefs, | was helped
... by Edmund Gosse, who like me was brought up in the Plymouth
Brethren.’! Nevertheless, the Bible still makes his list of influences: ‘In
my family, we used to read the Christian Bible every day. As a teenager
| read every word ... although I’m no longer a believer, 1 still love the
majestic prose of the King James translation, much of which was
written by William Tyndale, one of the greatest of English stylists.’?

Follett is right to praise the work of Tyndale, whose idioms have
shaped the English language and made the Word of God intelligible to
billions. But he’s missing what the Word of God is trying to tell him,
including the narrative (or story-telling) parts that are estimated to
comprise about 40% of the total across the entire books of Genesis,
Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2
Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Daniel, Jonah, Haggai, the four Gospels
and Acts, with narrative chunks found in the other Major Prophets, the
remainder of the Pentateuch and Job.

At the micro-level of narrative we find the stories that many of us read
episodically and seemingly randomly as children before bed, or heard
in similar fashion at Sunday School. Perhaps, like me, you used to
enjoy dot-to-dot puzzles, but there’s a danger that we don’t connect the
micro dots which together create at the macro-level what’s been called
the ‘Grand Narrative’ or the ‘Big Story’ of the Bible. Yes, there are lots
of exciting tales of what happened to various individuals within the
sub- categories of Heroic Narrative (e.g. Abraham, Jacob, Joseph,
Gideon, Ruth, David, Esther and Daniel) and Tragic Narrative (e.g.
Samson, Adam and Eve, Saul and Solomon). We get a ringside seat to
watch the conflicts between wisdom and foolishness, faith and doubt,
courage and cowardice, obedience and rebellion, hope and despair
being played out repeatedly - what have been described as the essential
themes of human experience.?

But let’s take note of this warning about personalization: Do not be a
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monkey-see-monkey-do reader of the Bible. No Bible narrative was
written specifically about you. The Joseph narrative is about Joseph,
specifically about how God did things through him - it is not a narrative
directly about you ... you can never assume that God expects you to do
exactly the same things that Bible characters did.’® Even so, we can still
learn from their errors - perhaps even more than their exploits - as we
see the values they held which drove life choices that ultimately
resulted in good or bad moral and physical consequences.

Fee and Stuart warn us of seven further pitfalls:

1. Allegorizing - trying to think of meanings beyond the clear intended
message.

2. Decontextualizing - ignoring the full historical and literary contexts.

3. Selectivity - cherry-picking specific words and phrases to
concentrate on.

4. False combination - combining unconnected elements in a passage
to make a point.

5. Redefinition - changing the plain meaning to suit a purpose.

6. Extracanonical authority - using external keys to Scripture that claim
to unlock it.

7. Moralizing - assuming that a moral can be drawn from every
passage

Perhaps we should add to the list the danger of being dogmatic about
Bible characters being a type or picture of Christ unless Scripture says
so (which is rare, such as Adam in Rom.5:14) we should be wary of
seeing their real-life stories as a detailed code, although there’s no
doubt that there can be a great benefit in devotionally comparing and
contrasting their character and experiences with those of the Lord.

Even so, we can still learn from their errors - perhaps even more than
from their exploits - as we see the values they held which drove life
choices that ultimately resulted in good or bad moral and physical
consequences. In any case, we need to connect the mini-narratives
together to form part of another type of narrative - the Epic, for which
Follett is ironically most famous. The Bible’s epic narrative operates on
two levels. There’s a ‘national level’ story about a people for God
unified by strong nationalistic elements (i.e. the formation of the nation
of Israel, with its New Covenant counterpart of a holy nation
represented by Churches of God - see 1 Pet.2:9-10), a central hero
(Messiah) and the underlying motif of a quest (the promised ‘rest’ of
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Canaan that speaks of the ‘rest’ of the New Testament people of God -
see Hebrews 4:1ff).

What’s unique here compared to other ancient epics is that it’s not a
mythical concoction of cherry-picked facts and a good sprinkling of
fiction to put the subjects in a good light. That’s not to say that the
content of the Bible is an indiscriminate dump of unsorted and
unfiltered information, nor simply a collection of artefacts that happen
to have survived. It’s a deliberately curated collection, both in its
preparation and in its preservation. It’s a truthful record of the people
who, warts and all, belong to the ultimate Author and of how He
responds and repeatedly rescues them. In fact, this revelation of the
character and actions of a God who’s real and moving in history - often
behind the scenes - is a key intent and a main purpose at all scales of
Biblical narrative.

Speaking of purpose, a sense of purpose is another feature that sets
apart the Grand Narrative from other ancient narrative literature. Time
isn’t just an endless and ultimately meaningless procession of season
after season - it’s linear, and history progresses through a meaningful
and coherent drama towards an end. That drama transcends the
individual and the national - and perhaps even ‘cosmic’ isn’t a broad
enough term to capture its full scope. At this second level of the epic,
we’re into the realm of good and evil, heaven and hell, light and
darkness, order and chaos, communion and separation, slavery and
freedom, eternal death and eternal life, with angels and demons
involved in the battle between each.

The first three chapters of the Bible (Gen.1-3) begin with ‘eternity past’
and introduce us to how humanity put itself on the side of evil,
darkness, chaos, slavery, separation and death and took the created
universe down along with it. The last three chapters (Rev.20-22)
concludes the story with ‘eternity future’ - the creation of the new,
chaos-free heaven and earth in which believers will live freely and
eternally with God where darkness, evil, Satanic forces and the
unbelieving are not present. Between ‘creation’ and ‘consummation’
the Grand Narrative focuses on what from a human perspective we
might call ‘eternity present’ - it’s here that humankind’s freewill joins
with God’s sovereign election of eternity past to result in one of two
destinies for each person: endless separation from, or endless
fellowship with, God.

The Grand Narrative explains how the latter outcome is possible - and
while we might switch off when we hear big words like regeneration
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(new creation), reconciliation (new closeness) and redemption (new
ownership) because we think of them as ‘dry doctrine’ we’re not seeing
that they’re key parts of the plot without which the story doesn’t make
sense. Also, don’t overlook three sets of markers throughout the
narrative that are inter- generational and integral to God at work in His
story - God’s covenants, God’s blessings and God’s promises.

References:

(D) https://www.cbc.ca/books/6-books-that-influenced-ken-follett-s-
prolific-writing-life-1.4305511

(2) https://bible.org/seriespage/iv-literary-forms-bible

(3) Fee & Stuart, Reading the Bible for All Its Worth, p.85

Narrative writing

Bible stories are not intended to be objective reports about past events.
The authors have carefully and deliberately chosen what to say, and
what to leave out. Through stories, we learn how to understand people;
we learn right from wrong; we observe the consequences of people’s
behaviours; we note God’s approval or otherwise, and so we learn
eternal truths that the narrator is sharing about God Himself.

Setting

The environment in which the action takes place; the ‘where’ and
‘when’ of a story. E.g. “Jacob lived in the land where his father had
stayed, the land of Canaan.” (Gen.37:1 NIV)

Characters

The participants in the action; the ‘who’ of the story. ‘Jacob lived in ...
the land of Canaan. Joseph, a young man of seventeen, was tending the
flocks with his brothers, the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his
father’s wives ...> (Gen.37:1-2 NIV)

Plot

A series of events that are linked together: ... and he brought their
father a bad report about them. Now Israel loved Joseph more than any
of his other sons, because he had been born to him in his old age; and
he made an ornate robe for him ...” (Gen.37:2-3ff NIV)
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Basic Christianity

Faith
Andy Seddon, Swindon, England

A rich young man asked Jesus: ‘Teacher, what good deed must | do to
have eternal life?”* Humankind has always been obsessed with the
notion that, if God exists, we must have to do something to earn His
acceptance. The biblical truth that we are saved ‘by grace ... through
faith 2 continues to be difficult for many to accept; it seems that we
eagerly long to retain something that we can take credit for.

We should be so thankful that the work of salvation was God’s in
Christ at Calvary. For us, receiving that salvation comes from trusting
in that work. We celebrate Martin Luther’s adage, sola fide (faith
alone), but it is important to understand what we mean by genuine faith.

Faith and reason

Atheist Richard Dawkins repeatedly derides the concept of theistic faith
based on his simplistic definition of it - to believe in something without
evidence. Now we may not be able to prove God’s existence in a
science laboratory, and the Bible does say that faith is the assurance of
things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen, ® but that does not
mean it is without evidence.

First, God has made his existence evident. ‘His invisible attributes ...
have been clearly perceived ... in the things that have been made.’*
Contrary to the secular dialogue, nothing in modem science has
supplanted Paul’s argument here, quite the contrary in fact.®

Second, we have good reasons for trusting in the deity, atonement and
resurrection of the Lord Jesus based on the historical records of His life.
Luke carefully researched his ‘orderly account’ so that Theophilus
‘may have certainty concerning the things [he had] been taught. ® John
wrote about the signs that Jesus performed ‘so that you may believe that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have
life in his name ...”

Faith in God and in His Son Jesus is not a foolish leap of faith, but
rather a reasonable step of faith.

Faith and revelation

So, our faith is well grounded, but it also needs to be well directed.
‘Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ’ -
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so said Paul® The writer of Hebrews describes the progressive
revelation of God, how He spoke ‘at many times and in many ways...
but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he
appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the
world. ® There can be no higher authority for truth.

If our faith is influenced by fickle feelings or changing culture, it may
still be sincere but probably sincerely wrong. We humans have a
stubborn inclination to believe what we want to believe, but God has
graciously revealed eternal truths about Himself, about us and about
His plan of salvation. These are the truths we must trust even when our
natural instincts and cultural pressure would have us think otherwise.

We also must take care how we read and interpret the Bible. Many of
the Lord’s opponents failed to accept Him as their Messiah because
they read their own meaning into the Scriptures. Jesus said to some of
them: ‘You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you
have eternal life: and it is they that bear witness about me. "*°

Faith and its response

So genuine faith will be well grounded and well directed. Thirdly, it
will be well evidenced - by our actions. Good doctrine is vital for faith,
but at the beginning of the word doctrine is the word ‘do’!

James addresses at length the relationship between faith and works in
his epistle. He states: ‘So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is
dead ... a person is justified by works and not by faith alone. !
Famously, Martin Luther struggled so much with this that he wanted to
expel the book of James from the New Testament canon. How could it
be reconciled with Paul’s teaching on this subject?

The truth is that genuine saving faith produces inner transformation.
Titus refers to this as ‘the washing of regeneration and renewal of the
Holy Spirit. ** This inevitably leads to new values, new desires and new
behaviours. Works do not add to faith, they simply reveal its
genuineness. What we know must be consistent with what we do.

References: (I) Matt.19:16 (2) Eph.2:8 (3) Heb.11:1 (4) Rom 1:20 (5)
See NT Issue 1 2023, The Necessity of God, David Woods (6) Lk.1:3-4
(7) Jn 20:31 (8) Rom.10:17 (9) Heb.1:1-2 (10) Jn 5:39 (11) Jas.2:17,24
(12) Tit.3:5

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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The battle for purity

Guarding our free time
Andy Tugwell, Swindon, England

‘So then, be careful how you walk, not as unwise people but as
wise, making the most of your time, because the days are evil.
Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the

Lord is.” (Eph.5:15-17 NASB)

In Ephesians 5:15 ‘walk’ pictures our way of life, worked out in a daily,
step-by-step process. When this text was written, people didn’t walk
just for exercise: they walked to reach a destination. Walking spiritually
pictures steady progress towards a goal. If we are careless about how
we walk - how we spend our time each day - we will not get though life
without serious accidents. We must walk carefully, because the days
are evil. Without that deliberate carefulness, the evil that surrounds us
will overwhelm us.

Paul encourages us to be wise. Wisdom is a major theme in the Bible.
One basic meaning of the most commonly used Hebrew word for
‘wisdom’ is ‘skill’, including technical skill. The wise person has the
skill to live properly, in a godly manner, producing a beautiful finished
product that brings glory to the Lord. The only way to accomplish this
is to follow the divine plan given to us in Scripture. The Bible describes
for us the godly characteristics that we need to develop. It warns us
about the many temptations to sin that could harm or destroy us. It tells
us how to determine our life priorities so that we will make the best use
of the years the Lord gives us.

Making the best use of the time should be what we want to do anyway,
but do we seize the opportunities in front of us? God gives us moments
to eagerly take, but are we alert to them and ready to grab them? In the
UK, on average in a lifetime, people watch nearly ten years of
television. We can use our time for eternal significance and grab every
opportunity to grow to know Christ and to be conformed to His image,
to bring others to Christ and to grow in Him.

The word ‘redeem’ used in some Bible versions implies that there is a
cost to the time. We must say ‘No’ to certain things in order to say
‘Yes’ to the crucial things. Saying ‘No’ to hours of TV, computer
games or mobile phone use in order to say ‘Yes’ to reading and
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studying God’s Word and putting it into practice; saying ‘No’ to certain
ways of spending our money on worldly pursuits in order to say ‘Yes’
to eternal riches. To walk carefully, we must use our time wisely.

How we use our free time shows our priorities. To redeem the time can
also mean to make the most of it, to invest each minute in quality
activities, not things of little or no value. It means to understand that
our life is composed of time and we have a limited amount of it
available to us. Peter wrote that we are accountable to God for the way
we use our lives and what we accomplish.t What will we be able to tell
God in that accounting? Will we have to tell Him of hours wasted, or
will we be able to show character development, spiritual growth and
time spent in service for Him and for our fellow human beings?

In the example in 2 Sam.11:1-4 it is significant that David’s sin
happened in the spring, which was the time when armies tended to
restart warfare that had been stopped for the winter. Kings traditionally
went out to war at this time, but David stayed behind in Jerusalem. We
get the impression that this was David’s first mistake here. It was a
seemingly innocent action that would impact the rest of his life. David
was enjoying himself at home when it happened. As far as we know,
there was nothing wrong with David walking round on the roof of his
palace. A beautiful woman caught his eye. Even the man after God’s
own heart could fall into temptation. It’s not sin to be tempted; it
depends on how we respond to that temptation. It’s important to realise
that we don’t need to fail.

Paul tells us: ‘No temptation has overtaken yon except what is common
to mankind. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond
what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a
way out so that you can endure it. ?

References: (1) 1 Pet.4:3-6 (2) 1 Cor.10:13 NIV 2011
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The uniqueness of God

God who is one, but also is three: Father, Son and Spirit
Sam Jones, Aberkenfig, Wales

‘I just don’t get it,” was one comment from a teenager during a talk in
our youth club some years ago. We were considering an occasion
where the Lord Jesus was speaking to His Father in prayer, and she
went on to explain the difficulty she was having trying to rationalise
why the Lord, as God, would need to pray. ‘Wasn’t He just speaking to
Himself?” she asked.

This question gets right to the heart of one of the key dogmas of the
Christian faith - the doctrine of the Trinity; a term derived from the
Latin trinitas, meaning ‘threefold’. It describes the fact that there is
‘one holy, almighty God, self-existent and eternally existing in three
persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, co- eternal in being,
co-identical in nature, co-equal in power and glory, without division of
nature, essence or being’.!

This is difficult for us to grasp because it falls outside our own
experience. Every human exists as one being, which is what we are
(our physical make up), and one person, which is who we are (our
consciousness). However, God exists as one being, or divine essence,?
which is what He is, but three persons, which are who He is. These
persons are three distinct centres of consciousness, referring to
themselves as ‘I’ and to others as ‘you’, and operating inter-relationally
within His one being.

As difficult as this is to understand, it is a truth that is fundamental to
everything we do as Christians - just listen to how often the distinction
between the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit is made in your next
church meeting! It also makes Christianity distinct from other faiths
such as Judaism and Islam that consider the idea of the Trinity
heretical.

The term ‘Trinity’ does not appear in the Bible. However, it is
grounded in evidence that can be found throughout both the Old and the
New Testament.

Identifying the Trinity in the Old Testament

It must be noted that the Bible is very clear that there is only one God.
Deuteronomy 6:4 states, ‘The LORD our God, the LORD is one’, while
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in 1sa.45:5 we read, ‘1 am the LORD, and there is no other, besides me
there is no God.’

However, English translations of these texts miss key details that point
towards a triune God. For example, scholars note that the Hebrew
language has three ways of indicating a number in verb and noun forms
- singular (indicating one), dual (indicating two) and plural (indicating
more than two). In the very first verse of Scripture we read: ‘In the
beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” Here, we are
introduced to God as ‘Elohim’, a plural noun which, when not used to
describe the one true God, is often translated as ‘gods .

This same word appears in Deut.6:4, ‘The LORD our God, the LORD is
one.” Unpacking this, LORD is the reference to God’s personal name,
revealed to Moses as | AM°® (singular), who is ‘our God’ (Elohim
(plural)), but who is also ‘one’ (echad). The Hebrew word echad can be
a translated as the numerical ‘one’, but it is also occasionally translated
to describe a single entity made up of more than one part.® For example,
in Gen.2:24 we read ‘they shall become one [echad] flesh,’ suggesting
that in their post-marital state Adam and Eve became one entity
consisting of two persons.

There are further prophetic indications of a triune God in passages that
refer to multiple persons as ‘Lord’, such as ‘The LORD says to my
Lord...” and also in references to three distinct persons, such as in
Isa.61:1, where we read about the “Spirit’, the LORD and ‘me’, with
‘me’ prophetically referring to the Lord Jesus.®

We believe ... in one holy, almighty God, self-existent, and eternally
existing in three persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, co-
eternal in being, co-identical in nature, co-equal in power and glory,
without division of nature, essence or being.

More evidence can be found in passages where God uses pronouns that
refer to Himself in the plural, such as “Then God said, ‘Let us make
man in our image, after our likeness.”“ These texts also appear in the
Tanakh (the Jewish Scriptures) and similar references to God in the
plural appear in the Qur’an, the Islamic sacred text. Despite this, both
faiths reject the doctrine of the Trinity, offering alternative
interpretation in support of this. The most common alternative is that
references to God are given using the majestic plural, a stylistic
literary device where high-ranking individuals are referred to, either by
themselves or by others, in the plural. This device is used in many
languages, including in English, where it is referred to as the ‘royal
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we.’

This lends some plausibility to these arguments and may lead us to
approach the doctrine of the Trinity with caution if we were solely
reliant on what we see in the Old Testament of the Bible. However, as
is often the case, what we catch glimpses of in the Old Testament is
brought into clearer view by strong endorsements in the New
Testament.

Identifying the Trinity in the New Testament

The New Testament does not replace the Old Testament’s ‘one God’
theology. Paul is clear that ‘there is no God but one,’'®'! whereas
James states, ‘You believe that God is one; you do well.”* It does,
however, introduce us directly to the three persons who eternally exist
as the one God.

For instance, the
New Testament
introduces us to each
person by name. In
Matt.28:19 we read
that disciples of the
Lord Jesus are to be
baptised ‘in the name
of the Father and of
the Son and of the
Holy Spirit.” Here we
see one name
(singular) consisting
of three persons (the
Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit). Disciples are baptised into the name of all three,
indicating that all are equally worthy of our allegiance.

The New Testament also identifies each of these three persons as God.
Peter tells us we are ‘elect exiles ... according to the foreknowledge of
God the Father.™® John describes the Son as the Word, telling us that
‘the Word was with God, and the Word was God, ** and Luke tells us
that wlgen Ananias lied to the Holy Spirit he had ‘not lied to man but to
God.”

The New Testament also teaches us that this is not one God operating
under three different guises at different times. Rather, we see evidence
of three persons operating separately and simultaneously. For example,
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when the Lord Jesus was baptised, the Holy Spirit descended on Him
like a dove and the Father declared from heaven ‘You are my beloved
Son.’*® Additional evidence of these being separate persons can be
found in passages where each person refers to the others as ‘I’ and
“You’,Y or at times when the Lord Jesus prayed to the Father.®

The New Testament also helps us to understand that each person has
distinct roles. For example, in ensuring our salvation, we see the Father
planning and setting things in motion,* the Son obeying the Father’s
will?® to the point of death,?® and the Holy Spirit revealing the
significance of this to men and women.??>? We also read of their
distinct roles in prayer, in that we pray to the Father, through the Son,
in the Holy Spirit.* Despite these distinctions, each role involves the
interaction of all three persons as one God, operating in unity.

Revealed through His Son

When trying to comprehend the nature of God we may find ourselves
empathising with those who comment, ‘I just don’t get it.” However,
we can be grateful that the God who is beyond our understanding has
made Himself accessible to us through the person of His Son. He is ‘the
exact imprint of [God ’s] nature, *® in whom ‘the whole fullness of deity
dwells bodily. *® As we read about His life and learn from His example
we can appreciate that although ‘no one has ever seen God ... the one
and only Son, who is himself God and is in closest relationship with the
Father, has made Him known. 272

References:

Q) https://churchesofgod.info/  church_of god_beliefs/what-we-
believe/ (2) Jn 4:24a (3) Gen.1:1 (4) e.g. Ex.20:3 (5) Ex.3:14-15 (6) e.g.
Gen.2:24; Gen.11:6; Gen.4l:25 (7) Ps.110:1 (8) Lk.4:16-21 (9)
Gen.1:26. See also Gen.3:22; Gen.11:7; Isa. 6:8 (10) 1 Cor.8:4 (11) 1
Tim.2:5 (12) Jas.2:19 (13) 1 Pet.1:1-2. See also Jn 6:27; 1 Cor 8:6;
Phil.1:2  (14) Jn 1:1. See also Jn 1:14; Jn 10:30; Tit.2:13 (15) Acts
5:4. See also 1 Cor.2:11 (16) Lk.3:22. See also Heb.9:14 (17) e.g. Jn
15:26 (18) e.g. Lk.10:21 (19) Gal.4:4-5 (20) Jn 6:37-38 (21) Phil.2:8
(22) Jn 15:26 (23) Jn 16:8 (24) Eph.2:18 (25) Heb.1:3 (26) Col.2:9 (27)
Jn 1:18, NIV (28) Heb.1:2

Bible quotations from the ESV unless stated otherwise.
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Finding the answer
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

Solomon, the wisest man, was sought out for decisions and advice. In
his days, people had respected a source of wisdom originating in
concentrations of learning in ‘the people of the east’ or in Egypt’s
millennia of development.! Of course there is a difference between raw
knowledge and its proper application, the latter being more the field of
‘wisdom’.2 However, societies that had maintained detailed records of
causes and effects through time could have learned from their pasts.
George Santayana wrote: ‘Those who cannot remember the past are
condemned to repeat it’® and purportedly Winston Churchill misquoted
this by saying: ‘Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to
repeat it.” He could have said, ‘Those who fail to learn from the Bible
are doomed to repeat the mistakes of history.’

First: knowledge is now increasing exponentially. This was a reality
that would largely he dormant for centuries after being foreshown to
Daniel.* No doubts about it now. 2023 has marked the death of the
author of Moore’s Law. Dr Gordon Moore had projected in 1965 that
the number of transistors in an integrated circuit would double every
two years, or thereabouts. That would enable the electronic capture of
data in an ever-expanding volume. His projection has largely turned out
to be correct. And miniaturization of circuitry has meant that what used
to require vast computer banks can now be stored in less space. Today,
the treasure trove of the internet is stored on a vast number of linked
servers, and the size concern is not square footage or how much
memory they possess but how much energy they use, and the effects of
such power generation on the earth’s climate.

Increasing knowledge, of course, requires accessibility of the data to
turn it into information. Perhaps Solomon could still hold his own today
in terms of human intellectual ability to store and retrieve information
from our minds. However, prowess in data retrieval has in recent
decades been displayed in games requiring this skill, with the computer
increasingly successful over the unaided human brain (e.g. chess or Go
Player versus computer). Knowing the best move requires a clear
memory of what has led up to it and an assessment of every potential
move, especially how the game is seen by the opponent. The major
search engines are competing for the best artificial intelligence tools. So
perhaps as you read this article, the questions it raises in your mind will
result in a new form of internet enquiry, and that tool will have access
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to information including every word that is in the Bible and most
published Bible commentaries. That could be very useful. But, to
reduce biblical searches to a game or intellectual pursuit misses the goal
of relevant, practical, wisdom.®

Second, then: how are we to interpret information about what is
emerging in today’s world? Are the most clever strategists in China
hoping that the western world will exhaust itself against Russia, and so
leave China economically on top? Will (the misnomer of) autocratic
control of a market economy prevail over the attempts of free
democracies to win strategically? The Bible student may have an
interest in such matters, as well as trying to foresee how the horrors of
future conflict will indeed unfold, turning the pages of Daniel and
Revelation into actual suffering, crisis upon crisis. But the Psalmist is
on the right page when he says: ‘such knowledge is too wonderful for
me,® when considering how Almighty God, the all-wise one, enters
into the lives of every individual, even in the context of each one being
a participant in His global objectives.’

Answers to our deepest gquestions can be patiently sought by prayerful
enquiry after careful meditation on the inspired Word of God.
Memorization of what God has said about past and future will greatly
assist. Let us use available tools. But inevitably the physical capabilities
of the modem world are still nothing in comparison to the realities of
the spiritual realm, and the Holy Spirit can reveal and convince our
spirits about what matters, if we turn to Him humbly, keeping the
computers in our heads and at our fingertips in proper perspective.

References: (1) 1 Kgs.4:30; Acts 7:22 (2) Jas.3:17 (3) The Life of
Reason, 1905 (4) Dan.12:4; assuming the meaning is not restricted to
an increase in research of Daniel’s vision (5) 1 Cor.2:12-13 (6)
Ps.139:6 (7) Prov.16:4; Isa.31:1-3; Eph.1:11

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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Lasting impressions
An interview with Ben Strachan, Newcastle, England

Ben, we hear you were able to visit Malawi for three weeks in
December 2022. 1°’m sure our readers would be interested to hear
from you about the things you saw there.

Sure. To start with, | participated in two days of outreach, one in
Konzani (near Namboya on the Bwanie River) and the other in
Mangweli (near Chombe in the plain to the west of Mount Mulanje).
These are two of many places where groups have accepted Jesus as
Saviour and Lord and are showing a desire to be numbered with the
Churches of God. On arrival, Gospel workers Obvious Chitsonga and
Topesa Issah, along with other enthusiastic brothers from Blantyre and
I, were welcomed with song. Following this, we gathered under shelters
made to protect all who gather from the sun and rain. We sang praise,
the word of God was preached and there was time spent talking and
eating.

We understand you are a member of the Churches of God Relief
Committee. Did the trip give you helpful insight?

Yes, | spent four days with the mobile clinic. | was able to review the
current facilities (toilets/shelters), observe the flow of patients, share
the gospel and listen to Malawians tell me about life. | gave my
feedback to those who carefully oversee the management of the clinic.
The clinic supports four of the churches and their local communities.
Travelling with the clinic enabled me to reach those four places:
Kombola (Milepa), Mtweya, Mulomba and Solomoni Village.

Where were you based during your time there?

In the home of David McCarty in Chilomoni, Blantyre. Please keep
David, his landlady Zodwa, and all who visit his house in your prayers.
Every Tuesday night, ten or more young men who are deacons and
overseers from the local churches of God come for teaching, praise,
prayer and food. Every Sunday afternoon over 40 youths come from
four of the local churches of God across the city of Blantyre and David
is involved in the program of Bible teaching, praise and memory verse
competitions. Food and travel support is provided for all those who
attend. | really enjoyed these times.

Based on your short visit, what was your impression of what life is
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like in Malawi?

Life is difficult for many Malawians. Consider the following: inflation
at around 25%; a monthly wage (if one can find work) of $50 USD;
many marrying young and so having additional responsibility to feed
and care for families.

Drought and famine are common. During my visit | watched as
overseers went through the list of brothers and sisters deciding who
needed food relief the most, a difficult task as Malawians like to share
everything equally.

Was there an up-side?

Life in Malawi may be difficult, but the churches of God in the South
East and Central African District are seeing rapid growth. There is a
real thirst for the Word of God and for good Bible teaching.

| was privileged to spend four days in Lumbadzi (near Lilongwe) at the
Central Region Camp. We studied the book ‘Alive unto God’ by Alan
Toms. Come rain or shine, whether there was power in the generator or
not, light or dark, praise was sung from morning till night. Teaching
lasted for many hours each day; and the youth had numerous engaging
questions. It can be difficult to put God’s way before the way of our
culture or friends; this was something that led to much conversation.
There was time for football and sports in the afternoon sun. Food was
cooked outside in big pots over a wood fire; we ate lots of rice, nsima
(local maize-based staple), eggs, bread and some meat.

What should we pray for?

| had the opportunity to experience the Breaking of the Bread at
Khande, Chemusa and Chilomoni. Please pray for a continuing
development of understanding and appreciation of the delight found in
coming together in collective worship, especially in newly planted
churches.

Also, we can pray for leadership throughout those churches. With so
much going on there is a great burden of responsibility on the overseers
and deacons. There was an oversight meeting lasting for 16 hours
during my stay. Many hours of discussion are needed with 25 churches
and counting. Please pray for wisdom and unity among all those who
care for the flock: local and district oversight, deacons and various
committees.
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Praying like Ezra
Graham Schleyer, Liverpool, England

Background

Ezra and Nehemiah were contemporaries who tell the story of Israel’s
return from Babylonian exile and re-settlement in the land of Canaan.
Ezra was a priest and scribe whose name means ‘help’. These books
contain the last recorded history of the Old Testament, circa 400-
500BC.

Both these servants of God knew experientially the value of prayer and
love for the Word, defences that must hold, otherwise the spiritual
ground that we’ve gained will be exposed to attack and begin to
crumble. Their recorded prayers also show that prayer and the Word of
God go together. Ezra was a man of the Word, an outstanding student
of the Law! and gifted administrator. His task was to rebuild the
spiritual life of the returning exiles which he did with God’s help,
Scripture knowledge, understanding and application, and by humble,
prayerful example. Ezra sought God’s help through sincere prayer.? He
was going to lead an envoy of priests and temple workers to re-
establish worship in Jerusalem. It was a treacherous journey, so Ezra
wrote that he ‘proclaimed a fast there at the river of Ahava, to humble
ourselves before our God, to seek from Him a safe journey for us, our
little ones, and all our possessions. * Ezra claimed the promise that ‘the
eye of the LORD is on those who fear Him, on those who wait for His
faithfulness.® This is the backdrop to Ezra’s prayer in Ezra 9.

Context

When Ezra arrived at Jerusalem, he was shocked to hear about
intermarriage with the peoples of the lands, something God had
commanded His people not to do.® Faced with such devastating news of
the people’s unfaithfulness, Ezra humbled himself and sat down,
probably speechless,® until the evening offering. He was not alone, as
others with him trembled at God’s word.” They united around the word
and soon with Ezra’s help and leadership, he would unite them around
prayer.

Seeking to live a godly life, we will experience battles and blessings.
Ezra had known blessing from the hand of his God;® now he faced a
battle. Where could he go for help but to the LORD his God?° It was
the time of the evening sacrifice. This directs our thoughts to the
continual burnt offering'® and the morning and evening lamb,'* the
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basis of God’s meeting with His people and their acceptance. It’s clear
that Ezra appreciated the value and significance of the evening sacrifice
as he fell to his knees and stretched out his hands in verse 5. David had
said, ‘May my prayer be counted as incense before You: the raising of
my hands as the evening offering.”*? This encourages us to sit down and
consider, then kneel down and offer, appreciating our acceptance in
Christ through whom our prayers ascend to the throne of grace.*®

Prayer

This was a prayer of confession and intercession, an unburdening of his
soul before God on behalf of his people for their transgression of the
Law. What can we learn from Ezra’s prayer and approach to emulate in
our own prayer life? Ezra’s prayer demonstrates a deep reverence for
God and the Scriptures. Like the tax collector in Jesus’ story, Ezra is
too ashamed in chapter 9 verse 6 ‘to raise his eyes toward heaven " as
he acknowledges the extent of his people’s guilt saying, ‘Since the days
of our fathers to this day we have been in great guilt.” How thankful
therefore we should be for that powerful declaration of God’s grace that
follows in verse 8, ‘But now for a brief moment grace has been shown,’
and that of course should always appear in our prayers in one form or
another acknowledging ‘God, being rich in mercy ... Note the way
Ezra weaves scripture references into his prayer in verses 10-12. We
emphasise, and rightly so, preparation for the Remembrance but should
we not also consider preparation for the collective public prayers?
Scripture-based prayers claiming the promises of God are to be
commended as good practice in public and personal prayer life.

Ezra’s fervent prayer of confession ends with intercession in verse 14,
‘Would You not be angry with us’ as a prelude to repentance and action.
It inspires us to approach God in reverence, readiness and with regard
to God’s Word. Shall we not come before our God with deepest
appreciation of the unique privileges God has given to us today, ‘a peg
in His holy place’ and with a consciousness of the highest standards of
holiness God requires of us, His holy people, ‘that our God may
enlighten our eyes and grant us a little reviving.

References: (1) Ezra 7:10 (2) see also Jas.5:16 (3) Ezra 8:21 (4)
Ps.33:18 (5) Deut.7:3.4 (6) Job 21:5 (7) see also Isa.66:2 (8) Ezra
8:22,31(9) Ps.121:1.2 (10) Lev.6:9 (11) Ex.29:38-42 (12) Ps.141:2 (13)
Heb.4:16; 7:25 (14) Lk.18:13 (15) Eph.2:4 (16) Ezra 9:8

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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Walking with God in ...

Anxiety ... And walking alongside someone who’s walking
with God in anxiety.
Lennie & Sharon Shaw, Swindon, England

Sharon asks - | heard it once said that one of the best ways to deal with
anxieties was to write them all on pebbles and throw them into the sea;
but what happens if your anxieties are the size of a boulder? What
happens if those anxieties stop you from living the life God wants you
to live? What then?

Lennie says - Sometimes it’s hard for someone who doesn’t suffer from
anxiety to fully appreciate what another person is going through. The
first thought is perhaps, ‘As Christians we have the assurance of God’s
love and faithfulness to help us, why should we be anxious?” Doesn’t
Phil.4:6 tell us to ‘be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer
and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known
to God?’ Problem solved, right?

Sharon replies - No, not exactly. Let me first say that there is definitely
a difference between feeling a bit nervous about something, a kind of
‘butterflies in your stomach’ feeling that you might have, and chronic
anxiety. This kind of chronic anxiety is caused by a chemical imbalance
in the brain; hormones that can play havoc and, worse still, the intrusive
thoughts that can follow. | find it no coincidence that anxiety is
mentioned many times in the Bible in relation to people of faith. God
knows us intimately; He knew us before we were formed in the womb.

Those of us who are parents are constantly reminding our children that
God knows every hair on our head and if even a sparrow falls, He
cares; so how much more must God care about us! But sometimes as
adults we are so bogged down and stressed out with pressure and
anxieties that we forget this simple image. | am learning that it is ok to
feel anxious; it’s how we deal with it that is the real test.

So what do | do? I choose to walk with God through it, knowing that
He cares for me. I trust Him and remind myself of the verse:

‘When my heart is overwhelmed;
Lead me to the rock that is higher than 1.

Lennie says - Psalm 61 is one of David’s. | believe it’s true to say that
most, if not all, of the great Bible characters had to pass through deep,
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anxious waters at some point, which served to strengthen their faith in
God as they walked with Him and found Him to be their rock, their
strong tower, and prove Paul’s point that ‘when | am weak, then | am
strong.

David himself also wrote of the anxiety and pain of being surrounded
by enemies and even being betrayed by ‘my companion’ (perhaps
Ahithophel) in Psalm 55:13. Yet he still manages to find strength and
comfort in his God as he says, ‘Cast your burden on the LORD, and He
shall sustain you: He shall never permit the righteous to be moved. ?

Sharon shares - It helps me to pray and be honest with God about
anxieties; after all, He already knows! | try to surround myself with
Christian friends who love and support unconditionally. I love the story
of Naomi and Ruth. In Naomi’s hopelessness and anxiety, Ruth never
left her and that’s exactly what God does for us. He will never leave us
or forsake us and, much like the disciples when they were being tossed
around in the storm, He is there waiting for us to call on his name and
He will reply simply, ‘Be still.”*

Lennie says - Friends, family and spouses all have an important role to
play in supporting someone who suffers from anxiety, even a Christian
who is walking with God and, on the face of it, doing well. I’ve learned
that I can’t ‘fix’ things quickly and move on. I can’t give easy answers
and expect an anxious person to be ‘cured’. Much like Job’s friends,
sometimes the best thing you can do is to just be with someone and
listen. Also like Job’s friends, sometimes the worst thing you can do is
start speaking and giving your opinion on things.

When the Lord Jesus was so distressed in Gethsemane that His sweat
was ‘like drops of blood’, He really needed those closest to Him to be
there for Him. He really wanted them to ‘watch and pray ™ or at the
very least to stay awake while He was in such distress. The disciples
could never understand what He was passing through; how could they?
We may not understand the extent of someone else’s anxious struggle,
but we can pray for them and with them, and we can ensure that they
know they don’t walk an anxious path alone. ‘Be strong ... not
frightened, ... for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go. *®

References: (1) Ps.61:2 (2) 2 Cor.12:10 (3) Ps.55:22 (4) Mk.4:39 (5)
Lk.22:44; Mk.14:38 (6) Josh.1:9 ESV

Bible quotations from the NKJV, unless stated otherwise.
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God’s overcoming power
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

Tanzania borders Malawi and Mozambique along its southern border.
Two visits had been made by Kevin Beal before | joined him in one of
its cities, Arusha, in September 2022. Someone had contacted from this
place a few years ago via the churchesofgod.info website - a person
who had seemingly showed admirable progress. However, things did
not turn out as expected with that lead contact. We sensed Satan’s
strong opposition, but in the Lord’s gracious overruling, a small but
growing church was planted.

The way events turned out has become almost the norm in my
experience of pioneering work. A classic example being the
Philippines, where something very similar happened back in 2004.1
well recall a mentor, George Prasher, commenting at that time: ‘Satan
has over-reached himself.” May it again prove to be so!

A return visit to Arusha in November and December 2022 was
reassuring. Particularly so was the discovery that, from the two schools
visited immediately after the establishing of the church in early
October, eight staff and parents who had listened to our preaching had
progressed to form part of the church (guided by remote WhatsApp
communications).

Three other people were led to the Lord in late November and three
different people were baptised in early December. Others then
completed their journey into church fellowship, by which time the
church had quadrupled in size by the end of its first quarter year.

At the end of December 2022, we were able to purchase a very
desirable plot of land in an area near to a main road, accessible to all
currently, and central to what promises to be a new residential area
without other Christian witness.

Until we build there, the church is meeting in the rented home of a
brother, Paul Mwiza, who also operates a junior school for local and
underprivileged children from those same premises. His wife, Einoth,
and another sister in Christ, Anna, both of whom are in the church, are
the teachers.

Please pray for this new group as it matures. This part of Tanzania, near
to famous Mount Kilimanjaro (the highest in Africa), is hungry for
God’s Word. To give an example, one day a group of tuktuk drivers
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(the form of transport is known locally as ‘bajaji’) was awaiting
customers in their shelter. They called out as | was walking by and
asked me to come to preach the word of God to them. Of course, | was
delighted to do so. On two other occasions, the people we had arranged
to meet were unavailable, but conversation was struck up with others
standing nearby instead.

In one case, the two young men did not appear to be too impressed
initially at having their private conversation interrupted by us. They
were of a Lutheran background, seemingly nominal, but it gave a
starting point via Martin Luther and how he had come to describe
Romans 1:17 (‘the righteous shall live by faith’) as the ‘door to
paradise’ for him. As we unpacked the Lord’s sacrificial love for us,
mention was made of a time when it is said that a farmer whose barns
had been destroyed by fire had discovered the charred remains of a
mother hen on the ground. Before he had identified what the object
was, he had kicked it somewhat disconsolately. It was then that the
chicks, sacrificially sheltered during the fire by that mother hen’s body,
scattered in every direction.

It was when we mentioned - to bring out the relevance of the cross -
how the Lord had said he wanted to gather to himself the inhabitants of
Jerusalem as a mother hen gathers her chicks under her wings
(Matt.23:37), that it became clear these young men were no longer
nonchalant, but were listening intently with softened hearts. When
asked if they were ready to receive Christ on the basis of all that had
been outlined, one of them asked if he could hear again the story of the
mother hen: a sure sign of someone under conviction. So, within an
hour of a ‘chance’ encounter, our hearts were bowed in prayer and we
believe heaven was rejoicing with us.

As a result of such unplanned meetings, two were saved and another
two are now in the church.

But Satan can attack again at any time and that’s why we crave your
prayers. Where the Lord is working, we know our enemy is active.
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From the Editors’ desk
Issue 4 - 2023

This issue concludes our provision of needed truth from the Scriptures
for 2023. The last couple of years has seen the world tottering in
instability in several places and in several ways. We have seen changes
in political leaders in the UK, the previous incumbents ousted by their
own political party. The disputes over attempts to overthrow the results
of the USA election in November 2020 have continued through the
succeeding months, with more and more criminal charges being laid
and trials awaited. In Cambodia, the election victory occurred in a
context of effectively only one choice on the ballot. Conflicts continue
unabated. Workforces are challenging government financial constraints,
with pictures of riots fresh in readers’ minds, no doubt. Democracies,
real and so-called, have not fared impressively recently. In some
places, especially the Sahel region of Africa, coups of one type or
another have occurred and concentrated power in new rulers. Russia
has become a social outcast to much of the rest of the world because of
the conflict with Ukraine, and China is suffering economic setbacks as
the post-COVID recovery runs out of steam, leaving multi-billion
dollar losses for real estate enterprises, and higher youth
unemployment. We could of course overlay the increasing adverse
effects of climate change on this concerning picture. There has been no
shortage of negative headlines. As Christians, with a firm faith in the
Scriptures, we are clearly reminded in days of apparent political
uncertainty that ‘the Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind.*
And, notwithstanding awful natural disasters, this earth will endure
until the coming again of the Lord Jesus Christ, who will reign over it
for a further 1,000 years.? Needed truth, to offset vain human reasoning.
The various articles in this issue should prove helpful to us in these
troubled times. Our own confidence can be given a lift as we look up
scriptures our writers have referenced, and see their applicability to our
respective situations. And they should encourage us in our testimony,
too, for these are not times to simply sink in negative news reports, but
to perceive God’s own hand in events, stimulating urgency in our
prayer and witnessing, and praise for His long-suffering grace.

Geoff
References: (1) Dan.4:17 NASB (2) Rev.20:6
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Hope
Lindsay Woods, Belfast, N. Ireland

Humans, since they are made in the image of God, have an inbuilt
awareness of eternity and God' that can cause them to always have
hope and optimism in life and for the future. Perhaps that was in the
mind of Alexander Pope when he wrote, ‘Hope springs eternal in the
human breast.”2

The Apostle Paul, however, tells us that to be without God in this life is
to be without hope® (or at least not a real hope). For the Gentiles in
Ephesus, this was how they were before they came into the possession
of eternal life in Christ and an eternal relationship with God as His
children. Once they had been far away from God, but now they are
brought near by the blood of Christ* giving them real, certain and
eternal hope.

The word ‘hope’ in the New Testament is from the Greek word elpis,
meaning expectation, trust and confidence; an expectation of what is
guaranteed. Such hope outweighs and overwhelms current
circumstances, whatever they may be and we have confidence that what
God has promised will come to pass.

Our hope should be a present and continuous experience as well as one
that looks beyond this life. A vital hope, and the encouragement that it
brings, has to do with Christ being in the presence of God as our great
high priest, enabling us to draw near there to worship and pray.> When
we, as disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ, gather together each Lord’s
Day morning to remember the Lord Jesus in the breaking of the bread
and to worship His God and Father, we lay hold on the hope that is
described in the book of Hebrews: the hope we profess® and in which
we glory.” It includes, primarily, access into the heavenly sanctuary to
worship God as a holy priesthood® (those made holy by God®). We are
greatly privileged to be engaged in such service. We do it now ‘in spirit
and truth, ™ ‘with the full assurance that faith brings. ** When we take
hold of this hope, we are greatly encouraged'? and are exhorted to hold
unswervingly to it.** We must not give up meeting together for this
purpose but encourage and ‘spur one another on to love and good
deeds. * This hope is ‘an anchor for the sold, firm and secure. It enters
the inner sanctuary ... where our forerunner, Jesus, has entered on our
behalf. **

This spiritual experience is but a foretaste of what is to come when,
with new bodies, the Saviour brings us into the very presence of God.
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This is the living hope we have been born into when we put our faith in
Christ, into an inheritance kept in heaven for us ‘until the coming of the
salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.%® ‘In all this [we]
greatly rejoice ... and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy,
for [we] are receiving the end result of (our) faith, the salvation of our
souls. " (The use of soul here implies the whole person, not excluding
our glorified body from heaven.)

This hope not only encourages us, but inspires us to endure and
persevere, especially when the going gets tough. When Paul wrote to
the young struggling Thessalonian church, he told them that he
constantly remembered them before his God and Father for three
things: their ‘work produced by faith’, their ‘labour prompted by love’,
their ‘endurance inspired by hope in [the] Lord Jesus Christ’ -
perseverance through thick and thin, inspired by our blessed hope.8

If we want to know more of this glorious and inspiring hope read again
what Paul tells the church in 1 Thess.4 and 2 Thess.2. He commends
them that their faith was growing more and more, and that their love for
each other was increasing.!® That will surely be our experience, too, if
we hold fast to the hope of being in God’s presence each week and
keep looking for ‘the blessed hope - the appearing of... our great God
and Saviour Jesus Christ. 2

‘May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us
and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope,
encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and
word. %

References: (1) Eccles.3:11; Acts 17:26-27 (2) Alexander Pope, An
Essay on Man: Epistle 1, 1734 (3) Eph.2:12 (4) Eph.2:13 (5) Heb.4:14-
16 (6) Heb.10:23 (7) Heb.3:6 (8) 1 Pet.2:4-5 (9) Heb.10:10 (10) Jn
4:23-24 ESV (11) Heb.10:19-22 (12) Heb.6:18 (13) Heb.10:23 (14)
Heb.10:24-25 (15) Heb.6:19-20 (16) 1 Pet.1:3-5 (17) 1 Pet.1:6, 8-9 (18)
1 Thess.1:2-3 (19) 2 Thess.1:3 (20) Tit.2:13 (21) 2 Thess.2:16-17

Bible quotations from NIV 2011, unless stated otherwise.
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The fear of the Lord

The feared King of the nations
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

As people spread further from the gate of Eden’s Garden, over time the
sense of the fear of God became diluted. The developing story of
earthly nations then unfolds in the process of time with what is known
as the ‘Table of Nations’: a list that contains the founders of 70
nations, all descended from Noah’s three sons. At the tower of Babel,
God side-lined the nations, scattering them by linguistic division,
having judged the fact they no longer feared Him. The veil is later
pulled back further in Daniel’s writings to give intriguing glimpses of
conflict among celestial ‘princes’ or territorial spirits (‘of Persia’ etc)
relating to earthly nations.> We get hints of a similar cosmic-
geographical worldview in modem translations when the nations come
into view.

‘When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance ... he fixed
the borders of the peoples according to the number of the sons of God.
But the LORD ’s portion is his people, Jacob his allotted heritage. *

God turned away from the nations at Babel and began again with one
man (Abraham), leading to one holy nation (Israel). Israel was
YHWH’s (God’s) allotted portion;® whereas ‘the host of heaven ...
[was] allotted to all the peoples.”® These readings may indicate that
God, having singled out Israel, left the other nations to be ruled by
supernatural powers. Yet God’s plan included the recovery of
unbelieving nations returning to fear Him” and acknowledge their mere
humanity.2 Meanwhile God used other nations to discipline His own
chosen nation. At times they exceeded their remit,® but at other times
we get hints of remnants that feared the Lord, even offering purer
service than God’s own people.l® The intention was that Israel should
be at the head of the nations,'! and a shining example.'? The dread of
God was to be over the nations.®® But, due to Israel’s disobedience,
Jer.25:1 begins the period of Gentile world domination when God gave
world sovereignty over to the Babylonian king and his successors.

The coming Messiah’s role, however, included a recovery plan for
Israel with justice extended to the nations** who will serve Him with
reverent fear when the age of Gentile power ends.”® God will judge
both the nations and their rulers.’® Judgement upon the nations is
featured throughout Isaiah,!” but remnants are to be reconciled with
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Israel,*® perhaps even regarded as born in Zion,!® and admitted into
God’s kingdom.?°

Ever since the Scripture, ... preached the gospel beforehand to
Abraham, saying, ‘ALL THE NATIONS WILL BE BLESSED IN
YOU’,2 the nations have never been off God’s radar. A blossoming
was announced by Malachi: ‘For from the rising of the sun to its setting
My name will be great among the nations.”® In a sense, their
regathering began at Pentecost,® with its updated panorama sweeping
east to west. Here with miraculous tongues in evidence to proselytes
from Gentile nations, a partial step towards reversing Babel took place.
Our Lord reminded people of the words of the prophets: ‘Is it not
written, ‘MY HOUSE WILL BE CALLED A HOUSE OF PRAYER FOR
ALL THE NATIONS™?” % The Court of the Gentiles then was for
proselytes, but so much more was in view. In the Godhead communion
of Ps.2:6-8, the Lord inherits the nations: ‘Ask it of Me, and | will surely
give the nations as Your inheritance.” This lay behind His Great
Commission to ‘Go ... and make disciples of all the nations ..."?® So the
Son sends out pioneers to stake His claim, reflected in today’s multi-
national Fellowship from which worship is offered from diverse nations
and tribes and languages.

Still to come is the ‘Judgement of the Living Nations’ prior to the
Millennium as foretold by Joel: ‘I will gather all the nations ... Then |
will enter into judgment with them there on behalf of My people and My
inheritance. * Afterwards, the nations will stream to the mountain of
the Lord’s house.?” They will fear the name of the Lord;* God is their
King and their fear of Him is His due.? finally, people from all nations
will come and worship before Him.*® Nations are seen outside the
eternal city: walking in its light and bringing their glory and honour
into it,3 even as the leaves of the tree of life are for their healing.*

References: (1) Gen.10 (2) Gen.11 (3) Dan.10:20 (4) Deut.32:8-9 ESV
(5) Ex.19:5-7 (6) Deut.4:19 ESV; see Deut.l7:3 NKJV; Job 38:7 (7)
Isa.25:3 (8) Ps.9:20 (9) Isa.10:5-16; 37:26,29 (10) Mal.1:11 (11)
Deut.28:1.13 (12) 1sa.49:6 (13) 2 Chron.20:29 (14) Isa.42:1-8;
Dan.7:13-14 (15) Dan.2 (16) Ps.82; 1s.24:21 (17) 1sa.13-27 (18) e.g.
1sa.19:25 (19) Ps.87:4-6 (20) Matt.25:32-34 (21) Gal.3:8; Gen.12:3;
18:18; 22:18 (22) Mal.1:11 (23) Acts 2:9-11 (24) Mk.11:17 (25)
Matt.28:19-20 (26) Joel 3:2 (27) Isa.2:1-4 (28) Ps.102:15 (29) Jer.l0:7
(30) Rev.15:4 (31) Rev.21:24.26 (32) Rev.22:2

Bible quotations from NASB2020, unless stated otherwise.
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Amazing grace
The praise of grace
Tony Jones, Aberkenfig, Wales

As the apostle John considers the incomparable person of the Lord
Jesus being ‘full of grace and truth,” he adds that from that very
fullness of grace we receive one blessing after another!* It’s such an
extensive range and it should impact our lives daily.

Paul is on the same page; his letter to the Ephesians notes these riches
of God’s grace that are lavished on us. That’s with God’s full
understanding of what the result will be and it is to the praise of that
essence of God: His glorious grace.? God is generous. ‘Lavished’
implies that there is so much; we are being flooded by grace.

Paul explains to the Romans that grace is an essential element of our
ongoing lives for the Lord; it’s our stand.®> He also notes that the
Colossian saints understand ‘God s grace in all its truth. *

The following examples of that extensive range of grace blessings help
us to know more of that truth. We will need to be open to receive such
grace:

1. Comfort - being indwelt by God, ‘the Spirit of grace. ® He is given
as that deposit who guarantees, through His continuous presence in
each believer, the reality of the inheritance promised until we meet our
Master.® Everyday grace!

2. Benevolence - in an ‘other-worldly’ manner, giving to God freely
with joy, such as in the early days of the Church Age in Acts. ‘Much
grace upon them all’ resulted in any of their fellow disciples in need
being helped with magnificent gestures of selflessness.” It was later
seen in the Macedonian churches, who despite severe trial gave
generously as they received God’s grace.® That’s a standard to realise.

3. Scripture - on the beach at Miletus Paul prayed to God that the
Ephesian elders would be kept by ‘the word of his grace’ so that they
could be built up in the days ahead.® It’s a great prayer to echo!

4. Triumphant lives - having pointed out to the believers in Rome that
they had once been dead, Paul writes that the abundant provision of
God’s grace is a vital element in living victorious lives, so we are led in
triumph in Christ. We will ‘reign in life through the one man, Jesus
Christ. °

5. Doing the good works God has set up for us to undertake. Paul told
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the Corinthian church that God was able to make all grace abound to
them, ‘so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you
will abound in every good work. ! No gaps! We can see Paul looking
for help to achieve this in his prayer request in Colossians 4:3-4. Surely
this is a clue to us in receiving such grace.

6. Needy times - previously in this series we read about Paul’s
difficulty with his ‘thorn.’*?> The answer to his prayer about that is
evidence to trust Heb.4:16 - confident of grace to help us in time of
need.

The writer of Hebrews later points out that we need to watch out that
we do not miss the grace of God™® as we live out our lives for the Lord.
Here are three ways this could happen:

e By missing opportunities to experience its potential, as Paul
explained to Corinth. God helps us now, so let’s avail ourselves
of that and not sidestep it.**

e By not recognising that we have received amazing grace to
fulfil God’s specific purpose of service from us. Those in
churches of God in Myanmar frequently commence their reply
to the question, ‘How are you?’ with, ‘By God’s grace ..." It
would appear that Paul and Barnabas recognised how God’s
grace had helped them on their first missionary journey, as it
was relayed to Luke how prayers in Antioch had been
answered.®

e By not recognising how God’s grace is impacting others. It
stood out to Barnabas when he went to Antioch. It made him
rejoice and ‘engage’ his own gift - encouragement.*®

e Let’s continue to ask for this available grace,’ be strengthened
by it in our lives,'® allowing us to be strong.’® The phrase,
‘there but for the grace of God go I’ has great scope!

References: (1) Jn 1:14.16 (2) Eph.1:6-8 (3) Rom.5:2 (4) Col.1:6 (5)
Heb.10:29 (6) Eph.1:14 (7) Acts 4:33-34 (8) 2 Cor.8:1-3 (9) Acts 20:32
(10) Rom.5:17 (11) 2 Cor.9:8 (12) NT Issue 3. 2023; 2 Cor.12:7 (13)
Heb.12:15 NIV1984 (14) 2 Cor.6:1-2 (15) Acts 14:26 (16) Acts 11:23
(17) Acts 13:42-43; 2 Cor.9:8 NKJV (18) Heb.13:9 (19) 2 Tim.2:1

Bible quotations from the NIV 2011, unless stated otherwise.
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Reading the Bible well

Poetry
Richard Hutchinson, Vancouver, Canada

A 2022 survey by the National Endowment for the Arts put the number
of Americans who had read poetry in the previous year at just 9.2% of
the population. In the UK, less than half of 2000 people surveyed by
YouGov in 2014 were happy to describe themselves as a ‘regular
reader’ and when asked to tick the box of any genre they read for
pleasure, only 1% of those surveyed selected ‘Poetry’. So if you’re not
a big poetry reader, you’re not alone.

Now consider that roughly one third of the Bible is poetry. In other
words, when we read our Bibles, much of the time we are engaging
with a form of writing that, for the vast majority of us, is unfamiliar and
inherently difficult to understand.

The ‘Song of the Sea’ in Ex.15:1-21 is one of the oldest poems in the
history of literature. The fact that we are very familiar with our Bibles
sometimes obscures the reality that this is very ancient writing,
literature with very few contemporary works. So to understand Biblical
poetry requires a little work on our part.

John Walton addresses this in his book, Ancient Near Eastern Thought
and the Old Testament:

‘Effective communication requires a body of agreed-upon words,
terms, and ideas - a common ground of understanding. For the speaker
this often requires accommodation to the audience by using words and
ideas they will understand. For the audience, if they are not native to
the language and cultural matrix of the speaker, this means reaching
common ground may require seeking out additional information or
explanation. In other words, the audience has to adapt to a new and
unfamiliar culture.’?

Thankfully we have lots of useful resources that help us to bridge the
gap between then and now, and the use of reference materials is an
important part of any Bible study. Of course, the Holy Spirit is our
counsellor in all the things of God, and He will help to guide us into
fuller understanding than our own minds could yield.? Nevertheless, if
we want a fuller understanding of how to read biblical poetry properly,
we can’t ignore the effort required from us.

As one might expect, the forms and techniques used by Semitic writers
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3000+ years ago are often quite different from those we see used in the
last 300 years, so even those schooled in literary analysis may have to
un-learn some instinctive reading habits in order to ‘get’ what biblical
poets were saying.

We don’t have scope for a deep dive in this article, but let’s look at a
quick set of examples that may help us to grasp some of the basics.

One of the building blocks of poetic technique across all eras is the use
of imagery. Poets employ vivid word-pictures and metaphors that
enrich the impression created by the words we read. In this respect,
biblical poetry is not dissimilar to more modem poems. Take a famous
example from Isa.55:12, “... the mountains and hills before you shall
break forth into singing, and all the trees of the fields shall clap their
hands.’

It’s an evocative image of nature itself rejoicing as the Lord leads out
His people in joy and peace. Often, imagery like this is intuitive for us
to understand because it connects us directly to something familiar (e.g.
mountains) but in an unfamiliar way (mountains singing) that makes
the image striking.

However, some of the imagery used in the Bible might land a little
differently for us now. Verse 13 continues the thought from verse 12
with a different image: ‘instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress;
instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle.’

We can read it as a simple expression of fruitfulness where there was
once only barrenness, and there is value in that, but we’d be missing
something that the original audience would have picked up naturally.
Myrtle was a tree renowned not only for its sweet fragrance, but its
branches were often used to decorate the booths built by Israelites
during the Feast of Tabernacles.® Also, thorns and briers would connect
automatically with the curse of ‘the Fall.”* So the image for the original
audience would have been a much richer picture of aromatic branches
associated with festive worship, growing in the place once marked by
the sign of sin and separation.

One technique that is much less intuitive for modem readers, but it’s a
trademark of Semitic poetry is a structural tool called ‘parallelism.’
Poems are written in ‘lines’ grouped in ‘stanzas’. Stanzas can be made
of two lines, called ‘couplets’, ‘tercets’ of three, ‘quatrains’ of four, etc.
In parallelism, the first line expresses an idea, and the second line (or
third, fourth, etc. in longer stanzas) comments on that idea in one of
several ways. It can simply repeat the idea for emphasis - although the
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writer will most often make a slight change in the wording such as in
Ps.121:3-4: ‘He will not let your foot be moved; he who keeps you will
not slumber. Behold, he who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor
sleep.’

Verses 3 and 4 are presenting the same essential idea: God’s protection
over Israel is constant. The repetition makes it clear that this is a key
message in the poem. Lines that parallel an initial thought can also be a
way of completing the thought, or developing it further. We get three
good examples in sequence in Ps.51:10-12, where the second line of
each couplet adds a deepening aspect of the three requests made in the
first lines.

Another use of parallelism is antithesis, where the second line contrasts
the first as a way of emphasising the idea expressed. You get this a lot
in Proverbs, such as in Prov.10:11, ‘The mouth of the righteous is a
fountain of life, but the mouth of the wicked conceals violence.” Here
the initial idea is emphasised by pointing out that its opposite is also
true, intensifying the point being made. Sometimes the order of the
second line is switched to create a particular emphasis, sometimes
called chiasm. We see it in Ps.22:8, ‘He trusts in the LORD; let him
deliver him; let him rescue him, for he delights in him!’ The reversal in
the second line places an emphasis on the reason to expect God’s
rescue, the delight taken in God, which is a development of the trust in
God from the first line.

Another structural tool is the refrain, where one key phrase is repeated
often throughout the poem. Ps.136 repeats ‘his steadfast love endures
forever’ twenty-six times as the second line of each couplet, leaving the
reader in no doubt as to the theme. And the same phrase appears in
Ps.118 in the first verse and in the last verse, bookending a lengthy
psalm with the call to praise God for His steadfast love. This technique
is called inclusio and again serves to highlight the key thought that
threads the psalm together. You also see it in Psalms 8, 113 and in the
final five psalms in the book.

Parallelism isn’t only seen within pairs of lines, but can be used across
an entire poem, where larger sections mirror one another as parts of the
whole. Psalm 67 has seven verses: six sets of couplets arranged on
either side of a tercet, which is itself symmetrical. In other words, the
first and seventh verses (looking for God’s blessing), the second and
sixth (the earth’s response), and third and fifth (a call to praise)
correspond with each other, and in that middle verse 4, the first and
third lines mirror each other around the middle line, which reveals the
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central idea: God judges the people fairly. Everything in that psalm
flows into, and out from, that truth.

All these structural tools help to frame and highlight the main theme of
the poems they’re used in, while imagery drives the intensity of the
language forward, producing a style of writing that is rich and infused
with layers of meaning. And of course, what is shared in this article
only scratches the surface of how artfully biblical poets create
wonderfully expressive portions of Scripture.

So why is a third of Scripture written in poetic form? Besides the
Psalms and Wisdom literature, often when God speaks it is in verse and
much of the prophets’ proclamations come as poetry also. Robert Alter
in The Art of Biblical Poetry suggests:

‘Since poetry is our best human model of intricately rich
communication, not only solemn, weighty, and forceful but also
densely woven with complex internal connections, meanings, and
implications, it makes sense that divine speech should be represented as
poetry. Such speech is directed to the concrete situation of a historical
audience, but the form of the speech exhibits the historical
indeterminacy of the language of poetry, which helps explain why these
discourses have touched the lives of millions of readers far removed in
time, space, and political predicament from the small groups of ancient
Hebrews against whom Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and their confreres
originally inveighed.*®

The Bible is full of this wonderful, expressive mode of literature and
we should be prepared to grapple with the difficulties presented by
ancient poetry, because couched within those layers of imagery and
parallelism, is the voice of God, ready to be revealed to the careful,
attentive reader.

References:
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Basic Christianity

Call to obedience
Steve Seddon, Manchester, England

‘To have faith in Christ means, of course, trying to do all that He says.
There would be no sense in saying you trusted a person if you would
not take his advice. Thus, if you have really handed yourself over to
Him, it must follow that you are trying to obey Him. But trying in a
new way, a less worried way. Not doing these things in order to be
saved, but because He has begun to save you already. Not hoping to get
to Heaven as a reward for your actions, but inevitably wanting to act in
a certain way because a first faint gleam of Heaven is already inside
you.’!

Someone else has said ‘obedience is the fruit of faith.’> The desire to
obey, and having the wherewithal to follow through with it, is to
characterise the lives of all disciples of the Lord Jesus - to obey is our
Christian ‘calling.”®

Being subject to a recognised authority is the obligation of every
responsible citizen in any civilised society - not the preserve of
professing Christians alone. We obey rules put in place for our good
and that of our fellow citizens. Not to obey spells the beginning of
anarchy. As Christians though, even when we find ourselves subject to
evil regimes, on the basis of our God’s supreme sovereignty, our
obligation is to obey: ‘Let everyone be subject to governing authorities,
for there is no authority except that which God has established.’* Of
course, where there is a direct conflict with God’s law, ‘We must obey
God rather than men! ®

But this is not the kind of obedience to which Christians are ‘called’ or,
at least, it’s certainly not the full picture. Our obedience is not a matter
of obligation; rather a matter of love. The Lord Jesus repeatedly
emphasised this in the upper room:

‘If you love me, you will keep my commandments. *

‘Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves
me.

‘If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. ... He who does not love
me will not obey my teaching. ®

Put simply: if |1 wish to show my love and appreciation to the Lord
Jesus for who He is and what He’s done, then | must obey His
commands. But the Lord Jesus gives us a further reason for being
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obedient to His commands: ‘As the Father has loved me, so have |
loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will
remain in my love ... © The conditional element within this statement is
inescapable. We remain in Christ’s love only if we obey His
commands.

Do we fall in and out of His love as we succeed or fail in our attempts
at loving obedience? We must be clear that what is not conditional here
is our eternal salvation - this is by grace alone, through faith alone, in
Christ alone - a gift from God that is undeserved, unearned and
irrevocable (see the previous articles in this series). In context, the Lord
Jesus is teaching about the metaphor of a vine - how disciples are to
thrive and be fruitful by abiding in Him. Jesus’ aspiration for those He
loves is not only salvation from the penalty of sin, important though
that is. His desire is that we will thrive in our Christian lives in the here
and now; living life to the full in close union with Himself - for which
He has provided complete and explicit instructions. Our part is to
discover them, embrace them and obey them.

Jesus is letting us in on the secret of how to enjoy His love to the fullest
extent possible this side of eternity by, in a spirit of loving obedience,
embracing His will and purposes for us - and in the process, living life
‘super- abundantly.’%

There’s another facet of our call to obedience. Peter, addressing ‘God’s
elect, strangers in the world’ describes them as having been ‘chosen ...
for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood ! - a nod
back to Ex.24 and the covenant of love that was to characterise God’s
relationship with his chosen people. So begins Peter’s unfolding of
God’s New Testament covenantal relationship with not just individuals
but a chosen people, precious to Him - called to obedience.

References: (1) C.S. Lewis. Mere Christianity (2) Christina Rossetti,
1830-1894 (3) Rom.1:5-6 (4) Rom.13:1 (5) Acts 5:29 (6) Jn 14:15 ESV
(7) Jn 14:21 (8) Jn 14:23-24 (9) Jn 15:9-10 (10) Jn 10:10 (11) 1 Pet.1:1-
2
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The battle for purity

Guarding our relationships
Gareth & Claire Andrews, Belfast, N. Ireland

‘Therefore, since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify
ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting
holiness out of reverence for God. *

The preceding promises are the wonderful promises of relationship:
‘And | will be a father to you.

And you shall be sons and daughters to Me,’

Says the Lord Almighty.?

This is not a passive positional relationship, but one that calls us to
action - lovingly encouraging us to reflect, to cleanse, to purify and
protect ourselves from the pollution of living in this sinful world as
those called to be distinctly separate and perfectly pure.

So, in the light of this wonderful relationship with God as our Father,
and the Lord Jesus Christ as our Saviour and Master, how do we guard
and strengthen our most important relationships - with our loved ones
and with others in our church family?

Husband and wife
‘My beloved speaks and says to me: ‘Arise, my love, my beautiful one,
and come away. *

If we are married, this will be the most intimate human relationship we
ever have and should be closely guarded, nourished and cherished.
God’s Word tells us of the honour of this relationship that poignantly
echoes the marriage of the Lamb* and gives us the stark warning:
‘Marriage is to be held in honor among all, and the marriage bed is to
be undefiled: for God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterers. ®

Increasingly in contemporary cultures the significance and sanctity of
marriage has been diluted and degraded in many ways. While we
collectively uphold the value of biblical teaching on marriage, it is also
vitally important that we actively guard our relationship before and
during marriage - be it from the pressures of a busy life, the temptations
of sexual immorality or selfishness.

In Eph.5, Paul describes the mystery of the relationship of Christ with
the church which is His body. He also offers advice (e.g., in 1 Cor.7)
for those joined together as one flesh who are still subject to the lusts of
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the flesh. Service together in marriage, and maybe together as parents,
is certainly not always easy for flawed humans but deserves our hard
work. This might be practising selflessness, forgiveness or prioritising
time together.

Church family
‘So with yourselves ... strive to excel in building up the church. *

We know from his letters that Paul’s relationship with his dear friends
in Corinth was not always easy either. However, he challenged them to
display the grace of God, living commendably with each other and their
community: in purity, in the Holy Spirit and in genuine love. He
opened his heart wide to them and encouraged them to open their hearts
wide in return.” Through many of Paul’s writings we are reminded of
the foundation of pure relationships: ‘For the grace of God has
appeared ... instructing us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and
to live sensibly, righteously, and in a godly manner in the present age,
looking for the blessed hope and the appearing of ... Christ Jesus, who
gave Himself for us to redeem us from every lawless deed, and to
purify! for Himself a people for His own possession, eager for good
deeds. ®

In the Old Testament, we see King Asa doing what was good and right
in the sight of the Lord:

e purifying the land from the contamination of foreign altars,

e  building up, fortifying and guarding the people; and

e recognising the peaceful rest and providence of the Lord.

The result for all the people then, and similarly in the early churches,®
was they built and prospered.’® So, as we seek to serve the King of
Kings, we should work to build up and protect all our relationships with
wise conversation free from pride and full of grace: ‘One who loves
purity! of heart and whose speech is gracious, the king is his friend. **

References: (1) 2 Cor.7:1 NIV2011 (2) 2 Cor.6:18 (3) Song of Songs
2:10 ESV (4) Rev.19:7 (5) Heb.13:4 (6) 1 Cor.14:12 ESV (7) 2 Cor.6
(8) Tit.2:11-14 (9) Acts 9:31 (10) 2 Chron.14:2-7 (11) Prov.22:11
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The uniqueness of God

So far and yet so near
David Viles, Hayes, England

Days that changed the world

April 12th ‘is the day that everything changes for humanity.” So said
the head of the US-based Space Foundation, marking the 60th
anniversary of the first flight into space by Yuri Gagarin in 1961. It was
then the ‘Cold War’ and the atheist propaganda machine of the USSR
announced that Gagarin had said, ‘I went up in space and looked and
looked, but | didn’t see God.” Although he almost certainly never
uttered these words, taking them at face value it must surely be naive in
the extreme for someone on the very edge of space for only 180
minutes to make such a sweeping statement. More recent space probes
now enable us to view the amazing formation and death of stars in
galaxies millions of light years away in a steadily expanding universe.
‘The heavens declare the glory of God,” wrote King David, perhaps
remembering his shepherding days, gazing awestruck at the starry host
above him; ‘the skies proclaim the work of his hands.’! These words
have stood the test of time and still strike earthbound mortals with awe,
even in our sceptical world. Yes, God speaks!

Just seven years later the American crew of Apollo 8 orbited another
heavenly body for the first time, returning with an astounding picture of
‘earth rise’ - God’s beautiful planet peeping over the lunar surface.
From space, they read the first ten verses of Genesis chapter 1, setting
the record straight: ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the
earth ... then God said ...”

All this was and is heading one way - humanity reaching up to the
heavens, exploring the merest edges of the majesty of God’s creation.
But the Bible urges us to grasp the mind-blowing enormity of what
took place in the opposite direction - God the Creator reaching down to
this sin-stained world in the person of His Son, ‘that whoever believes
in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.? So, more
wonderful than His eloquent creation, God has spoken - is speaking -
finally and definitively in His Son.® By any measure, the 30 years or so
of Christ’s life and death and His glorious resurrection were the days
that everything really changed for humanity.

The personhood of God - different perspectives
Most of the world’s religions are polytheistic, worshiping many gods.
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Of the two other monotheistic faiths, Islam has by far the greater
number of adherents. It is obvious that there are major differences
between Islam’s perspective and God’s unique revelation of Himself
through His Word, the Bible, and through the living Word, the Ford
Jesus Christ. Briefly considering Islam first,* the uniqueness of the God
and Father of our Ford Jesus Christ becomes clear in the following
areas, among many others.

1. Islam is a strictly monotheistic religion. Inside the Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem, a beautiful gem of an Islamic shrine crowning the
ancient Jewish Temple mount, there is an inscription declaring ‘God is
only One God. Far be it removed from His transcendent majesty that
He should have a son.” Compiled during the early 7th century AD, the
Islamic Qur’an clearly shows strong Judaic and Christian influences.
Jesus appears more frequently than anyone else in the entire book, in
terms mirroring some of the Gospel accounts. Nine verses (surahs) refer
to Him as ‘Messiah’; one says: ‘The Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, was
no more than a messenger of Allah.... So believe in Allah and His
messengers, and do not say ‘Three’; desist - it is better for you! Allah is
one God.”® It goes without saying that this is completely at odds with
the Bible’s portrayal of the divine Son of God. ‘Before Abraham was, |
AM’® He said, applying to Himself the holy name of the eternal
Jehovah. Prophetically, the psalmist writes: ‘to the Son He says: Your
throne, O God, is forever and ever.” Islam cannot comprehend the
concept of the divine, only-begotten Son of God, and still less the
miracle of God incarnate here on earth. ‘God is great’ is a sentiment
with which all Christians would agree, but the Islamic understanding of
God is not the same as ours - willing, in His Son, to become human
expressly to die in weakness and apparent defeat.

2. A consequence of this fiercely monotheistic framework is that the
god of Islam is depicted as a remote and austere figure. Described as
‘merciful and compassionate’,® he certainly demands high standards of
such qualities from his adherents, but there is little evidence that these
qualities translate into a caring relationship with individuals here on
earth. By contrast, the Bible consistently depicts God as a God of love,
manifesting that love to humanity in both Testaments - a fierce, deep,
passionate, personal love.® He is merciful and compassionate, yes, but
God °‘is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved
us,” making ‘us alive together with Christ.”® Our God is a dynamic,
relational Being whose mercy derives from His love and grace. Love is
meaningless if there is nobody to love, and therein lies the crucial
difference between the solitary Islamic god and the God of the Bible,
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who is love.!* A previous article in this series examined the truth of the
Trinity; by God’s grace, the mutually dynamic, inexhaustible and
complete love which there subsists, floods out to sweep the earthbound
believer into its realm of joy and peace.!?

3. Finally, there is the issue of sin. The god of the Qur’an presents the
way to him in paradise as acting justly, doing good, avoiding
committing blatant wrongs and, if necessary, fighting for him - a
religion of works.!2 Jehovah’s way is to fix the problem of sin once and
for all, so there is no condemnation™* because He made His sinless Son
‘to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in
Him.

Turning to the Jewish concept of God, we are on more common
ground. Judaism, like Christianity, reveres the Old Testament revelation
of God as almighty and omniscient, holy and just yet also loving,
forgiving and merciful. The key difference, of course, is not dissimilar
to the monotheistic Islamic stance - ‘Hear, O Israel: the LORD our
God, the LORD is one!’*® What really scandalised the Jewish
authorities was Jesus’ claim to be the ‘I AM’, one with the Father. ‘We
are not stoning you for any good work,” they replied, ‘but for
blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.’! As
Christians, we must respect the Jewish religion as Paul did,*® but in all
the many shades of Judaism there is little evidence of a concept of
personal salvation in this world or the next. As Paul also said, there is a
veil in Judaism, preventing its adherents from perceiving the glory of
God in the person of Christ'® who brings personal salvation here and
now at immense cost to Himself.2® Consequently, the Jewish idea of
God continues to emphasise obedience to the Law (Torah) as the way
to God.

Transcendent yet immanent

So, essentially, it all comes back to how we answer that ancient
question posed by God incarnate Himself: ‘What do you think about the
Christ? Whose Son is He? "2 Christianity is the only world religion/faith
to reveal the uniqueness of a God who was ‘here’ - God in Christ
present on earth, ‘in all things ... made like his brothers ?? and yet is
also ‘there’ - exalted to the right hand of His heavenly Father.?? We
love to trace the humanity of the Son as He moved among people 2000
years ago, but when we read that: ‘by Him all things were created that
are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible ** our frame
of reference shifts radically to embrace the transcendent - a God who
stands apart from and above the universe He created. We cannot even
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count the stars in each galaxy, never mind the number of galaxies. Our
farthest space probes reveal only ‘the mere edges of His ways, ° but
God knows about the stars — ‘He calls them all by name.’? Referring to
Christ, we are told that: ‘You, LORD, in the beginning laid the
foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the work of Your hands. %
These same ‘hands that flung stars into space’ were ‘to cruel nails
surrendered.” Transcendent and immanent - ‘This is our God, the
Servant King.’?

On the night of His betrayal, the Lord Jesus told the astonished
disciples: ‘I will not leave you orphans: | will come to you’;?® He was
true to His promise. In the person of the Holy Spirit, the mighty triune
God of the universe dwells within each believer. ‘I am in My Father,
and you in Me and I in you.”®® One meaning of ‘immanent’ is
‘indwelling’ - what a privilege and a joy!

References: (1) Ps.19:1 NIV (2) Jn 3:16 (3) Heb.1:1-2 (4) Quotations
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majesty of the Son of God in Heb.1:8 (8) Qur’an Surah 1 verse 1 (9)
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The trouble with relationships

Gaslighting, ghosting and breadcrumbing
David Pattison, Leigh, England

Late in 2019, shortly before the Covid-19 pandemic, a work colleague
of the time was bemoaning the fact that his teenage son had been
inveigled into a so-called relationship contract with a girl. He took it to
be worded along the lines of, ‘I promise to give you half my pocket
money if | cause you to be offended in public;’

On this side of Coronavirus, secular personal relationships seem to have
become less of a joke and more of a serious cause for concern, a
manifestation of a pernicious form of online bullying that can exist in
the real world as well as social media. This article will look at three
ways in which the phenomenon can show itself, contrasting that with
three Biblical imperatives for Christians to live by that should protect
them from such satanic traps.

The first way is through gaslighting. Sadly this has become a term that
anyone with exposure to news and current affairs, as well as popular
fiction, will instantly recognise. Wikipedia® defines it as ‘a
manipulative tactic in which a person, to gain power and control of
another...plants seeds of uncertainty in [the] other’s mind [causing]
self-doubt and [questioning of their] reality.” The term comes from a
1930s stage play, Gas Light, and then later two film adaptations made
in the 1940s. In them, a husband attempts to drive his wife crazy by
dimming the gas lights in their home and then denying that the light has
changed.

Ghosting involves suddenly ending all communication and contact
with another person without warning or explanation. The victim of
ghosting can be left wondering why this has happened, and might well
question whether it was due to a failing on their own part rather than a
calculated act by the perpetrator. The ghoster could have very good
reason to step away from a harmful relationship, but failed to explain
why. However, one common reason people ghost is fear. They do not
handle confrontation, criticism or conflict well. They may use the
excuse that they are sparing someone’s feelings, but what they are
actually doing is not addressing issues that should be worked through to
the point of resolution.

The perhaps less familiar breadcrumbing involves the perpetrator
sending out flirtatious social signals to try to entice a romantic partner,
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but without following through on these signals to any meaningful level.
The victim believes themselves to be on the verge of a genuine
romantic relationship. It could be that someone is deliberately toying
with another; or they are shying away from committing to a
relationship. Either way, clear and honest communication, mutual
respect and emotional balance should be aimed for in relationships.

All three of the above are cowardly ways in which one person can
establish superiority over another by belittling, humiliating and
deceiving - debasing the very nature of relationship as a two-way street
into the world of the sinister and perverted. It is all too easy to be drawn
into this, whether it be through a tempting profile photo sent by a
would-be Facebook friend or X (formerly Twitter) follower, or through
social contact with someone who thinks this is an acceptable and
rational way to live their life. Either way, it is often the more vulnerable
members of society who are victimised in the process, which makes it
doubly heinous.

We live in a world where there are plenty of people waiting to take
advantage of others. Some do it through financial scams, others through
physical and sexual abuse (which can sometimes be the end of a
trajectory that started with breadcrumbing), yet others by playing on
people’s emotional situations. But we are not of this world. Thankfully,
the Bible provides us with ways in which relationships are always
supposed to work:

e ‘Love one another ... giving precedence and showing honour to
one another *

e ‘Walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us ... Let no one
deceive you with empty words. *

e The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no
law. *

God wants us to live in harmony with other people.®> We can only do
that if we are willing to work to have healthy relationships. Therefore,
if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your
brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there in
front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them; then come and
offer your gift; ® and Romans 16:18 speaks against people who ‘by
smooth talk and flattery ... deceive the minds of naive people.’

The trouble with relationships is that many people who need and want
them haven’t given their hearts to God. If they did, they would
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automatically find themselves in a relationship that really works for the
good in terms of our interactions with others.

References: (1) https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaslighting Accessed
26 July 2023 (2) Rom.12:10, Amplified Bible Classic Edition (3)
Eph.5:2,6 (4) Gal.5:22-23 NASB20 (5) Rom.12:16, 14:19 (6)
Matt.5:23-24
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109


https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaslighting

A thirst for learning
An interview with Paul Mwita, Arusha, Tanzania

My name is Paul Mwita - | was born in April 1988 into a Catholic
family in the Mara region of Tanzania in East Africa. From the age of
five, | attended Sunday School classes, at times being expelled from
class simply because | was able to comprehend Swahili Bible verses
contrary to Roman Catholic beliefs! | failed to get answers for my
longstanding questions on infant baptism by sprinkling of water;
praying with a rosary; confessing sins by kneeling before the priest; and
the communion bread and wine becoming the body and blood of Jesus
Christ.

Sincerely, | asked my father to allow me to seek truth elsewhere. This
my father accepted on condition of not supporting my education (I had
been due to be educated by the parish priest). | read the Bible on my
own. Sometimes, | attended Bible youth camps and, by God’s grace,
my aunt supported my education. For secondary school, I moved to
Arusha Region in 2009.

What was life like for you in Arusha?

| started my working life in Arusha town in 2010 with only £33 in my
pocket to survive for two months. Later | got a job as a janitor in a
school and, one month later, the director of the school promoted me to
be the class teaching assistant. Since | could communicate in English,
he doubled my wages to £40 a month. However, | still had a thirst for
truth.

In 2012,1 met with a man called Caleb who introduced me to the
Church of Christ Single Cup. After an outline course from The World
Bible School in Texas, USA, and based on Rom.3:23, Jn 3:16; 5:24;
Acts 10:48; 16:30-31 and Matt.28:19,1 believed that | was a sinner, that
Jesus Christ died for my sins and all my sins were forgiven by faith in
Him. A month later, | was baptized by immersion in the name of the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. At that time, | went to Makerere university
in Uganda for my first degree in Education until 2014. | returned to
Arusha and was in the Church of Christ until 1 discovered more
accurate truth in the Church of God. I thank God for all He has done for
me despite the challenges. He is my strength, as Jesus is the light of my
life. It is my passion to share the love of God with others and to show
them the way to eternal life and the truth in the Church of God in
Arusha.
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Thank you, Paul. Tell us also about your family and home situation,
please.

In 2021, I met my wife Einoth and in 2022 we were legally married.
Then in February 2023, we were blessed with a daughter, Mary Grace
Paul. We are living happily, trusting in our heavenly Father, and
blessed by abiding by the true teaching of God in the Church of God.

Currently, we live in our rented house on the East Africa Road, Arusha,
Tanzania. This is also where we first gathered on 2nd October, 2022,
with brothers Brian Johnston and Kevin Beal, and the church was
planted together with our seven local saints. Since then, the church has
grown to thirty-two saints currently.

Your passion for evangelism is obvious, Paul. But share with our
readers your passion for education.

On 2nd February 2022 we opened Sunshine Children Centre (registered
by the Government as Hope Sunshine Foundation Registration No.
OONGO/R/4529) operating in our rented house. We started with only
three children, with the aim to help each child grow spiritually,
mentally, socially and academically? as our fundamental principles of
excellence in equipping these wards achieve their dreams. Currently,
we have 54 children, 42 of whom are paying a nominal 20 US dollars
for food. This enables us to offer the twelve other children a
scholarship. Among those twelve, two have parents who belong to the
Church of God in Arusha.

Two rooms in our rented house are used as classrooms and for dining
after classes; the third room is used for resting and sleeping that is part
of their academic requirements during learning hours.

Our passion is to help these young ones and the community improve
their lives through education. | thank God who has blessed us
throughout our spiritual journey, and who is fulfilling our aspirations
for the community academically and spiritually.®1 desire to help the
community in Arusha (and in Tanzania at large) to discover the Good
News of salvation and all the truth of the Bible. Our good God has been
faithful in fulfilling His promises to His servant by nurturing our
evangelism work and our education work.*

References: (1) Jn 8:32 (2) see Lk.2:52 (3) Jn 14:13-14 (4) 2 Cor.1:20;
Lk.18:27
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Praying like Paul
Mario Magallanes, La Filipina, Philippines

Paul’s prayer that he records in Eph.1:15-23 begins with thanksgiving
to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who is working in the hearts
of the Ephesian believers. Paul had the joy of praying for them after he
heard of their faith and love for all the saints, and knew that his
preaching of the gospel to them was not in vain.

What is Paul’s prayer for them?

There are different kinds of prayers: some with good intentions and
others with bad intentions. Some people pray according to their own
desires for the satisfaction of their own lust. Those prayers have bad
motives and they will not receive what they want from God.*

There are also prayers according to God’s will, praying for the benefit
of others and not for our own happiness and satisfaction. Paul’s prayer
here is of that type and is aimed at spiritual things and not at all at
physical and material needs and prosperity. His prayer is that the God
of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, would give the Ephesian
Christians a spirit of wisdom and revelation to know the Lord
completely in the most intimate way.

He prayed that the eyes of their understanding might be enlightened,
that they might know the hope of God’s calling (see Eph.2:12) and the
riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints (see Eph.2:19). The
hope to which God has called us is according to His own purpose. God
wants us to be a royal priesthood to declare the praises of Him who
called us out of darkness into His marvellous light.2 God wants us to
enjoy His glorious inheritance which is very rich and completely
satisfying.

We must pray and ask God to enlighten the eyes of our hearts so that
we will come to a deeper understanding of these crucial truths. With
our eyes, we can see everything around us: physical and material
things. But spiritual things can only be seen through the eyes of our
hearts, that is, with our spiritual eyes. If our eyes are good and there is
no defect, the vision of all things is very clear.® However, our spiritual
eyes can be blinded by sinful things, such as the pride of life, hatred,
greed and other characteristics of the flesh that don’t please God. When
God opens our spiritual eyes through our prayers, we can see amazing
things, and our lives will be filled with joy and hope.

Paul continued to pray that the saints might know the exceeding
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greatness of God’s power toward us. He did not pray that power be
given to them but that they recognize the power that was already in
them which He had wrought in Christ, whom He raised from the dead.
Paul prayed that the believers would know the true power of God in
their lives. This power is unlimited because God revealed it by raising
the Lord Jesus from the dead and placing him in the highest position of
authority, giving him glory and honour. He is in a superior position to
all material and spiritual things now and forever. As the head, He has
control over the church that is His body and has authority over it.

Paul prayed that the believers would understand the greatness of Christ
who rules over them. The resurrection and ascension of Christ has
placed Him above all things in the universe; the fact that He is sitting at
the Father’s right hand shows that he has already conquered all the
powers of the enemy. God made spiritual forces to be subject to the
Lord Jesus because He is exalted above them. We, the believers, have
obtained that power and authority to advance in spiritual warfare. But
let us be clear: we cannot fight with our own strength, we must submit
to God. If we do this, the Devil will flee.

The finished work of Christ at Calvary not only disarmed the rulers,
authorities, principalities, and powers, but God has put all things under

Christ’s feet, and gave Him to be the head over all things in the church,
which is His body, the fullness of Him that fills all in all. Amen!

References: (1) Jas.4:2-3 (2) 1 Pet.2:9 (3) Matt.6:22
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Walking with God in ...

Sinful struggles
Ben & Candice Jones, Hamilton, Canada

Eccles.4:9-12 reminds us of the value of mutual support in overcoming
challenges and adversity. Oftentimes these challenges are external and
caused by circumstances beyond our control. However, at other times
the challenges come as temptations that entice our sinful nature! to
stray from the path of discipleship and into self-indulgence. Solomon’s
wisdom in Ecclesiastes remains relevant as it reveals the benefits that
come from relationships (in various forms) to help the disciple to resist
and overcome temptation. While we all face temptation, the sins with
which we are tempted will differ from person to person. The
relationship between the apostles Peter and Paul speak to this - Peter,
even after he received the revelation from the Lord that the gospel was
also for the Gentiles, seemed to fall back into a comfort zone where he
associated and ate only with Jews. Since this betrayed the full truth of
the gospel, Paul saw the need to call out Peter’s hypocrisy.? This is not
something Paul struggled with (see Paul’s perspective in Phil.3:3-8) but
it was an issue for Peter. Of course, this is not to say that Paul was free
from temptation - in fact, he goes into detail in Rom.7 about the
struggle he felt with the constant temptation to slide back into old sins.
For these two men then, it seems that their relationship and mutual
respect (see Peter’s words about Paul in 2 Pet.3:15-16) allowed one to
call the other out when he sinned, and since they were not tempted by
the same thing, one could watch out for the other in the spirit of
Eccles.4:9-12 and Ps.141:5.

Candice: | feel this is tough because if we don't try to understand the
other person’s struggles, we may respond in a dismissive manner or
even maybe in a way that makes the temptation worse for the other
person, so having self-control, and compassion and understanding for
the other person is crucial to building and maintaining relationships
with others.

The beautiful principle of mutual support, of the weaknesses of one
disciple being strengthened by the different nature of another, is
perhaps one of the primary reasons why God calls us to live, grow and
serve collectively. Relationships between spouses, family, friends and
fellow saints in a church of God can all be areas where this principle
becomes practice.
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Candice: In another way, | have the sense that it’s great that we all
struggle with different sins because perhaps, with gentleness and
patience, we can help to edify the friend/spouse and help them to find
ways of dealing with the sin in a positive way.

For this to work though, the relationship must have some fundamental
characteristics:

e Mutual respect - if someone points out a sin that you are
committing, without a level of respect between the two people, it is
all too easy to dismiss the warning.

e  Honesty - we must be willing to be truthful with one another, not to
hide the struggles, but to share them with others in order to accept
the help when it is needed.

e Vulnerability - being willing to share struggles with temptation
with another puts us in an incredibly vulnerable situation, so it is
critical to establish and maintain trust.

e Love - love must be the motivation for the support or correction,
both a common love for the Lord and a love for each other to
ensure that the necessary honesty and vulnerability is handled with
tenderness and care.

Candice: In my experience, talking about sin can feel awkward at
times, but the more open we are with the people we’re in close
relationships with, the easier it is to talk about these things, especially
if the pair share a mutual love of the Lord and can show each other
respect and kindness in the ways they combat their sins.

Scripture also reveals that God can do amazing things with sinful
people, as they walk with Him. The relationship between David and
Bathsheba was certainly one that began in sin® but the
acknowledgement of that sin led to repentance.* God subsequently
blessed their union, and even used it to accomplish His purposes
through Solomon in bringing prosperity to Israel and in guiding
Solomon in the construction of the Temple. We see that God may use
broken people to help heal broken people. But the key requirement, as
in David’s case was help from a godly person (Nathan) who knew
God’s perspective of the situation. Through His marvellous grace, He
then uses those broken but healing people to accomplish His works to
His glory. How great is our God!

References: (1) Rom.7:15-25 (2) Gal.2:11-14 (3) 2 Sam.11:1-4,14-21;
12:7-10 (4) 2 Sam.12:13-14
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North American camps
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

As you’ll see from the pictures, there has been no shortage of happy
faces at our Camps this year!

There is a long history of working with youngsters at camps in North
America. We have held camps in Colorado, USA,; British Columbia
and Ontario, Canada; and also in Jamaica. We reluctantly had to cease
the BC camp work, and COVID-19 subsequently brought a temporary
halt to other camps. But it’s all systems go again now!

One of the encouraging aspects of camp work in these areas is the way
in which workers will travel thousands of miles between the regions to
assist elsewhere. Regularly, church volunteers from Ontario have
helped in summer youth work in Jamaica. Others from Colorado have
often made the long trip to Ontario to help at the Mount Forest Camp
(MFC), and vice versa to Camp Baldy in Colorado (from both Ontario
and BC). Sometimes this has meant days of cramped travel in shared
vehicles, to avoid the cost of multiple air fares. There is also the reality
of adjusting to very different climates to bear in mind and, in the case
of working at Camp Baldy, the difference in elevation; that peak
reaches 12,000 feet, whereas Mount Forest Camp is a mere 1,500 feet
above sea level, even though it is at the reportedly highest point in
Southern Ontario. Down-to-earth teaching of the gospel, in an
environment free of normal daily distractions, and with loving care
shown and enjoyed, make camps a field of great opportunity.

Enthusiastic workers are a key to success at camp. But remember the
Bible example of 2 Sam.18:29 where Ahimaaz had great zeal but
insufficient information. So we are grateful to God for workers who
have come well-equipped with a knowledge of the Word of God as well
as a readiness to share it in ways that are relevant and understandable to
the different age groups at camp. And we have experienced excellent
dedication, too, from very necessary support workers, handling
responsibility for catering, maintenance, etc.

To narrow our focus now, we can highlight Day Camp for local Mount
Forest area children aged 5-10. Day Camp restarted with considerable
interest among local families, and 35 children attending. Our 100-acre
property is ideal for the work. The lesson times this year had topics
each day covering: DO what Jesus says/BELIEVE who Jesus is/LOVE
whom Jesus loves/SHARE what Jesus did/And GO where Jesus leads.
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They were good early lessons for the very young, and so appropriate for
older ones too! Day Camp provides a daily opportunity to meet and
chat with parents, as well as to present Christ to the children. At each
camp, crafts completed by the campers are taken home and may act as a
further witness to family members.

There was a Vacation Bible School (VBS) program again this year in
Jamaica, catering to a wide age group. In Colorado and Ontario there
were week-long children’s camps, for those aged from around 7-13,
and also Teen Camps in both locations.

The children’s week at MFC was typical: a superb experience for all,
witnessing the Lord over-ruling for good in every aspect of the camp.
We know of two girls who were saved; the Lord knows the full results,
both there and in Colorado and Jamaica. Praise His Name!
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From the Editors’ desk
Issue 1-2024

We move together into another new year - and can be thankful for the
steady encouragement that comes from faithful contributors to NT.

The uncertainty in the world around us - economic, social,
environmental - can rightly cause our minds to turn to our future hope:
a day is coming when the Lord Jesus will be revealed, and we will be
revealed with him, glorious (Col.3). Giles brings this into focus for us,
noting that the “glorious vision of the rapture helps us as we go through
struggles and difficulties in the present life.” Future hope casts a shining
ray into our present, so that as we wait for the coming of the Lord, we
aren’t to be like those huddled in the dark, grimly hanging on for the
dawn. In reality our lives here, as the life of Christ is manifest in us are
rich and purposeful and flourishing - enabled to stand and to serve a
holy God as priests in the highest, most exhilarating, heavenly service
in spirit, and invited into the oneness expressed in the eternal Godhead.

As the uncertain world rumbles on toward the ultimate fulfilment of
God’s purposes, we are able to hold onto these unseen and permanent
things. These are just some of the articles in a rich issue of NT that help
us to live as seeing the unseen - please read it and be enriched by God’s
Word, thankful to the writers who have mined there on our behalf.

Stephen
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Elijah
Standing alone
Sam Jones, Aberkenfig, Wales

In recent decades secularisation has had a significant impact on the
development of the societies in which we live. The result is a move
away from Biblical truths, which are now often touted as archaic,
irrelevant and even detrimental to society. It makes it increasingly
difficult to stand up for our convictions as Christians; knowing that by
doing so we are likely to find ourselves ridiculed or ostracized.

We see a similar move away from scriptural truth during the time of the
biblical kings. During his reign, David was characterized as a man of
whom the Lord said, kept my commandments and followed me with all
his heart, doing only that which was right in my eyes.’* Yet, following
David, we read that King Solomon took wives who ‘turned away his
heart after other gods,? starting the nation of Israel on a slope of
spiritual decline. After the death of Solomon, King Jeroboam set up an
alternative religious system in the northern kingdom consisting of idols,
shrines and festivals.® This idolatry continued over the next 40 years,
during which time Israel had five more kings who each did evil in the
sight of the Lord.* This decline hit a new low when Ahab became king,
bringing Baal worship to the then Israeli capital, Samaria.®

It is against this backdrop of a society in spiritual decline that we are
first introduced to the prophet Elijah. We meet him as he obediently
and boldly delivers an unsavoury message from the Lord to King Ahab;
a message warning that the land would experience a serious drought in
the years ahead.® Ahab is described as someone who ‘did more to
provoke the LORD, the God of Israel, to anger than all the kings of
Israel who were before him,”” and Elijah must have expected a hostile
response from someone who so openly disobeyed God.

This was not the only time God asked Elijah to face up to hostility.
Three years later, Elijah returns with a second message for Ahab,
standing courageously against 850 false prophets.® He then returns on a
third occasion, this time predicting disaster for Ahab’s household.®

Writing as someone who deliberately avoids difficult conversations and
situations, it is hard not to marvel at Elijah’s obedience, courage and
boldness to speak up, despite the possible consequences. Elijah does
not stand alone in the Scriptures in this regard. When Peter and John
were brought before the Sanhedrin and banned from speaking in the
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name of the Lord Jesus they responded, ‘Whether it is right in the sight
of God to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge, for we
cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard.’'° Returning to their
fellow believers they prayed, asking for the ability to speak with
boldness, after which, we read, ‘they were all filled with the Holy Spirit
and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.’

Perhaps there are five things we can take from this to help us to stand
up for the Lord amid hostility: first, we can strengthen our conviction
that speaking the truths contained in God’s Word is the right thing to
do; second, we can expose ourselves to Christ so that we cannot but
speak of Him; third, we can go to other believers for support; fourth, we
can pray for boldness; and finally, we can remind ourselves that the
Holy Spirit will give us the words to say when the moment comes.*?

Elijah’s willingness to stand for God’s truth earned him a reputation as
the ‘troubler of Israel, ** made him an enemy of the king!* and left him
fleeing for his life on two occasions.'® However, it also resulted in the
development of his relationship with God,'® God’s name being glorified
over idols'” and, perhaps inconceivably, Ahab’s repentance.®

It is encouraging to see that God can use our willingness to stand up for
Him to accomplish His purposes amid societies so hostile to Him. We
will face persecution®® and there may be times when it seems like we
stand alone. However, the Lord always stands with us to strengthen us®
and we can take courage from this, knowing that He has already
overcome the world, and we with Him.?

References: (1) 1 Kgs.14:8 (2) 1 Kgs.11:4 (3) 1 Kgs.12:26-33 (4) 1
Kgs.15:26,34; 16:13,19,25 (5) 1 Kgs.16:31-32 (6) 1 Kgs.17:1 (7) 1
Kgs.16:33 (8) 1 Kgs.18:17-40 (9) 1 Kgs.21:20-24 (10) Acts 4:19-20
(11) Acts 4:23-31 (12) Mk.13:11 (13) 1 Kgs.18:17 (14) 1 Kgs.21:20
(15) 1 Kgs.17:3; 19:3 (16) 1 Kgs.19:9-18 (17) 1 Kgs.18:39 (18) 1
Kgs.21:27-29 (19) Jn 15:18-20 (20) 2 Tim.4:16-18 (21) Jn 16:33; 1 Jn
5:4-5

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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Identity

In Christ and Christin us
Richard Hutchinson, Vancouver, Canada

Back in 1945, one out of every 870 books would mention the word
‘identity.” In 2019 it was one in every 125. As western culture has
become more individualistic, the notion of how we identify ourselves
has taken on new significance.

The word ‘identity’ comes from the Latin word idem meaning ‘same’
and identifying ourselves is ultimately about matching ourselves
against various criteria and determining if we are the same or different.
You have what we might call an objective identity, based on your
given name and biological sex at birth. Historically, this would most
often later be witnessed to by legal documentation such as a passport.
It’s how someone can verify who we say we are, matching us against
officially documented information.

We also have a subjective identity or our own perception of who we
are. This is more fluid and may change over time based on how we
identify ourselves as a particular type of person. Conservative or
liberal, scientist or creative, jock or geek ... In every sphere of society
we have subsets like these wherein we can find ‘our people’ - folk who
will broadly think like us, dress like us, appreciate the same cultural
references and so on. That sense of belonging when we find those who
are the ‘same’ as us brings with it an impulse to further mould
ourselves into their image and firm up our identity among them.

Our identity is a big deal in spiritual terms also. The most critical info
on our ID is the details of our birth: to whom (name), when (DOB),
where (citizenship). But of course we have been born again® and so
Christians have been given a new ‘objective identity’ based on that new
birth. Paul tells the church in Corinth they ‘are in Christ Jesus’ and
then later, ‘if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.” Our new
identity, crucially, is that we are now seen as intrinsically linked with
Christ in the eyes of God. So that when He looks at us He sees His
beloved Son with whom He is well pleased. The only documented
detail about you that matters for your new identity is: ‘in Christ.’

There’s much more to say about what it means for us to be ‘in Christ’
that we can’t take time for in this article, but reading Ephesians 1 and
noting all the things Paul says we have ‘in Christ’ is a good starting
point for your own study.
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We also need to consider our subjective identity, how we see ourselves,
how we identify ourselves as disciples of Jesus. If the key to our
objective spiritual identity is ‘in Christ’, then the key to how we should
be identifying ourselves as Christians is ‘Christ in me.” Our worldly
identity informs much of how we present ourselves, the things in which
we take pleasure and even how we think, and our spiritual identity
should now take priority in all those things. Paul emphasises several
times that we need to put off our old identity, the old ‘us’ and instead
put on our new identities ‘created after the likeness of God in true
righteousness and holiness. * When we identify with a certain crowd on
earth, it will usually be evident to others in some way, in what we wear
or the music we listen to, etc. If we identity with Christ Jesus there
should be no missing it, not necessarily in our fashion or taste in music,
but, in our character and our purposes, it should be clear to whom we
belong.

Consider Paul’s great identity statement in Galatians 2:20. He identifies
himself with the crucified Jesus, but the cross is not just a symbol or an
accessory to Paul. He considers himself as having died alongside his
saviour and that his day-to-day life is now characterised by the
resurrected Christ living in him. In other words, by the Holy Spirit
abiding in him, Paul’s intent was that his words, his actions, his focus,
his joy, his motivation and desires were the same as those Christ
exhibited in His own life. Let’s make it our intent also.

References: (1) 1 Pet.1:3; (2) 1 Cor.1:30; (3) 2 Cor.5:17 (4) Eph.4:22-
24

Bible quotations from the ESV.

122



Modern origins of Churches of God
First century apostasy
Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

Brothers and sisters face distinct challenges when taking the gospel into
regions where it has not been preached before, or where the full
requirements of the pattern of obedience have not yet been made plain.
Foundling groups of believers are desirable targets for individuals who
seek their own benefit, or the destruction of the Lord’s things. Yet God
graciously protects those genuinely seeking His truth, and the
fellowship of Churches of God continues to expand into new territories
through the 21st Century. These particular challenges are nothing new:
the first generations of believers faced them on every front because
every church of God was new, the evidence being the inclusion of
warnings of false teachers and anti-Christs in the letters of three
apostles.! These false brethren act like wolves around lambs, seeking to
destroy churches of God - but often they wish to bring about their
spiritual death while keeping the worldly appearance of a church of
God, having transferred the attentions of the flock from the Lord Jesus
to themselves.

Departure from the apostles’ teaching

Among the first to teach contrary to the apostles’ teaching were men
who claimed to have been taught directly by those apostles. Ignatius
considered himself to be the bishop of Antioch, defining himself as lord
over its church of God, superior to the elders and deacons.? The Bible
teaches that bishops (overseers) and elders are the same men, and
multiple are to be appointed in every place,® so we observe this pattern
in every church of God. Soon after Ignatius’ writings, it was declared
that only bishops, elders and deacons could act as priests in the
breaking of the bread, and that the bread and wine become the literal
body and blood of the Lord Jesus during the Remembrance.* This
restriction of priestly service is in direct contradiction to the plain
teaching of Scripture,® and the misunderstanding of the emblems is a
simple, but long-lived, mistake. These teachings have caused such
damage that even denominations who do not maintain a clergy-class of
‘priests’ still look to the authority of just one man in their local church.

Allegiance to empire

Even as error accumulated through these early years, the Lord
continued to reach the hearts of many with the message of salvation.
These believers endured much for their faith, and there were outbreaks
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of organised persecution. So successful was the testimony of those
martyrs and patient believers that those confessing Christians became
one of the largest demographics in the Roman Empire, and Christianity
was eventually made into the state religion. While this lifted the burden
of persecution from the shoulders of many, it came with the
compromised testimony of a religion shackled to an imperialist regime.

The natural consequence of this was the confusion between the terms
‘Roman’ and ‘Christian.” When the Roman Empire fell, this became
such a crisis for the institution that we now know as the Roman
Catholic Church that they seized upon the rise of a new conqueror and
legislator, Charlemagne, to establish the security of the Roman Catholic
Church within Europe. In disregard to the words of the Lord who
declared that His kingdom ‘is not of this world,® the concept of
‘Christendom’ spread into the collection of so-called ‘Christian
kingdoms’® who looked to the Pope of Rome. With an unscriptural
definition of God’s kingdom, unscriptural ideas about baptism
followed, and it became forced upon peoples conquered by
Christendom. This might seem surprising, but a repeated
misunderstanding of Acts 2:38 had long before led to people, including
infants, being baptised without profession of repentance.” It remains
clear from the scriptures that our new life in the Spirit begins at
accepting the gospel message, and baptism by immersion follows.8

Pursuit of money

Men and women under the rule of the Roman Catholic Church were
still rightly concerned with the problem of their sins, yet they continued
to be taught from the inventions of political need and not through
Biblical understanding. The offer of ‘salvation’ for those who died
crusading in the Levant, Spain, or the Baltic let a political church stay
safe by directing warring European lords outwards from Rome. Beyond
that, there was the fraudulent offer of forgiveness of specific sinful
‘indulgences’ in exchange for financial gifts to the church. This was a
step too far and it stirred the hearts of genuine men to once more seek
answers in God’s Word, and not from political bishops. These faithful
believers so began the process of unwinding centuries of accumulated
error by rooting their faith solely in the person of Christ.

References: (1) 1 Jn 2:18; Tit.1:10-11; 2 Pet.2:1-3 (2) Epistle of Ignatius to
the Ephesians, chapter 6. The text includes the statement: ‘It is manifest,
therefore, that we should look upon the bishop even as we would upon the
Lord Himself.” (3) Tit.1:5-7 (4) Justin Martyr: First Apology, chapter 65
(5) 1 Pet.2:4-5.9 (6) Jn 18:36 ESV (7) Origen. Homily on Lev.8:3 (8) Acts
10:36-48

124



Separation
A God who is holy
David Webster, Liverpool, England

God is completely different from us! One big common mistake that we
humans make is to imagine that God is like us but bigger and more
powerful. He is not. God exists eternally, is not dependent on anything
and has complete freedom in what to do. God stands outside of creation
and is independent of it. The whole universe exists because of God and
is there to bring Him glory.!

A separate God

A word that is sometimes used about God to describe this mighty gulf
between ourselves and God is ‘transcendence.” The transcendence of
God means that God exists above and independent of anything else and
is outside of our understanding, experience or perception. God is
separate from us and from everything else that we know and
experience. AW Tozer put it like this:

‘For ever God stands apart, in light unapproachable. He is as high
above an archangel as above a caterpillar, for the gulf that separates the
archangel from the caterpillar is but finite, while the gulf between God
and the archangel is infinite. The caterpillar and the archangel, though
far removed from each other in the scale of created things, are
nevertheless one in that they are alike created. They both belong in the
category of that-which-is-not-God and are separated from God by
infinitude itself.”?

The word often used in the Bible to declare that God is completely
different and separate from us is ‘holy’. Isaiah saw the Lord: ‘Above
him were seraphim, each with six wings: with two wings they covered
their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were
flying. And they were calling to one another: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the
LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory. *

A God who separates
The word ‘holy’ is interesting because we often think of it as only
referring to purity. However, JI Packer writes:

‘When Scripture calls God ... ‘holy’... the word signifies everything
about God that sets him apart from us and makes him an object of awe,
adoration, and dread to us.”

So a holy God is a God who is separate from us. And one of the first
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actions of that holy God in the early stages of the creation of our world
was to separate: ‘God saw that the light was good, and he separated the
light from the darkness.” Then God then went on to separate water
from water, water from dry ground, day from night and humanity from
the rest of creation. In fact, God made a habit of separating things: ‘God
made the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock according
to their kinds, and all the creatures that move along the ground
according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. ®

The one who is intrinsically separate is emphasising that characteristic
by acting to make separations in the physical universe that had been
created; and as we read on in the first chapters of our Bibles we
discover even more. God creates humanity and separates them from the
other creatures. God creates separate gender identities and, later on,
separate nations though, of course, humanity remains one race.

‘Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so
that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky:, over
the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that
move along the ground.’ So God created mankind in his own image, in
the image of God he created them: male and female he created them.

The principle of separation

When God separated Abram from the rest of the world it was to bring
him into a land that his descendants would possess as a separate
nation.® And when, in the course of time, God brought the nation of
Israel into being as a distinct and separate nation, He instructed them to
remain a separate nation, not intermingling with the nations around
them. No political treaties, no worship with them, no intermarriage and
no idols!® Some of the instructions and laws they were given seem very
strange to us. It is almost impossible to understand from a food hygiene
point of view or from a dietary angle why some animals, fish, birds or
insects were declared ‘clean’ and some ‘unclean.” The point really is
that a God who is separate in His very nature gave to His separated
people laws that also reinforced the principle of separation. For
example, in Leviticus 11 God declared in quite some detail which
animals, birds, reptiles and insects were clean and which were unclean.
He then went on to say:

“Do not defile yourselves by any of these creatures. Do not make
yourselves unclean by means of them or be made unclean by them. | am
the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because | am
holy. Do not make yourselves unclean by any creature that moves along
the ground. 1 am the LORD, who brought you up out of Egypt to be

126



your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.

‘These are the regulations concerning animals, birds, every living thing
that moves about in the water and every creature that moves along the
ground. You must distinguish between the unclean and the clean,
betweenloliving creatures that may be eaten and those that may not be
eaten.”’

Being clean, by eating only what God declared to be clean, becomes a
picture of God’s set-apart nature and illuminates that separation that is
intrinsic to Almighty God. By following these laws, God’s people were
showing that their God is distinct. But it was not only food. In
Deuteronomy we come across these three laws:

¢ ‘Do not plant two kinds of seed in your vineyard; if you do, not only
the crops you plant but also the fruit of the vineyard will be
defiled.’

¢ ‘Do not plough with an ox and a donkey yoked together.’

e ‘Do not wear clothes of wool and linen woven together.

Ploughing with an ox and a donkey would be cruel: they are
incompatible in size and weight. However, surely that is not the main
point that is being made here. Again it is the principle of separation -
even applying to seeds sown in a field or to the coat on your back! God
is separate and is making the point vividly to His people.

Separation to honour our separate God

The nation of Israel was not meant to be an isolated people but a
separated people. God’s intention was that, as they observed God’s
commands and put into practice these instructions, other nations would
be intrigued and would enquire about their God:

‘Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and
understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and
say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’
What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way
the LORD our God is near us whenever we pray to him? And what
other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as
this body of laws | am setting before you today? *2

Sadly, they often didn’t. They so wanted to be like all the other
nations® that their witness to the separate God who called them to live
like that was compromised. And we can end up like that too, if we fail
to distinguish between right and wrong, light and darkness, what God
allows and what is off limits for us - what the New Testament calls
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‘loving the world.”** We will come to that later in this series.

So, we are called to recognise God as totally outside of our time-space
existence. We are to take notice when He separates things and
distinguishes between them. We are to note the principle of separation
that runs right through Scripture and we are to seek to honour our God
by living lives that are separate from the evil world. When we sit and
consider the separateness of our God from us, we are meant to respond
with awe and worship and to gaze in wonder at what is revealed to us.
The Psalmist put it like this:

‘Exalt the LORD our God and worship at his holy mountain, for the
LORD our God is holy. *®

References: (1) See Ps.33:6-9; Jer.10:6-16 (2) AW Tozer, The
Knowledge of the Holy, ch. 13 The Divine Transcendence, OM
Publishing, 1996 (3) Isa.6:2-3 (4) JI Packer, Concise Theology, IVP,
1994 (5) Gen.1:4 (6) Gen.1:25 (7) Gen.1:26-27 (8) See Gen.12:1-9 (9)
See Ex.34:12-17 (10) Lev.11:43-47 (11) Deut.22:9-11 (12) Deut.4:6-8
(13) e.g. see 1 Sam.8 (14) See 2 Cor.6:14-17; 1 Jn 2:15-17 (15) Ps.99:9
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The breaking of the bread
Ben Strachan, Newcastle, England

A new feast

Just prior to His death, Jesus sat down with His disciples to eat the
Passover, something He had fervently desired to do.! He had everything
prepared,? He had washed their feet® and now they were together; yet
what sorrow there was at the coming betrayal.* The Passover feast was
an opportunity for them all to reflect on the mercy of God in Moses’
day found in the sacrifice of the lamb.5 Its blood had been spread on the
doorposts and lintel of the entrance to the homes, causing the angel of
death to pass over the firstborn of Israel.®

And now for the Lord Jesus and His followers, the hour had come when
the ‘Lamb of God’ was about to fulfil the great type seen in the Paschal
lamb” by becoming the sacrifice for our sin, bearing the penalty that
was due to us, that God might be satisfied.® The Passover, a custom
held annually for so many hundreds of years would soon be superseded
by a greater command.® As the curtains began to close on The age of
the Law’, brought in and marked by the symbolic feast, the Passover,
now ‘the age of grace’ would be brought in and marked by the
symbolic “feast’, the breaking of bread.

Broken bread and poured-out wine

‘While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given
thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, Take and eat;
this is my body. ‘Then he took a cup, and when he had given thanks, he
gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of
the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of
sins. ™°

‘Do this in remembrance of me.’

Jesus said, ‘Do this in remembrance of me.’'* And so they did. Jesus’
followers met on the first day of every week'? to proclaim the Lord’s
death until He comes.!® Today, still in the age of grace and waiting for
the return of the Lord, believing disciples who have received the word
of God, have been baptised and have been added to churches of God,
keep the breaking of the bread.** The breaking of the bread constitutes
one of four equally important tasks that obedient disciples collectively
participate in today. The breaking of the bread is an act of worship
before God. On behalf of all gathered together as a church of God, a
brother takes, gives thanks for, and then breaks a loaf of bread. Those
in the church partake of the loaf. The brother then takes, gives thanks
for, and pours out the wine. Those in the church partake of the wine.
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This is followed by a time of worship where all gathered bring their
offering of praise to God. The men present offerings of praise audibly
on behalf of all; the women are silent except for accompanying the
hymns and saying ‘Amen.’*®

Collective spiritual worship

Although physically gathered in a place, we come to worship in spirit?
in the Most Holy Place in heaven.t” We come to offer sacrifices of
praise,® through Jesus our great High Priest who presents our offering
of praise to God.*® We prepare, we wait and gather together,?® we come
having washed in the Word of God through the week, so that the Spirit
within us might bring to mind an offering of spiritual thought that we
present to God.?! How rich our Sunday mornings are as we consider the
body and blood of Christ. Each week is fresh with new thought as the
Spirit brings to mind different aspects of Christ; for example, His
coming to earth, His compassion, His authority, His humility, His
humanity, His divinity and His suffering. Our thoughts for the week
ahead are set straight as we remember what the ‘outpoured’ blood of
Christ achieved on the cross in its saving and sanctifying work.?? What
a privilege it is to come week by week, into the presence of God, to say
thank you and to wonder in awe and amazement at the gracious mighty
work of our loving Saviour.

References: (1) Lk.22:14-15 (2) Lk.22:7-13 (3) Jn 13:2-10 (4)
Mk.14:17-21 (5) MKk.14:12 (6) Ex.12:7,13 (7) Lk.22:14-15 (8) Jn 1:29;
Rom.3:23-25 (9) Lk.22:19 (10) Matt.26:26-28 (11) Lk.22:19-20 (12)
Acts 20:7 (13) 1 Cor.11:23-26 (14) Acts 2:41-42 (15) 1 Cor.14:33-35
(16) Jn 4:24 (17) Heb.10:19 (18) Heb.13:15 (19) Heb.10:19-21 (20) 1
Cor.11:27- 29,33 (21) Jn 14:26; 1 Pet.2:5 (22) Heb.10:10; 13:12

Bible quotations from the NIV 2011.

For further detail, please read The Breaking of the Bread: Its History,
Its Observance, Its Meaning’, J.M. Gault, Hayes Press 2016
https://churchesofgod.info/free-books/#BreakingBread

130


https://churchesofgod.info/free-books/#BreakingBread

God’s rule

Support of democratic government
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

Romans 13:1-7 is clear about obligations to obey one’s government,
and why. Until the Lord Jesus returns to rule this earth in person,* a
perfect theocracy, His disciples will be living in countries with varying
forms of government. Though democracies may be considered to be the
least offensive of these, they have on occasion promoted sinful actions
and compromised Christian values. Anarchy is against God’s will.?
Essentially, however, the choice of a government is subject to God’s
overruling.® Sometimes His choices are surprising to us and make life
seem harder for us. He has even allowed governments that have been
repressive in the extreme towards His own people.* Citizens of
democracies may have a right to express political opinions, to vote, or
even to become a politician. If a disciple of the Lord Jesus has such
rights, is there a moral responsibility to use them? If you want to live in
a free, democratic nation why not vote to protect that? Otherwise, don’t
you risk either anarchy or a military government taking over? And if
you want a certain biblically sound policy applied, must you vote for a
candidate who proposes that policy? As a Christian you may decide that
you do not have a responsibility to use all your democratic rights.

God views disciples not primarily as citizens of where we live, but as
citizens of heaven® and as exiles and aliens here.® These terms are
relevant to Christian priorities and may even justify us considering
ourselves Biblically disqualified from political involvement. But should
we not be content if we are merely tolerated by our government, and
given permission to speak as ambassadors’ on behalf of our heavenly
King? In fighting a spiritual enemy we must take orders from our
heavenly Commander® and should keep ourselves free from
responsibilities that entangle us or slow us down. Committing time or
other resources to voluntarily assist political parties can lead to
unbalanced priorities and unwelcome entanglements. In this respect, if
someone wanted to run as a candidate of a political party, they would
be expected to adopt its full ‘platform’, which would demand
compromise on some personal objectives and would limit comments to
‘politically correctness’ in a multicultural society with widely differing
values.

But why not vote in referenda for policies that suit our spiritual
objectives and against those that do not? Yes, we could do so as a
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matter of testifying to the truth. But there’s the rub: evidently to win the
vote would first require sufficient disciples to agree on a political
position that would win the support of a majority of voters. Attempting
this has instead led to visible division among believers in Christ. Such
division casts doubts on claims that Christians benefit from guidance by
God. Even born-again believers can be guilty of serious error when
attempting to use politics to promote religious views. Actually, the
Bible indicates a worsening of this situation, leading to an apostate
empire led by Antichrist.® This fact has convinced many disciples not to
participate actively in a political process that may one day be headed by
‘the man of sin. ™

Disciples can, however, be effective in three ways.

(1) Preaching the gospel may result in people turning to Christ and
being brought under God’s rule in the order He has set for government
of His people within the structure of churches of God, a working
biblical theocracy for today even though only a minority accept it.
Potential exists there for the achievement of justice and solutions to
problems of need.!

(2) Of equal importance is the power of prayer. In fact, God expects
disciples to use prayer to achieve a political scene conducive to
Christian service.'> God delights to help the helpless and He can
overcome where we, despite our best intentions and greatest energies,
might only fail.

(3) We certainly may (and should) boldly testify to God’s righteous
requirements without this requiring us to engage in broader political
activity.

The context for these three priorities is a biblically expected lifestyle
for those in God’s kingdom, where we live the truth, love our
neighbours and do good to all. By being distinct we can exert an
influence for good, as we permeate society with the good news of
God’s rule.

References: (1) 1sa.9:6-7; 1 Cor.15:24-25 (2) 1 Cor.14:33.40;
Deut.12:8; Jdgs.21:25 (3) Dan.4:17 (4) Heb.11:35-39 (5) Phil.3:20 (6) 1
Pet.2:11 (7) Eph.6:20; 2 Cor.5:20 (8) 2 Tim.2:3-4 (9) Rev.13:1-8 (10) 2
Thess.2:3 (11) e.g. Acts 2:44-45; 4:34-35 (12) 1 Tim.2:1-3; cf. Jer.29:7

Bible quotations from the NKJV.

For further reading, see Exploring Issues of Life published by Hayes
Press, pp.32-39 and NT 1990 pp.186-189
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Subjection

Subjection in the Godhead
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

John the Evangelist famously opens his Gospel with the words: ‘In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God.? Two things follow immediately from this: namely, (1) that
the Word - later identified as the Son of God who became flesh? - is
distinct from God (the Father) in that He enjoys personal fellowship
‘with Him’ and also (2) that He is identified as God. And so, the truth
of the Trinity begins to take shape. It involves no contradiction: God is
one in a different sense from that in which He is three. He is one in
essence and three in person.

John will shortly tell us that God the Father sent the Son into this world
and that He loves Him.® John in his writings seems to delight in the
relationship between Father and Son. In particular, he makes it clear
that the Father sends the Son. This was a sending before He became a
human being. The commanding by the Father and the obeying by the
Son, both involved in this act of sending, must refer to their differing
relations and roles existing prior to the Incarnation event itself. This is
important to observe as we shall see. Doesn’t there seem to be
something appropriate about the Son becoming incarnate and being sent
by the Father: simply because He is the Son? Could we imagine the
Father becoming incarnate and coming to earth as sent by the Son? God
is one being, but differing relations exist: the Father is the Father of the
Son, the Son is the Son of the Father, the Spirit proceeds from the
Father and/or the Son.* These simple statements have profound
implications that we will come to.

The Son is both subject and equal

One day Jesus drew a powerful analogy from what was then an
everyday family occurrence. Sons followed their fathers into the family
business. If the father was a fisherman or a carpenter, the son learned
the same skill from his father and did likewise. What Jesus said was
this:

‘... the Son can do nothing of Himself, unless it is something He sees
the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son
also does in the same way. For the Father loves the Son and shows Him
all things that He Himself is doing.

This is a statement of deepest significance and of great interest to us in
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our present exploration. The first part of it describes the subjection of
the Son to the Father: the Son does nothing of his own initiative, but
only does as shown by His Father. However, the last part, by virtue of
this being extended to embrace ‘all things’, demonstrates the equal
deity of the Son with the Father. It may be thought that these two
propositions - His subjection to, and equality with, the Father - are too
difficult for our minds to reconcile. That may indeed be so, but isn’t
this exactly parallel to the way in which we grapple with divine
sovereignty and human responsibility, both of which are attested to in
Scripture?°

The Son’s self-emptying

‘Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who,
as He already existed in the form of God, did not consider equality with
God something to be grasped, but emptied Himself by taking the form
of a bond-servant and being born in the likeness of men.’

Trying to understand what our Lord emptied Himself of has proven to
be controversial historically - and to this day. The text itself guides us
to see it as an exchange of one expression of deity for another but with
no reduction of deity. The incarnate Christ is no less truly God than He
ever was. In a sense, He became more than God (being also human),
not less than God. As man, our Lord entered into a new relation with
God who was now His God as well as His Father, and this new relation
is of a definitely subordinate character. The Lord always spoke of
Himself in the singular (two in essence but one in person) and as the
divine Son He remained truly and equally God, maintaining, for
example, His omnipotence.

It is certainly not correct to speak of the emptied Son as the
subordinated Son who was now in some sense divinely inferior. The
addition of humanity absolutely did not bring about a reduction of His
deity. Those who object to the idea of the Son being eternally
subordinate to the Father in His functional role or in His mode of
operations would appear to do so because, to their way of thinking, this
must seem to imply inferiority in His power and authority. Yet it would
seem they would be content to defer His becoming subordinate to the
time of His incarnation, despite the fact that this would still mean (in
their minds) that the Lord then became inferior. That, however, is
equally unacceptable.®

God is the head of Christ
‘Christ is the head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman,
and God is the head of Christ. ®

134



Our Lord remains Christ for ever. What we have here then is no less
than a (semi-) eternal subjection. The Messianic vision that Daniel saw
had the Christ figure coming with the clouds of heaven to receive the
kingdom from the Ancient of Days.’® This imagery testifies to the
Christ as a truly divine, albeit subject person.

Godisall in all

‘When He hands over the kingdom to our God and Father, when He
has abolished all rule and all authority and power. For He must reign
until He has put all His enemies under His feet. The last enemy that will
be abolished is death. For HE HAS PUT ALL THINGS IN
SUBJECTION UNDER HIS FEET. But when He says, ‘All things are
put in subjection,’ it is clear that this excludes the Father who put all
things in subjection to Him. When all things are subjected to Him, then
the Son Himself will also be subjected to the One who subjected all
things to Him, so that God may be all in all. ™* The ultimate outcome of
the gospel is being described here. The Father is not subject to the Son
but the Son to the Father - for ever and ever.

One will or three?

‘In all wisdom and insight He made known to us the mystery of His will,
according to His good pleasure which He set forth in Him, regarding
His plan of the fullness of the times, to bring all things together in
Christ, things in the heavens and things on the earth. In Him we also
have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the
purpqge of Him who works all things in accordance with the plan of His
will.”’

Beginning at the time of the Millennium, all things have been pre-
planned by God to be summed up, or headed up, in Christ. Whose will
is being spoken of here? Is it not the will of the triune God, settled in
the counsels of deity in eternity past?

This first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians shows an ordering of
roles within the Godhead whereby the Father administers the agreed
divine will; then the Son executes it; and finally the Spirit reveals and
applies it. The way the divine persons are revealed, how they relate to
one another, and how they work, is never random or arbitrary. There is
pattern, order and harmony among the divine persons. Each action of
the members of the Trinity is an action by all the members of the
Trinity. As a result of this, for example, the substitutionary penal view
of the atonement is not laid open to charge of injustice for the
punishment of an unwilling innocent. We may note that, when in the
Garden of Gethsemane our Lord bowed His will to the ‘Father’s will’,3
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He was speaking at that moment in prayer as the perfect man. That
would seem to indicate that it was His human will being spoken of
there.

And so, we affirm divine unity, the eternal personal distinctions of
Father, Son and Spirit, in oneness of being, inseparable in all their
operations, differing in their relations and ordered in the roles
undertaken by each, and with the Son in particular voluntarily
submitting to the mutually agreed counsels of eternity past.

References and footnotes: (1) Jn 1:1 (2) Jn 1:14 (3) Jn 3:34-35 (4) This
covers off the ‘Filiogue controversy’ that was in part responsible for the
‘Great Schism’ of AD 1054 that differentiated Catholicism into its
Roman and Orthodox forms. (5) Jn 5:19-20 (6) Technically, this is
known as an ‘antinomy’. (7) Phil.2:5-7 (8) This is a form of what is
labelled as the ‘kenotic heresy’. (9) 1 Cor.11:3 (10) Dan.7:13 (11) 1
Cor.15:24-28 (12) Eph.1:8-11 (13) Lk.22:42

Bible quotations from the NASB 2020.

136



Problems of huge proportions
Martin Jones, Hamilton, Canada

In October 2023, the Canadian courts ordered taxpayers to compensate
First Nations families to the tune of C$23.35 billion for discriminatory
underfunding, plus a $20 billion long-term financial commitment - a
cost of over C$1,000 per Canadian. But that’s a drop in the bucket
compared to the £15.6 trillion ‘invoice’ to Britain calculated by a bloc
of fifteen Caribbean nations - roughly a mere £232,836 per Briton!

Both are ‘reparations’ - a ‘material and social repayment made as
acknowledgement and restitution by an offending party to an aggrieved
party for wrong(s) done in order to repair the injuries, losses and/or
disadvantages caused ...’* They’re a topic of intense debate right now as
many societies grapple with the historical injustices inflicted upon what
we now recognize as marginalized communities - from slavery (e.g. the
US and GB) to colonization (e.g. GB and other Western European
powers), indigenous land theft, systemic discrimination and cultural
suppression (e.g. Canada).

Reparations aren’t a modern invention, of course - after World War I,
Germany established a programme (the ‘Wiedergutmachung’ or
‘making good again’) to compensate Holocaust survivors and their
descendants for Nazi atrocities. Post-apartheid, South Africa
established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and
offered financial and other reparations.

It’s a complex topic, but one unavoidable problem is the question of
how much is enough. Some historians judge that the reparations
demanded of Germany for World War | went too far and were a factor
in the rise of Nazism. Then there are claims of a ‘compensation culture’
where seemingly frivolous complaints receive massive payouts. On the
other hand, recipients often complain of inadequacy, which merely adds
insult to injury. It’s really about proportionality - and it’s an issue that
pops up seemingly everywhere when you think about it. Is Israel’s
recent use of force against Hamas proportional to the original violence?
Is a rapid raising of interest rates proportional to the risk of inflation?
Were COVID-19 measures proportionate to the risk to health? Opinions
abound on all of these, but even hindsight doesn’t always give us a
clear answer. This all speaks to our limitations as human beings.

Perhaps this is why God’s Old Testament people were given set
formulae for restitution, a similar concept: ‘If a man steals an ox or a
sheep, and kills it or sells it, he shall repay five oxen for an ox, and four
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sheep for a sheep.’? Perhaps Zacchaeus had this in mind when, after
encountering Jesus, he repented of his wrongdoing, saying, ‘Lord, the
half of my goods I give to the poor. And if | have defrauded anyone of
anything, | restore it fourfold.”® But a closer example could be that of
Darius in remarkably mandating reparations to God’s repatriated people
to rebuild the temple.* Remember, Darius wasn’t even born at the time
of their exile and it was, in fact, the previous Empire that had
kidnapped the people and stolen the temple treasures. Of course, it was
God behind it all.

Speaking of God, it’s easy to overlook that all wrongs, whether on a
national or individual level, are first and foremost committed against
Him. If we could itemize them all, the number alone would break any
compensation calculator. In His infinite wisdom and perfect justice,
God says that eternal separation from Him in the lake of fire is the
proportional consequence, a divine calculation that even the most adept
mathematician could never solve.

And yet, Jesus told a story of a man who owed 10,000 talents of silver,®
worth about US$250 million today. It was a debt in which he could
never even make a dent, just as we couldn’t hope to repay a fraction of
what’s rightfully God’s — ‘the record of debt that stood against us. *®
Just as that man’s debt was wiped out at a stroke, so our debt was
eliminated by (figuratively) nailing it to the cross of the Christ who
owed nothing.® ‘What I did not steal must | now restore?’’ asked the
psalmist, prophetically. God has gone much further than that in also
giving us every spiritual blessing in Christ.® Is this proportionately
‘making good again’? No, much, much more than that!

References: Thabiti Anyabwile. Reparations are Biblical, The Gospel
Coalition 2019:

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/thabiti-
anyabwile/reparations-are-biblical/ accessed November 2023

(2) Ex.22:1 (3) Lk.19:8 (4) see Ezra 6 (5) Matt.18:24 (6) Col.2:14 (7)
Ps.69:4 (8) Eph.1:3
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Events to come
The rapture
Giles Hickling, Manchester, England

At the end of John chapter 13, Jesus breaks the news to His followers
that He will be with them just a little while longer. But in chapter 14,
He comforts them by explaining that He is going to prepare a place for
them, and that He will later return to take them to be with Him. We
refer to this return as ‘the rapture’, when Jesus will come to the air for
those who are His; those who are members of ‘the body of Christ.’

In 1 Thessalonians 4, Paul explains that, just as Jesus Himself died and
then rose again, He will also raise to life those who have ‘fallen asleep
in him’ (v.14), as well as those believers who are still alive when He
returns. Verse 15 speaks of ‘a loud command, with the voice of the
archangel and with the trumpet call of God.” And verse 16 tells us that
all believers will be ‘caught up’ (the Greek word is harpazo) which is
the basis for our notion of ‘the rapture.’*

We see in this passage that the rapture will be a gathering up of
Christians ‘to meet the Lord in the air.’ This is an important detail, as it
separates the initial rapture event from the ‘second phase’ of Christ’s
Second Coming - where that second phase is His actual coming to the
earth after a seven-year period of tribulation, described in passages such
as Matthew 24, Daniel 12, 2 Thessalonians 1 & 2 and much of the book
of Revelation. However, we can be reassured by 1 Thessalonians 5:9,
which tells us that ‘God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to
receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” This verse gives us
confidence that the time of tribulation will happen after we have been
taken away; the rapture will happen first. What an encouragement for
us: we are watching and waiting for the Christ, not the Antichrist.

This is all made possible through what Jesus accomplished in His death
and resurrection. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:19, if Christ had
not been raised, ‘we are of all people most to be pitied.’ The verses that
follow remind us that God’s plan of salvation was more than a sin-
offering: Jesus defeated death and is ‘the firstfruits of those who have
fallen asleep.” This means that we believers can have full assurance of
our own resurrection, because Jesus conquered death for us.

As we contemplate these things, the natural question comes to mind:
when ill will the rapture happen? Many throughout history have tried in
vain to put a ‘start date’ on the end times. But we must be careful to
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heed Jesus’ warning to the apostles in Acts 1:7 not to obsess over times
or seasons. We must rather watch expectantly for our Lord’s return.
However, taking the ‘pre-tribulationist’ view of the rapture as we do,
we can say that there are no outstanding events spoken about in God’s
Word that must necessarily take place on earth before it happens. If in
verses such as Matthew 24:42, Jesus urges His listeners to keep watch
in the context of His final return to earth, how much more should we
who await His earlier return to the air for us.

How, then, are we to live while we wait eagerly for Christ’s return? The
imminent rapture should give us an eternal perspective on everything
we do and everything we go through. Colossians 3:1-4 urges us to set
our minds on things above, and describes Christ as ‘your life.” We are
to consider ourselves dead as far as the things of this world are
concerned, only to be truly made alive when Jesus returns. Similarly in
Philippians 3, Paul, while waiting for the Saviour, counts all that he had
previously considered gain to be ‘garbage’ in comparison to the
righteousness that comes from Christ (and see also Rom.13:11-14).

In addition, this glorious vision of the rapture helps us as we go through
struggles and difficulties in the present life. In Rom.8:18-19, Paul
describes his present sufferings (which were significant!) as ‘not worth
comparing’ with our future glory in Christ. The untouchable,
unimaginable future that awaits us gives us hope through even the
greatest obstacles that life throws at us. We know that one day (perhaps
very soon), we will be caught up to be with our Lord, and all the trials
and sufferings of this life will give way to eternal bliss. Praise God!

Note: (1) The word ‘rapture’ comes to us via the Latin verb rapio
having the same meaning as the Greek harpazo and used in this verse in
the Vulgate version of the Bible.

Bible quotations from the NIV.

For further reading: The Finger of Prophecy, Hayes Press, especially
chapters 2 & 11.
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World empires

Babylon
David Viles, Hayes, England

The road to national disaster

‘And another angel followed, saying, ‘Babylon is fallen, is fallen, that
great city, because she has made all nations drink of the wine of the
wrath of her fornication.

‘Babylon’ has received a bad press in Scripture, coming to symbolise
all that opposes itself to God in this world - its materialism, godlessness
and injustices? - all one day to be swept away by the King of kings and
Lord of lords, inaugurating His glorious kingdom.

This is all a far cry from the little city of Babel founded beside the
Euphrates river by Nimrod the mighty hunter® in around 2,300BC. It
was a place that was to constantly rebel against God and to trouble
Israel, until its decline under the Medes and Persians as prophesied by
Isaiah and Jeremiah.*

In 605BC the armies of Babylonia, allied to the Medes and Persians and
led by Nebuchadnezzar prince of Babylon, already the destroyer of
Assyrian Nineveh, inflicted a crushing defeat at Carchemish on the
forces of Egypt and the remnant of the Assyrians. This sea change in
the balance of power in the near east conferred on King
Nebuchadnezzar (605-562BC) an empire stretching from the
Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf. His methods of conquest were brutal
- graphically depicted in the two-year siege of Jerusalem (589-587BC).
Nebuchadnezzar’s siege wall around the city and siege mounds against
its walls eventually caused such catastrophic famine that the defenders
were unable to prevent the breaching of the walls.®

To discourage any possibility of further revolt Zedekiah, the captured
King of Judah, was blinded after seeing his sons killed in front of him.
The people’s leaders were also summarily executed and Zedekiah was
led in chains to Babylon along with the upper classes, skilled artisans
and merchants; only the poor were left to till the fields. The Temple and
all the notable buildings of the city were torched; the walls that had for
so long defended the city were demolished ‘all around.’ Finally, all that
was left of value in the Temple structure and storerooms after
Nebuchadnezzar’s looting seven years earlier was removed to
Babylon.® Jeremiah summed it up:
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‘How lonely sits the city that was full of people!
How like a widow is she, who was great among the nations! *

Repenting at leisure

Seventy years of sabbath rest for the Promised Land and of reflection
for the exiles in Babylon brought realisation of the causes of this
enormous disaster. It gave them time to recall how the prophets had
warned repeatedly of the consequences of abandoning their protector
God. They chose to ignore them, seduced by the blandishments of false
prophets and the attractions of foreign gods.

As if to rub in the extent of their evil deeds, the prophet Ezekiel
reminded them graphically of the abominations they had committed in
their unfaithfulness to God.2 The Chronicler summed up pithily the
nation’s inglorious decline:

‘The LORD God of their fathers sent warnings to them by His
messengers, rising up early and sending them, because He had
compassion on His people and on His dwelling-place. But they mocked
the messengers of God, despised His words, and scoffed at His
prophets, until the wrath of the LORD arose against His people. *

‘Rising up early’ - words often repeated by Jeremiah to underline God’s
passion for stiff-necked and rebellious Israel.

As we review the messages of His prophets, we can only conclude that
God had tried everything to restore His people: He reasoned gently with
them;® He sang to them — ‘what more could be done to My vineyard
that I have not done in it?’,** He questioned them plaintively — ‘what
injustice have your fathers found in Me, that they have gone far from
Me?'? He sought to bring home their iniquity by having His prophets
perform telling dramatic acts;*® He even bared His innermost dilemma
to them — “‘How can | give you up, Ephraim? How can | hand you over,
Israel? ** Even direct threats failed to make any change. Judah, like the
northern kingdom, had sowed the wind and would reap the whirlwind:

Thus says the LORD God of Israel ... ‘I will turn back the weapons of
war that are in your hands ...I Myself will fight against you with an
outstretched hand and with a strong arm’’ through the agency of
‘Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon, My servant.

These things were written for our learning. We may all too easily
believe that we could never fall into the same trap as these Jews,
forsaking ‘the fountain of living waters and hewing out cisterns ... that
can hold no water. *® But disciples must constantly be alert and armed
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for the reality of spiritual warfare. The world, the flesh and the Devil
are always near, urging us like Judah long ago to divide our loyalties,
even to the dethroning of the sovereign Lord in our hearts in favour of
the modem “deities’ - greed, pride, materialism and self-indulgence. As
John put it:

‘If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all
that is in the world - the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the
pride of life - is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world is
passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides
forever.

A solemn warning!

Life in Babylon

The demoralised and defeated captives from Jerusalem, trudging into
‘the glory of kingdoms, the beauty of the Chaldeans’ pride ... the golden
city’ of Babylon,’ must have been overawed. Not for nothing was
Daniel led to interpret the statue’s head of gold in Nebuchadnezzar’s
dream with the words: ‘You, O king, are a king of kings. For the God of
heaven has given you a kingdom, power, strength and glory. ™° It was
not through his own prowess that Nebuchadnezzar enjoyed his pre-
eminence - it was the gift of the God of Israel honouring His servant
with them, though he failed to understand it: ‘Is not this great Babylon,
that | have built for a royal dwelling by my mighty power and for the
honour of my majesty? %

Nebuchadnezzar had to learn that ‘The Most High rules in the kingdom
of men,”?® but his God-given glory was certainly evident to all. He was
an assiduous builder, not just of Babylon but throughout his empire.
Babylon’s main street, wide enough for four chariots abreast, was
entered through the magnificent Ishtar Gate.?! It was a far bigger city
than anything the ancient civilisations had seen before; its fabled
Hanging Gardens were one of the wonders of the world, every brick of
the city bearing Nebuchadnezzar’s hame.

But Babylon was also a religious metropolis, with hundreds of temples
and chapels to deities of all kinds.?2 What did the Jewish exiles make of
all this? It is not often that Scripture appears in the UK popular music
charts, but in 1978 the opening lines of Psalm 137 reached no. 1: ‘By
the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down; yea, we wept when we
remembered Zion.’ The attraction of the psalm is its plaintive longing
for their lost native land and for the place of the Name — ‘if | forget you,
O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill.” Uniquely of all the
deported peoples, the Jews did not collectively assimilate into the
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polytheism around them. While Isaiah had railed against the despotic
Chaldeans, Jeremiah’s word from the Lord was more nuanced: ‘Build
houses ... plant gardens ... take wives ... seek the peace of the city where

| have caused you to be carried away captive %

Archaeology has shown evidence that some Jewish exiles lived
prosperously in Babylon,?? but God was refining, purifying His people
through their tears for the next stage in their amazing story.

The end of the matter

It was a lightbulb moment. Daniel, now an elderly and important
official of King Darius, reading through the scroll of Jeremiah,
suddenly ‘understood ... the number of the years specified by the word
of the LORD ... that He would accomplish seventy years in the
desolations of Jerusalem. **

There was to be an end to these years of exile! The Lord expressly told
Jeremiah that Babylon would then be conquered and its power
destroyed,® but that for the exiles - the ‘good figs’ of Jeremiah’s earlier
vision - ‘I will bring them back to this land; | will build them and not
pull them down, and I will plant them and not pluck them up ... for they
shall return to Me with their whole heart. 2

In prophesying judgment, God sent shafts of bright sunlight through the
gloom. ‘Your faithfulness endures to all generations,” wrote the
psalmist,?” and we see that in the ongoing history of Israel right through
to today and into her glorious future.

References: (I) Rev.14:8 (2) Rev.18:9-20 (3) Gen.10:8-10 (4) lsa.47;
Jer.51 (5) 2 Kgs.25:1-4; Jer.32:24; 52: 4-7; Lam.2:19-21:4:4-11 (6)
Jer.52:12-30 (7) Lam.1:1 (8) Ezek.8-20 (9) 2 Chron.36:15-16 (10)
Isa.1:18-20 (11) Isa.5:1-7 (12) Jer.2:5 (13) Jer.13:1-11; 18:1-11; 19:1-
13; Ezek.4-5 (14) Hos.11:8 (15) Jer.21:4-5; 43:10; 25:8-9 (16) Jer.2:13
(17) 1 Jn 2:15-17 (18) 1sa.13:19:14:4 (19) Dan.2:37 (20) Dan.4:30-32
(21) Reconstructed in the Pergamon Museum. Berlin (22) See W.
Keller. ‘The Bible as History’, rev. edn. 1980 chapter vii. (23) Jer.29:5-
7 (24) Dan.9:2 (25) Jer.25:12-13 (26) Jer.24:3-7 (27) Ps.119:90

Bible quotations from the NKJV.
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Building on the rock
Kevin Beal, Brantford, Canada

As a child you may have sung ‘The wise man built his house upon the
rock.” The song comes from Jesus’ parable in Matt.7. Many in
Mozambique have come to know that this ‘rock’ is the teachings of
Jesus.! Through the teaching of His Word — ‘the foundation of the
apostles and prophets’ - many are choosing to build upon this, with
Christ as ‘the chief cornerstone,” so they can become ‘members of the
household of God. *

In September 2023 about 200 Mozambicans were received into the
fellowship of Churches of God: like living stones being built into a
spiritual house. They are now pleased to be able to ‘offer up spiritual
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 2

When interviewing people who wish to be baptised, I’ll often hear of
their desire to break bread each Lord’s day. This biblical, weekly,
ordinance isn’t a common practice in other Christian denominations to
which some previously belonged. Brothers and sisters are keen to
follow and share the pattern they are being taught through scripture,
which results in rapid church growth.

The reaction from the spreading of God’s Word has opened the way for
two new Churches of God to be planted in Eruche and Nhalugwe.
Eruche is located about 400km away from the other Mozambique
church companies and was the first of the two to be planted. Brothers in
Christ had been travelling to Malawi to hear God’s Word and ended up
being added to the Church of God in Phaloni, south-east Malawi. They
took the truth back home to share with others and three groups fell in
love with the words they heard. Once the church was planted, the
brothers were transferred from Phaloni to Eruche. The other two
groups, Lord willing, will be planted as churches in the near future.
Mozambique overseers and our Malawi Gospel worker are providing
these groups with teaching.

Nhalugwe is about 20km from the Mozambique and Nsanje Malawi
border crossing. The closest assembly would be Mandua Djambo
company. This was a group that our two Mozambique overseers had
been reaching out to for several years. During this time period | had
several opportunities to visit and teach God’s Word and it has been
encouraging to see their spiritual growth. It was a joyful occasion to be
able to baptize 30 believers before the planting. Brethren have been left
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with a translated version of ‘Growing Disciples’ to use for weekly
teaching.

Outreach is ongoing in two locations across the Zambezi River. During
my last trip some of us ventured across the 3.67km Dona Ana Rail
Bridge by motorcycle to visit one these locations. This group consists
of about 100 believers who gather weekly to study and give praise to
God. One brother from Mandua has moved to the area and he will be a
great asset to them.

The Church company in Ngungunhana has been in need of a new
meeting place since it was planted. Over a year ago, land was
purchased and near the end of September construction of a new hall
began. Upon laying out the foundation we quickly found that the area
we wanted to build on was solid rock. We all thought that this was
scripturally appealing to have the meeting place built high upon a rock
overlooking the Zambezi river. On the first Sunday of November the
hall opened for saints to worship in. The prominently visible hall has
already attracted many locals who hope to be added amongst us.

Building upon the Rock means we incorporate God’s master plan and
laws into our lives. We don’t embrace and practise the ways of this
world. Those who build upon Jesus and His teachings experience a
change in their identities and characters. It is pleasing to see
Mozambicans building upon the solid Rock, and eagerly embracing the
truth, which they love and apply to their lives.

‘The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief
cornerstone. ™

References: (1) Matt.7:24 (2) Eph.2:19-20 (3) 1 Pet.2:5 (4) Ps.118:22; 1
Pet.2:7

Bible quotations from the NKJV.
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From the Editors’ desk
Issue 2 -2024

Welcome to this edition of Needed Truth. Where | live, at this time of
year we are caused to think about the changing seasons, the covenant-
keeping God and the renewing work of the Holy Spirit.

Against the backdrop of the continuing debate on climate change, we
recall God’s covenant promise with Noah after the flood: ‘As long as
the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and
winter, day and night will never cease ... never again will all life be
destroyed by the waters of a flood.” We see the sign of it in a beautiful
rainbow and we marvel at the glory of the Spirit’s work as the Psalmist
says, ‘When you send your Spirit, they are created, and you renew the
face of the ground. ?

In this issue we are looking at the greater work of the Holy Spirit in
renewing our minds so that, as disciples of the Lord Jesus, we are no
longer conformed to the pattern of this world but are transformed into
the likeness of Christ.® With such rapid advances in technology and the
increasing reach of modern media, there is the danger of being so
affected in our minds by social media, artificial intelligence, and even
brain implants, that we will be robbed of the peace, joy and sense of
purpose that the mind of Christ brings.* Alongside this we see the
instability of nations, the rapid advance of Islam, the war in Gaza and
the associated rise in antisemitism, all causing us to sense the nearness
of the return of the Lord; after that, the time of ‘Jacob’s trouble’® and
the coming of Antichrist.

So, set aside your smartphone, turn off the television, lift your Bible
and be renewed in your minds by the Holy Spirit as you read and study
these articles.

Lindsay

References: (1) Gen.8:22; 9:11 (2) Ps.104:30 (3) 2 Cor.3:18 (4) 1
Cor.2:16 (5) Jer.30:7

Bible quotations from the NIV.
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Elijah
Facing the same threat in different ways
lan Lithgow, Kilmarnock, Scotland

It’s worth taking the time to read 1 Kings 18:1-17. It was now the third
year of the curse of drought that had produced famine in Israel; there
may have been several months of the same conditions still to live
through.® From being hidden by God due to a threat to his life, Elijah
was now instructed to ‘Go and present yourself to Ahab.

King Ahab’s petulance, self-indulgence and blatant idolatry meant that
the land of Samaria and its inhabitants had been enduring a miserable
existence. We are given an insight into Ahab’s concern as he said to
Obadiah, the chief officer of the palace, ‘Maybe we can find some grass
to keep the horses and mules alive.”® As for his people, their suffering
never evidently troubled this true troubler of Israel.

But the state of affairs in Samaria did cause consternation in the heart
of Obadiah, who had secretly hidden 100 of the Lord’s prophets in two
caves and somehow supplied them with food. As Ahab pursued his own
interests, his wife Jezebel was killing the Lord’s prophets* and seeking
to obliterate the name of the Lord from Israel through the reintroduction
of the worship of Baal.®

Elijah served God during this period by waiting in remote isolation; and
while Obadiah outwardly served Ahab, his true allegiance was to the
Lord, being a worshipper of God from his youth.®

We sense that these servants of God were somewhat uncomfortable in
their eventual meeting. Obadiah recognised Elijah as God’s prophet,
but was taken aback at what Elijah was asking him to do: ‘Go tell your
master, ‘Elijah is here.”” Obadiah was horrified at such a prospect; in
his eyes there would be only one outcome: death. First impressions are
often misleading; soon Obadiah would realise that their meeting
together was of God. Working for God when we are yoked to those of
similar commitment is a blessing and encouragement.®

Obadiah was looking for grass, but his futile search mirrored the words
of Isaiah 15:6, ‘the waters ... are dried up and the grass is withered, the
vegetation is gone and nothing green is left.’

In contrast, the inner lives of Elijah and Obadiah reflect the description
of another man who wrote of himself, ‘I am like a green olive tree in
the house of God. ® Outward conditions need not be what we are within
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ourselves.

So, how did these two ‘green trees’ remain strong for God in the arid,
life-sucking conditions? They kept their greenness by keeping close to
Israel’s living God. For many of us, the environment in which we live
may not resemble the days of Elijah, but lovers of God and His ways
are affected by the spirit of the age with its constant chipping away at
Christian values and its laying aside of the Word of God.

The defiance and wholesale idolatry (atheism in terms of the true God)
being opposed by Elijah and Obadiah caused them also to suffer the
same privations as their fellows in Samaria. This is one of the difficult
lessons these two witnesses of God had to endure and live with.

The references about Obadiah are few. He does not appear again in the
Bible, but his input into the narrative reveals a man who feared and
worshipped the Lord and was available to do God’s work during the
tyranny of Ahab and his vicious, vindictive wife, Jezebel.

Elijah and Obadiah breathed different air from their contemporaries.
The smoke from alien altars was not for them; the Lord and His name
gave them their purpose and drive. Both men endured three-and-a-half
years of hardship during which they clung to the living God who
sustained them. Such men remind us of Paul’s words: ‘follow my
example. *°

Many years ago, one man, who later became a full-time worker for the
Lord, spoke about his call to such service. He discussed the call with
leaders in his church, and he was asked to wait a while longer. |
wondered how he dealt with this outcome, and the memorable reply
still resonates, ‘God kept it green in my heart.”

Many are our aspirations for God, the ones that keep haunting us are
the green ones. Perhaps you are holding yourself back from progressing
a particular aspiration. God’s word to Elijah was, ‘Go.’'!

References: (1) Jas.5:17 (2) 1 Kgs.18:1 (3) 1 Kgs.185 (4) 1
Kgs.18:4,13 (5) 1 Kgs.16:31-32 (6) 1 Kgs.18:3,12 (7) 1 Kgs.18:8 (8)
Ps.119:63 (9) Ps.52:8 NKJV (10) 1 Cor.11:1 (11) 1 Kgs.18:1

Bible quotations from the NIV, unless stated otherwise.
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Identity
Mindset
Ross Osborne, Glasgow, Scotland

A great deal is said in society today about the importance of taking care
of our minds. This message comes to us from all around, with the
media, workplaces and other organisations all stressing the necessity of
looking after our mental health. As Christians, we very much welcome
this. The Lord Jesus clearly taught that the mind is of central
importance to our wellbeing. His teachings showed how our hearts and
minds - which are so badly affected by sin - govern everything we do.
This is why our individual mindset needs to be changed if we are to live
God’s way.

The Apostle Paul said, ‘be transformed by the renewal of your mind. *
The original Greek word for transform is metamorphoo, from which the
English ‘metamorphosis’ is derived. The image here is therefore like
that of a caterpillar changed into a butterfly: complete transformation,
rendering it unrecognisable from what it was before. So it should be
with us; when we take on the mindset God gives us, everything starts to
change.

Concepts found in Paul’s letter to the Philippians are joy and freedom
from anxiety. These are two results of the mind having been renewed;
they are part of what characterises the Christian. The Philippians letter
explains how we can live like this. In chapter 2 Paul says, ‘complete my
joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full
accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit,
but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each
of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of
others.’

As strange as it seems, selfishness is bad for our self-esteem. | once
heard a preacher say, ‘If you want to feel down, just sit and think about
only yourself for a while.” We are interdependent. We need to be
helped at times, but we also have an inner need to be helpers. It has
been proven that helping others is good for our mental health. It gives
us a positive focus and a sense of purpose and worth. As one hymn puts
it, ‘A life of self-renouncing love is one of liberty.”®

Paul later says to think only of our own ambitions and pleasures is to
set our minds on earthly things.* However, since ‘our citizenship is in
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heaven ™ we are to set our minds on the things above where Christ is
seated.® The things above include how we can help others, as this is
what Christ has taught us. Having our minds on heavenly things also
raises our thoughts above the cares of life and puts everything into
proper perspective. This can free us from anxiety.

In the final chapter we read, ‘do not be anxious about anything.” When
people say, ‘Don’t worry,” it can often be just optimism for optimism’s
sake. How thankful we are that God’s Word offers us far more! Paul
states the reason we needn’t be anxious: ‘The Lord is at hand.’ He
points out the remedy for anxiety: ‘in everything by prayer and
supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to
God.” He explains what the result of this will be ‘... and the peace of
God which surpasses all understanding will guard your hearts and
your minds in Christ Jesus. *° And finally, he lists things with which we
should replace anxious thoughts: ‘whatever is true, whatever is
honourable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely,
whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything
worthy of praise, think about these things. **

These things can be what we see in others, especially other disciples.
Instead of dwelling on the wrong things people do, we can think about
these God-given positive qualities in others and seek to emulate them.
This brings joy.

None of this is to play down the need to seek professional help with
mental health difficulties when appropriate. Such help may be a very
necessary part of the journey to wellbeing. But let’s look to God for the
renewal of mind that only He can give - one that brings joy and peace
and makes us effective for Him.

References: (1) Rom.12:2 (2) Phil.2:2-4 (3) Anna Laetitia Waring,
PHSS 356 (4) Phil.3:19 (5) Phil.3:20 (6) Col.3:1-2 (7) Phil.4:6 (8)
Phil.4:5 (9) Phil.4:6 (10) Phil.4:7 (11) Phil.4:8

Bible quotations from the ESV
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Modern origins of Churches of God
Gospel recovery in the 15" century
Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

Rotten fruits

You have likely heard of preachers of the ‘prosperity gospel.” They
entice people with fraudulent promises of a transformation within the
circumstances of their lives. They claim to have a message from the
Bible; their teachings ought to be measured against it. One further test
is the circumstances of their own life: ‘You will recognise them by their
fruits.”! Those preachers who impoverish genuinely misled souls while
growing rich themselves are exposed as false through that hypocrisy.

Through the 13" to 16™ centuries, it was common knowledge that the
Roman Catholic Church was a corrupt and spiritually dead
organisation. Their fruits were wars between its factions, the disregard
of the Word of God and the sexual immorality of the clergy. Between
1414 and 1418, the Council of Constance was held to bring to an end a
war between two lines of popes, each seeking the political and financial
rewards of controlling the Vatican. This council also handed over Jan
Hus, a man they had promised to keep safe, to be publicly executed.
This is a rotten fruit of a gathering done in the name of peace-making.

Bohemian Reformation

Jan Hus was a Czech priest who was working to reform the practice of
Christianity. He taught against the crusading and indulgences that a
political and financial Rome was using to prop itself up outside of
Biblical precepts. Such was the zeal for change in the monetary
corruption of the church, one group of Hussites declared a Jubilee, with
the end of servants and masters, and all property being communally
owned. While such a radical, anarchic implementation of holding ‘all
things in common’ was destined not to survive, their other theological
positions show great insight.

The other main strand of Jan Hus s teaching focused on the role of
clergy in the church. He was followed in this vein by another Czech,
Petr Chelcicky, who advocated that the Word of God was the supreme
authority in all things, since the first churches of God had no pope,
kings or lords. The Hussite declaration of the priesthood constituting all
believers was the one thing the Roman Catholic Church eventually
gave ground over, by permitting all persons to administer and receive
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the bread and wine, not just the clergy. This held for thirty years before
it was revoked by the pope and became a persecuted belief once more.

Other corrections made by Chelcicky included the statements that
baptism is not for unbelieving infants, that it cannot save, nor should it
be forced on someone, and both he and Jan Hus denied that the bread
and wine become the literal body and blood of the Lord Jesus during
the remembrance. Other Hussites rediscovered the truth of the Church
the Body of Christ, considering it the entirety of those who have been
predestined for salvation,? and that Christ, not the pope, is its head.?

Unproven words

Where the Bohemian Reformation was contained to one place and a
short time, the invention of the printing press meant that future disputes
could not be confined to a single geographic area. When German monk
Martin Luther began to propose these ideas again, along with the clear
statement that salvation comes by faith alone and not by works or papal
blessing,* his texts were printed in their thousands and circulated in
Europe to be read and discussed by every class of person. This
instigated a series of revolutions of impoverished peoples against
wealthy church and state authorities in many different places. Inspired
by the explosive power of radical doctrinal change, Swiss thinker
Ulrich Zwingli combined rebellious activities with the aggressive
dispersal of his writings, causing a civil war within Switzerland. Luther
regretted sharing such ideas with the disenfranchised and thereafter
allied himself with the ruling class to bring peace to Germany, on the
understanding that states would be Lutheran or Catholic depending on
the preference of the reigning prince.

This was a tempestuous era in which many extremes were played out
with disregard for the consequences. The Scriptures were misused as
tools of anarchy, tyranny and political gain. The power of the printing
press allowed for every man’s radical take to have widespread
distribution and destructive impact. In our social media age, we in turn
are able to make statements of faith while not living up to a worthy
standard of good works. Likewise, it’s hard to see the fruits of those
whose posts we read; we need to be careful to not be blown around by
every statement pleasing to our ears. The search for the truth of God
must be made without worldly desire, and when we make honest
attempt to find it, we discover that the practice of churches of God is
within reach.

References (1) Matt.7:16 ESV (2) 1 Cor.12:13 (3) Col.1:18 (4) Rom.3:23-25
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Separation
A body that is sanctified
James Needham, Birmingham, England

It was in the district of Caesarea Philippi, in the shadow of Bashan’s
mountain, that the Lord Jesus asked His disciples that memorable
question, ‘Who do you say that | am?’* To the Jewish mind, that
mountain represented the stronghold of all that is opposed to God,? and
so it was there, deep in the heart of enemy territory, that the Lord of
glory chose to acknowledge the divine revelation of His identity, and
declare one of His great purposes in this age: ‘I will build my church,
and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. *

In the original language of the New Testament, the word ‘church’
(ekklesia) literally describes something which has been “called out.” So,
in its nature, a church is something which has been separated, called to
be set apart from something else. The church which the Lord
announced in Matthew 16 does not describe a group of believers in a
specific location; nor even all believers who are on the earth today. The
gates of hell (Hades) can certainly prevail against any entity comprised
of failing people! Instead, this unassailable church is the one described
by Paul in Ephesians 1:22-23 as ‘the church, which is his body.’ It is a
church, comprised of everyone - whether now living or at home with
the Lord - who throughout this age has put saving faith in the Lord
Jesus as their Saviour.*

It is a church which He began to build on the day of Pentecost, when
the Holy Spirit descended to earth; which He continues to build today,
as every soul who turns to Him in faith is baptised by Him in the Holy
Spirit to become a member of His body;® and which He shall complete
when this age is brought to its close and He shall present the church to
Himself as a beautiful bride is presented to her husband® clothed in
garments of righteousness.” Then from that day, and throughout the
eternal ages, this church shall stand as the affirmation of God’s
wisdom, a monument to the ‘immeasurable riches of his grace in
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.’

Isn’t it astonishing that God should give us such a part in His glorious
eternal purposes? Perhaps we wonder how it can be that God - whose
intrinsic holiness makes Him immeasurably different from anything in
all creation - can bear to incorporate failing sinners so marvellously into
His design? If we do, the New Testament supplies the answer, for God
sanctifies those He has redeemed. The separate God sets them apart, to
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integrate them into His glorious will.
What is sanctification?

‘Sanctification’ is not a word commonly heard in daily conversation. At
its heart is this same idea of ‘separateness’, and its New Testament
application carries the thought of something or someone that has been
separated to God. That was true of the Lord Jesus, of course.
Addressing the Jews in John 10, the Lord spoke of Himself as ‘him
whom the Father consecrated [sanctified] and sent into the world. ®
There is no thought in this that God had made Him pure, for the Lord
had been sinless from eternity and remained so in the flesh.%? Instead,
He was describing how the Father had set Him apart for the work of
redemption, and it was to fulfil that purpose He had come into the
world.! Since God had set Him apart for this purpose, He responded by
sanctifying Himself, pursuing in daily practice a life which was
unfailingly devoted to all that the Father desired of Him.*2

For us who have come to Christ in faith, the Scriptures link our
sanctification with our salvation. This is made clear in Acts 26 which
recounts Paul’s defence before Agrippa, from his opposition to the
gospel to his conversion experience and divine commission. That
commission was to take the gospel to the Gentiles, bearing the message
by which their eyes would be opened, enabling them to turn from
darkness to light. And it was through the work of the gospel that they
would be forgiven and find ‘a place among those who are sanctified by
faith in me. ™3

All that God had promised Paul was fulfilled in the discharge of his
ministry. Writing to those numbered in the local church of God in
Corinth, Paul described all the evil fruits of unrighteousness - from
immorality to swindling - before observing the wonderful
transformation which had been brought about by the gospel: ‘And such
were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our
God.™ Through the work of the cross, where the divine will was
answered in the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all,®
everyone who comes to Him in faith is washed clean, justified before
the Law, and set apart by God.

He sets them apart on the basis of the blood of His Son and by the work
of His Spirit,}” that they might be brought into membership of that
eternal church of which the Lord Jesus is the Head.®® In fact, this
process of setting apart is so bound up in the person and work of Christ
that He Himself is described as our sanctification.’® Without Him we
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would remain alienated from God. But through Him, we who once were
set apart from God have been set apart to God by His glorious work of
salvation.?

Called to be saints

It is the result of sanctification that those who have become members of
the church, His body, are called saints. The world thinks of ‘saints’ as
those given a special designation by men on account of their reputation
for goodness. Of course, this idea is wholly alien to the Word of God.
In the New Testament, the word °‘saint’ is closely linked with
‘sanctification’, because what makes someone a saint today is not the
word of human proclamation, but the work of God in setting us apart to
Him.

That was true of all those who belonged to the church of God in
Corinth. Having been saved by blood, they had taken their place among
‘those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, ?* And that calling
was not unique to them. It was one which they shared with ‘every saint
in Christ Jesus. 22 Those who in every place call upon the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ gathered themselves into local churches,?® from
Corinth to Rome and throughout the world, where those who had been
made ‘saints in Christ Jesus ** met together in their respective locations
to equip each other by mutual service. It was by that means that their
separation, which God had purposed in the heavens, might be reflected
on earth to the glory of the Father.?®

Progressive sanctification

This work of sanctification which God performs was fully completed in
us when we were saved. In that very moment, He set each of us apart
once and for all by the work of the Holy Spirit?® who is Himself the
assurance that this separation shall never be reversed.?’ It is only by that
divine work of sanctification that anyone is enabled to become a
member of the glorious church which the Lord Jesus is building today.

And vyet, there is a sense in which we who have been called to
sainthood are required to reflect that separation in our lives. Just as, in
His earthly life, the Lord Jesus sanctified Himself in response to God’s
sanctification of Him, so we who now follow His example are required
to present ourselves ‘as slaves to righteousness leading to
sanctification’? in order that the unseen work which God has
completed might be seen in lives being devoted to Him. That is a
lifetime’s work, of course, but one which we undertake in fellowship
with the God of peace, who earnestly wills that we should be kept
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blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.2° Because it’s when
He comes that He shall gather together into one the fullness of the
church, His body, and present her to Himself as a bride is presented to
her bridegroom. There at last, amongst all the redeemed, we shall gaze
upon Him who gave Himself for the church ‘that he might sanctify her
.. that she might be holy and without blemish. **

References: (1) Matt.16:15 (2) Ps.68:15-16 (3) Matt.16:18 (4) Eph.5:23
(5) 1 Cor.12:12-13 (6) Eph.5:27 (7) Rev.19:6-8 (8) Eph. 2:7; 3:10 (9)
Jn 10:36 (10) 1 Pet.2:22 (11) 1 Jn 4:14 (12) Jn 17:19 (13) Acts 26:18
(14) 1 Cor.6:11 (15) Heb.10:10 (16) Col.1:22 (17) 2 Thess.2:13 (18)
Col.1:18 (19) 1 Cor.1:30 (20) Eph.2:11-13 (21) 1 Cor.1:2 (22) Phil.4:21
(23)1 Cor.14:33 (24) Phil.4:21 NIV (25) Eph.4:12-13 (26) 1 Pet.1:2
(27) Eph.1:13-14 (28) Rom.6:19 (29) 1 Thess.5:23 (30) Eph.5:26-27

Bible quotations from the ESV, unless stated otherwise.
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Baptism
David McCarty, Chilomoni, Malawi

We are introduced to baptism in the New Testament by John the
Baptist, who preached the ‘baptism of repentance for the remission of
sins.” That John understood the association of his baptism with
repentance is most clearly illustrated by the occasions when he was
reluctant to perform it.2 For example, when scribes and Pharisees came
to him, he refused to baptize them (as ones who were unrepentant)
asking them first to bear fruits worthy of repentance. Equally
illustrative of the association of his baptism with repentance is the
occasion when he initially declined to baptize the Lord (whom he
recognized as needing no repentance). But John did not preach only
repentance to those seeking forgiveness of sins. John equally
proclaimed a belief in the one who was coming after him.® Repentance
and belief have always been necessary elements for salvation. ‘Repent,
and believe, * the Lord Jesus Himself declared. Baptism was for those
who both repented and believed.

Baptism is associated with belief and repentance again on the day of
Pentecost. Through Peter’s powerful Spirit-enabled message, men of
Israel who heard the word came to believe for the first time that they
had publicly called for the death of, and indeed then crucified, their
Messiah.® Convicted deeply in their hearts, they asked what they should
do. Peter’s answer was that they must repent, their complete change of
heart (the fruit of their repentance) being demonstrated by the public act
of baptism into the very Name of the one whose death they had so
publicly demanded, now the object of their newfound belief, or faith.

Baptism is a picture of judgment for sin by a righteous God - this was
first seen in the flood in the days of Noah.® The Lord referred to the
fearful judgment that lay ahead of Him by stating, ‘I have a baptism to
be baptized with ...’” This experience is prophetically depicted by the
Psalmist writing, ‘All your waves and billows have gone over me.”
How profound again it is to consider the awful judgment that the Lord
endured to save our souls!

Baptism, as practised in Scripture through immersion in water, is also a
picture of burial and resurrection.® The act powerfully portrays to all
observers that the Lord Himself died, was buried, and rose again. It
further declares to all the belief of the person being baptized that if they
die, they have the same hope of resurrection.

The waters of the flood brought judgment to unrepentant, unbelieving
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multitudes of pre-flood sinners. However, those same waters brought
deliverance, that is, salvation, to the eight persons in the ark from that
evil world in which they lived. Peter says that in a similar way baptism
is an antitype that now saves us, through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ. It is important to note that he is not speaking about eternal
salvation from the penalty of sin but rather a salvation that happens
now, salvation from the power of sin in our daily lives.

Paul similarly wished to know the power of Christ’s resurrection in his
daily life on earth (not just in a future resurrection), and he understood
that this only came through being conformed to Christ’s death,® for
him also a daily experience — ‘I die daily. ™! By undergoing baptism,
believers acknowledge that they have died to sin. We are buried with
Him through baptism into death. Just as Christ rose from the dead, Paul
said that believers should ‘walk in newness of life ™2 after baptism.
Baptized believers should no longer present their body members as
slaves of uncleanness but instead as ‘slaves of righteousness. ™ The
world we live in, like Noah’s world, does not value righteousness and
often persecutes those who pursue it.

The Lord Jesus Christ is the Sun of Righteousness, and promises the
kingdom of heaven to any who are persecuted because of it.** He was
Himself baptized first in water ‘to fulfill all righteousness’ and then in
the judgment of God for our sins. Baptism is His command to every
follower, or disciple, and if we want to follow Him, we will begin by
being baptized and walking in the new life that He has given us.®

References: (1) Lk.3:3 (2) Matt.3:7-17 (3) Acts 19:4 (4) Mk.1:15 (5)
Acts 2:36-40 (6) 1 Pet.3:20-21 (7) Lk.12:50 (8) Ps.42:7 (9) Rom.6:1-6
(10) Phil.3:10 (11) 1 Cor.15:31 (12) Rom.6:4 (13) Rom.6:19 (14)
Matt.4:2; Matt.5:10 (15) Matt.3:15 (16) Matt.28:19

Bible quotations from the NKJV.
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God’s rule

Pursuing one’s rights
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

Here we look for scriptural guidance about what is sometimes termed
the ‘judiciary’, another branch of government. Principles already
considered regarding involvement in politics will also apply in regard
to the justice system that implements the laws passed by the legislature.

Some Christians pursue careers as lawyers.! Perhaps civil or criminal
specializations have distinct features; in this article we’ll stay with
general principles. Functions needed for efficiency and fairness in a
justice system, judges and juries, must also be considered. Not much
attention needs to be given here about receiving justice as an offender;
we should find Peter’s words clear and sufficient.?

And Paul’s words about matters to be addressed in a church setting are
clear enough too.? In the case of criminal offences, the legal system of
most developed countries will require them to be brought (as well) to a
court of law.

Justice is inseparably connected to God’s attributes and receives
considerable emphasis in Scripture.* When He directly exercises His
justice, there is no problem of a lack of evidence or misunderstanding
regarding guilt, innocence or inappropriate penalties!® However, those
are problems in every country’s justice system. Sadly, sometimes even
judges cannot be relied upon to act justly when open to bribery,
personal interests or carelessness. So in developed countries it requires
a lengthy education process and usually several layers of testing before
one is conferred the right to practice law.

Despite such protections, there will still be problems for lawyers in
determining the honesty and reliability of those coming before the
courts. There will also be potential conflicts of interest, where the
lawyer knows the plaintiff or defendant has weaknesses in their case
but the lawyer often must advocate for them nevertheless. The use of
juries is intended to bring an added protection against injustice, since
they must be independently convinced of the sufficiency of the facts
and arguments in the case.

So we have a potential conundrum: ‘in the world’,® Christians should be
the most honest and perceptive of people, adding value when
participating in the legal processes, though being not ‘of the world’®
they may wish to avoid undue entanglement in its affairs. And they may
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be very conscious of personal failings,” susceptible to tolerance - even
of the guilty - and perhaps reticent to reach a decision for fear it may be
wrong! Some Christians may fear involvement in decisions that could
lead to a death penalty, whereas they wish to do all in their power to see
the repentance of guilty ones, not merely their punishment.

The decision to pursue a career in the legal profession or be a jury
member will be a matter for individual conscience that takes into
account the above difficulties, and at the same time evaluates the great
need to see justice done. Those disciples of Christ who take on such
responsibilities will evidently need to be men and women who engage
in much prayer for wisdom beyond their own normal abilities.
Sometimes there will be almost no choice but to participate, for in some
countries jury service is compelled, and no room is given for
conscientious objection to serving.

Are there more scriptures that are helpful in deciding if we should or
should not engage in these activities? Here are some for starters, to help
instruct our conscience in these matters. First, some that when read in
context we may think support such engagement, as Christians acting
responsibly under their government: Acts 16:37-38; 25:11; Rom.12:17-
18; 13:1-7; Tit.3:1; 1 Pet.2:13-14,17.

Now some others that may cause us to think twice before voluntarily
getting involved in civil or criminal cases before the courts, noting also
Christ did not inject Himself into such issues,® and Christ-likeness is
our goal: Jn 17:14-16,18; 1 Cor.5:12-13; Phil.3:20; 2 Tim.2:4; Heb.3:1;
Jas.4:11-12; 1 Jn 4:17.

In New Testament times Christians were often social outcasts, so we
should not expect an explicit Scripture record regarding disciples being
asked to, say, do jury service. We need to be sure in our own minds.®

References: (1) Tit.3:13 (2) 1 Pet.4:15-16 (3) 1 Cor.6:1-6 (4) e.g.
Gen.18:25; Deut.32:4; Rom.3:5-6; Heb.12:23 (5) Rom.2:1-6 (6) Jn
17:13-14 (7) Ps.73:1-2; Rom.7:21-25 (8) Lk.12:14 (9) Rom.14:5
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Subjection in the church
Karl Smith, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

We saw last time that Christ did not think it demeaning to be subject to
His Father, nor did it imply that He was in any way lesser in nature.
Moreover, He was not ashamed to take a servant’s role even in relation
to men to whom He was of course infinitely superior. Rendering to
Caesar what was Caesar’s, He paid becoming respect to secular and
religious authorities, despite the fact that He was the Son of God.
Following His example of humility, we can learn to be subject to others
within our churches.

It’s obvious, first of all, that we need to be subject to leaders. Those
with recognized responsibility have a trust from the Lord. The book of
Hebrews says:

‘Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over
your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this
with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to
you. ™

In churches of God, there are men termed ‘elders’ who are appointed
because the qualities of 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 are found in them.
There is not one individual person in charge of each particular church
and where there are no elders or only one, help is drawn in from the
wider district, taking this to denote a regional grouping of neighbouring
churches as indicated in e.g. Gal.1:2,22, 1 Thess.1:8, 1 Pet.1:1, Rev.1:4,
etc. These leaders are looking after ‘the flock” because they belong to
the Shepherd, the Lord Jesus. Those in the church are precious to them
because they are precious to Him. At the judgment seat of Christ, they
will have to explain to the Lord how much or little care they took of the
people in the church. Such work can be a joy but when we resent
expressions of care as interference or suggestions as criticism, it can be
wearing. There is a place for constructive feedback and elders need to
listen to it, but constant complaints about the state of the church are
demoralising to both parties. When your number comes up on your
overseer’s telephone, does he recognise it with joy or groaning?

1 Peter 5 spells out the duties of an elder to the flock:

‘So | exhort the elders among you ... shepherd the flock of God that is
among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly,
as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not
domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the
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flock.

The duty to show becoming subjection is then widened out to include
respect for age and experience: ‘Likewise, you who are younger, be
subject to the elders.

I remember older Christian brothers, not necessarily elders, gently
correcting things | had said while leading the church in prayer when |
was in my teens and twenties. Sometimes looking back | think they
were right and sometimes wrong about the individual points they made,
but I was grateful for their thoughts. It showed that they cared about my
spiritual development. Things like this have to be done with sensitivity
and love, of course, and must not be overdone. | found when | was a
lecturer that too much red pen on a student’s essay was demoralising
and focusing on a few points for improvement whilst finding more
points to praise produced a better essay next time.

One example of older people who deserved respect for the spiritual
qualities they had was the family of Stephanas. Paul wrote:

‘Now | urge you, brothers - you know that the household of Stephanas
were the first converts in Achaia, and that they have devoted themselves
to the service of the saints - be subject to such as these, and to every
fellow worker and laborer. | rejoice at the coming of Stephanas and
Fortunatus and Achaicus ... for they refreshed my spirit as well as
yours. Give recognition to such people.’

It was not only the fact that these people had been disciples for longer
that qualified them for recognition, but their consistent loving service to
those in the Church. Their presence refreshed Paul’s spirit.

There are people like that in my service for the Lord who revitalise me
when | am feeling exhausted, and when they have visited | feel that the
Lord has been there. We feel inclined to listen to the counsel of people
like this who are living in fruitful obedience and also to do what they
say, even when our first instinct might be to do something different.
Paul also speaks of being subject to those who worked and laboured
with him.

Returning to Peter’s letter, he then broadened out his instructions
further and wrote: ‘Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward
one another, for ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the
humble. ® Humility is a value that God cherishes. Quoting Prov.3:34,
Peter warns us that if we proudly insist on our own superiority,
scorning others in the church, we might even find God opposing us.
Paul similarly advises us to: ‘Do nothing from selfish ambition or

163



conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. ®

We need to learn to discern the Christ-like qualities of others and not
only focus on the aspects of their personality that we consider
disobedient or that simply rub us up the wrong way. The old nature has
such a grip on us that sometimes even our acts of service to one another
can be tainted with the underlying sin of pride in our own goodness or a
ridiculous sense of superiority to those we are serving. As a corrective,
Paul sets before us the lovely example of Christ:

“... who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with
God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a
servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human
form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death,
even death on a cross. ®

What place does this give us for trying to compete with one another for
respect and recognition? We look pretty stupid when we do so while we
claim to be following Christ.

Within the elderhood there is a need for subjection. Not everyone will
agree with every decision that is made. This is where subjection can be
hardest of all, as no one wants to contradict decisions reached together,
having first seriously looked for the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Sometimes we can take time to absorb a development of understanding.
Paul showed great subjection in seeking the fellowship of Peter, James
and John before developing his outreach to the Gentiles ‘... in order to
make sure | was not running or had not run in vain.”” This did not
mean he was a pushover. When some came from the Church in
Jerusalem to the Galatian churches saying that non-Jews had to be
circumcised before they could become Christians, Paul says: ‘to them
we did not yield in submission even for a moment, so that the truth of
the gospel might be preserved for you. ®

We cannot submit to others when the truth of the gospel would be
muddied as a consequence. Even Peter tried to please these people and
Paul had to rebuke him.° Peter doesn’t seem to have held this against
Paul, speaking highly of him later as ‘our beloved brother Paul *° and
commenting on the ‘wisdom’ of his writings. What a powerful example
of knowing when not to be in subjection and when to submit to a
rebuke.

In the next article, we will see the place of subjection within the family
relating to children and parents and husbands and wives. We will no
doubt consider the fact that this, too, is reflected in relationships of
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subjection within a church of God. The relationship between Christ and
the church, the body, is reflected in the relationship between husbands
and wives in the church of God context.* Subjection is also reflected in
their different but complementary roles and in the matter of head
covering.!? For those in the West in particular this can cause us some
disquiet. It must require tremendous grace for an articulate and
intelligent woman to have to remain silent while some of us brothers
struggle to put our thoughts into words and yet this is what these
passages require. Such subjection does not imply inferiority. Paul is
keen to stress mutual interdependence:

‘Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man nor man of
woman; for as woman was made from man, so man is now born of
woman. And all things are from God. *®

Rather, it displays a humble reflection of the spiritual reality of Christ
and His church built into the structure of our worship.

Whatever form our subjection to one another may take, the flesh hates
it, but the new nature is capable of it. It delights God’s heart.

References: () Heb.13:17 (2) 1 Pet.5:1-3 (3) 1 Pet.5:5 (4) 1 Cor.16.15-
18 (5) Phil.2:3 (6) Phil.2:3-8 (7) Gal.2:2 (8) Gal.2:5 (9) Gal.2:11-14
(10) 2 Pet.3:15 (11) Eph.5:23-24 (12) 1 Cor.11:6; 2 Tim.2 passim (13)
1 Cor.11:11-12. Note also 1 Cor.11:3

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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What’s the catch?
Martin Jones, Hamilton, Canada

We’ve learnt to ask this question when it comes to all things artificial.
The plastic or (if a little more upmarket) the wax fruit in the bowl may
have long-lasting decorative appeal, but even the most generous food
critic will admit they’re a little lacking in the taste department! An
artificial Christmas tree is cheaper and perhaps more convenient than
purchasing a real one, but is ‘eau de plastic’ really comparable with the
smell of pine? Then there’s artificial turf for sport, which is great when
you’d otherwise be playing on a quagmire. The catch? When Luton
Football Club installed it in 1985, the unnatural bounce of the ball made
opponents as mad as hatters (not to mention the peril of plastic burn
from sliding tackles). In 1991 it returned to natural grass when artificial
surfaces were banned by the Football League. I’m no mechanic, but one
exception to the rule might be artificial (or synthetic) oil which is said
to be better for the environment as well as being easier on engines than
the real thing.

It’s right that we ask the same question when it comes to the latest man-
made marvel of Artificial Intelligence (Al) - what’s the catch? Some
closest to its development warn that, running ahead of sluggish
government regulatory frameworks, it could become an unstoppable
force with a dire impact on humanity. Other problems have been
highlighted by those who fear robbery of their intellectual capital
through plagiarism or of their earning capacity because Al can do their
jobs faster, better and cheaper. The last concern is far from new - we
still describe someone resistant to technological advance as a ‘Luddite’
- a reference to the destructive rioters of the early nineteenth century
who saw newfangled textile machines as an existential threat.

But let’s think of one important catch that may have evaded the radar
screen; it should be of special concern to us as it could fundamentally
impact our unique position in God’s creation. All other creatures are
made after their own kind,! but man is made after God’s image. That
surely involves many divine attributes, but a primary one is the ability
to create. Not just that: also, a desire to create and a pleasure that comes
from that completed act, a pleasure in which others may share. God
said, ‘Let us make man in our image’;?> when that desire was actioned,
He said that His creation was ‘very good* and enjoyed His finished
work in Sabbath rest. It’s no accident that Ephesians describes us as
‘God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works’,* The
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word used gives us our English word ‘poem’ but it’s actually connected
with woven fabric. Both, however, reflect a creator’s hand.

Each of us has that creative spark which finds outlets in almost
innumerable ways. Plato saying, ‘its real creator ... will be our needs,”®
led to the modern saying ‘necessity is the mother of invention’; but we
also speak of ‘art for art’s sake’ which reflects a uniquely human
appreciation which cannot easily be explained, if at all, by the flawed
logic of evolutionary utilitarianism. It would be very sad, wouldn’t it, if
our spark was suppressed by succumbing to the temptation of
‘outsourcing’ our creativity to Al (where desire and pleasure in creating
are non-existent), perhaps because of the pressures of time, sheer
laziness or even being intimidated by the thought of competing with
algorithmically accurate art or perfectly programmed prose. Without
the connection between a creation and its creator something vital is
missing. That is true at the highest level, as the hymnwriter knew:

‘Heaven above is softer blue, Earth around is deeper green. Something
lives in every hue, Christless eyes have never seen.’®

Similarly, do you really think you’d enjoy your favourite book or a
painting quite the same if you found out it was produced by a joyless
machine?

So let’s cling to our creativity, whether that’s individually or as a
fellowship of churches. It’s one thing to correct some clunky
compositions with Grammarly,” but quite another for Al to concoct the
whole thing. (That’s especially important when we’re preparing things
of a spiritual nature. Artificial sermons, anyone, or artificial
thanksgivings? No thanks!) God wants our masterpieces, not mass
productions!

References: (1) Gen.1:24 (2) Gen.1:26 (3) Gen.1:31 (4) Eph.2:10 or, to
do good works NIV (5) Republic, Plato p.369 (6) George Wade
Robinson, PHSS 325 (7) An Al-based typing assistant

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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Events to come

The tribulation
Phil Allen, Cardiff, Wales

Following the rapture of the Church, which is Christ’s Body,* all saved
people, living and dead, will have been taken to be with the Lord and so
will end ‘the day of grace.” The Rapture will remove from the earth the
restraining influence of the Holy Spirit working through the church, and
will lead to the unfolding of the next stage of prophetical events.

After the Rapture, and likely after an interval of time to be determined
by divine decree, the last unfulfilled seventieth week (seven years)
foretold in the book of Daniel?> will begin and God will renew His
dealings with Israel.

The Lord Jesus spoke about this period when He explained that the man
of lawlessness,® i.e. the Antichrist, will bring upon the world and the
nation of Israel a time of trouble unprecedented in world history.* At
this time, the Antichrist, controlled by Satan, will have become the
head of a confederacy of nations and will be in supreme control of
world affairs, having put down all opposition to his rule. The seven-
year period will commence with the signing of a covenant between the
Antichrist and Israel.® It is easy to envisage how this covenant could
resolve the tensions in the Middle East and bring relief to Israel.

In the middle of the seven-year period, the Antichrist will break his
covenant® and so will begin a fearful persecution, i.e. the ‘great
tribulation.’® Jeremiah wrote of this future time of trouble and Israel
will be at the centre of these events.’

Following the breaking of his covenant, the Antichrist, also referred to
in Scripture as ‘the beast’, will require all people to wear a mark on
their right hand or forehead.® Without this mark, people will not be able
to buy or sell anything. Supporting the Antichrist will be the false
prophet (referred to by John as ‘another beast coming up out of the
earth’).® He will deceive the nations through signs and wonders and
will erect an image of the Antichrist in the holy place of the rebuilt
temple in Jerusalem. All who refuse to worship the image of the
Antichrist will be killed.*

Notwithstanding these awful events, God will maintain a witness in the
world.!! It seems likely that the two witnesses referred to in Revelation
11 will commence their activities at the beginning of the seven-year

168



period and will minister to Israel to turn a remnant of the nation to the
Lord. However, their ministry will be curtailed when they will be slain
by the Antichrist but resurrected by the Lord and taken to be with Him.

Another group of witnesses will emerge in this period, i.e. 144,000
Jews,*? who will preach widely the gospel of the coming kingdom of
Christ. The effect of this witness will result in a great number of people,
both Jews and Gentiles, refusing to wear the mark of the Antichrist or
worship his image. Only those who refuse to worship the Antichrist and
receive his mark will be saved.'® Those that refuse will suffer the awful
consequences but also reap great rewards and be saved from the
judgement to come.

This period will also experience the outpouring of the wrath of God on
the earth in the form of cosmic disturbances, plagues, and divine
judgements.

At the end of the seven-year period, the Antichrist, controlled by Satan,
will gather the armies of the world together to attack Israel.® Israel will
be about to be destroyed but will cry out to God for deliverance and at
the battle of Armageddon the Antichrist and his army will come up
against the army of the Lord and be utterly destroyed. The Antichrist
and the false prophet will be taken and thrown alive into the lake of
fire.1®

The Lord Jesus, as Son of Man, will come down to the earth with all
His angels and ransomed saints to set up His kingdom on earth!’ and so
will begin to unfold the next phase of God’s dealings with mankind.

When the apostle Peter considered God’s wonderful future programme
he could ask the question, ‘what kind of people ought you to be?” and
could answer: ‘you ought to live holy and godly lives. & Can we live up
to that answer?

References: (1) 1 Thess.4:16-17; NT Issue 1 2024 (2) Dan.9:24-27 (3) 2
Thes.2:3 (4) Matt.24:21-22 (5) Dan.9:27 (6) Dan.12:1 (7) Jer.30:3-7 (8)
Rev.13:16-18 (9) Rev.13:11-12:19:20 (10) Rev.13:15 (11) Rev.11:1-13
(12) Rev.7:1-8 (13) Matt.24:13; Rev.20:4 (14) Rev.7:9.14; 13:7; 15:2
(15) Rev.16:13-16 (16) Rev.19:20 (17) Matt.4 29-31 (18) 2 Pet.3:11

Bible quotations from the NIV.
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World empires

Medo-Persia
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

We come now in this series to the second world empire that was
revealed in a dream to the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar. The
remainder of the statue, of which that king was the head of gold,
continued to be interpreted by Daniel as he was enabled by God.

‘And after you another kingdom will arise inferior to you, then another
third kingdom of bronze, which will rule over all the earth. Then there
will be a fourth kingdom as strong as iron ... "

Overall, Daniel interprets to the king that four world empires would in
turn dominate world affairs until the time of the end of all world
empires. In chapter 2 of Daniel and again in chapter 7, where four
beasts replace the four metals, God reveals His program stretching
ahead for the world at large, and in doing so He uses the international
language of the day, Aramaic. By contrast, outside of chapters 2-7, we
return to the normal Hebrew, and in chapter 9, God reveals his 70-week
(490-year) program for His own people, the Jews. What the Babylonian
king had actually seen, as Daniel reminded him, was a statue:

‘The head of that statue was made of fine gold, its chest and its arms of
silver, its belly and its thighs of bronze, its legs of iron, and its feet
partly of iron and partly of clay ... Then the iron, the clay, the bronze,
the silver, and the gold were crushed to pieces all at the same time...”~

How can these successive world empires all be broken at the same
time? There must be a common thread running through them, which
may well be related to geographical territory. Given to the Babylonian
king was a vision of future empires where each, like his own, was
centred on - or significantly featured - the city of Babylon (which
would become the administrative centre of this second empire, Medo-
Persia). The centrality of Babylon is confirmed to us in Revelation 17,
when the Apostle John is carried away in the Spirit to a wilderness and
sees Babylon, the great harlot, the city that reigns over the kings of this
earth and that had long epitomised the spirit of rebellion. Four chapters
later, he is again carried away in the Spirit, this time to a high mountain
where he again sees a city, the New Jerusalem, the Lamb’s bride,
coming down out of heaven from God upon the new earth. This is the
denouement of the Bible-long tale of two cities that portrays human
thoughts in age-long rebellion against God’s thoughts.
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Isaiah 45 is a breathtaking chapter in which Yahweh declares His
sovereignty in advance to a Persian king, Cyrus, whom He hails as a
messiah no less, and whom He will raise to the throne of the Persian
empire. A man who didn’t know God was to become instrumental in
others arriving at such knowledge. Cyrus the Great might rise to
become the most powerful man on earth, but was merely in God’s hand
to do His bidding. The Ancient Greek historian Xenophon informs us
that Cyrus the Great® was co-regent with Darius the Mede.* The Median
king also went by the name Cyaxares Il, and is ‘Darius, son of
Ahasuerus.’® The Bible is shown to be historically accurate once we
appreciate that Darius and Ahasuerus were throne names (meaning they
had other names). In Daniel 11:1-2, it seems possible to identify the
succession of Medo-Persian kings as: Cyrus the Great (co-regent with
Darius the Mede); Cambyses; Darius (Hystaspes) who features in Ezra;
and fourthly, Xerxes | (Ahasuerus) who features in Esther’s story, to be
followed by Artaxerxes I in the time of Nehemiah.

So much for the rise and fall of world empires and their emperors, but
another layer of intrigue is added to our understanding of heaven’s rule
in human affairs, when in chapter 10, Daniel is made aware of an
angelic being, known as the Prince of Persia, who engages in celestial
conflict with parallel consequences among the corresponding nations
on earth.

It’s amazing to think that Daniel might possibly have welcomed Cyrus
to Babylon (who captured the city in the name of his co-regent) by
telling him that, having read Isaiah’s scroll, he’d been waiting for him!
With a single stroke, Cyrus reversed imperial foreign policy that had
served his predecessors well. It’s hardly too fanciful to surmise that,
being shown his name recorded in advance in a biblical text, became a
trigger that disposed Cyrus towards granting the Jews their return from
exile.

References: (1) Dan.2:39-40 (2) Dan.2:32-35 (3) Dan.10:1 (4) Dan.5:31
(5) Dan.9:1 (6) as expressed by Josephus, Antiquities Book XI, |

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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Serving in isolation
Interview with Michael Morris, Kingston, Jamaica

Michael, could you explain a bit about the location of the Church of
God in Kingston?

Jamaica is a mountainous island in the Caribbean Sea about 600 miles
(965 kilometres) south of Miami, Florida. It is part of the chain of
Caribbean islands called the Greater Antilles, along with Cuba,
Hispaniola, and Puerto Rico. The Church of God in Kingston is located
in the Kingston metropolitan area and in the Parish of St. Andrew. The
nearest church of God (by air) is Toronto - a 4-hour flight.

Given the distances front other churches of God, how did the Church
in Jamaica come to be established?

A group of us were shut out of the Anglican Church and had been
meeting on the veranda of Rudolph (Wally) Walcott’s house in East
Kingston. During this time Rudolph and | had been listening to Trans
World Radio from Bonaire, where we heard the Search for Truth
programme. One day in 1979 Rudolph heard that some brothers from
the programme were coming to a school in Morant Bay, about 62 km
from Kingston. He then asked me if we could go together. We went and
we had fruitful discussions about the Churches of God and how we
could be a part of same. It was at that meeting that we were advised that
Robert Armstrong, Norman MacKay, Edwin, Dave and Greg Neely had
been visiting the island to do missionary work in the St. Thomas area at
different times, along with Huntley and Delta Martin, who were their
hosts. These discussions were fruitful and led to the planting of the
Church of God in Kingston on July 20, 1980. ¢

What are some main disadvantages of isolation?

In a country where most workers only earn the equivalent of around
US$85 per week, the costs of travelling in order to have fellowship with
other churches of God in North America is often prohibitive. In
addition, securing visas for such travel can also be difficult. Since
COVID-19, the use of the Zoom communications platform has made it
a little easier. Nothing is like the physical contact, but 1 am not
discounting the benefits of a virtual meeting in overcoming issues of
isolation.

How does Internet communication help?
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It helps with careful use in building contacts and as a tool when
physical connections cannot be possible at that time. For example, pre-
COVID-19 we were meeting physically for the prayer meeting, with
only a few saints able to attend regularly. When COVID-19 came we
met informally online and the ‘attendance’ more than doubled -
including some who had moved overseas. The sharing of video ministry
from the churches of God centrally has been helpful too, as has the
opportunity for elders to connect via video to oversight meetings.

It is good to read of Kingston events in our churches’ news magazine
(“Intelligence’). Are such publications also beneficial in the Church
in Kingston?

The ‘Intelligence’ magazine is a valuable tool to bring together the
readers. Without being specific, the articles bring to brothers and sisters
here a sense of being a part of the global fellowship when we read the
articles. It’s also good to know that brothers and sisters elsewhere get to
know about our activities. We believe that this should be encouraged
and strengthened.

Has attendance at events in other parts of the Churches of God
helped to stay connected?

Yes, attendance at these events does help us to keep connected. But
again, economic factors play a big part in our decision-making. The
North American group of churches has often helped facilitate the
attendance at special weekends in Ontario in Canada, and also to send a
Jamaican contingent to the Youth Fellowship Rally over the years.
These are things that do help to reinforce the message about being part
of something bigger for the Lord. We also benefit greatly from the
regular visits of brothers and sisters from the North American churches
to help with conferences, Vacation Bible School, camp work and
teaching ministry.
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Kenya mission trip (1)
Fred Ntido, Surulere, Nigeria

| admire those who can hop on a plane or a train at the drop of a hat to
some distant exotic or not-so-exotic clime. | think they call it
wanderlust. But don’t get me wrong, | have travelled to more places
than | can remember: in my mind, poring over my travel books.
However, when rumblings of the sifting of the churches in Kenya by
the adversary wafted across, | had to pick myself up to head to the
intriguing country called Kenya.

As our plane touched down in Nairobi’s Jomo Kenyatta International
Airport, a lady in an opposite aisle, who had talked nonstop during the
5-hour flight from Lagos, Nigeria, screamed in delight - perhaps to her
companion, or anyone who cared to listen - ‘Welcome to Kenyal!” As
we left the aesthetically alluring airport surroundings, | was tempted to
agree with my jubilant co-passenger.

The journey to our lodgings jolted me into reality. Eastleigh is a
sprawling concrete urban jungle, with high-rise buildings clustered
haphazardly. Even at almost 10 p.m., as we inched our way to our
gothic style hotel, a sea of humans surrounded us.

A day after our arrival, we set out to Chuka in Tharaka Nithi County in
the Eastern region, which was to be our base for seventeen days. We
left the hotel early for the crowded bus park in order to catch the first
matatu (bus). I had been warned the matatu was no place for comfort or
ease, as we all would be squashed for the four-hour road trip. | deftly
ensured | secured a seat next to the driver, so | could have a front-row
view of whatever Kenya had to offer.

As the matatu stuttered out of the noise and crowd of Nairobi towards
the countryside, | was stunned by the sheer beauty of the surroundings.
It was an endless rolling vista of greenery, all well-manicured as if by
design. This pleasant scenery stretched throughout the trip and | heard
myself saying: ‘Yes indeed, welcome to Kenya! Here is a place to live
and die.’

The Legacy Hotel was like something out of an old Western cowboy
movie. It sits centrally in the bus park, with a fuel station right in front
of it and numerous shops around it. This is not a place for meditative
contemplation. Yet, it is the best way to connect the churches in
Magenka, Mwondu and the outreach centre in Mukothima.
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Our first duty was to invite three of the key men in Sengera, Magenka
and Mukothima to our quarters for a meeting. It was a delightful time
meeting with Jorom Nyasaka (who had travelled a day-and-a-half from
Sengera in the Western region to support the work in Mukothima);
Jotham Gitonga (an overseer from the church in Magenka where Satan
sought to scatter that which the Lord has gathered) and Stephen
Mugambi (a wonderfully gifted and able young preacher and teacher).

We then received a detailed briefing on the progress of the work in
Mukothima and the readiness of the friends for planting as a church of
God.

On our first Lord’s day in Chuka, we took the 3-hour trip to
Mukothima, first stopping in Mem county and chartering a matatu to
Mukothima. | had my heart in my mouth as the driver sped as though
he was being chased for an offence.

We had 30 friends eagerly awaiting us as we arrived in the study centre
which is situated close to a range of hills and equally breathtaking
views. We spoke about the Lord’s desire to have a people for Himself
and the importance He attached to this by spending 40 days after His
resurrection to teach His disciples ‘the things concerning the kingdom
of God’ (Acts 1:3). It must be His way and no other way.

Following our first trip to Mukothima and ahead of the church planting,
we paid a visit to the Church of God in Mwondu, which is about an
hour-and-a-half s drive by taxi from Chuka. In Mwondu, the Devil had
struck viciously as two overseers had been excommunicated for
rebellion. We were unsure of what sort of reception awaited us. We
committed the matter to the Lord.

We were pleasantly surprised to be greeted by 30 people waiting for us
in the hall. This was not what we expected, as we thought the little
flock had been decimated and scattered. We spoke about the beauty of
the house of God.

There were three friends waiting to be baptised and so off we went to a
part of the forest, a slippery treacherous path, called Inner River.

To be continued ...
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From the Editors’ desk
Issue 3-2024

In 1951 Polish-born psychologist Solomon Asch devised a social
experiment testing the human desire to conform. Eight college students
were selected to take part in a ‘perception test’, answering simple
guestions about the comparable length of lines on a piece of paper.
Seven of the participants were actors primed in advance to give the
same incorrect answer to some of the questions, even though the correct
answer was fairly obvious to all. The last participant to answer was the
only non-actor and was closely observed to see what they would do.
The experiment has been repeated over the years and the results
consistently show the tendency of the last participant to go along with
the group, even if they know they are answering incorrectly!

Whatever culture surrounds us, the pressure to compromise biblical
truth for the comfort of conformity can be enormous. Elijah, whom we
have been considering this year, knew the despondency of feeling as
though he was standing alone!

God’s people are called, not to conformity, but to transformation,! and
separation? from a fallen world. Separation can sound like a negative
subject, but when we think about to whom and what we are separated, it
is incredibly uplifting.

We continue to be bombarded with cultural perspectives on themes
such as politics, leadership, marriage, family, identity, body image and
even our planet’s very fate. Many of these themes are explored in this
edition of NT.

We pray that your careful consideration of what God has to say on
these matters will help you in your ‘training ... to live godly lives in the
present age.” By doing so we will be able to better fulfil God’s
amazing purpose for us — ‘to be conformed to the image of His Son.*

Andy
References: (1) Rom.12:2 (2) 2 Cor.6:14-18 (3) Tit.2:12 (4) Rom.8:29
Bible quotations from the ESV.
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Elijah
Unselfish praying
Steve Peers, Aberkenfig, Wales

‘After many days the word of the LORD came to Elijah, in the third
year, saying, ‘Go, show yourself to Ahab, and | will send rain upon the
earth.

Acting in response to God’s command, and thus endangering his life,
suggests that Elijah was either crazy or he had great faith in God.
Thankfully, it was the latter. Elijah was a man of faith who
communicated with his God through prayer. Scripture describes him as
a man with a nature like ours,?> so although we think of him as a
spiritual giant, he was actually just like us. The faith he demonstrated
can be seen in our lives too, but it requires a commitment to God and an
effective prayer life where we both speak to and listen to God our
Father. Elijah called down rain; we can move mountains.®

God sometimes calls us to do difficult things. Abraham was told to
sacrifice his son, Isaac.* Moses, who had escaped from Egypt, was told
to go back to free the Hebrew people from oppression.’> The young
teenager David was called to fight a giant who terrified Israel.® The
Lord Jesus, our supreme example, was called to the cross.’

In Elijah’s case, it was necessary for him to meet with Ahab before a 3-
year drought was to end.® It may not sound so dramatic until you
remember that Ahab was worse than any king before him and his wife
Jezebel, a foreigner to Israel, had brought Baal worship with her, so
readily embraced by Ahab.

Elijah was placing himself in danger through obedience to his God; but
not only was Elijah safe from harm, he was able to put out a challenge
to the prophets of Baal, humiliating them and their false god and
proving, as the people cried out, The LORD, he is God; the LORD, he
is God.’® How did he defeat Baal’s prophets? Had he learned the ‘craft’
of the prophet better than they had? Did he know more tricks than they
did? Nothing of the sort. No trickery was involved but the almighty
power of God when the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt
offering. Elijah succeeded, where the prophets of Baal failed, because
he served the one true God, was in regular contact with Him and never
doubted His power. In other words, he succeeded through faith and
prayer. He petitioned God and trusted Him to respond.

At what is termed ‘the time of the offering of the oblation ™ Elijah
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prayed and God answered. It’s wonderful when God answers prayer,
but we know that sometimes we pray and God doesn’t answer. It may
be that our prayer life produces more unanswered prayers than
answered ones. Why is that? James said, ‘You ask and do not receive,
because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. ! So, it appears
that there’s a way to pray and it’s not selfishly. Selfish prayers will not
be answered.

This is one of Elijah’s prayers: ‘O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Israel, let it be known this day that you are God in Israel, and that | am
your servant, and that | have done all these things at your word.
Answer me, O LORD, answer me, that this people may know that you,
O LORD, are God, and that you have turned their hearts back. *?

There’s not a selfish word to be seen in Elijah’s prayer, although you
could understand if he had prayed for his own protection, but he has
only one focus and that is God Himself. It is God’s reputation that’s at
stake and God’s reputation that Elijah is determined to defend. Another
way of saying it is that his purpose through prayer is to glorify God.

All prayer should have God’s glory as its main concern. When we pray
for ourselves, we should consider how the request will bring glory to
God. Otherwise, the prayer is selfish. Selfish prayers will not result in a
positive answer. God’s response will reflect His wisdom, and we are
often better off if He doesn’t grant what we mistakenly ask for. It’s the
same when we pray for others or when we pray for church activities.
The Westminster Shorter Catechism says that ‘Man’s chief end is to
glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” That applies to every aspect of
our life, including our prayer life. In this respect, Elijah’s prayer was
exemplary and one that God was pleased to answer.

References: (1) 1 Kgs.18:1 (2) Jas.5:17 (3) Matt.17:20 (4) Gen.22:2 (5)
Ex.3:10 (6) 1 Sam.17:49 (7) Matt.27:35 (8) 1 Kgs.18:1 (9) 1 Kgs.18:39
(10) 1 Kgs.18:36 (11) Jas.4:3 (12) 1 Kgs.18:36-37

Bible quotations from the ESV.
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Identity
Body image
Stephen McCabe, Belfast, N. Ireland

How are we to think of our bodies? This isn’t a trivial question. We can
find ourselves under pressure that can insidiously build as we live in a
world of influencers and celebrities. It’s a world that can cause harmful
habits in our thinking that twist our perception of ourselves and others.
What this article seeks to do is establish a biblical way of dealing with
our bodies in the light of the spiritual realities of how we have been
created and redeemed.

We have been created as embodied, spiritual beings.! We know what
bodies are, using them as we interact with the physical world around us.
We might think that ‘spirit’ is something less defined - when the Bible
talks about our spirit, it is talking about something non-physical that is
integral to each of us. It is our inward executive function - often used in
conjunction with words like ‘will’ and ‘heart.” See Psalm 51.:

‘Create in me a clean heart, God, and renew a steadfast spirit within
me ... sustain me with a willing spirit.

Our spirit interacts with our body as we make decisions to undertake
physical actions - in this way, we see the primacy of spirit over physical
matter (analogous to the physical universe originating from God, who is
Spirit). As believers, the Holy Spirit, part of the triune God, indwells
our body, that He might commune with our spirit.?

Are our bodies a problem for our spiritual lives? Not necessarily. They
may even be trained to enhance our spiritual lives,* and this is what we
must aim for - but it’s not the natural tendency. This is because of the
sin ‘in my body’s parts’ that Paul speaks about.®> He is talking about the
sinful habits of our bodies - behaviours that are driven by disordered
desire in our lives and wrong habits that we can cultivate if we are not
walking by the Spirit. When we simply allow the desires of our bodies
to run our lives, we can go badly awry as disciples of the Lord Jesus -
rather, our bodies must be disciplined and subordinated under our will,
which itself should be subordinated to the will of God. This is what
Paul is describing when he says, ‘do not go on presenting the parts of
your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present
yourselves to God as those who are alive from the dead, and your
body’s parts as instruments of righteousness for God.® This is how
God designed embodied spiritual beings to live!
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In even more stark language, Paul speaks about ‘putting to death the
deeds of the body 7 - killing them off, by degree, and treating them as
dead to sin.® If we don’t kill off the sinful habits of the body, they will
kill off our spiritual lives and service for God.

We are not our own

The Holy Spirit who indwells believers is the seal of our redemption - a
down payment that guarantees that our full redemption is coming®
(crucially described as the redemption of our bodies). But the fact that
we have been redeemed (at a price beyond calculation), means that we
are not our own. This sounds deeply offensive in western culture today.
Nevertheless, the teaching is clear: we do not have call over our bodies;
our bodies are for the Lord and His glory.* Just as His body was for us
in death at Calvary,*? so now ours are for Him in service.'® This reality
must guide how we perceive our bodies.

Perhaps counter-intuitively, understanding that we are not our own is
the way to freedom in our bodies,** just as killing off the deeds of the
body is the way to life.’

New body image

We have been created as embodied, spiritual beings. That is also our
ultimate destiny. These bodies that we currently must train to be our
allies in the spiritual life with God will be radically renovated when we
see the Saviour - He will ‘transform the body of our lowly condition
into conformity with His glorious body, by the exertion of the power
that He has even to subject all things to Himself.® That’s the full
redemption for which we are waiting - serving God forever in His
perfect cosmos, in glorious bodies that are unhindered by sinful desires,
in endlessly fulfilling and energised ways.*®

References: (1) Gen.2:7 (2) Ps.51:10,12 (3) Rom.8:16 (4) 1 Cor.9:25-
27 (5) Rom.7:23 (6) Rom.6:13 (7) Rom.8:13 (8) Col.3:5 (9) Eph.1:13-
14 (10) Rom.8:23 (11) 1 Cor.6:19-20 (12) 1 Cor.11:24 (13) Rom.12:1
(14) Rom.8:2-4 (15) Phil.3:21 (16) Matt.13:43

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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Modern origins of Churches of God
The body of Christ and the Lord’s table
Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

Brethren roots

Does a church meet in the town you live in? If one does, it’s likely that
there are, in fact, multiple churches carrying out separate meetings
across the town. Yet, when Paul addressed the believers in Corinth, he
could address ‘the church of God’ in Corinth?® - a singular institution. In
some large cities, churches of God meet in multiple companies, but we
still count them as one church of God, and those companies need to
work to preserve the unity they have.

Our perspective is grounded in the Lord’s own prayer: ‘that they may
be one even as we are one.? Before the re-emergence of churches of
God, there were those who looked at the picture of a divided
Christianity and sought to implement this oneness in the way they could
understand it.

In the 1800s, a small movement of men and women were exercised by
the Holy Spirit to meet in each other’s homes to break bread together
on Sundays, without the administration of the clergy of the established
churches, nor with regard to the splintered denominational differences
between those gathered. Their aim was to include all the children of
God, while excluding all who did not come under that category. When
they were together, they were all equally brothers and sisters in Christ,
remembering Him in His appointed way, and these meetings became
known as ‘Brethren’ meetings.

A united faith?

Worldly influence upon Christianity has brought continual divisions,
since even the days of the Apostles, therefore this desire for all in ‘the
body of Christ’ to participate together in His Body? is an astounding
work of the Spirit triumphing over the world as He brought it about.
These Brethren assemblies were not yet churches of God: they met only
for the breaking of the bread and did not share in the apostles’ teaching,
the prayers, nor commit to each other as a Fellowship. Tensions arose
between the believers who were together partaking of the bread and
wine, because they would still each go to their own churches and
denounce the validity of the teachings of other believers with whom
they had broken bread.* Nevertheless, a first step had been taken in
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responding to the call to “attain to the unity of the faith. ®

These assemblies gradually evolved into churches, with believers from
many  backgrounds separating themselves out to commit
wholeheartedly to the Brethren cause. As the rejection of clergy was at
the heart of the movement, there was a period before elders were being
recognised in the churches. Men of great gift emerged nevertheless, and
churches in an area around their hometown would look to such a figure
for guidance in interpreting the Scriptures. They would practise
‘waiting upon the Lord’® to discern the matter. This waiting happened
in isolation of their fellow brothers and sisters, and therefore human
error was doomed to soil this honest searching after the truth of God.
This can be seen in how these churches gradually began to drift apart
from each other.

The need for truth

Paul commands that when there are those who deny the apostles’
teaching in a church of God, the faithful must separate themselves from
those denying brothers so that the division between light and dark
remains clear.” Therefore, when John Nelson Darby - one of the
earliest, foremost, and most energetic of those gifted guides to the
churches - came to hear of wilful error in the teaching of a man named
Newton, he denounced him and called on the church in Plymouth to
meet apart from him. Not all brethren in the town left Newton,
however, and later some of those in the ‘disfellowshipped’ company
travelled to another town and broke bread with the church there.

Upon hearing this, Darby wrote to the prominent figures in that church
asking that they refuse fellowship with those following Newton, but
they did not comply. Therefore that church was also counted to be
outside of fellowship with Darby, and the whole Brethren movement
came to fracture along this line.

While the principles that Darby upheld were justifiable, his way of
pursuing them in his own individual power was itself unacceptably
prideful. This division left a deep wound on the Brethren, and many
who rightly rejected Darby’s individualism also rejected his right
understanding that the ‘Lord’s Table’ is not something to be shared by
brothers and sisters who are under discipline.

All the pieces of comprehension to fit together the understanding of the
Church the Body of Christ and the Churches of God were now exposed,
but they needed another generation of believers to submit themselves to
the leading of the Spirit to fully realise the pattern that had been long
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abandoned. The unity we share as God’s people is not based upon the
number of people who meet as our church, but grounded in our
common acceptance of its teaching as applying to our lives.

References: (1) 1 Cor.1:2 (2) Jn 17:22 (3) 1 Cor.10:16-17 (4) Cf.
Matt.5:24 (5) Eph.4:13 (6) Ps.25:5 (7) 1 Cor.11:19; 2 Tim.2:21

Bible quotations are from the ESV.
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Separation
A world apart
David Woods, Manchester, England

While the world longs for peace and unity, it’s a pipe dream. Humanity
has become an expert at pointing out differences, drawing lines of
distinction and creating exclusive associations based on race, gender,
socioeconomic status, sexuality, and religion. Rather than unifying,
these separations often result in conflict, sometimes horrifically so. ‘All
you need is love’ is the mantra of many who still hold desperately to
the idea of a better world, but when there’s no agreed basis for love, the
ideal is unachievable. What’s needed is a transcendent unifying
principle.

In the person of the Lord Jesus Christ, the unifying principle of love as
seen in, and experienced by, the eternal Trinity of Father, Son and
Spirit, was revealed to humanity. Through the life, death, and
resurrection of the Lord Jesus, the way into the reality of experiencing
that unifying love was opened up for believing sinners.! Transformed
by this transcendent love, believing ones, because of their eternal union
with God, can put into practice the reality of unity with their new-found
brothers and sisters. The distinction lines drawn by the world are gone,
and unity is truly possible because of their new status as God’s
children.? These who unify around God’s revealed truth achieve what
the world can never obtain.?

With these new associations - with God and with our brothers and
sisters - comes a whole new way of living this life. Our new priorities
are to live for God and our brothers and sisters, for God’s glory and our
mutual good. This demands that life choices be made in the light of
God’s Word, rather than the principles of the world system. As Paul
said to the Ephesians, ‘you were once darkness, but now you are light
in the Lord; walk as children of light.” Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is
full of statements that remind believers of what they were before
experiencing God’s redeeming grace, and what they have become as a
result of God’s gracious intervention in their lives - read Ephesians in
its entirety to see it for yourself.

Belonging to God means that we must separate ourselves from old
patterns of thought and associated practices that are how incongruent
with our new life in Christ.® This separation from the world is necessary
if we are to bring glory to God and actively live, and enjoy, the life that
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we have been given by God’s grace. Thankfully, we don’t live this life
on our own: God Himself, in the person of His Holy Spirit, lives in
each believer. He’s holy because He is God - that is He is separated to
Himself in all of His perfections! Having remarkably taken up active
residence in our lives, His standards of perfection can now pervade our
thinking as we learn what God expects of us. It’s entirely normal,
therefore, to think and behave differently from the world around us!

In the Old Testament, God said to Israel, You shall consecrate
yourselves therefore and be holy, for | am the LORD your God. So you
shall keep My statutes and practice them; lam the LORD who sanctifies
you ... | am the LORD your God, who has singled you out from the
peoples ... you are to be holy to Me, for I the LORD am holy; and |
have singled you out from the peoples to be Mine. ®

There was an expectation that God’s redeemed people would be
distinctive in their lives and their service to God; especially so when he
was living among them in the Tabernacle. God had brought them to
Himself; they had to live by His standards.

When called upon by Balak king of Moab to curse the people of Israel,
Balaam looked at the encampment of Israel from his mountaintop
vantage point and said,

‘For I see him from the top of the rocks.

And | look at him from the hills;

Behold, a people that lives in isolation.

And does not consider itself to be among the nations.

That’s quite an observation: a people gathered to the Lord in such a
way that it was obvious they were not engaged in the practices of the
nations around them. Sadly, soon after this incident, Israel succumbed
to temptation and engaged in the so-called pleasures of sexual sin with
the people of Moab and consequently experienced the wrath of God.®
Had they stayed true to their commitment to God and His guidance for
life, they would have avoided much heartache and suffering.

While separation to God was a necessity for Israel, we mustn’t forget
what God said when He spoke to Abraham, the father of the nation of
Israel: “And in your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed,
because you have obeyed My voice.”® In those embryonic days, God
made sure that the call to a separated life to Himself would positively
impact other nations. Through Israel, God’s blessing was to flow to the
nations. Ultimately, this promise was fulfilled in the Lord Jesus Christ,
who came as ‘Saviour of the world.”%°
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The Lord Jesus often interacted with the Pharisees. Their name derives
from a word that means, ‘the separated ones,” or ‘the separatists.” He
frequently challenged and rebuked them for their dogged adherence to
the Law of God that had lost sight of the reality of what it meant to
‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength,
and your neighbour as yourself. ** Their separated position often served
to elevate their own legalistic standards of holiness and caused them to
look down on others who, they judged, fell short. Many lacked genuine
compassion for those who needed to experience the mercy of God,
blinded by their separated status.

When the Lord Jesus prayed to His Father about his followers, He said,
‘They are not of the world, just as | am not of the world.”? He
recognised that His heavenly life had now been shared with those who
had believed in Him. Paul says a similar thing in Philippians: ‘our
citizenship is in heaven.”* We remain in the world, with all of its
godless ideologies and practices, but are to be separated to God in our
lives. As we’ve already said, that means new thought patterns and
behaviours based on God’s Word as empowered by the Holy Spirit.
Looking at what Paul writes in 2 Tim.3:1-5, we see that such a lifestyle
will mean the active avoidance of people whose behaviours are
contrary to God’s standards. We are to be discerning in the company
we keep!

But, just in case we think that we’re to cut ourselves off completely
from unbelievers, the Lord continued in His prayer, ‘Just as You sent
Me into the world, I also sent them into the world.’** While the Lord
had his remaining eleven disciples specifically in mind, we see a
principle that extends to all who’ve been called out of darkness into His
marvellous light.™> While we remain in the world, we choose God’s
ways rather than engaging in the world’s practices and, at the same
time, engage with people in such a way that the transcendent unifying
love of God will be seen and heard by them. We are not to be
separatists who judgementally condemn unbelievers who are acting
according to their nature and the course of this world.®

Rather, we are to recognise that we once were the same before the love
of God broke into our darkness. We then live with unbelievers in such a
way that declares the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the
face of Christ!” while never compromising in our life before God. If
compromise occurs it can have serious consequences, including
excommunication from church fellowship for having committed sins
that are incompatible with those who claim to be God’s people.®
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The temptations to engage in the short-term pleasures and fleeting
fulfilments of sin will bombard us on a daily basis - the lust of the flesh,
the lust of the eyes, and the boastful pride of life - but we are called to
resist and instead find our joy in God. As David said in one of his
psalms, ‘You have put joy in my heart, more than when their grain and
new wine are abundant. *°

Let’s commit to the long-term view of life with God, embracing the
growing pleasures of knowing God himself and living with people in
such a way that our joyful unity with fellow believers will be used by
God to bring others into the eternal community of love. Ultimately
that’s what everyone is longing for.

References: (1) e.g. Jn 14:6; 17:21-23 (2) e.g. Col.3:11 (3) e.g. Eph.4:3-
16 (4) Eph.5:8 (5) see 1 Jn 2:15-17 (6) Lev.20:7-8,24,26 (7) Num.23:9
(8) see Num.25 (9) Gen.22:18 (10) Jn 4:42 (11) LKk.10:27 (12) Jn 17:16
(13) Phil.3:20a (14) Jn 17:18 (15) 1 Pet.2:9 (16) see Eph.2:1-10 (17) 2
Cor.4:6 (18) see 1 Cor.5 & 6 (19) Ps.4:7

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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Leadership
Andy Seddon, Swindon, England

When it comes to church governance across the global Christian
community there is a wide variety of arrangements. Many titles are
given to church leaders who are appointed in different ways depending
on denomination, resources or local arrangements. Is this variety
necessary or acceptable, or does God give us a pattern to follow in His
Word? This short article, supporting the latter conclusion, aims to
summarise how the leadership of churches of God is implemented and
what the biblical basis is for this.*

References to leaders

In the New Testament two key Greek words are used for leaders of
churches of God. One is ‘episkope’ meaning inspection or oversight,
which is why the word overseer is often used.? The other word is
‘presbyteros’ meaning an older person, or elder,® which when referring
to a leader carries the expectation of corresponding maturity or wisdom.
These two words are used interchangeably, for example in Tit.1:5,7.
You could say ‘overseer’ stresses what leaders do whilst ‘elder’ stresses
something of what they are.

The word ‘diakonos’ is commonly translated deacon and means
servant. It sometimes, but not always, refers to a designated office such
as in 1 Tim.3:8, but deacons are distinguished from the leadership
group of overseers. There is no biblical precedent for differentiating
ranks of superiority within the leadership group, although there is
evidence that there were some elders who were particularly respected
and influential .

Recognition of leaders

Addressing the Ephesian elders, Paul tells them that ‘the Holy Spirit
has made you overseers’® so the first principle to highlight is the
sobering reality of divine appointment. On the human level, discerning
the mind of the Holy Spirit was the responsibility of existing elders as
indicated by scriptures such as Acts 14:23 and Tit.1:5. This recognition
was based on a very clear expectation of leadership qualities that should
be evident, laid out by the apostle Paul in 1 Tim.3:1-7 and Tit.1:6-9.
Overseers should be examples to ‘the flock.’®

There is no evidence that churches of God in the New Testament ever
had just one or dominant leader ruling over a church, in fact the
opposite is true. For example, in Acts 20:17 ‘Paul called the elders
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[plural] of the church’ (singular referring to the church of God in
Ephesus), and in Phil.1:1 Paul addressed the ‘overseers and deacons’ of
the church of God at Philippi. This ensures collective governance and
accountability.

Rule of leaders

It is evident that overseers (or elders) of different churches of God
worked together in an interdependent manner at local, district and wider
levels. The apostle Peter addresses his first Epistle to the ‘elect exiles of
the Dispersion” across multiple geographical districts” and then later
refers to them in the singular as a “spiritual house ... a holy priesthood
... a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation.’® Then he addresses
the Iegders: ‘I exhort the elders among you ... shepherd the flock of
God.”

A key application of this united approach is found in Acts 15 when a
divisive doctrinal matter (circumcision) was resolved by mutual debate
and agreement by elders across different districts: ‘the apostles and
elders were gathered together to consider this matter.’%° Their intention
was to seek out what ‘seemed good to the Holy Spirit™ which
combined frank debate with humble submission. This approach ensured
that there was a unity of teaching across all the churches.?

Elders are depicted as shepherds of the flock which belongs to God.
What a privilege and responsibility! Shepherds are to feed (or teach),
care, protect and lead the flock. They are to do so ‘not under
compulsion, but willingly” - not selfishly motivated but with eagerness,
conscious that they themselves are accountable to the Lord Jesus
Himself — “the chief Shepherd. *3

References: (1) For a much fuller treatment of the subject see J. Gault,
Elders and the Elderhood, Hayes Press 2016 (2) See 1 Tim.3:1; Acts
20:28; Phil.1:1; Tit.1:7; 1 Pet.2:25 (referring to Christ as the overseer of
your souls) (3) See e.g. Acts 11:30; 14:23; 15:4; 1 Tim.5:17 (4) e.g. see
Gal.2:9 and Acts 15:22 (5) Acts 20:28; (6) 1 Pet.5:3 (7) 1 Pet.1:1 (8) 1
Pet.2:5,9 (9) 1 Pet.5:1-2 (10) Acts 15:6 (11) Acts 15:28 (12) See also 1
Cor.14:33; 1 Cor.4:17;7:17 as examples of united doctrine (13) 1
Pet.5:1-4

Bible quotations from the ESV 2001.
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God’s rule

Arole in the armed forces
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

‘I’m in the Lord’s army!’? If so, we should not be in anyone else’s.

The churches of God teach that it is undesirable for a disciple of Jesus
to join a police force, and wrong to join the military. Those already in
such employment when saved should attempt to find alternative work if
free to do so0.? Taking responsibility to shoot to kill when ordered to do
so0 is inconsistent with what is to be taught and practised by those who
teach the church. People with pacifist beliefs might find this quite
straightforward. However, the real test comes ‘when the blast of war
blows in our ears,”® or when our own families and friends are at risk.
Churches closely linked to their governments may speak of ‘just’ wars.
And what if the law in essence says to serve in the armed forces or go
to jail as a traitor?

What does the Bible say?

First, we must acknowledge without excuse the Bible shows that God’s
people Israel were commanded by God to go to war, and even to
slaughter foreigners.* Apart from cultural aspects, two contextual points
arise: first, God had a just right simply as the Creator to punish or even
put to death His creatures. God describes Himself metaphorically as a
potter deciding how to use His clay; the clay has no right to complain!®
Second, God always acts consistently with His fundamental character
that combines truth and love. He displayed both virtues in giving
undeserving Israel repeated opportunity to be His kingdom on earth.
He, the divine potter, was even prepared to have other nations who
opposed His will in grossly sinful ways destroyed to make way for
Israel, so they could live peaceful and pure lives. But Israel failed to
live up to their divine privileges. So God, in amazing mercy, then sent
His Son, Jesus, to provide an effective way to achieve God’s purposes.

This second factor, the introduction of the Gospel through the
incarnation of the Son of God, did away with the Old Covenant
methodology to bring about God’s kingdom.® So, seeing Israel going to
war in the past is simply not a valid precedent for Christian military
activity today.

A landmark passage in this matter is Jn 17:16,18, where Jesus says:
‘they are not of the world ... | have sent them into the world.” Christ-
like Christians stand aside from political activity here, including
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defensive and aggressive military actions. Our motto is simply, ‘render
to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are
God’s.”” The Christian is involved in higher spiritual service. Our
conscience in serving the Lord for the benefit of our fellow men may
even lead us to accept punishment for failing to fight rather than take up
arms against those desperately needing spiritual solutions.® One of the
confusing and awful consequences of taking up arms is that Christians
in opposing armies may all feel they are serving God by killing each
other! However, the Lord Jesus did warn His innocent followers they
would be killed by murderers who thought they were serving God.®

The Bible does metaphorically describe the Christian as a soldier, but
makes it clear who leads the army: ‘endure hardship as a good soldier
of Jesus Christ.™® Remember also that the Lord Jesus Christ was
absolutely clear about not using force to protect Him.* Peace-making
that Christ commended in Matt.5:9 contemplates resolution of
disagreements not killing offenders.

Another important aspect is loss of personal freedom required to keep
God’s clearest commands. 1 Cor.7:23 tells us not to become slaves of
men. This principle applies broadly to all forms of employment, but
most clearly in relation to work that prevents attendance at meetings of
the church or puts the Christian into conflict situations.

Governments must maintain safety and God uses them to bring
judgment to evil nations. Our role is not to join those government
forces but to do good works that ensure such forces are not legitimately
brought against us! The command to us is clear: ‘Pursue peace with all
people, and holiness, without which no one will see the Lord! *2 13

References: (1) The New National Baptist Hymnal, 517 (2) 1 Cor.7:21
(3) Shakespeare, Henry V, Act 3, Scene 1 (4) Deut.7:1-6 (5) Rom.9:19-
24 (6) 2 Cor.5:17; Heb.8:13 (7) Matt.22:21 (8) 1 Pet.2:19-20; 1
Pet.3:14-17 (9) Jn 16:2 (10) 2 Tim.2:3 NKJV (11) Jn 18:36 (12)
Heb.12:14 NKJV (13) For a fuller treatment of this topic, see B.
Johnston, Exploring Issues of Life (Section 1.2), Hayes Press
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Subjection
Subjection in marriage
Tony and Joy Jones, Aberkenfig, Wales

The title of this topic would raise the hackles of many people in the
Global North, given a relentless equality drive. We have learned,
however, in our two earlier articles, that subjection and equality are not
mutually exclusive. The world’s definition is distorted to include the
ideas of dominance, servitude and power. Our greatest example is the
Lord Jesus who, though on equality with His Father, subjected Himself
voluntarily. Biblical subjection in particular circumstances, including
marriage, is a desire of God with specific purposes. He gives those
involved a choice to exhibit obedience. God has chosen to give the
prerogative of leadership to the husband and a Christian family cannot
prosper when that is not followed. Matthew Henry defines subjection as
‘an affectionate submission, and obedience to the just authority, of their
own husbands.’? Carrying that out in our lives brings glory to God as
those purposes are fulfilled in us.

In a letter to Timothy, Paul explains that, because Adam was created
before Eve, women are to show subjection to men in church situations.?
That order of creation was more significant for Paul than it is in the
minds of most today. It makes it a timeless command, rather than one
relating to a prevailing culture when the epistles were written. This was
in place even before the failure of the first married couple to keep that
one command. That catastrophe led to the Lord God pronouncing that a
part of the result of Eve’s transgression was that her husband’s rule
over her was affirmed, but she would now tend to want to challenge it.

Before Paul describes subjection in marriage, pointedly, he encourages
everyone in the church in Ephesus to be subject to each other. That’s to
display reverence for Christ* who was subject to His Father. Paul
explains that subjection is an aspect of the daily relationship of a
husband and wife. He makes it crystal clear that this is an opportunity
for the wife to reflect the submissive relationship of the Church which
is the Body of Christ to its Head, Christ Himself.

‘Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the
head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which
he is the Saviour. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives
should submit to their husbands in everything. ®

The requirement of this subjection being “as to the Lord’ is replicated in
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Col.3:18, with an extra word “fitting’ helping us to see the context:

‘Wives, submit yourselves to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.’
The Lord requires it. This is a precious privilege by which a wife can
imitate the person of the Lord Jesus; as a husband, the man cannot
show this same likeness to his Saviour. There is not an expectation,
though, on just the one person in the marriage. The husband is enjoined
to love his wife in a way that mirrors the love of the Head for His
Church - a most significant challenge for the men.

‘Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave
himself up for her. ®

The Lord Jesus who said, ‘My yoke is easy,’’ offers security through
looking after us, providing safety and protection, peace and meeting all
our needs. In resembling Him, a husband can give his wife similar
assurances.

The significance of naming Priscilla and Aquila in this order in five of
the seven New Testament references to them and their service together
in the cities of Corinth and Ephesus,® would seem to underline Priscilla
as the one who had the larger contribution to make; evidence that wives
do have very important roles within the marriage.

Marriage is more than two people sharing their lives with each other.
There is a union by which the two become one flesh. This surely points
back to the origin of Eve, who was made from the man’s extracted rib.
Each has complementary parts to play in this oneness.

‘In the Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor is man
independent of woman. For as woman came from man, so also man is
born of woman. *

There is opportunity presented for the two people in marriage to work
together as one, to bring glory to God. Peter writes of husband and wife
being ‘heirs together of the grace of life. ° Peter outlines practical help
to both wives and husbands. He explains that a purpose of God through
subjection can be achieved, and it has an eternal impact. The wife, by
choosing submissive behaviour, can play a key part in the salvation of
her unbelieving husband. Sarah’s attitude in her address of Abraham as
‘master’ is highlighted as living out how Peter anticipates a wife
acting.

It was perhaps not always like that for Sarah, given that she was a
major instigator of Hagar’s conception of Ishmael. She even tried to
point the finger of blame at Abram.!? The outcome of that lack of
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subjection is seen in strife between Ishmael’s descendants and relations
(Israelites) right to this day. There are similar instances seen in the
behaviour of Rebekah with Isaac, as she favoured Jacob, selling her
plan to Isaac to get Jacob away from Esau’s revenge®® and also Jezebel
inciting Ahab to evil.

‘There was never a man like Ahab, who sold himself to do evil in the
eyes of the LORD, urged on by Jezebel his wife. 4

It’s not that husbands get things right 100% of the time; far from it, of
course. Being in subjection, though, does give the wife a lesser
responsibility for decisions and actions, especially if the outcome
would be detrimental to Christian life. Similarly, the husband would be
similarly held to account, surely, for allowing his wife to override his
counsel not to pursue a path he could see was perilous for the couple.

Subjection does need thoughtful application. ‘Submit ... in everything *°
does not exempt a wife from challenging some decisions of her
husband. The Lord would not expect her to use subjection as a defence
for her godly focused conscience being overridden or God’s
expectations of a disciple taking a low priority. When conviction to
follow an alternate path is clear to her then, with prayer, an explanation
full of God-given grace, backed up with prior Christ-like behaviour, as
Peter encouraged, is a way to proceed.

Perhaps you know of some Christians who, in an attempt to fit scripture
into modern culture, accuse the apostle Paul of having an anti-women
inclination. Arriving at this conclusion then seems to create the
rationale that it is fine to ignore the matter of wives being in subjection;
Paul was showing his bias. They back this up by including Paul’s
stance on the role of women in churches. Clearly, scripture cannot be
interpreted differently in various cultures; it transcends all societies at
all times.

The danger of societal creep influencing the minds of younger
generations more than older people is always present. Younger people
are subjected to the current norms of the age in a more direct way
through friendships, employment, social media communications, media
generally and so on. Western society has actually removed a significant
degree of the Biblical role of women by devaluing the importance of
being wives and mothers, with increasing focus being given to having a
career of one’s own. It’s implied that the full potential of the wife is
being stifled by being a ‘stay-at-home mum.’

Precious family life is one loser with that pressure to aim high. Satan
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looks to wreak havoc with God’s good designs. Helpfully the Holy
Spirit, in Paul’s practical letter to Titus, covers this, including the
protection of God’s Word. Titus is instructed to help older women -
those who are not being so influenced in the ways of current culture - to
help younger wives to live biblically, including being subject to their
husbands.

‘Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live,
not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is
good. Then they can train the younger women to love their husbhands
and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be
kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no-one will malign the
word of God. "¢

Finally, note that in some English translations, an emphasis is put in all
the four New Testament passages referring to subjection in marriage
that this applies to ‘your own husbands.” There is no room given to
issue judgemental observations to others, but plenty of scope to live out
by example the application of the Word of God in married life. A poor
example causes damage to the testimony for Christ.

References:

Q) https://www.christianity.com/bible/commentary/matthew-henry-
complete/l-peter/3 (2) 1 Tim.2:11-13 (3) Gen.3:16 (4) Eph.5:21 (5)
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Bible quotations from the NIV 1984, unless stated otherwise.
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Where life is cheap
David Pattison, Leigh, England

‘People are more aggressive these days.” This is one of the statements
you’ll tend to find in online attitude surveys, alongside ‘people are too
easily offended.” You rate them from 1 to 5, where 1 = strongly
disagree, and 5 = strongly agree, or vice versa according to the source.

Attitude surveys, though their scientific validity and reliability are
around the level of a tabloid horoscope, have a large role to play in our
data-driven world. You wonder why your Facebook home page is
littered with cute puppies and kittens, then you remember that you once
gave a 4 or 5 rating to the ‘I am an animal lover’ statement on YouGov
or somewhere. But that’s a topic for another day.

So far we’ve been dealing with the symptoms rather than the disease.
Media moral panics aside, we’d probably agree from personal
experience that people are more aggressive these days. Emotions,
including fear, anger, pain and frustration, may lead to aggression. You
need go no further than the supermarket checkout, the airport terminal
or the car park. Occasionally one of the participants has ‘issues’, and
things turn violent, as aggression and violence often coincide.

Hate seems to be an easy option. We see enough world leaders (and
would-be leaders) practising policies of hate that we feel we’re simply
counting down to World War Ill. There is easy access to violent and
sexual images on the Internet. Should we then be shocked when that
filters down to micro level, and people commit murder and sex crime to
see what it’s like? The life of the victim is cheap indeed.

So are we culturally more violent now? We need to be careful here;
many of us look back through rose-tinted spectacles at a past that never
existed or existed only for a privileged few. Poverty, disease, war and
their associated low life-expectancy are nothing to be proud of. But
today’s world isn’t a world of ignorant peasants; we have a mine of
information at our fingertips. We also have the new order of woke,
leading to a growing resentment of a perceived preferential treatment of
tick box minorities, leading in turn to an increase in hate crime against
these supposed beneficiaries.

Welcome to Satan’s kingdom on earth! ‘The whole world lies in the
power of the evil one.” The good news is that Jesus says: ‘I have
overcome the world’?> so we are not of this kingdom, this world,?
having been delivered from the power of darkness.*
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We have in complete contrast a Christian instruction and practice on
which to stand, one that is grounded in love:

‘Knowledge makes arrogant, but love edifies. ®

‘... speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into
Him.

‘... love is from God: and everyone who loves is born of God and knows
God.”’

‘There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. ®

‘But everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger:
for the anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God. *

It is perhaps also worth remembering that, in a society obsessed with
diversity and inclusion, Christianity is probably the most diverse and
inclusive faith of all, and that inclusivity extends to the repentant
criminal,*® something that came easily to mind over the Easter holiday
period when this piece was written. Hatred is not beyond redemption.
Salvation is on offer to all.

References: (1) 1 Jn 5:19 (2) Jn 16:33 (3) Jn 17:14 (4) Col.1:13 (5) 1
Cor.8:1 (6) Eph.4:15 (7) 1 Jn 4:7 (8)1 Jn 4:18 (9) Jas.1:19-20 (10)
Lk.23:43

Bible quotations from the NASB95.
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Events to come

The Millennium
Lindsay Woods, Belfast, N. Ireland

As we move towards the end of the sixth millennium of the history of
humanity and, indeed, past the second millennium since the first advent
of Christ into this world, we have a heightened sense of the imminence
of the first phase of Christ’s second advent, the rapture of His church.
And as we look at the state of this world and what is happening in the
Middle East in particular, we can see a world that is getting ready for
the Antichrist (‘the beast’) and the great tribulation which will overtake
the nation of Israel in Daniel’s 70th week.! Now, as believers, we are
not only waiting expectantly to be called into heaven by our Saviour
but looking forward to what the Scriptures, in both the Old and New
Testaments, tell us about the 1000-year reign of Christ on this earth (the
millennium) when He returns in the second phase of His second
advent.?

Before Christ can set up His kingdom on earth He will first of all deal
with the Antichrist; the False Prophet; the armies surrounding
Jerusalem; the nations and people in the world who have come through
the great tribulation; and cast into the Abyss the Devil for 1000 years.?
Christ’s twelve apostles will sit on twelve thrones to judge Israel* and
we, His saints, will return with Him to the earth to be glorified with
Him before the world and He in us.® For faithful service we will also be
in some way a part of His government and rule.® How can we take all
this in?

When all who are counted worthy enter the kingdom there will be 1000
years of unprecedented peace, prosperity, security and plenty. The New
Testament speaks of this millennium in Revelation 20:1-10. There will
be a diverse population during that time — some who have come
through the great tribulation, including those beheaded by the
Antichrist for not taking his mark;’ those who survived and are judged
to be worthy of entering the kingdom;® the Church the Body of Christ,
i.e., the saints in glorified bodies; the Old Testament faithful who are
part of a first resurrection;® and those born during the 1000 years.

In the Old Testament we then read of what the earth will be like as
Christ renews it,'° how even animals will change in their very nature,
and how all the nations will enjoy peace, and worship the King who is
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ruling with righteousness and justice and with a rod of iron from
Jerusalem.’? There are many things that will happen during the
millennium that we struggle to fully understand, e.g. animal sacrifices
in Jerusalem,®® but we know that the Lord has His purposes for Israel
too.

But there will still be those born as sinners and die, although living to
become much older than today, nearly like it was in the first
millennium.'* But, sad to say, and hard to believe really, there will still
be a great revolt led by the Devil when he is released after the 1000
years. Then the Son of Man will put down for ever the great Adversary,
casting him into the lake of fire where the Antichrist and the False
Prophet are still held.®™ Then will take place the final assize at the Great
White Throne when all the dead in the second resurrection will be
judged righteously by our Saviour. Those whose names are not
recorded in the Book of Life will be cast into the lake of fire, this is the
second death.’® Aren’t we glad our names are in the book of life? The
scene is now set for a new heaven and a new earth, the New Jerusalem
that comes down out of heaven from God, where there will be no more
death, mourning, crying or pain.” Then we will not be counting the
years but living for ever. What a prospect!

References: (1) See Dan.9:24-27; Rev.12:1-6; 13:3-8 (2) Taking a
literal approach to the four Old Testament ‘I will’ covenants (Gen.13;
Deut.30; 2 Sam.7; Jer.31) requires this in conjunction with Rom.11 (3)
See Rev.19:11-21; 20:1-3 (4) Matt.19:28 (5) 2 Thess.1:6-10 (6) 1
Cor.6:2; 2 Tim.2:11-12 (7) Rev.20:4-6 (8) See Matt.25:31-46 (9) See
Dan.12:1-3; Rev.20:5-6 Note: ‘first’ here means first in this context, not
first of all. (10) See Isa.2:1-5; Isa.35; Amos 9:11-15 (11) See Isa.11:6-
9; 65:25 (12) Zech.14:17-19; lsa.11:1-5; Mic.4:1-4 (13) See e.g.
Jer.33:15-18; Zech.14:16-21; Ezek.43:18-27 (14) See 1sa.65:18-20 (15)
See Rev.20:7-10 (16) Rev.20:11-15 (17) Rev.21:1-5
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World empires

Greece
David Webster, Liverpool, England

The Old Testament closes with the rise of the Medo-Persian Empire
and the New Testament opens with the Roman Empire fully in control.
In between there was another power that controlled world events and
whose influence was seen in the days of the spread of Christianity. That
power was Greece. In 334 BC Alexander, a Macedonian king, who
would become known as Alexander the Great, launched a military
campaign against Persia and, although he only ruled for thirteen years,
his conquests ushered in the culture of Greece onto the world stage and
Greek became the universal language. In this series we have already
thought about the great statue that Nebuchadnezzar saw in a dream
depicting a succession of kingdoms.! Later Daniel saw a vision of a ram
and a goat in which the goat, with a prominent horn between its eyes,
came from the west and attacked the ram, trampling on it, and
subsequently the goat’s large horn was broken off and four horns came
up in its place. Daniel is told that:

‘The two-horned ram that you saw represents the kings of Media and
Persia. The shaggy goat is the king of Greece, and the large horn
between its eyes is the first king. The four horns that replaced the one
that was broken off represent four kingdoms that will emerge from his
nation but will not have the same power. ?

Daniel had long gone before Alexander the Great began his world
conquest, but our God sees human history clearly long before the
events take place; and the prophetic detail is amazing. History shows
that when Alexander died in Babylon (323BC) his kingdom was split
four ways into kingdoms that would continue to impact the land of
Israel.

Resistance

The intertestamental period saw the land of Israel buffeted between two
of those four kingdoms: the Ptolemaic dynasty in Egypt and the
Seleucid dynasty in Syria. Initially Judea survived the to and fro of
world politics. However, under the control of the Seleucid Antiochus
IV Epiphanes (175-163BC) things changed. He overthrew the rightful
line of the High Priesthood and brought destruction to Jerusalem and
desecration to the Temple. This ‘abomination that causes desolation
was a calculated insult and resulted in the rebellion of Mattathias and
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Judas Maccabaeus and his brothers, which successfully restored the
Temple worship. The period of the Maccabean Revolt was one of war,
violence, and infighting. Eventually the Romans took control and, by
63 BC, Judea had become a Roman province in which Mary ‘gave birth
to her firstborn, a son. ™

Legacy

In the Gospels we come across the Scribes, the Pharisees and the
Sadducees. As Aramaic replaced Hebrew to some extent as the
common language for the Jews, the Scribes maintained their knowledge
of Hebrew and became professional students of the law. As a reaction
to the acceptance of Greek culture into Jewish life the Pharisees were
known for their emphasis on personal piety and their acceptance of oral
tradition in addition to the written Law. They taught that Jews should
observe all 600-plus laws in the Torah, including the rituals concerning
ceremonial purification. On the other hand, the Sadducees, who
emerged out of this period, were the party of the high priests and
wealthy aristocratic families. They confined their beliefs to what was
written in the Pentateuch and resisted Greek influence by taking control
of the Temple worship and priesthood. The Essenes and Zealots came
into prominence at the end of this period. While the Essenes withdrew
from society awaiting God’s time, the Zealots were for freedom and
strongly opposed the occupying power.

Another important legacy from this period was the Bible that the Lord
Jesus and the early Christians would have been familiar with. The
Greek translation of the Old Testament is known as the Septuagint.®
When comparing New Testament quotations from the Hebrew Bible it
is clear that, often, it is the Septuagint that is being quoted. The
importance of the Septuagint was the Greek language. This made for
the spread of the Gospel across the world, allowing the disciples to
fulfil the command of the Lord Jesus to ‘be my witnesses in Jerusalem,
and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’® It also
allowed easy access to the Hebrew Scriptures and the promise of the
Messiah.

References: (1) See Dan.2:31-43 (2) Dan.8:20-22 (3) See Dan.9:27; 11:31;
Matt.24:15 (4) Lk.2:7 (5) The term Septuagint, meaning ‘seventy,’ actually
refers to the seventy-two translators involved in translating the Hebrew
Bible into Greek in the third and second centuries BC (often abbreviated to
the Roman numeral LXX). (6) Acts 1:8

Scripture references from the NIV 2011 (UK edition).
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Beroean.com
Interview with Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

Can you please give us a bit of background of this initiative?

Around 15 years ago, the North West England district of the Churches
of God started to publish a short magazine alongside its meetings for
young disciples, reviving the name of an older magazine: Beroean. The
number of articles contained in it increased as the magazine gained
traction over a handful of years. Thereafter, it gradually separated from
the young people’s meetings programme and began to migrate onling,
where it now fully exists as beroean.com.

The publication’s name comes from Acts 17:11, where Paul commends
those listening to him in the synagogue at Berea for their commitment
to testing against the Scriptures the teachings he was giving. The
present aim of Beroean is to teach and encourage young believers in the
faith by addressing their uncertainties and the issues of the present day.
In this, we might show how our faith is grounded in God’s Word and
give disciples a starting point in their own practice of testing what they
hear against the inspired Scriptures.

What has been your experience in attracting people to write for
Beroean?

By including young disciples among its authors, Beroean seeks to
encourage the study of the Scriptures in those who write for it, that they
might increase in the discipline of Bible study and in communicating
what they have learned to others. We are pleased to see that over the
course of this era of Beroean, some of our young authors have begun to
also write for NT (Needed Truth) and so continued to exercise their gift
in writing, to the benefit of the Body of Christ. With our team being
based in the UK, we periodically reach out to overseers who work in
other countries to ask if there are other disciples we can approach to
commission articles. Knowing our writers is an important step, because
we want to be able to give a person the opportunity to write in a way
that most closely reflects their gift in other aspects of Christian service:
for an uplifting article, someone who is an encourager; for an
instructional article, someone who is capable of teaching; for a helpful
article, someone who is performing similar acts of service.

Rarely, we receive submissions of articles outside of the requests we
make of authors. One freedom we have in our existence as an online
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‘magazine’ is that we are not constrained by a plan for a fixed number
of pages, meaning that such voluntary submissions are free to be
featured as long as they are faithful to the Bible and written by someone
in good standing in their church of God.

Moving from a print to an online product must have been
challenging. How do you see the different medium requiring different
approaches and skill sets?

It’s not just the writers for whom we try to find well-fitting roles at
Beroean. The team of young people who express their service to God in
helping us has expanded from the days of the print magazine. Some
joined the team when they were regularly moving between locations,
and unable to support the same local assembly every week; others had a
gift that is better suited to quiet work rather than in-person activity;
others had design flair, or technical skills which do not see ready usage
within our meetings. Working for Beroean is a stepping stone for these
disciples too - as their gift grows, so does their contribution to their
local assembly. Therefore at this time, the maintenance of our website
is undertaken by a small team of young disciples who have many other
commitments alongside Beroean, and our turnaround on submissions
can be slow. Nevertheless, we aim to keep content being produced all
year round, rather than in the big chunks of content that a paper
magazine produces.

Writing is a skill that not all possess; how do you ensure published
articles reach your intended standard?

Our editors have sometimes additionally taken on articles written by
those who struggle to phrase their thoughts in high-quality English, and
worked with the original authors to produce articles that are pleasing to
read. It doesn’t matter if the person is an inexperienced writer, someone
who struggles to put their thoughts down naturally, or for whom
English isn’t their native language - when we see an opportunity to
enable someone to pass on what they know of Christ to other disciples
then we want to enable that to happen.
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Kenya mission trip (2)

Church planting at Mukothima
Fred Ntido, Surulere, Nigeria

It was a glorious Lord’s day when we gathered in Mukothima for the
planting of the church. 25 people formed the nucleus and their joy was
boundless and priceless as the roll call was made. The thanksgiving was
exuberant and the singing was that of a people who had longed for the
day.

Visit to Magenka - the epicentre of trouble

Our trip to Magenka was an uncertain one. Although only 45 minutes
from our dwellings, the journey seemed unending. It was here the devil
struck forcefully, dissipating the church.

It was raining when we arrived for the Remembrance and our taxi was
unable to navigate the path in the forest where the church was now
meeting, having been dislodged from their hall.

We walked the muddy pathway with our shoes caked in red earth and
so felt embarrassed when the waiting brothers asked us to step into the
home where they were meeting in this state.

The number of those waiting grew to 25 as we got ready for the
Remembrance. It was immensely gratifying to see and learn that that
which Satan intended for the harm of the believers had been graciously
turned by the Lord to their good. More had been added to the church.

A trip to Sengera, the mother church

Upon our return to Nairobi, we had shuddered at the thought of
embarking on a day-and-a-half journey to Sengera in the Western
region. So, we opted for a flight to Kisumu and began the three-and-a-
half hour road trip to Ogembo.

We met with the three overseers in Sengera - Jorom Nyasaka, Enock
Matoke and Thomas Obondi - in our lodgings. It was a time of
refreshing as the brothers outlined their vision not only for their
assembly but for the work in Kenya.

The Bible study time in the hall was a most engaging one as we pored

over the story of Elimelech and Naomi from the book of Ruth. We all

did not want the studies to end. Lord’s day was a most unusual one. We

had over 40 visitors who had come from different churches as observers

to confirm our orthodoxy. This was the result of a government directive
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to churches, and county and local governments to self-review,
following the murderous actions of Paul Mackenzie who led over 400
Kenyans to starve to death with a promise of meeting the Lord Jesus
Christ.

It was a wonderful opportunity to share with the attentive audience, not
only the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ but also the
uniqueness of our position as the people of God.

Going home

And so our time in Kenya was swifter than a weaver’s shuttle. | had not
only become besotted with the incredibly beautiful country but the
equally warm and affable saints in the four churches of God. Their
sincerity was disarming and devotion challenging. And, yes, | learnt
that the Kenyans cherish their lunch after every meeting, as much as the
British their tea. 1 would require no further prompting to return to
Kenya.
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From the Editors’ desk
Issue 4 -2024

My wife and | stopped for a coffee on a journey during a summer break
and a poster on the wall of the café announced: ‘We have no wi-fi:
pretend it’s 1895 and talk to each other.” It’s common now to see
couples or groups of people sitting at tables with each person
interacting with their own smartphone in a virtual world of their own.
And it is very much a world of their own. The algorithms used by these
social platforms - such things as Facebook, Instagram, etc - are all
designed to personalise the information that we each see on our screen,
such as adverts and newsfeeds.

You’ll see a different page from the page | see. Each of us gets a
personalised view of the world, one that’s tailored to our own interests.
This tends to increase the social fragmentation we see in society,
contrasting with the strong sense of community valued in the cultures
of Bible times. More than 50 times, the New Testament emphasizes the
practice of Christianity as something we do with ‘one another’ - a
marked contrast indeed with the social isolation of the digital age where
multiple, virtual contacts can easily take the place of real personal
engagement with the people nearest to us.

The first three Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) are known as the
‘synoptic’ or ‘common view’ Gospels. In general, studying God’s
Word should bring us together with a shared biblical worldview as we
look for the plain sense of the text as carefully understood in its literal
and historical context. Contrary to popular notions of personalised
interpretations, each part of the Bible has one correct interpretation to
keep us all ‘on the same page.” One standard of teaching® is the Bible’s
antidote to fragmentation.

In a world of ‘sound-bites’ and ‘tweets’ with a 140-character limit, let’s
try to avoid the distraction of information overload in our own mind.
Condensed into each article that follows, is a nutritious diet of solid
food. Pretend it’s 1895 and take time to enjoy the real world of the
Bible!

Brian
(1) 1 Tim.1:3-4; 2 Tim.1:13
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Elijah
Overcoming our vulnerabilities
Tom Palmer, Cardiff, Wales

Why is it so common to have a depressing or dispiriting experience
very soon after a time of great joy or happiness? In the UK, we refer to
these occasions as ‘downers’ and a typical example is ‘that’ feeling
when arriving back from a holiday to face a pile of washing, or a full
inbox of emails. Another example is the sense of isolation that comes
over us when we return to normal after having spent time in fellowship
with believers at a camp or conference.

In 1 Kings 19, Elijah experiences a major downer. From the excitement
and joy of the dramatic victory over the prophets of Baal on Mount
Carmel, a death threat brings Elijah crashing back to reality and he flees
in terror for his life.

Perhaps Elijah anticipated that God’s victory on Mount Carmel and the
returning rains would cause Jezebel to repent? Maybe he hoped that he
would now be welcomed at the palace by the Queen and would spend
his days helping to return the kingdom to obedience? Either way,
Elijah’s fear was a reasonable, human response. After all, Queen
Jezebel’s track record of killing God’s messengers was second to none.

It is important to note that the ‘word of the Lord’ is absent at this point
of the narrative, so Elijah wasn’t fleeing at God’s command. He was
responding to his own ‘fight or flight’ impulses and putting as much
distance as possible (about 120 miles) between himself and danger.

Just like Elijah, we are often at our most spiritually vulnerable during a
downer and likely to react in a similar way. It is important to be aware
of our human highs and lows and to draw near to the ‘word of the Lord’
for guidance rather than to react to our impulses.

You may recall an advert in the UK and US for a chocolate bar with the
line, “You’re not you when you’re hungry,” and it certainly appears
that, like the characters in the advert, Elijah had a major case of the
‘hungergrumps’ when he came to rest under the broom tree. In fact, he
needed two big sleeps and two divine meals to fuel him for the trip to
Mount Horeb (about 250 miles)!

Fear, exhaustion, hunger. Elijah experienced all these very human
weaknesses, but how loving and encouraging it is that our heavenly
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Father does not scold Elijah but provides for his needs: a shady tree for
a safe place; food and water for his hunger; sleep for his exhaustion.
Sometimes, physical rest is essential for emotional and spiritual
restoration. In our frenetic lives, we often underestimate the importance
of rest, but God knows our limits and graciously provides solace.

After stewing on his thoughts for 40 days, Elijah finally enters a cave
and is met by the ‘word of the Lord.” The threat from Jezebel weighs so
heavily on his mind that he loses all appreciation for the one in whose
presence he stands and launches into a self-pitying tirade. Elijah is
instructed to go and stand before the Lord on the mountain and there he
experiences strong winds, earthquake, and fire - all powerful signs like
on Mount Carmel. However, it is in the sound of a low whisper that
Elijah hears the ‘voice of the Lord.” Elijah’s encounter with God re-
calibrates his perspective and Elijah realises, as we appreciate today,
that it is through God’s Word and voice that He instructs us.

God’s restoration of Elijah extends beyond mere comfort. He renews
Elijah’s purpose. The prophet is instructed to anoint Elisha as his
successor. Additionally, God reveals His plan for Israel: Elijah is to
anoint Hazael as king over Aram and Jehu as king over Israel. These
assignments demonstrate that God has a broader agenda beyond
Elijah’s immediate circumstances. By involving him in these tasks, God
reaffirms that He is in control and that Elijah still has a role to play.

‘And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ,
after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make
you strong, firm and steadfast.” (1 Pet.5:10 NIV)

We should take comfort that in moments of human weakness, as with
Elijah, God will restore us and make us fit to continue to participate in
His service.
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Identity

Distinctive church
Lindsay Woods, Belfast, N. Ireland

We live in a world that has become increasingly obsessed with self-
image and self-identity. One UK national newspaper columnist
described our society as ‘Me, Myself and 1. We should not be
surprised at this: it’s been predicted in the New Testament that ‘in the
last days ... people will be lovers of self ... lovers of pleasure rather
than lovers of God.” As believers in the Lord Jesus Christ living in
such a self-oriented world, we must take great care not to be drawn into
a preoccupation with how we see ourselves and are seen by others
when compared with the world’s role models. Fuelled by social media
and so-called ‘influencers’, this behaviour can be very subtly pervasive
and sadly often extremely damaging to our mental, physical and
spiritual wellbeing. The antidote to this can be realised as we spend
more of our time in God’s Word, growing in the knowledge of God and
His Son and learning about our true identity.

In this short series on identity, we have been reminded of how we have
been given a new identity in Christ,2gloriously translated from darkness
to light,® and from death to life,* called by God’s amazing grace into a
relationship with God, so changing our identity now and forever. That’s
how God sees us as His children; but how should we now see
ourselves? How should others see us? The purpose that God has for us
is to transform the way we think,® giving us a true understanding and
developing experience of our new birth,® new creation,” new life,® new
self® and new image which is being renewed day by day into the image
of Christ.1? Is that what is seen by our neighbours, colleagues, friends
and other believers?

Our identity in the Church the Body of Christ is spiritual - we are
members of the body. This is an invisible reality®? that Christ wants us
to show out in local churches in our communities. These local churches
are built on a defined foundation,*® comprised of living stones and with
Christ as the chief cornerstone.'* The foundation is what Christ taught
His apostles and they have passed on to us in the New Testament
writings. New Testament churches were certainly distinctive, getting
the name from their persecutors, ‘the Way, 15 and they were united in
their adherence to a body of teaching to which they had been
delivered,’® described as the faith!’ and the truth.!® Together these
churches formed “the church of the living God, *° the house of God.?°
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The pattern was clearly laid down at Pentecost: those who believed
were baptised, added to the existing local believers, and ‘devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching, the fellowship, the breaking of the
bread, and the prayers.? These are principles and practices that we
should not manipulate or decide to dispense with, but before God, and
with the help and guidance of the Holy Spirit, devote ourselves to in
our communities. God’s desire is to have a people that are His own??
who are distinctive in how they serve Him, through worshipping in
spirit and truth, preaching the full gospel, making disciples, teaching
them to observe all that the Lord commanded® and by doing good
works in our communities.?® Let’s live our lives by God’s grace doing
those things that please Him and not ourselves.?® Let’s observe what He
teaches us in His Word on how we should be serving together in
churches in our communities - distinctive but not isolated. It’s certainly
a challenge to live as a church like this in our world.

References: (1) 2 Tim.3:1-5 (2) Gal.3:26-28 (3) Col.1:12-13 (4) Jn 5:24
(5) Rom.12:2 (6) Jn 3:5-8 (7) 2 Cor.5:17 (8) Rom.6:4 (9) Eph.4:2-24;
Col.3:9-10 (10) Rom.8:28-30; 2 Cor.3:18 (11) Rom.12:4-5; Eph.3:6;
4:25; 5:30 (12) Col.3:3 (13) Eph.2:20 (14) 1 Pet.2:4-10 (15) Acts 9:1-2;
24:14-15 (16) Rom.6:17 (17) Jude 3; 1 Tim.4:6; 6:12 (18) 1 Tim.2:4; 2
Tim.2:25; Tit.1:1; Heb.10:26; 2 Jn 1:4 (19) 1 Tim.3:15 (20) Eph.2:19-
22; 1 Cor.3:16-17; 1 Pet.2:5 (21) Acts 2:41-42 (22) 1 Pet.2:9-10;
Eph.1:13-14 (23) Jn 4:23- 24; Heb.10:19-25; 12:28-29 (24) Matt.28:18-
20 (25) Eph.2:10; 2 Tim.3:17; Tit.2:14; Heb.10:24 (26) Eph.5:8-10

Bible quotations from the NIVV2011.
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Modern origins of Churches of God
Understanding fellowship
Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

Fellowship is a concept that is easily missed, yet it is fundamental to
the way in which believers are called to live within churches of God,
and how churches of God interact with one another. It is easy to call
ourselves a disciple of the Lord Jesus if we go to a church that aligns
with our preconceptions about God, and to act lovingly towards other
people when we feel moved to do so. But we are not called to a life of
such piecemeal service: we are called into the Fellowship of Jesus
Christ; sharing in His sufferings,® and committing ourselves to carrying
the burdens of all those who have made a similar commitment to
fellowship with our Lord.? Paul instructed the Corinthian church to
make a financial giving each week to the church;? this ‘collection’ is ‘a
fellowship’ they shared with their brothers and sisters in the Church of
God. He encouraged them with the example of the Macedonians, who
gave regardless of the difficulty of their personal circumstances.*
Money is just one part of the behaviour of fellowship, where each
individual remains committed to the cost of supporting the local
believers around them, and churches of God remain committed to each
other. When writing to the church that met in Philemon’s house, Paul
could speak of ‘the fellowship of your faith’ which is effective for
knowledge of the things we have in Christ.

Fellowship with Christ, and with each other, demands that we separate
ourselves from people who are not making those same commitments,
because our fellowship would then be with their sin;® then coming to
‘the Lord’s table’ with that fellowship with sin would be deeply
inappropriate.” Our separation needs to go even so far as to stand apart
from those who have stepped back from the full commitment to life in
obedience to the Lord.®

Founding Churches of God

This publication was founded when certain brothers were inspired by
the Spirit of God to consider what it means for members of the Body of
Christ to be together in fellowship in a church of God, and those
churches of God to be together joined into ‘The Fellowship which is in
the Son of God.” As people read these truths being expounded, they
saw the necessity of separating themselves from other churches and
dedicating themselves fully to this Fellowship. Though this
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phenomenon happened first in 1892-1896 in the United Kingdom, the
same process has happened now in twenty countries across the globe
through to the present day, with the first movers in these countries often
enduring many years of separation and waiting for the Lord to establish
churches of God in the places where they are.

Withstanding division through fellowship

There was, at one point, a controversy within the churches of God that
threatened to divide the entire Fellowship. As with earlier Christian
disputes under Luther and Darby, it had a spiritual man of great
endeavour at its head. The work of this troublemaker who rejected the
principle of fellowship was summarised afterwards:

‘[The crisis] has left the Community somewhat fewer in numbers, but
we believe strengthened, because of the greater oneness of purpose now
obtaining amongst us. We are weak enough indeed - but our strength is
all in God, the Living God. We are few in number, but it is to Him we
look to multiply us as He will. We are not at the end of our troubles,
nor do we expect to be till our days on earth are finished. On the
contrary, the maintenance of the place of testimony is likely to call
forth the continued inveterate hostility of the Adversary, and we shall
find it no easy thing ever to contend earnestly for the Faith. But we are
bound to recognize that we have been given a deliverance; that God has
been pleased to bless the means used and to avert the disaster that
recently threatened to overwhelm us.”®

The unity of churches of God is not by a dictator or pope, but through
common submission to the truth of God’s Word established in
fellowship by the leading of the Spirit. This unity does not permit
division of churches of God, and instead calls upon fellow churches to
establish agreement when differences arise. The Lord desired that we
may be one,'® and gave us the principle of fellowship to achieve this,
‘submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.’!* This isn’t the
path to worldly riches or influence, but relying only on God’s strength
will enable us to stand as a fortress for the truth.

References: (1) Phil.3:10 (2) 2 Cor.1:7 (3) 1 Cor.16:1-3 (4) 2 Cor.8:3
(5) Phm.1:6 NASB (6) Rev.18:4 (7) 1 Cor.10:19-21 (8) 2 Jn 9-11 (9) C.
M. Luxmoore, A Record of Divine Deliverance (10) Jn 17:22 (11)
Eph.5:21

Bible quotations from the ESV, unless stated otherwise.
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Separation
Separation from error
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

Separation originates from God’s holy nature

We have already observed that our consideration of this Bible-wide
theme must begin with God as the one who is holy. That is, he is set
apart in total ‘otherness’ - emphatically so from a sinful creation.?

Whereas the Old Testament centred on separation from ungodly
people,? the New Testament treatment of the subject is more focused on
separation from those who, to a degree at least, were godly people.
Those in New Testament churches of God had first and foremost to
maintain their separated stance from Judaism, as reflected in the
Hebrews’ letter.® Today, we face the challenge of being distinct from
other monotheistic and all polytheistic ‘faiths.” There was also the
challenge to first-century believers posed by deviant religious views,
for example Gnosticism, of which we see early hints in the letter to the
Colossians.* Today, we face multiple heresies promulgated by various
cults. Many decisions about being separate from error, and from those
promoting it, were faced by first century believers in the New
Testament churches of God. The Apostle Paul warned explicitly in Acts
20:27-32 that departures from the authentic Christian faith would come.
In time, such novelties as baptismal regeneration did emerge.

Not all that different

We may conclude, then, that the situation in the first-century
Fellowship of the Churches of God was not as different from today as
we might imagine. At their inception, there were many believers
outside of the first churches of God. At Jerusalem, we need only
compare Acts 1:15 with 1 Cor.15:6, noting also Acts 5:14; in Samaria,
we can lay Jn 4 alongside Acts 8; and at Antioch, we may balance verse
19 with verses 20-24 of Acts 11. The main difference with today lies in
the fact that these were, as yet, ‘unchurched’ believers professing Jesus
as the Messiah, rather than believers existing in long-term established
denominational groupings that we readily encounter today.

The command to separate from apostasy

As in the case of those Jerusalem priests who became obedient to the
Christian Faith taught by the Apostles,® we may conclude that many of
the early unchurched later did follow on into the churches of God. But
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by no means all, perhaps, and certainly some who did would later turn
away from, and even resist, the truth to which they became exposed in
detailed faithful teaching. We can safely conclude this from Bible
passages that call on orthodox believers:

to turn away from dissenters;®

to reject heretics;’

to not receive those advancing different teaching;®

to cleanse themselves from those who had strayed from the truth;®
to avoid those merely holding to a form of godliness;° and

to avoid association with accursed preachers of a different
Gospel.1*

As to the last reference, Paul begins his letter to Rome by describing
himself as set apart for the gospel of God.*? It was this devoted
separation to the gospel that made him to be passionately opposed to
any kind of false gospel.® Strikingly, 2 Tim.2:16-17 uses a medical
analogy, one that invokes the imagery of the surgeon who separates
diseased tissue from the body. Scripture draws the explicit parallel that,
in the spiritual realm, false teaching must be similarly dealt with.
Faithful people were those who held a straight course, as opposed to
those who swerved aside from the objective standard or pattern of
truth.}* Both quotes contained in verse 19 of 2 Tim.2, mentioning
departure from wickedness and God’s knowledge of those who are His,
relate historically to apostasy from within the ranks of God’s people.®®
They, without doubt, applied to Hymenaeus and Philetus, believers in
early church testimony who had erred concerning matters of truth.
From them (and others like them), faithful believers, who are viewed as
being vessels for honour, were to cleanse (or ‘out-purge’) themselves.*
The obvious implication is that it is better to be divided by truth than
united by error.

The need to be separate from any who consistently disobey
God’s Word

We have the example of someone being dis- fellowshipped?’ for gross
moral misconduct. The following chapter references ‘kingdom’®8
showing that this action to be carried out locally by church elders at
Corinth put the brother outside of the entire community of interlinked
churches. Such action ultimately has in view the restoration of the
repentant offender;*® not only punishment?® and the display of church
purity.?

We next draw attention to the commands of 2 Thess.3, where we find
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these frank instructions:

keep away from an unruly brother (v.6);
take special note of that person (v. 14);
do not associate with him (v.14); yet

do not regard him as an enemy (v.15);
but admonish him as a brother (v.15).

We are compelled to ask: who are the disorderly or unruly to whom
these things apply? This reference to disorderliness was a military term
used of soldiers breaking rank and of any person who deviated from a
prescribed order. Disorderliness shows itself in different ways. In 2
Thess.3:11, some of the Thessalonians were refusing to fulfil their God-
given responsibility to work with their hands to earn a living, so to
mind their own business - something their attention had previously
been drawn to0.?? They were guilty of disobeying a clear command, both
by word and by letter.

Comparing 2 Thess.3:6 with 2 Thess.2:15, we see their guilt lay,
fundamentally, in not holding fast to the tradition that had been handed
down to them. Usually, when we speak of tradition we tend to think of
mere human teachings, without scriptural support, that are handed
down from preceding generations. Here, by contrast, the reference is to
the teaching and letters handed down from the apostles. This apostolic
tradition means the same as the apostolic teaching, as found, for
example, in Acts 2:42. The biblically prescribed treatment of this case
would therefore apply against any believer who is persistently
disobedient to the traditions handed down from the apostles, now
possessed by us in written form in the New Testament.

Sometimes we hear an appeal being made to the aphorism: ‘In
essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.” This
only begs the question: What are the essential things of Christian belief
and doctrine? If any should wish to debate when a doctrinal difference
becomes too insignificant to merit separating from, he or she would
need to weigh up the fact that the specific issue in 2 Thessalonians was
idleness, not rank heresy of any stripe.

The positive goal of our separation

The goal God sets before us in Scripture is to be a gathered-out people
for God, for His praise: a holy priesthood; a house and kingdom and
nation for God, bringing the fruits of obedience to Him.? This is a
gathering of all that’s according to the pattern of the apostolic Faith,?*
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as distinct from all that’s not according to the pattern. All this comes
with the awesome privilege of accessing the holy place in heaven each
first day of the week as we worship in spirit and truth in the beauty of
holiness before the throne of God at the Breaking of the Bread.?® The
latter is a church of God function to which the Lord himself grants
admittance (by way of setting the parameters for ‘the closed table’%).
Casual fellowship is not compatible with such lofty and holy privilege.

The subsequent history of professing Christianity

Since New Testament times, it has often been proved that separation,
albeit as a last resort, is the only biblical solution to apostasy.
Throughout the history of the continuing Reformation through The
Brethren Movement and on into Churches of God, separation from
error was essential at each stage. The only way to perpetuate biblical
truth is to separate it from all forms of error and compromise. It cannot
be perpetuated through compromise, and compromise cannot be
avoided without separation. Someone was once heard to wryly
comment: “You can’t play soccer and cricket on the same pitch.’

Denominational patterns of separation

It is simply a matter of observation that among all thoughtful believers -
those trying to follow the scriptures advanced above - lines of
separation have been drawn, as indeed they must be. The only
difference between cases is where the line is drawn. There are those
who disassociate themselves from Unitarians, from Universalists, from
pedo-Baptists, and so on. In the light of all the above, Acts 2:41-42 is
advanced as the only basis for, and the full scope of, our evangelical
activity as we serve the Lord who commissioned us to observe ALL the
things He has taught us via His apostles, being plainly understood from
an objectively correct handling of the biblical text. This precludes any
thought of temporary amalgamation for a more limited objective.

The ultimate issue, and key point underscoring all that has been said,
lies in determining whether or not there is a pattern for our service in
Scripture. When this is granted, where we draw the line follows.

References: (1) Lev.20:26; 1 Pet.1:16; cf. Acts 7:2-3 (2) Gen.24:3; Ezra 9:1;
Neh.2:19-20 (3) e.g. Heb.7:18 (4) e.g. Col.2:8-10 (5) Acts 6:7 (6) Rom.16:17
(7) Tit.3:10 (8) 2 Jn 10 (9) 2 Tim.2:21 (10) 2 Tim.3:5 (11) Gal.1:9 (12)
Rom.1:1 (13) Gal.1:8-9 (14) 2 Tim.2:2,15,18; 1:13 (15) Num.16:5,27 (16) 2
Tim.2:21 (17) 1 Cor.5:13 (18) 1 Cor.6:9-11 (19) 2 Cor.2:8 (20) 2 Cor.2:6 (21)
2 Cor.7:11 (22) 1 Thess.4:11 (23) e.g. 1 Pet.2:5,9 (24) 2 Tim.1:13 (25)
Heb.10:19 (26) Acts 2:41
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Discipline
Graham Schleyer, Liverpool, England

Church discipline should be the exception rather than the norm but is
nevertheless a subject that cuts across the sanctity of the local church.
In the service of the house of God in the Old Testament, the holiness of
God was to be respected and preserved by the priesthood and the
nation. ‘Holiness is pleasing to Your house, LORD?” A holy God
expected His people to be characterised by holiness, a testimony to the
nations around. We see in the sin and punishment of Achan? and Nadab
and Abihu® a reflection of the standards by which God expected His
Old Testament people to live and perform their priestly responsibilities.

The same is equally true of God’s New Testament people and house.
‘Do you not know that you are a temple of God and that the Spirit of
God dwells in you?* The fate of Ananias and Saphira® is a sombre
reminder of how Satan’s aim has always been, and continues to be, to
destroy purity in the personal and collective lives of the saints. The
Lord Jesus warned His disciples of the devastating effects of the leaven
of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod;® the potential spread and
corrupting influence of evil doctrine and evil moral practice,
respectively.

The purpose of discipline is to uphold God’s holy standards, but always
with a view to repentance and restoration. Where sin occurs in a church
that has the potential to affect its testimony and church order, this needs
an understanding of the seriousness of the sin, repentance, confession
and cessation of the sin. Paul differentiates between the sensual sins,’
e.g. adultery and fornication, and sin of a social nature,® e.g. a falling
out over a disagreement or tactless comment. In the case of social sin,
discipline involving a personal warning would seem appropriate: ‘We
urge you, brothers and sisters, admonish the unruly,”® alongside
reconciliation and forgiveness. This is a timely reminder for us to keep
short accounts and put right any social sins that will affect our service
for the Lord, especially our attendance and participation at the
Remembrance. Unrepentant behaviour that goes unchecked will cause
disunity in the church and hold back blessing.

There is a clear-cut case in the Church of God in Corinth® for our
instruction and guidance in applying the discipline known as being
‘removed’ or ‘put away’ from the church. We also refer to it as
excommunication. The sin of moral failure of a brother is in focus and
the divinely inspired instruction and guiding principle of the Apostle is
unambiguous. Paul also warned of their proud attitude and lack of grief
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over the sin in not judging it themselves. They were still associating
with this brother. When guilt of such sin is proved, overseers will bring
the case to the notice of the church (not all may be aware) for the
appropriate discipline to be actioned. The discipline should be with a
view to restoration, provided there is repentance.

We see a similar statement as used in 1 Cor.5:6 about the leaven of
moral evil in Paul’s letter to the Galatians, this time in regard to
doctrinal failure. The need for Paul to write to these churches was ...
false teaching that threatened their faith and unity. The failure of
Hymenaeus and Alexander in 1 Timothy 1 also appears to have been of
a doctrinal nature. Paul’s judgemental statement of being ‘handed over
to Satan, 2 also used in 1 Cor.5:5, is to experience the discomfort and
unhappiness within a sphere of influence that should be alien to a child
of God, and that is outside the fellowship of the saints and blessing of
God, deprived of spiritual service. The gravity of ‘being handed over to
Satan’ and Paul’s statement in Gal.5:12 (margin) — ‘I wish that those
who are troubling you would even cut themselves off” - would support
the discipline of putting away from the church. The reason for
discipline is to learn not to continue in a rebellious attitude and humbly
repent with a view to recovery.

Sin has the power to destroy, but love has the power to restore and for
grace to flow. It is good, therefore, to conclude this article on a positive
note of restoration and loving grace®® with the sin of 1 Cor.5 disciplined
appropriately and the brother restored to fellowship as is drawn to our
attention in Paul’s second letter.'*

References: (1) Ps.93:5 (2) Josh.7 (3) Lev.10 (4) 1 Cor.3:16 (5) Acts
5:1-11 (6) Mk.8:15 (7) Col.3:5 (8) Col.3:8-9 (9) 1 Thess.5:14 (10) 1
Cor.5 (11) Gal.5:9 (12) 1 Tim.1:20 (13) 2 Cor.2:6-8 (14) 2 Cor.2

Bible quotations from the NASB2020.
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God’s rule

Protests
Geoff Hydon, Mount Forest, Canada

A significant desire in Scripture is that we ‘lead a quiet and peaceable
life in all godliness.” With that objective in mind, should Christians
engage in public protests or demonstrations? These terms have a range
of meanings. This article addresses joining with as large a crowd as
possible in an attempt to express discontent, in an unavoidable way
designed to disrupt the status quo. Protesting is not a clear-cut issue;
some non-violent expressions of legitimate concerns cannot be
classified equally alongside violent, destructive extremism. But even in
the more inoffensive activities where we are more likely to be tested,
there are valid concerns.

Why protest? Usually, to support a strongly held cause, often reflecting
a political viewpoint. There is a challenging scriptural principle that if
authorities compel us to act contrary to the Word of God, we are
obliged to remain faithful to the requirements of God’s Word and be
ready to prayerfully suffer the consequences.? And remember, God has
permitted authorities to be there. That’s a repeated Bible message.?
Whether it be political protest, discontent with employment
arrangements, or other ‘hot button issues’, all these potential causes
require our careful and prayerful thought before joining a crowd in
opposition. After praying, we may rightly want to engage in permitted
actions consistent with our prayer requests. When we are sure our
objectives are right, we must then focus on methods to achieve them.
Sometimes the best solution is simply to move away from the problem,
rather than trying to change things where we are.* Anyway, Bible
examples may help us to see potential issues that need to be weighed
up.

The Lord spoke to correct hypocritical leaders’ errors, but note that in
doing so He encouraged the crowd towards practical obedience to the
truth of God’s Word.> We remember, however, how easily such crowds
were stirred by others, first to praise, then to crucify.® So, we learn that
influencing crowds may well arouse strong feelings, but hearts and
minds may not be lastingly persuaded using this method. And we must
not mix up standing in public testimony with marching with destructive
fervour. For instance, in Acts 19:21-20:1 and Acts 21:30ff crowds were
stirred up to protest in religious zeal against minority Christians. The
situation got out of hand and the protest became a riot. Unsurprisingly
in these cases, the outnumbered disciples did not attempt a counter-
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protest. Pragmatically, using public protests to achieve our goals
exposes us to the inability to control or convince crowds, and may even
result in consequences opposite to our own objectives.

Acts 12 records the killing of the apostle James and the subsequent
imprisonment of Peter by Herod. If the Scriptures needed to provide an
example of organized protests by disciples against anti-Christian
victimization, surely this would have been the set of circumstances to
justify it. God intervened directly, but not perhaps as expected, in
response to the prayers of the Church of God in Jerusalem.” Acts 4
agrees with this.2 The apostles’ message was encouragement to endure
injustice patiently, recognizing something of God’s sovereign
purposes.® No revolt; no civil disobedience nor even political
persuasion; not even mention of disrespect for the authorities who had
wrongfully condemned them.

Focus on our heavenly rather than earthly citizenship® is needed,
remembering our Lord’s broad statement that we ‘are not of the
world’,** where ‘the world’ describes humanity in its systematic
attempts to leave God out of decision-making. Such fundamentals have
application to involvement in protesting too. Evidently, we need to
avoid giving wrong perceptions or being seen as part of a protesting
group typified by others who do not share our high standards of
behaviour.? So, to summarize:

e  Obey the word of the Lord despite external pressure.

e Public witness requires preparatory prayer and wise methods in
order to be appealing and effective.

e We must choose our company wisely, so that good motives are not
compromised by public mistrust of those with whom we appear to
stand.

References: (1) 1 Tim.2:2 (2) Acts 4:18-20; 5:27-29 (3) Rom.13:1-7;
Tit.3:1; 1 Pet.2:13-14 (4) Acts 11:19 (5) Matt.23:3 (6) Matt.21:9;
27:20-26; Mk.15:11; Lk.23:13-23 (7) Acts 12:5 (8) especially Acts 4:1-
3,16- 20,33 (9) see 1 Pet.1:6-7; 1 Pet.2:13-19 (10) Phil.3:20 (11) Jn
15:19; 17:14-16 (12) 1 Cor.15:33; 1 Thess.5:22 KJV; 2 Cor.6:14

Bible quotations from the NKJV, unless stated otherwis
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Subjection

Subjection in the family
Ira and Jess Williamson, Trinidad, USA

‘I submit!” An exclamation that might sound like surrender or defeat,
but perhaps should be more often used as our battle cry. It matters to
whom, and why, we submit and it’s important to understand the truths
laid down in the previous articles in this series.

Colossians 3:18-21 outlines this subject in four statements:

‘Wives, submit yourselves to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.
Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them. Children,
obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. Fathers, do
not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.’

By God’s design, families are formed this way and each part has its
own clear instructions. We each need to focus, as commands from God,
on those statements that apply to our own role.

Consider the first family - designed as God intended: husband/father,
wife/mother and children/siblings. Adam was quick to forfeit his
leadership, ‘The woman you put here with me - she gave me some fruit
from the tree, and | ate it.”! Eve, it seems, took the lead; at least, she
was certainly led astray and Adam seems to have willingly and
knowingly followed. Then come their children. Cain, having brought to
God some fruit of his own work! and been found lacking by God,
became angry. God spoke to Cain:

‘Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is
right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is
cro3uching at your door: it desires to have you, but you must ride over
it.”

We remember the heartbreaking outcome as Cain adds deceit to
murder. God asks, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’ Cain answered: ‘I
don’t know, am I my brother’s keeper? *

There is no such thing as a perfect family, because sin has affected
every part of this groaning creation. Where God is working, however,
Satan is interested and conflicts arise. God’s Word, its value, veracity
and application, is challenged. God’s will is placed alongside our own.
This really is the crux of submission: ‘not my will but yours be done. ®
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Although no family is perfect, we do get a glimpse in Luke 2 of the
perfect Son. When Jesus was twelve years old, He stayed in Jerusalem
while Mary and Joseph and other families left after they had celebrated
the Passover in the city. The interaction between them is very
instructional.

‘When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to
him, ‘Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and | have
been anxiously searching for you.” ‘Why were you searching for me?’
he asked. ‘Didn’t you know | had to be in my Father’s house?’ But they
did not understand what he was saying to them. Then he went down to
Nazareth with them and was obedient to them. But his mother treasured
all these things in her heart. And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature,
and in favor with God and man. *®

The perfect Son of God was obedient to Mary and Joseph. Jesus
fulfilled the law in every detail.” Col.3:20 says that this obedience to
parents pleases the Lord. As followers of Christ (and we are all children
in some respect) we can submit to Him and to those He has placed in
authority above us, and in doing so we please Him. In Matt.3:17 and
17:5 (NASB) God speaks from heaven, This is My beloved Son, with
whom | am well pleased.” Jesus’ obedience brought pleasure to God
and as we follow Him, so does ours.

Let’s re-read those verses from Col.3 and consider the family structure.
Wives and husbands are mentioned first. Each with a distinct role, each
intended to bring them closer together in a relationship that uniquely
manifests the love of Christ for the church® and the love of God for His
Son. This foundational relationship for families has its root in Genesis
as well. In response to the way God created Eve from Adam’s rib,
forming her into the perfectly suited helper for Adam, Gen.2:24 says:
‘That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his
wife, and they become one flesh.’

A man is to leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife. Men are
to grow up; become the head, the leader of their own house, apart from
(or perhaps alongside) the relationship with their own mother and
father. Having left his father and mother, the ‘man of the house’, the
husband, remains subject to the Lord Jesus Christ. Without this
subjection first, other relationships within God’s family design will not
work well. As a man, subject to Christ, love for his spouse is not an
option; it is a necessity. The two shall become one flesh. This is a
precious and unique relationship, and often the point of Satan’s attack
on families. It is intended to be holy, unique and glorifying to God - not
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to be replaced or superseded by anyone, not even our children.

It’s probably important to note here that though the statement is made
that the husband is to leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife,
this does not mean that the wife is to remain as she was. Her new life
and unity are with her hushand, no longer with her mother and father.
As for her husband, this is a new beginning, with the intent originally of
creating offspring who will repeat this healthy cycle and create their
own family. The job of the parent is to prepare children to be adults
who are independent of us and yet fully dependent on the Lord.

This cycle is continued by having children, conceived or adopted.
Children are a gift from God and must fit into this family unit in the
right place. The father is the head, cleaving with devotion and love to
his wife. The wife is subject, yet equal, to her husband and together
they nurture the children. The husband’s sensible, loving leadership
should provide a framework that allows healthy and creative growth of
their children in a safe and nurturing environment. As fathers, we must
be careful that our guidance or rules are not discouraging or provoking,
but instead they should be protecting, edifying and encouraging.
Children thrive when they know their place and their boundaries.
Perhaps we may say that the relationship between husband and wife
takes precedence; children come after, and all of these are secondary to
God. Jesting about these roles is common - laughing at disobedience in
children, referring to wives as ‘boss’ or ‘wearing the trousers’ - and
mistaking cruel and abusive attitudes as manly or tough can occur. We
would do well to keep these words and actions far from ourselves.

Eph.5:21-6:4 sits alongside Col.3:18-21 in describing instructions for
Christian households and should be read prayerfully in consideration of
this subject.

In summary of the ideal: individuals, lovingly subject to God, brought
together in a unique relationship as husband and wife to create the
nucleus of a family in which the man takes the lead, and the wife is
willingly subject to her loving husband. The children who may result
from this relationship have a safe and secure place in which to grow up,
knowing the certainty of a father who makes clear his care for his wife
and a mother who makes obvious her respect for husband’s authority.
In this we honour and please God.

References: (1) Gen.3:12 (2) Gen.4:3 (3) Gen.4:6-7 (4) Gen.4:9 (5)
Lk.22:42b (6) Lk.2:46-52 (7) Ex.20:12 (8) Eph.5:25

Bible quotations from the NIV 2011
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One for the ages
Martin Jones, Hamilton, Canada

I must admit it took an age to decide what to write this article about -
81, to be precise! That’s the age of current US President Joe Biden,
who would have been 86 by the end of a second term, had he been
elected; fortunately, at the time of writing, the primary alternative was a
mere stripling of 78! Lest we think this to be an octogenarian anomaly,
don’t forget that the current head of the Catholic church is pushing 88.
It’s not just politics and popery; in pageantry, Lorraine Peters is to
become the oldest participant at ‘Miss Universe Canada’ at 58.
Conversely, Jordan Bardella recently hoped to become France’s Prime
Minister at 28, Trump’s running mate is 40, while ‘veteran’
environmental protestor Greta Thunberg is still only 21. No sign of
geriatric gymnasts or juvenile judges yet, but norms and expectations
about what’s ‘age appropriate’ are changing.

Age is a pervasive factor throughout the Bible but easily overlooked.
The reactions to the rebuilt temple in remnant days were age-based; the
old looked back to how it used to be, while the young looked forward,
perhaps to what it could be. | would argue that dichotomy generally
holds true today, so, following John’s demographic division,!l would
encourage ‘fathers’ (and ‘mothers”) to also look forward and young
men (and women) to also look back. Looking forward, we ask how we
can best serve God in our day and time; looking back, we ask if we’re
still upholding God’s high standards. Without the former, we’re in
danger of apathy and complacency; without the latter, we’re risking
arrogance and compromise. But put the two together and the outcome
can be a powerful blend of aspiration and conviction.

Speaking of putting the two together, that’s where mentorship can
really help all ages. You can see this in the relationship between Paul
and Timothy, whom Paul tellingly called his ‘true son in the faith.” We
talk a lot about the ‘horizontal’ brother/sister relationships ‘in Christ’
and ‘in the Lord’, which come about instantly and in aggregate when
we’re saved and then added to a Church of God respectively (faith-
based and Faith-based, we might say!). But there’s age-based vertical’
relationships that won’t develop unless we actively and individually
cultivate them - but they’re also vital to both individual and collective
progress. Paul knew the importance of both.?

Looking at context, Ageism isn’t new* and can turn precociousness
into passivity (or, worse, petulance). Are there clues in 1&2 Timothy
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that Paul’s protégé wasn’t firing on all cylinders? If so, he was alert to
the risk - Timothy’s unique and proven worth would be very difficult to
replace.’

Looking back, Paul repeatedly brings Timothy back to the past,
recalling the faith of pivotal examples in his life,® the Scriptures he
learned as a small child,” the prophecies about him,® his public
commitment statement,® the occasion and reality of his gifting for
service,’ and the things he had heard Paul say.!! The point wasn’t to
chain Timothy to the past, as perhaps Paul was to his cell wall as he
wrote, but to free up his potential for the future.

Looking forward, Paul knew his own racef/fight was nearly
run/fought.*> He could possibly be excused for slackening off a bit,
looking forward only to an earned reward and an expected return.
Instead, he was also looking out for Timothy, who still had his own
battle to fight,'* and alerting him to present and future threats, including
fables and false teaching®® and shipwrecked faith.'® They had to be
fought by the fundamentals of prayer,}” protection,'® propriety,®®
purity,® public reading of the Word, preaching? and succession
planning? - all culminating in palpable progress? in Timothy’s energy,
enthusiasm, expertise and experience.

Let’s pray that, in the age in which we live, there’ll be those willing to
pass on the torch and those willing to take it and run with it to God’s
glory.

References: (1) see 1 Jn 2:12-14 (2) 1 Tim.1:2; see also Phil.2:22 (3)
see 1 Tim.5:1-3 (4) 1 Tim.4:12 (5) Phil.2:22 (6) 2 Tim.1:5 (7) 2
Tim.3:15 (8) 1 Tim.1:18 (9) 1 Tim.6:12 (10) 1 Tim.4:4 (11) 2
Tim.1:13; 2 Tim.2:2 (12) 2 Tim.4:7 (13) 2 Tim.4:8 (14) 1 Tim.6:12; 1
Tim.1:18 (15) 1 Tim.1:3-4; 4:1-8 (16) 1 Tim.1:19 (17) 1 Tim.2:1-3 (18)
1 Tim.6:20; 2 Tim.1:14 (19) 1 Tim.2:9 (20) 1 Tim.4:12 (21) 1 Tim.4:13
(22) 2 Tim.2:2 (23) 1 Tim.4:15
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Events to come
The new world
Phil Brennan, Buxton, England

The closing two chapters of the Bible bring a sense of great relief!
Having walked, trembling, through chapters of terrifying content, we
emerge into the brightness of God’s eternal purposes. It is what
Abraham waited for,* what the patriarchs desired? and what present-day
believers are directed to constantly consider.?

The new heaven and new earth

Everything corrupt and corrupting has been swept away. The entire
universe has been replaced with new heavens and a new earth.* Sin has
been purged; the new creation is free from its curse,® with resultant
relief from pain and sorrow. The sea that brought separation both by
distance and death will no longer exist.® Its restlessness depicts the
wickedness of man.” In the new heaven and new earth there will be
nothing of an ominous, threatening nature.

The new Jerusalem

It is ‘the tabernacle of God® ... the bride, the Lamb’s wife. ® Those who
have the right of entry into the city are ‘those who are written in the
Lamb’s Book of Life.” It is difficult to think of those referred to in
Heb.11 as looking ‘for a city whose builder and maker is God, ! and
for whom God has “prepared a city **- not being included. Allusions in
both the Old and New Testaments to the relationship between the Lord
and Israel, and of Christ to His church suggest the eternal
consummation of such relationships.'® This is perhaps endorsed by the
names of the twelve sons of Israel on the gates and ‘the names of the
twelve apostles of the Lamb ’ on the foundation stones.!* The three gates
on each of the sides oriented as per the compass points, also brings to
mind the arrangement of the Israelite camp in Num.2, while the
precious stones of the foundation recall those on the high priest’s
breastplate.'®

The desire of God, seen in the tabernacle of old - that He should dwell
in the middle of His redeemed people, is fully realised in the eternal
state. In past dispensations, this was based upon their obedience.®
Disobedience caused the forsaking and destruction of tabernacle and
temple.l” The same thing happened with the spiritual building of the
house of God. Corruption brought about desolation and destruction.®
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That will never happen again! Although it is still founded upon
obedience, it is now the obedience of the perfect man, Christ Jesus, in
whom there is no trace of failing or corruption. Of unsurpassed beauty
and of order, it is the setting of perfect holiness. What has been so often
thwarted by man’s carnality, is now fully realised because of Christ’s
perfection. Although there is no temple in the New Jerusalem, its cubic
dimensions are suggestive of the sanctuary of God.® The inhabitants of
the new Jerusalem are seen as living in the Holies. This is the ultimate
in the most intimate, corporate communion with YHWH eternally by
the totality of those who have embraced the Saviour by faith!

John saw the city being measured with a gold reed.?! It is designed to
the divine standard. God is its architect and builder.?? It is measured
precisely - no sprawling suburbia here, and no slums. There are trees,
the leaves of which are for the healing of the nations.® The Greek
word translated as ‘healing’ does not necessarily indicate that there is
sickness, but that here, just as there was in the Garden of Eden, a tree
exists, the leaves of which somehow enhance the whole experience of
being there. Where the river of water of life?* flows we are not told, but
we may be sure there is no Arabah (Dead Sea) and no salt marshes.?

The surrounding nations

The surrounding nations? are those who are spared judgement on the
basis of Rom.2:14-15, reversing the wholesale exclusion of the nations
from God’s mainline purpose in Gen.11. Augmented by Joel 3:2 and
Rev.20:12, these populate the nations outside the city, accessing it but
not as permanent residents. These bring their glory and honour to the
city,?” continuing what will occur in the Millennium - worship to the
one enthroned as King of kings. John is told that the things he has been
shown are faithful and true?® - two essential characteristics of deity. The
unbreakable promise is, ‘Surely 1 am coming quickly.’” Whatever we
don’t presently understand from this book of the Revelation of Jesus
Christ, nothing must be allowed to cloud the certainty of His coming.

References (I) Heb.11:8-10 (2) Heb.11:16 (3) 2 Pet.3:13 (4) 1s.65:17; 2
Pet.3:10 (5) Rev.22:3 (6) Rev.21:1-4 (7) I1sa.57:20 (8) Rev.21:3 (9) Rev.21:9
(10) Rev.21:27 (11) Heb.11:10 (12) Heb.11:16 (13) Is.54:5-6; 62:5; Jer.2:2;
Ezek.16:8; Hos.2:2; Eph.5:22-23; Rom.7:4 (14) Rev.21:12-14 (15) Ex.28:17-
20 (16) Ex.19:5-6; Deut.28:15,64-65 (17) Ps.78:56-61; Matt.23:37-38 (18) 1
Cor.3:16,17; Heb.3:6; Rev.2:5 (19) cf. Ex.26; 1 Kin.6:16,20; Rev.21:16 (20)
Ps.42:1-2 (21) Rev.21:15 (22) Heb.11:10 NIV (23) Rev.22:2 (24) Rev.22:1
(25) cf. Ezek.47:1-12 (26) Rev.21:24; 22:2 (27) Rev.21:24 (28) Rev.21:5; 22:6
(29) Rev.22:20
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World empires
The unnamed empire
Andy Seddon, Swindon, England

We conclude this series on Daniel’s world empires with a very brief
exploration of the mysterious, unnamed fourth empire.l In
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, it is represented by the statue’s ‘legs of iron
and feet partly of iron and partly of clay. In Daniel’s vision of four
beasts, it is simply described as ‘a fourth beast, ® apparently unlike any
animal that Daniel recognised. No wonder Daniel desired to know
more!*

Different - The fourth beast, and therefore empire, is described as
different from the preceding ones,® so it must be notably unique in
comparison to what came before.

Destructive - The ‘legs of iron” in Nebuchadnezzar’s statue depicts an
unprecedentedly strong and destructive empire, which ‘breaks to pieces
and shatters ...” and shall ‘break and crush all these’ (referring to the
previous three empires).® Likewise the fourth beast had ‘teeth of iron’
and was ‘exceedingly terrifying ... and it shall devour the whole earth.’

Divided - In Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, the two ‘legs of iron’ are linked
with ‘the feet partly of iron and partly of clay’ which indicates a single
empire that comes in two phases and is ultimately divided. The two
parts ‘will not hold together, just as iron does not mix with clay. ®

Decagonal - The number ten is clearly associated with the fourth
empire. The toes of the image mirror the ‘ten horns’ of the beast which
represent ‘ten kings.’” Then from out of the ten horns ‘there came up
among them another horn,’ this ‘horn’ will be a blasphemer and a
persecutor of God’s people, will ‘think to change the times and the
law,” and will ultimately be defeated by the ‘Ancient of Days. ? S0,
from out of the revived fourth empire comes the antichrist who
precedes the return of the Lord Jesus to the earth in judgement. Daniel
9:26 predicts that ‘the people of the prince who is to come shall destroy
the city and the sanctuary.’ The ‘prince to come’ is a reference to the
antichrist of end times, so the antichrist is connected here to the people
responsible for destroying Jerusalem and its temple in AD70.%°

Identifying the Fourth Empire

Traditionally Bible commentators have confidently identified Rome as
the unnamed empire. Its destructive nature is suggested in its
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geographical scope, conquering prowess and rebellion quashing; its
division observed in the Western and Eastern branches of the empire
that had developed by the third century; its ‘ten kings’ suggestively
pointing to a future European confederacy of nations. Furthermore, the
indisputable fact that Jerusalem was destroyed in AD70 by a Roman
army under the command of General Titus seems to confirm a Roman
connection to the antichrist ... or does it?

In recent years some Bible commentators have identified at least one
other contender for the fourth empire - the Islamic Caliphate (IC). The
post-Muhammad IC was a different kind of empire, a political-religious
state under Islam. Unlike Rome, the IC conquered the same
geographical area as the previous three empires, and it ruled from AD
632 until 1924. It was arguably more destructive than Rome, with its
zeal in eradicating rather than embracing the previous empires’ cultures
and religions. Its division is observed in the historic split between Shi’a
and Sunni Muslims which began in Islam’s early history and prevails to
this day. A revived IC tenfold confederacy could easily be envisaged
from Islamic nations hostile to Israel. In fact, Psalm 83 lists ten
geographical neighbours that ‘conspire with one accord ... to wipe
[Israel] out as a nation.™ Their geographical equivalents today
surround Israel! The nations mentioned in this psalm have never
collectively conspired together in this way, so it could be referring to
future times. Although Jerusalem was destroyed by Roman forces in
AD70, historical evidence indicates that the ‘people’ who carried out
the destruction were mainly Arab, Syrian and Middle Eastern
provincial conscripts, acting zealously out of their hatred of the Jews,
possibly even going beyond the command of their Roman General!!
Any speculation about the fourth empire’s identity must be cautiously
guided by God’s Word. Whatever we conclude, we can confidently and
joyfully anticipate the ultimate victory of our Lord Jesus. The stone
once rejected will one day become the stone that ‘struck the image and
became a great mountain and filled the whole earth.* Events in our
world today suggest that time is closer than we think!

References: (1) For further exploration see B. Johnston. Daniel Decoded.
Hayes Press 2016; also Minutes To Midnight video talks at:
https://www.youtube.com/theymaybeonef889 (2) Dan.2:31.33 (3) Dan.7:7 (4)
Dan.7:19 (5) Dan.7:7.19.23 (6) Dan.2:33.40 (7) Dan.7:19-23 (8) Dan.2:33-43
(9) Dan.7:7-8, 20-22,25 (10) AD70 is identified by the timing, following the
cutting off of the Christ. (11) E.g. Josephus, Wars, Book 2, Chapter 4 (12)
Dan.2:35

Bible quotations from the NIV2011 (UK edition).
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Complete in Christ
Interview with Rolando Carriaga, Pangutosan, Philippines

How did you hear about the churches of God?

| personally searched the Scriptures, searching for any denomination
that was biblical. | discovered that no single verse supported my
previous affiliation (the United Pentecostal Church). But churches of
God get a lot of mentions,* and 1 Timothy 3:15 really gripped my heart
that the churches of God are the pillar and ground of truth.

What in particular attracted you?

It was the way of worship. In UPC, our worship was a highly emotional
experience: laughing, crying and dancing, all with musical instruments.
We based this activity from Psalm 150. But | learned from churches of
God that Jesus introduced a new way of worshipping God - and that is
‘in spirit and truth’ by ‘making melody in our hearts.”® In other words,
it’s no longer based on emotions, but it’s about having our hearts and
lips full of praise and worship and thanksgiving to God.

When and how did you realise the true teaching about salvation?

| became a member in UPC way back in 2013. We were indoctrinated
in the belief that works are necessary for salvation as an addition to our
faith. But in 2019, when Geralde Mag-usara conducted a Bible study in
Montevista, | noted in writing all the verses he used with regards to the
topic. And when | returned home and checked with my Bible, the
teaching was clear that only faith can save us.* Later, | decided to
follow my conviction and | thank the Lord that He numbered me in the
Church of God in Montevista five years ago.

What is special for you about being in a church of God?

I see in churches of God how they are devotedly keeping the Lord’s
command to remember Him every first day of the week.® The bread and
wine are just ordinary objects, but they are valuable symbols of His
own body and blood who sacrificed Himself for our redemption. This is
the centre of our worship.

What difference has it made to your life?

Initially, | did my best to bring my family to UPC. But they were
deeply rooted with convictions in the churches of God before me.
Eventually, things became upside down - | was the one being dragged
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by them to the truth they believed! I then found the real joy of serving
God together with my family. Before, when | was in UPC, | felt
emptiness. But now that we are all in churches of God, | see the great
joy of fulfilling the Lord’s desires that we may be one.®1 am now
complete. I can confidently recite now Joshua 24:15 ‘As for me and my
house, we will serve the Lord.”

What finally convinced you about churches of God after remaining
with the Pentecostalists for a long time after all your family were in
Churches of God?

The truth about the Godhead. In UPC, we believed that there is only
one God who manifests Himself as one and the same Person (who is the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit). But the truth is that God exists in
three distinct Persons’ and all are equal in nature. Also, | was persuaded
by the teaching of the true worship which takes place in the holies in
heaven.® It is a great privilege to experience His presence each week.

Can you share again what is your strong conviction about the one
true doctrine?

The one true doctrine is the teaching of the apostles that came from the
Lord.® They risked their lives to the point of death to contend for ‘the
faith> and as obedient followers we must take heed of this.'® This same
teaching was taught to every first century church of God,!! as happens
again today.

Can you tell us a little about your work as a Gospel Worker?

I am happy as a gospel worker although | encounter many people who
refuse to listen to God’s words, but even this cannot hinder me in
preaching the Good News of salvation to people whether they accept it
or not.*> However, God has not failed me. He still blesses His Word in
my work and because of that a number of people have been saved,
baptized and added in Pangutosan (Nabunturan), especially.

References: (1) e.g. Acts 20:28; 1 Cor.1:2; 10:32; 11:22; 15:9; 2
Cor.1:1; Gal.1:13 (2) Jn 4:23-24 (3) Eph.5:19; Col.3:16 (4) e.g.
Eph.2:8-9 (5) Acts 20:7; 1 Cor.16:2 (6) Jn 17:21 (7) Phil.2:11; Heb.1:8;
Acts 5:3-5 (8) Heb.10:19 (9) Matt.28:19 (10) Gal.1:8-9 (11)1 Cor.4:17,
7:17 (12) Ezek.2:7
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Travels in East Africa
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

Malawi

A visit in May 2024 featured separate training seminars for Bible
teachers, elders, deacons, elders’ wives, as well as safeguarding training
for representatives of various groups and committees. At the last event,
a Q&A session provided insights that amply confirmed the value and
need for such training. Village culture in Malawi can be abusive with
young women finding themselves especially vulnerable given the
balance of power in a male-dominated society. Different cultural issues
would later come to the fore in Tanzania. In sessions with groups of
attentive youth, we tackled the topics of drink, drugs and sexuality.
They particularly enjoyed engaging with the group tasks that were set.
One day 224 youth from fourteen churches met for a full day’s
programme at Kombola.

Following many months of visits by the Outreach Team, a final
assessment at Kambenje proved the group were ready to become a
church. Kambenje is located near the tea-growing region and is situated
at the foot of beautiful Mount Mulanje, a one-and-a-half hours’ drive
on good roads in an easterly direction from Blantyre. In fact, 32 of this
group had been already added at Mulomba. There were six more
waiting to be baptised after interviews. Elders and deacons from
Mulomba and Khanaja continue to visit in support mode. The new
church was planted on Lord’s Day 2nd June at Kambenje, bringing the
number of churches in Malawi to 28.

The times with the youth, in addition to feedback from the elders’
wives, reflects the value of systematic Bible training and verse learning
conducted by locals, especially June through August last year.

On Lord’s Day, 9th June, the Church of God at Mariko (in Murumbu
district, Mozambique) was planted, numbering 44. In happy fellowship,
Malawian and Mozambican elders together welcomed this new church
into the Fellowship.

Zimbabwe

In Zimbabwe at Chegutu, my days were filled with pastoral home
visitations for reading and praying with the aim of encouraging the
brothers and sisters amid the difficulties they face. Some widows
raising children in single tiny rooms serving as bedroom, Kkitchen,
dining area and sitting room were assisted. As these faithful sisters get
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older, and so less able for their manual work, they struggle to keep
abreast of school fees for their students, but the churches of God relief
programme helps out. Our global support for outreach has also funded a
Gospel Van and it was doing well. Nine interviews yielded seven
baptisms and additions. There were times of ministry to the whole
church as well as to the regular group meetings of women and youth,
respectively, each weekend.

Tanzania

Then it was on to Arusha in Tanzania, where a Vacation Bible School
had been requested. This ran every day for the afternoons of two weeks.
The first week was for adults, and the second for youth (meaning
unmarrieds, some of them professional teachers). In addition to
working through Paul’s letter to Titus, rich with pastoral themes, they
requested input on marriage and origins. The youth requested that next
time the VBS should run for a whole month!

In the mornings, | visited homes of interested neighbours and, on one
day, a school where | had the opportunity of addressing the teaching
staff. The head teacher was gripped and began attending the VBS and
accompanying us on home visits. He was one of two names announced
to the church for addition before | left.

The NGO school run by one deacon is developing well and bringing
quality education to underprivileged children. Although it was officially
school holidays while | was visiting, yet children and parents had opted
to pay for their children to receive booster tuition during part of their
holidays. Paul Mwita sends thanks to all who have supported the school
project.
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