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FEATURES
From Premier League to the church pulpit
I was brought up in a footballing family. My dad, Keith, played for Charlton Athletic for 17 years in the 1960s and 70s, and I grew up at the Valley watching him. All I ever thought about doing was following in my dad’s footsteps. That was the goal for me.
Like a lot of schoolboys, that was the dream for me. Of course, I had the great privilege of having a dad who could be a hands-on coach from an early age.
So we were a footballing family, but I was not brought up in a Christian home and never heard the gospel preached. Sunday school gave way to Sunday soccer. The most biblical form of instruction I received was in assemblies at the Church of England school that I attended. I was a kid who intensely wanted to achieve in the classroom and on the field. And my father taught me the necessary self-control, discipline, and skills to succeed in education and in the professional sports arena.
At age 16, I left school and signed a professional contract with Queens Park Rangers (QPR), who were in the top-flight with Terry Venables as manager.
I had achieved the goal. I was playing for the England Youth National Team, and it wasn’t long before I broke into the first team starting eleven at QPR aged 19.
However, shortly before my full debut the most important thing in my life happened. I became a Christian.
I’d been increasingly thinking about life and its great purpose. I mean, I had everything, didn’t I? I had achieved the schoolboy dream. I had money in my pocket at a young age. I potentially had a good future. I had relative fame compared to many of my contemporaries who had left Bexley Grammar School.
These are all the things that are meant to give ultimate satisfaction – all the things the magazines and newspapers promote to young people: the fame, the popularity, the money, the career. But for some reason I wasn’t really that satisfied.
This is because football was my god: if I played well then I was up, and if I played badly then I was down. My sense of well-being depended entirely on my performance.
I loved football, but I soon realised that achieving this ambition wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. I was still struggling to find purpose, so I decided to attend a local Methodist church one Sunday evening.
Truthfully, I only went because my mum decided to go along to check it out, and I thought I’d keep her company. I don’t remember exactly what the Revd Alistair Bolt said in his sermon that night, but after the service he invited me to his house, where he and his wife, Jane, hosted a weekly youth Bible study.
That evening I walked into a room full of young people as the one with money, career, and fame. I even rolled up in the car I had bought, a 1980s icon, the Ford Escort XR3i. I was part of the ‘in crowd’, and they were not.
Yet when they spoke about Jesus, they displayed a life and joy that I did not have. They talked about sin as if it had consequences and about God as if they knew him.
I thought that God – if he existed – was simply there to help me with my difficulties and make me happy, and that if I were a good person I’d go to heaven.
I decided to return to the Bible study the following week and the next, and I began to hear the gospel for the first time.
I realised that my biggest problem wasn’t whether I met the disapproval of a 20,000-strong crowd on Saturday; my biggest problem was my sin and the disapproval (in biblical terms, ‘wrath’ or ‘judgment’) of a righteous God, who had made me and owned me.
I learned that the biggest obstacle to my happiness was that football was king instead of Jesus, who through his death on the cross provided forgiveness of sins, release from the judgment of God, eternal life, and the promise of heaven.
Through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, God had done for me what I could never do for myself. I realised that Jesus, fully God and fully man, had alone made the way for me to be right with God. He also made the way for God to be my loving Heavenly Father and by the power of the Holy Spirit I could now live as a child of God.
In other words, Jesus answers the problem of our guilty consciences and also fulfils our desire to be perfectly loved.
Over the next few weeks my eyes were opened through those Sunday meetings, and I turned and believed the gospel. And everything changed.
Life wasn’t ultimately about me anymore: it was about God and his purposes. His purposes involved me, but they didn’t end with me.
I was open with my QPR team-mates and immediately told them I had become a Christian.
Their reaction was a mixture of mockery and intrigue. Then they watched to see if my life matched my profession of faith.
Subsequently over the years at QPR, Newcastle, and Chelsea I had many opportunities to tell players about Jesus. My wife Amanda and I even ran a London Christian footballer’s Bible study in our home for several years.
But it was back at the age of 18 that I first found my centre and my purpose. I could now enjoy football for what it was. My heart still burned for football, but now it burned for Jesus Christ more. It was he who ultimately shaped my life from then on.
It isn’t easy to follow Jesus. And it doesn’t immunise a person against suffering. In fact, Christians experience many trials. It’s just that those trials have purpose as they deepen our faith along the way.
This brings up the question: What is the meaning and purpose of life? The common response is, ‘Just live each day to the full and make the most of loved ones around you.’ But that offers no lasting hope, purpose, or pleasure. The background assumption is that you’re born, you live, and you die – that’s it. So eat, drink, and be merry. Get what you can out of it. But that’s selfish, and it is hopeless.
I have mixed with some of the most wealthy and talented sportsmen of a generation, and I’ve seen firsthand how none finds true satisfaction in that way of thinking or living. It has only led to futility, addiction, divorce, and frustration time and again. Even the highs are only high for a moment. Then they crash back down to earth.
But once you know that God made you and that you were made for him; once you know that sin is the root problem in your life; once you know what the solution to the problem is – the good news about Jesus who came to save sinners (Matthew 1:21); once you know what you need to do – turn from the direction you are going in and believe in him – then your world begins to make sense.
Millions of victory-seeking football fans down the years will have seen banners at World Cups and major events with John 3:16 written on them: ‘For God so love the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.’
I wonder how many of those fans realised that this is the best news in the world, and that the only way to a glory that never fades. But the free offer remains, even today. You just need to trust in Jesus.
Read Gavin’s full story in his autobiography, A Greater Glory (Christian Focus Publications).
By Gavin Peacock
Can there ever really be peace on this earth?
It has hardly been a year of peace. Further afield and closer to home, there is turmoil politically, socially, and domestically. War in Eastern Europe, an economic crisis and rising prices at home, a threatened ‘twindemic’, and three different Prime Ministers in Downing Street. Where do we begin? Do our hearts not ache for it to end?
How close has it come to you? What dangers and distresses have troubled you over the past year? What griefs and fears have unsettled your life and your heart?
Perhaps, even now, there are troubles looming in your life. Perhaps, even now, there are terrors which hover over you. Perhaps, even now, there are trials which you do not know how to avoid or escape. Do we not long for true peace?
So is God mocking you? When you read in Luke’s Gospel, chapter 2, the host of angels from heaven singing, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men!’ (verse 14) does it sound like an ugly joke? Where is this peace? Where is this goodwill toward men?
To answer those questions, we need to remember who is speaking, to whom they are speaking, and what they are actually saying.
The angels of God are speaking. They have a unique insight as those who have come from heaven, sent by God to rejoice over the arrival of salvation in the person of the baby, Jesus, who was born in ‘the city of David – a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord’ (verse 11).
They are speaking to the shepherds – ordinary people like us, people who need a Saviour from their sins. They are people who need to know what true peace is and where to find it. They are speaking about the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem.
His coming means salvation from sin, accomplished by Jesus himself, who would live a life of obedience to God, die in the place of his people on the cross, and rise again in triumph over sin and death and hell.
The angels first declare that the coming of the Son of God brings glory to God on high who has granted such blessing to sinners like us. Then the angels tell us that Immanuel – God with us in the person of Jesus – means ‘Peace on earth, and mercy mild, / God and sinners reconciled!’
The angels trace this blessing back to its source: God’s goodwill toward mankind, his undeserved favour toward you and me. They say, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men!’
God is not mocking us with these words. God is not playing an ugly joke. God is graciously offering us salvation from sin, peace with him through his Son, Jesus Christ, and all the joy of knowing and serving this God now and always.
This is peace that lasts through all terrors, troubles, and trials. This is peace that conquers dangers, disasters, diseases, and even death itself.
What will you do with God’s glorious goodwill toward you? Will you believe in Christ Jesus, and so receive God’s peace?
By Jeremy Walker
A father lost; a Father found
My name is Noémie and I live in Swindon with my husband, where we attend Swindon Evangelical Church.
I can already imagine a few raised eyebrows as you try to pronounce my name! Noémie is a French name, and France is where I was born and spent the first eighteen years of my life, surrounded by the vast fields and red-brick villages of the Flemish countryside.
My parents came to France in the 1990s as missionaries; my father was asked to take on the leadership of a small but growing French-speaking evangelical church.
Standing out
Living in a humble, rural town, our family stood out! For starters, we were British (foreigners were a rarity at the time). I was one of four girls (our little clan was easily recognisable in the streets), and we belonged to a strange ‘cult’ – or so most Protestants were perceived by the French.
Society around us was, it seemed, deeply conflicted in its beliefs. On the one hand, rampant atheism, stemming from centuries of secular social philosophy, permeated our literature, arts, and politics.
On the other hand there were stringent Catholic rituals, fulfilled in the worship of Mary and of the saints, prayers for the dead, and other superstitious practices.
In contrast, our house was always full of joyful family prayers, animated bedtime Bible stories, and fascinating missionary stories from Asia and Africa.
It was a happy childhood filled with laughter, music, the outdoors, and even a golden retriever!
My sisters and I attended a private Catholic school, and most of my friends dutifully performed the expected stages of catechism, communion, and confirmation.
We clearly stood out and from an early age I had to explain and justify my family’s faith.
Every week I could hear my father teach from the Bible, lifting Jesus’ words as a beacon of truth against the confusion and darkness around us.
As I grew older and began to read the Bible by myself, I became aware of my own heart, my tendencies to rebel, my selfishness, and the anger and guilt I would then feel.
I listened to what was said in church, and to the Christian CDs that would be played in the car during long drives.
I remember occasionally breaking down in tears, overwhelmed by my sin and by what the Bible claimed God had done for me.
Finally, when I was thirteen, I approached my parents and said I wanted to get baptised. I began a small baptism course with my father, thinking about different questions to get me ready.
Alpine tragedy
Suddenly, at the age of 49, my father died in a mountaineering accident in the Alps. He was fit, healthy, and relatively young. We’d only completed one session of the baptism course together.
The trauma of his death wrecked me. It felt as though I had lost my anchor – my father, my pastor. For many months I experienced total denial. I hadn’t begun to process the death and would often wait for him to come back from work every evening.
Eventually the denial turned into realisation and horror. I went through cycles of grief which shaped what I believed, going from disbelief and anger against God, to bargaining with God to prove his existence, to finally, and for a long time, complete despair and brokenness.
The depths of my sadness consumed me and I was swallowed up in dark depression. I was numb and broken. I felt old and totally empty.
Slowly, and after several failed attempts to take my life over the course of four years, I reluctantly surrendered to the acceptance that I was ‘doomed’ to live.
Searching for meaning
I now needed to find meaning. It was obvious my sadness and existential anguish were not giving me life, so I started listening in church again.
I researched different religions, and quickly realised that the Christian God was the only one who came close to providing substantial answers to life and death.
God slowly and gently healed my heart to hear his voice, and I tentatively started to move towards him.
When I arrived in the UK for university at the age of eighteen, I was overwhelmed by the Christian Union and the student church I went to. I had no idea that there were so many Christians my age in England – I’d never seen anything like it!
Those years fuelled me and embedded the foundational roots of my faith. Though still prone to frequent doubts and pangs of melancholy, I gladly became the CU rep for my college and steadily grew in my faith – amid a rocky start and many mistakes.
After two happy years in Cambridge, I lived in Germany for a year to study abroad. Though I joined a church and made Christian friends there, I succumbed once more to frequent and lengthy periods of spiritual doubt and existential questioning.
Being far from the hype and popularity of student events, I was forced to recognise that I needed to keep up my faith by myself. I realised I was living two separate lives depending on whether I was surrounded by believers or not.
When I came back to England for my final year, I was weakened and discouraged. I never quite felt I had reconciled my cynical awareness of our fleeting human condition with the joy and ‘positivity’ which the Bible taught.
I felt like a hypocrite, tormented and pulled in different directions. I decided to give up my faith once and for all.
New life
As I readied myself to announce my decision to my friends, my church simultaneously launched a sermon series on Ecclesiastes.
In his perfect timing, God allowed this series to speak directly into my heart, into my experience. While my friends came out of the sermon deflated by what they’d heard, I came out rejoicing.
Everything suddenly made sense – the scales had fallen from my eyes. I no longer had to park my existential (and what I thought to be sinful) ponderings – they were right there in the Bible, and I could rejoice!
It felt like physical chains breaking off – my heart was lifted. Life only made sense with God. I was free at last.
I realised that it was precisely my brokenness and the futility of my life (as I knew full well) which pointed to my desperate need for a Saviour. Christ died to give me life, hope, and meaning.
The Lord my Rock rescued me from the depths of despair, from death! He filled me with his Spirit and I knew I was his. My doubts were gone.
Since that moment, I’ve seen God at work in my life. I’ve seen him change my heart, my nature, my inclinations. I can look back throughout my whole life and testify that he is good.
Life has taken me to various places since – I’ve lived in Ireland, and now I’m in Swindon, but I know that God called me out of darkness and he has restored me.
‘Whom have I in heaven but you? I desire you more than anything on earth. My health may fail, and my spirit may grow weak, but God remains the strength of my heart. He is mine forever’ (Psalm 73:25-26).
By Noémie Foster
God contracted to a span: Five contrasts at Christmas
One of the greatest hymn writers of all time is Charles Wesley. He was the younger brother of John Wesley, the great gospel preacher of the 18th century. We see Charles’s greatness in a Christmas hymn that he wrote. Here are the lyrics of the first verse.
Let earth and heaven combine,
Angels and men agree,
To praise in songs divine
The incarnate Deity,
Our God contracted to a span,
Incomprehensibly made man.
What is Charles getting at here? To human minds, it is truly beyond our understanding how God became a man, yet remained God: contracted to a span, incomprehensibly made man.
The Son of God is all-powerful, almighty, all-knowing, and all-seeing. The Son of God was there before time began in all eternity with the Father and the Holy Spirit. He was there at creation, speaking the universe into being. Since then, he has upheld the world by his power.
Yet within the time and space he created, and without giving up his deity, he fully and completely became a man.
C. S. Lewis captured something of this in his book, The Last Battle. And at one point he has one of the main characters saying, ‘A stable once had something inside it that was bigger than our whole world.’
This is a paradox, a striking contrast. G. K. Chesterton said, ‘A paradox is a truth standing on its head shouting for attention.’
The coming of the Son of God into the world should shout at us for our attention! I want to focus on five other paradoxes or contrasts connected with the birth of Christ.
1. Christ had a physical birth to give us a spiritual birth.
‘For there is born to you this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord. And this will be a sign to you: you will find a babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger’ (Luke 2:11).
‘As many as received him, to them he gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in his name: who were born, not of blood, nor of the will of flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God’ (John 1:12).
When Christ was born into this world, he did not do so to give us a nice story to tell our children. He took on physical life to give us spiritual life. The birth of Jesus the Son of God as a baby was a miracle. But so is the new birth that every Christian experiences.
We must be born again to see the kingdom of God. In order to be born from heaven above, Christ had to be born from earth below.
There is more in this contrast. Christ was born to die; we are born again to live! He came into the world to save us, and that required him dying on the cross for our sins. It required him to come back from the dead on the third day to show that God accepted his sacrifice for our sins.
When you read the beautiful story of the birth of the Lord Jesus with the angels singing, shepherds visiting, the wise men giving, think that this was just the beginning. 33 years later there were no angels singing, no shepherds visiting, and no wise men bowing down to worship when Jesus died on the cross. Yet he died so that we might live.
Have you been born again? The evidence is that you now love the Lord Jesus more than any other, and trust him more than any other, and look to him more than any other. Christ is all.
2. He was born homeless so that we might have a home.
‘And she brought forth her firstborn Son, and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn’ (Luke 2:7).
‘Let not your heart be troubled; you believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to myself; that where I am, there you may be also. And where I go you know, and the way you know’ (John 14:1-3).
Jesus lived a homeless life. The homelessness of Jesus began at his birth. There was no room for him in the inn, so he was born outside.
Later on, we read that he had nowhere to lay his head. As far as we know he never owned a home and, in that sense, never had a home. The Lord of the universe relied on the kindness of others to provide him with food and lodging during his three years of ministry.
He did this all so that we might have an eternal home. And our eternal home is there ready and waiting for us. Jesus has gone to prepare the rooms. Can you grasp that? Jesus the Lord of glory acting as a housemaid? Such is his love for us.
In one sense becoming a Christian is coming home – coming back to where we were meant to be. We find this beautifully illustrated in the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15. A young man demands his share of the inheritance and leaves home. He wastes all the money on riotous living. He finishes up feeding pigs. Then he comes to his senses. He says, ‘I will arise and go to my father.’ He’s going home. And what does his father do when he sees him coming back? He welcomes him with open arms.
One of the consequences of the Covid pandemic was that it has put many people on edge. It was unsettling, wasn’t it? We worried about where we could go. We did not feel safe. We were not sure of the future.
Yet Christ gives us comfort. Christ the homeless one says to us, ‘I have a home for you. The home fires are burning. The door is open. The food is on the table. Your room is ready. I will bring you home when it is the right time.’
3. He had an earthly mother so that we might have a heavenly father.
‘And when they had come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down and worshiped him. And when they had opened their treasures, they presented gifts to him: gold, frankincense, and myrrh’ (Matthew 2:11).
‘When the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, that we might receive the adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying out, “Abba, Father!” Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ’ (Galatians 4:4-7).
Why did Christ need an earthly mother? It was to show he is fully human. Every human being is born of a woman. Every human being is born in the same way. Christ was no different.
Christ also did this so that we will be able to call God our father. The Bible tells us that Christians may address God as ‘Abba, Father’. ‘Abba’ is an Aramaic word similar to ‘Dad’ in English. What a privilege! What closeness! Becoming a Christian means being adopted into God’s family and never needing to feel alone again.
4. He gave up his glory so that we might have glory.
‘Who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, but made himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men’ (Philippians 2:6-7).
‘Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love him’ (James 1:12).
Just as we cannot grasp how God could become man, so I believe we cannot grasp what it meant for Christ to give up his glory. Imagine for a moment that you suddenly lost the use of your hands and your feet, that you could not hear, or speak. Imagine that you could not see and feel and touch.
These are all things that are part of being a human being. And if we lost them all overnight it would be a terrible burden. Now if you can, imagine Christ leaving his father’s side, the glories of heaven, the perfections of heaven, the joy of perfect communion and union with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit.
And then imagine what it was like for the Lord to come down to this world full of sin and rebellion. To come into this world and be restricted not just as a human being but as a helpless baby. As far as we know, Jesus (like any other baby when first born) could not feed himself, could not talk, and could not even lift his head.
Like every other child, he would have to learn how to walk and talk and feed himself and dress himself. We know this is true because in all the accounts of the birth of Jesus, we never read of him speaking.
What glory he gave up! And yet he did this that we who are living in the dirt of this world might one day live in glory, that we might be taken from this sin-filled world and taken to a sin-free world.
In that sin-free world will be the fullness of life forevermore. We will live like kings in heaven. We will know the joy of happiness that an Olympic gold medallist knows, except that the joy will last forever. All the trials and troubles of life will fade away after one minute in heaven.
Yet none of this is what we deserve. We don’t deserve glory but shame. Yet the one who deserves all glory endured all shame for us on the cross. What a Saviour!
5. He became poor so that we might become rich.
‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, that you through his poverty might become rich’ (2 Corinthians 8:9).
Before the incarnation the Son of God was rich. Rich not in the sense of physical wealth, but rich in blessings, rich in glory, rich in majesty. Before the incarnation, his whole being would have radiated divine glory.
We have a glimpse of this in Isaiah 6. Here we read that the prophet Isaiah saw the Lord. God is a spirit, so the person that Isaiah saw was the Son of God in a pre-incarnate appearance as a man.
‘In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lifted up, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above it stood seraphim; each one had six wings: with two he covered his face, with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one cried to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” And the posts of the door were shaken by the voice of him who cried out, and the house was filled with smoke’ (Isaiah 6:1-4).
When Christ came to earth and was born he gave up all this glory. There were no angels surrounding him covering their faces. There were no angels crying out ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God of hosts!’ Instead, there was Joseph, Mary, and a manger.
Why did Christ leave so glorious a heaven? Why did he become poor? He did so that we might go to heaven and be rich. Rich not materially speaking, but spiritually. Christians are spiritually rich already in this life, but we will be rich beyond comparison in the world to come. We are the Sons of God, heirs to eternity. What glory and splendour awaits us!
A wonderful picture
When we put these five contrasts together, we see a wonderful picture. Jesus went through a human birth to give us a new spiritual birth. Jesus was born without a home to give us a home. He occupied a stable that we might occupy a mansion. He had an earthly mother so that we might have a heavenly father. He was humbled so that we might be glorified. He became poor so that we might become rich.
How should we respond? First, we should be humbled and thankful that God the Son so loved us that he gave up all his glory for us. The only reason Christ came into the world was to save people like you and me. He did not come into the world just for the experience of seeing what it was like to live in the world. Christ was born to die for sinners.
Second, we should be lifted up. God loves people like you, and his love was such that he was willing to do what was necessary to save people like you. His people are precious in his sight, he cares for them, and he will one day take them home.
Third, we should rejoice. If the angels rejoiced on the day Jesus was born, if they sang ‘glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill towards men’, then how much more should we. Those angels were not saved by Christ’s coming into the world. But we are if we believe in him.
As we come to the end of 2022, we need some good news, don’t we? We need some bright news to lift the gloom of war and the cost of living. And here is the good news. Here is the great news. Here is the best news ever: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.
By Alan Hill, Pastor of Lausanne Free Church, Switzerland.
Not all paths lead to God – a Sikh’s journey to the Saviour
I was born into a Sikh family in West Yorkshire, and was surrounded by an extended family who practised their faith whether devoutly or nominally.
I was brought up with a vague belief that all paths led to God and, therefore, the religion that you were born into would be the one that you would stick with because that’s what God had planned for you.
My primary years were spent learning to read parts of the Guru Granth Sahib (the central religious scripture of Sikhism), saying prayers at appointed times, and attending the Gudwara (the Sikh place of worship) regularly with my parents.
It wasn’t until my teenage years that I started to ask questions and challenge the beliefs of Sikhism. For me, there were too many things we practised which couldn’t be justified.
When I asked my parents to explain more about why we did certain things, they struggled to answer and they would often give the response, ‘This is our religion and this is what we do.’
Eventually, the discrepancies between what the religion spoke about and what people practised, along with my studies in Sociology and Marxism, led me to the conclusion that all religion was a man-made concept and therefore God must also be a man-made concept (for the advancement of men). It was at that point I decided to ditch religion altogether.
A sister’s challenge
It was later, when I was about nineteen, that my viewpoint about how to live life was challenged.
My sister, during her time at university, had converted to Christianity. Witnessing the transformation within her shook me and scared me. We had grown up being very tight as two girls in a strict Sikh household where certain privileges were afforded to males only. But becoming a Christian meant that she no longer needed me in the same way. I could sense that her safety and security in who she was no longer rested in her family relations. She had found God.
Overspilling with joy, she would just talk of him who had saved her and had called her into a relationship with him. It was hard not to ask questions about the God she had discovered.
Over the next few years began a personal journey of emotional ups and downs. She often challenged my beliefs and waywardness and faithfully spoke about a God she knew in a personal way. She was able to describe his character, what he was like, how much he loved those he had made, and that he wanted to be in a relationship with us.
It was when she referred to him as her Heavenly Father that I would be moved. This was something I’d never heard of before and it was warm and loving. I had never known of God to be spoken of in this way.
Three questions
While I am more of an emotional person than a logical one, something within me began to think about the truths my sister was proclaiming. I remember thinking very clearly that if I was going to throw God away, then I needed to at least look into it once and for all before making an informed decision based on actual evidence.
There were three questions I wanted to find answers to. These were: Does God actually exist? If so, how do you get to know him? Finally, who is this Jesus person and how does he fit in?
Having been given a Bible by my sister, I started by reading from the beginning, Genesis, and there for the first time I heard how God had created the heavens and the earth, everything in it. I saw how he had created mankind to rule over everything on the earth.
For me, it was the first time I heard this; it was like he had revealed his blueprint for how we were supposed to live and how we were supposed to relate to one another. It sounded just perfect.
But I still had a niggling question: if he had created all of this, surely he had created all of the religions so that all of these paths and people can get to him in the end? And if this is the case, why would I want to swap out Sikhism for Christianity? Surely my parents were right from the start?
Though troubled and conflicted by this, I had thoroughly loved hearing about God’s blueprint for the world and mankind, and I felt like I was making headway and making sense of myself as a creature, and of him as my God. But I couldn’t let the thought of all paths leading to God rest.
Jesus is the way, truth, and life
Upset by this, I remember making a journey to see my sister. It was then that I received an answer for my troubled mind. As the train pulled into the platform, there I saw out of the window a poster on a billboard which read: ‘I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me’ - John 14:6.
God had heard my internal wrestling and graciously revealed his words to me.
Hungry to know more, that summer I began attending the local Baptist Church where I started to realise I wanted to be in a relationship with God. I needed to understand that verse more.
Who was the ‘me’ of that verse? Why was he so significant? It was through the faithful preaching of the minister that I came to realise that not only did I need to be forgiven, but I needed to ask for this forgiveness from God for the wrong I had done in rejecting his rule and authority in my life. The only way I could do this was to simply accept the fact that Jesus had died on the cross for me, and that it is through him I could come into a living relationship with God.
Jesus’ death in my place on the cross had taken God’s past, present, and future judgment away.
I had never heard of such a clear path to eternal life being presented. It seemed so simple – and it was. All I needed to do was trust in it and that is what I did.
The amazing amount of relief, peace, and assurance that I felt was instant and affirming. Don’t get me wrong: it’s not to say that life hasn’t had its difficulties – it certainly has – or that my decision to put my trust in Jesus hasn’t caused upset – it has. But my Heavenly Father, as promised, strengthens me and keeps me.
Twenty-eight years later, I don’t regret asking questions, being challenged, and being the challenger to seek what is absolute truth. I’m totally sure of this: I will meet my Heavenly Father. I know who I am, where I am going, what I have been saved from and what I have been saved for – my eternal life with him – and this has got nothing to do with me; it is all to do with the fact that Jesus has done that on my behalf. Why would I walk away from someone who loves me that much?.
By Paramjit Kaur
I took my problems to the Cross
My name is Eunice and I live in Birmingham with my husband Josh. I grew up in Accrington, Lancashire, and I went to church with my family.
When I was eleven I went to a Christian camp. These usually happen over the school summer holidays and are opportunities for groups of children to engage in outdoor activities and learn more about God.
I remember being so nervous that I tried to get out of going by making every excuse I could think of. As it happened, my experience on camp turned out to be the greatest week of my life!
I made new friends (still in my life today), enjoyed outdoor activities I never knew even existed, and began to understand and be drawn to Jesus for the first time.
I heard the gospel preached in a way I could really understand. Put simply, the gospel is the good news that Jesus died in the place of sinners like me, taking the punishment I deserved.
Through his sacrifice, God’s anger was satisfied and I could receive forgiveness and eternal life if I trusted in Jesus and turned from my sin.
When I left camp and went back home, I thought that I was going to maintain my new-found excitement and commitment to praying, Bible reading, and living for Jesus each and every day.
In reality, I was a typical teenager with sleeping-in a high priority! All the things I had learnt seemed to slip to the back of my mind.
Nevertheless, over the next few years I kept going back to that Christian camp, and I also attended youth clubs at my local church to learn more about who Jesus is.
One summer, the last message that was preached on camp drove me to make the decision to personally commit to following Jesus, but I didn’t tell anybody.
A few weeks later, I found myself sitting in a youth service and beginning to cry. The minister came to pray with me. As we prayed and chatted, I told him that I needed to get baptised, but I was scared because I wasn’t sure I always lived like a Christian.
How could I be baptised when I didn’t know all the answers, and when I didn’t read my bible everyday – or even understand it?!
My minister told me that he had seen changes in me that could only be because of Jesus, and that baptism isn’t the end of our Christian journey, but more of the start.
I was then baptised on an Easter Sunday when I was fifteen. I was still a teenager facing normal teenage problems, but I knew that I could take those to the cross and leave them with Jesus.
When I was eighteen I took a gap year with the Baptist Missionary Society World Mission. I went into it naively thinking, ‘I am going to save the world’ – well at least Kathmandu where I was based. But in reality, it was the world that saved me.
I was pushed out of my comfort zone and forced to rely on God for everything – for health, for food, for relationships with teammates.
I saw the simplicity of lives that were truly happy. I saw that material things were not that important – that even the most deprived and marginalised people could have hope and faith in God, and that this was all they needed to live a truly joy-filled life.
I now work for an amazing Christian charity called Safe Families which supports families who are overwhelmed by their circumstances. We provide volunteers to befriend these families and to bring them out of isolation and back into the community.
My adult life has not always been easy. I have faced many challenges, and there have been times when I have questioned my faith. But during this time, my husband and I have had incredible friends surrounding us in prayer when we did not feel able even to pray for ourselves.
Although there has not always been a happy ending to every trial, we have seen time and time again that there is a faithful God who does more than we could ask or ever imagine.
Following Jesus is not the easy way to live – it presents many challenges in daily life, but when we hand the reins over to him, we can rest in the peace that only he provides.
By Eunice Smith
From riches to rags
There are great disparities in wealth in the world today. If you were to fill a minibus with the world’s richest men (and they are generally men), their wealth would equal that of the poorest half of the world’s population.
Wealthy people dominate our magazines and screens but, right now, most people in the UK are finding it hard to pay the bills. Many are dependent on government benefits and perhaps food banks or other charities. Though some people will spend thousands of pounds upon food, drink, and presents this Christmas, for others Christmas is a financial nightmare.
Still, in the eyes of billions of people in the world, we are almost all rich in the West. At least we’re rich materially. But surely, whoever we are, we recognise that it is possible to be rich materially and yet poor in other ways?
In a letter the apostle Paul wrote to the church at Corinth in Greece, there is a sentence that is especially relevant to us at this time. It summarises the Christian message in a simple and beautiful way. Paul writes, ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich yet for your sake, he became poor so that you through his poverty might become rich’ (2 Corinthians 8:9). Let’s consider these amazing words.
1. He was rich
Jesus Christ was rich in being God. All of us were born somewhere and conceived about nine months earlier. That was when we began. But Bethlehem was not the beginning of Jesus Christ. No, even before his conception, Jesus Christ was. When time began he was already there and he made everything out of nothing. He is the eternal Son of God.
He had the universe to enjoy. It was all his – the burning stars and orbiting planets, the oceans and mountains, the trees and flowers, birds and animals. He was rich in possessions and pleasures and, if he wanted to, he could make new and wonderful worlds.
But the Lord Jesus Christ was rich in another very important way too: he was rich in love. Relationships are often key to determining how happy our Christmas (and life) will be. Every week we hear that the relationship of some wealthy star has broken up. Are they really so rich?
But the Son of God had a perfect relationship with God his Father – a relationship of infinite love, joy, and peace. There was absolute harmony. It was, you could say, the happiest of families.
Jesus Christ enjoyed a blissful existence before he came into this world. His life was free from worry and sorrow, full of love, beauty, goodness, and joy. He was rich.
2. He became poor
No one feels the pinch of poverty like those who’ve once been rich. Jesus was rich but he chose to become poor. The Son of God became a man.
He knew what it was to be hungry and thirsty and tired. He knew temptation, disappointment, grief, fear, and pain. It would have been a great act of condescension to become a king or Prime Minister but, when the Son of God became a man, he did not become someone rich and powerful.
He was laid by Mary in a manger, and the entire life of Jesus Christ was characterised by poverty. During Jesus’ infancy he and his parents were asylum-seekers in Egypt. Later they settled in the obscure northern Israeli town of Nazareth.
When Jesus grew up he became a carpenter or builder like Joseph. Jesus worked with his hands. He sweated and ached. If the saw slipped, he bled. The one who created the heavens and the earth made tables and mended chairs.
At the age of thirty he left even the security of the workshop to travel around healing the sick and preaching the good news. He depended for about three years on the charity of others. He drove himself on, doing good, helping others, rising early in the morning, and working late into the night.
He had poor companions: not billionaires or celebrities, but men who’d been fishermen and despised tax-collectors. There were ex-prostitutes and former beggars among his followers. As the carol says, ‘With the poor and mean and lowly, lived on earth our Saviour holy.’
The Bible says, ‘A good name is more desirable than great riches,’ but Jesus had a poor reputation. He was derided as a backward northerner. He was called crazy and demon-possessed. He was accused of being a glutton and a drunkard.
Jesus upset the religious authorities and was eventually convicted by a corrupt court and sentenced to be crucified. Before he was nailed to the cross, the soldiers stripped him and later gambled for his clothes. Thus he died naked, without even the clothes he’d worn.
He became poor. ‘How poor,’ wondered one writer? ‘Ask Mary, ask the shepherds, ask the wise men. He rode on another man’s donkey. He sailed in another man’s boat. He was buried in another man’s tomb.’ He was rich. He became poor. That was his birth, his life, his death.
3. For your sake
‘For your sake,’ the apostle Paul goes on, ‘so that you through his poverty might become rich.’
Do you see the contrast in this verse? He became poor to make us rich. It’s a theme that runs through the Bible. We read elsewhere, ‘He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed’ (Isaiah 53:5).
He was impoverished so that we might be enriched. He came down to lift us up. He suffered so that we might have peace.
Through Jesus Christ, God offers us many things. He offers forgiveness. The Bible likens it to being declared not guilty or to having a massive debt cleared. Psychologically it’s like having a huge burden lifted off your shoulders.
He offers adoption into his family and a loving relationship with him. Then we can really pray, ‘Our Father in heaven’, and enter the year ahead confident of God’s love and help through thick and thin.
God’s Spirit also empowers us to change and become more like Jesus, bit by bit. There’s the church, too. A community, a family, who will love and encourage us. And an inheritance – eternal life. Life in its fullness and life that lasts forever so that, truly, ‘The best is yet to come.’
To put our verse in its context, it also means God offering us the richness of knowing that it is more blessed to give than to receive. These words come in chapters exhorting Christians to give generously to famine-stricken brothers and sisters overseas.
There is more to life than the baubles and toys of this world. There are treasures that money can’t buy. To know God is more precious than anything else.
Note Paul begins our verse, ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.’ Do you know his grace? If you do, then treasure Jesus. If not, put your trust in him this Christmas. Though he was rich, he became poor, all for your sake, that you through his poverty might become rich.
By Mark Richards, Mark is pastor of Newtown Baptist Church, Chesham.
The challenges and blessings of coming to Jesus in a Jewish home
I was raised in a Jewish home in the United States. My great grandfather fled to the US following persecution during pogroms in Eastern Europe in the late 1800s. Like most Jewish children, I was raised against a backdrop of fear – fear of persecution, especially from those who call themselves Christians.
For 2,000 years my Jewish people had been widely ostracised and smeared as those who had rejected Jesus and stood responsible for his cruel death, resulting in 2000 years of persecution as ‘Christ killers’.
This backdrop caused me to become very anti-Jesus. I would go so far as to say that I despised Jesus growing up. One of the first things I’d say to anyone who enquired into my Jewish beliefs would be, as my parents taught me, ‘I’m Jewish. I don’t believe in Jesus!’
Persistent witness
When I was thirteen, my family moved to a new neighbourhood. Here I became friends with another teenager named Mark. He was a committed Christian who loved Jesus. The first time Mark came to my house, he tried to share his faith with my father in the front garden. My father promptly kicked him off our property!
My friend didn’t give up, though. Another day he returned, knocked on the door and this time tried to speak to my mother. She also dismissed him with a door slammed in his face. Mark tried a third time with my sister, who also rejected his attempts to share Jesus with her.
However, he had another opportunity the first time he met me one-to-one. Mark shared his testimony of God’s love and forgiveness changing his life. He also challenged me to read the Bible to find out what God expected from me as a Jewish person. I agreed to this challenge as I had a fear of death and wanted to know God.
Discovering holiness, sin, and forgiveness
I went home and read the Tenach (Old Testament). I decided to read it every day and as I read, I prayed to God, as Mark recommended. I asked that if this was his Word, he would speak to me through it.
During that year the Bible really helped me understand the holiness of God and the depths of my sin and separation from him. I had so many questions and so I asked my Christian friend Mark for answers, as well as asking my parents.
Mark’s answers made more sense to me. Mark always shared Jesus as the answer to the issue of sin and forgiveness. I struggled with him as we talked about the New Covenant and having a new heart and a new life. New, new, new – what was wrong with the old covenant?!
After a year of reading, I got to the book of the prophet Jeremiah. When I got to chapter 33, the words in verse 31 and following jumped off the page at me! They foretell God’s promise to make a new covenant with his people, because the current covenant had been continually broken through my people’s disobedience.
God says that through this new covenant, ‘I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people… They will all know me because I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.’
This was the answer to my question about ‘Why a new covenant?!’ I was now ready and keen to find out more about Jesus. I knew from what Mark had told me that the New Testament would tell me all I needed to know about Jesus and God’s new covenant.
I started at the beginning, with the book of Matthew and his firsthand account of Jesus’ life and teachings. As I read, I quickly realised how wrong I had been about Jesus! Reading Matthew, I saw how Jesus fulfilled the predictions about the Messiah found in my Jewish Bible. I saw that if God became a man, he would do the things that Jesus did. I felt challenged and convicted.
By the time I finished Matthew’s Gospel, I knew that either Jesus was the Messiah or he wasn’t. If he was, then the most Jewish thing I could do would be to believe in him. I could resist Jesus no longer!
Convinced that Jesus was indeed the Messiah that my people have been waiting for, I got down on my knees and asked God to forgive me for my sins on the basis that Jesus took the punishment for them in my place when he died on the cross. I then committed myself to trust and follow Jesus as Lord and Messiah. As I finished praying I knew that my life was absolutely transformed.
Following Jesus
It took me six months to tell my family about my new faith in Jesus. When I did, they were incredibly upset. They felt ashamed and betrayed. I was forbidden to go to church; I had to hide my Bible in a slit in a mattress so it wouldn’t be thrown away. Any Christian teaching I received was via cassette tapes which were snuck to me by my friends at school and which I hid in my socks. I was secretly baptised in a forest stream after school.
It was a very difficult time; but it was also a wonderful time. Because of the difficulties, I was forced to press in close to God and so I grew much in my relationship with him through reading the Bible and prayer.
During that time I also discovered the power of prayer when I met Nancy, the mother of Mark’s Christian friend. Nancy had prayed for me every day for the year I searched the Old Testament for God. I realised it was her prayers that God used to soften my heart and open my eyes to Jesus. Prayer changes things!
When I turned 18 I joined a mission to evangelise other Jewish people. After that I went to Bible college. Then I came to the UK as a missionary to the Jewish people. It has been 40 years since I started missionary service.
I am now blessed to be the leader of one of the world’s oldest missions to the Jewish people, called International Mission to Jewish People. We raise up missionaries to tell Jewish people about Jesus and are blessed to see many Jewish people brought to faith in Jesus just like I was.
We want Christians to be like the watchman in Ezekiel 33:7 – and ‘warn Israel’ that they, as Jewish people, need Jesus too. To find out more about how you can help reach Jewish people with the good news of Jesus visit us at www.imjp.org/watchman.
By Joseph Steinberg
Where is the Lamb?
Christmas is the season to reflect upon the greatest gift of all, indeed, the only gift that matters: the gift of God who so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life (John 3:16).
As the apostle Paul assures us, God spared not his own Son, but gave him up for us all in order that he might also with him freely give us all things (Romans 8:32). No gift from a father’s heart could be more costly than to surrender the life of his only son.
The testing of Abraham, reported in Genesis 22, memorialises for all time the price of our redemption through the grieving yet faithful heart of a father and the obedient heart of his son. It is a human drama that invites all of us into a deeper appreciation of the priceless cost of free grace.
It expresses the abstract theology of substitutionary atonement in flesh and blood reality. Redemption is portrayed in terms so striking that any parent and any child can comprehend the love of a father for his son or a son for his father.
A gospel preview
The binding of Isaac for the sacrifice is a dramatic preview of the whole gospel. And Isaac’s question, ‘But where is the Lamb for a burnt offering?’ is only fully answered in Jesus, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.
God drives a double-edged sword through the very heart of Abraham when he demands the sacrifice of Isaac in terms that accentuate the preciousness of the son God requires: ‘Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and… offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.’
Abraham’s instant and complete obedience to God’s demand does not mask the faith that was required of him, for his pain is betrayed by his ‘lifting up’ his eyes to see the mountain as they approached on the third day.
The hope of resurrection
Abraham fully expected to lose his beloved son to death, but there is something curious about his statement to the two young men who accompanied Isaac but who were instructed to stay behind with the donkey.
Abraham assures them that after the sacrifice, we will ‘come again to you’. The author of the book of Hebrews in the New Testament tells us that Abraham expected to sacrifice his son and to receive him back from death (Hebrews 11:19). That is, by faith Abraham expected to receive his son through a resurrection ‘on the third day’ of his journey.
The sacrifice of Isaac is the foretelling of the gospel, all in unmistakable detail. Isaac is the ‘unique’ son of Abraham. He is the son who was the heir of the ‘everlasting covenant’ and who was promised a ‘seed’ after him (Genesis 17:19).
Abraham’s faith could reason that Isaac could not perish without a seed, that God would give him ‘back from death’ in order to fulfil his covenant. And so Abraham determined to obey the Lord. He took the wood for the sacrifice and laid it on the back of his son.
From this we may reasonably infer that Isaac was now the stronger of the two and that he would have to willingly submit to his father’s will that he should be bound for the sacrifice.
The picture of Isaac carrying the wood of his own sacrifice up the mountain of Moriah, which we later learn is in the region of Jerusalem, and then willingly permitting himself to be bound and put upon the wood in obedience to his father, all in the hope of defeating death, is the gospel in miniature.
Jesus, the Lamb of God
But God, who spared not his own Jesus, did spare Isaac. God provided instead a ram for Abraham to substitute for his son. The careful reader will note that before Isaac had been made aware of God’s command that he be sacrificed, he had asked his father, ‘Where is the lamb for a burnt offering?’ (Genesis 22:7).
We are told, however, that God provided a ram as a substitute for Isaac. It is as though Moses, the author of Genesis, deliberately leaves Isaac’s question unanswered. The reader is left to wonder about the lamb for the burnt offering, until John the Baptist finally answers Isaac’s question for all time when he sees Jesus, proclaiming: ‘Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!’ (John 1:29).
Jesus is God’s unique and beloved Son, who, like Isaac, walked up Moriah’s mountain carrying his cross on his back (John 19:17), and in obedience to his Father’s will submitted to be bound and made a sacrifice (John 18:12). Unlike Isaac, Jesus’ life was not spared, but like Abraham, God the Father received his Son back from death on the third day.
This is God’s precious gift to us: he has provided a substitute in his Son! And if God so loved us when we were in our sin that he gave us his precious Son, what will be the measure of his love to us in eternity, when we are forever delivered from sin and made perfectly complete in the full righteousness of Jesus! That will be our everlasting Christmas indeed!
By Dr Warren Gage, Dr Gage is a seminary professor based in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.
This article was first published in Tabletalk, the Bible study magazine of Ligonier Ministries. Find out more at TabletalkMagazine.co.uk or try it free for three months today at TryTabletalk.co.uk.
Rebellious biker finds the Romans road to eternal life
Church was a requirement for me to carry the Brownie flag up the aisle. Once this was achieved, Mum suggested we didn’t bother any more since we fought to stay awake through meaningless services, where I’d decided that, if God was real, he wasn’t there. Besides, he wouldn’t want anything to do with me. He was unreachable.
That said, I do remember that once when I was about 10 years old and lying in bed, I had the feeling that something was missing in my life, but not knowing what.
Fast-forward several years, and I was growing up pretty rebellious and within the biker culture. I tried to impress people with my Harley Davidson, and lived a selfish but hopeless, meaningless existence. I made bad decisions and lived from one party to the next. Nothing really satisfied me and I trusted no one. I felt pretty depressed and with little to look forward to.
From Australia to Texas
One day, while hitchhiking with a friend in Australia, I had a strange thought as I looked at a beautiful sunset. God made that. Since I despised Christians and mocked them, it struck me as a very odd idea to contemplate God.
Upon returning to England I had a letter from a pen pal in Texas. It was one of a few that came about following an article I’d written in an American women’s motorcycle magazine. With nothing better to do I decided Texas would be my next destination. Little did I know what awaited!
Being far away from the influence of my friends, with plenty of time to think, I befriended a Christian biker lady, Claretta, who kept inviting me to church after every ride we took together. It was unfortunate because otherwise she was a lovely lady!
I went once, having been lured in with an invitation to dinner with her and her family, and was impressed how the visiting preacher, who was a missionary to Korea, was happy to give up his easy life in America to share this message with foreigners.
I must have heard the salvation message because I felt uneasy and unable to sleep for three days. I vowed not to return to a church that made me feel that way. Besides, there was a very solid wall between me and these Christians, built by me. But the Lord had other plans.
Bereavement and the Bible
My beloved grandma passed away in England. I was so distraught that I couldn’t sleep for days. Out of desperation I rang Claretta and asked if someone could pray for me. She said her pastor would and that she’d pick me up in fifteen minutes for the Wednesday night service. After the service I was introduced to another lady, Lynn, who asked me if I went to church in England.
I bragged about a spiritualist ‘church’ I’d been attending, looking for some hope for the future from so-called messages from deceased people. Lynn asked me if they used a Bible and taught about Jesus there. I arrogantly replied that Jesus was a spirit guide (because that’s what I’d read in a book!) and that they didn’t use a Bible.
She then asked me if I believed the Bible was God’s true Word. I’d always thought my little white Bible received from a godparent was special so maybe that influenced me to respond that I did believe it was God’s true Word.
The Romans road
Having said that, Lynn asked if she could show me some verses from it. I sat down with her on one side, Claretta on the other and the pastor’s wife standing in front of me, while Lynn took me down the ‘Romans Road’, sharing Scriptures that finally explained why Jesus died on a cross.
She asked me if I agreed that I had sinned against God (Romans 3:10, 23), to which I wholeheartedly agreed, thinking, this is the word that sums up my whole 29 years.
She showed me in Romans 6:23 that my sin separates me from God now and forever, but that Jesus had died on a cross to pay the huge debt I owed for all my evil deeds. Heaven was a free gift if I accepted it!
All my life I’d been terrified of dying. Lynn asked me if I’d like to pray to accept this most valuable of gifts. I felt the devil really trying to stop me; thoughts of ‘Don’t get involved with all this! Just say no! You don’t know what this’ll lead to!’ came to mind.
But the Lord countered as I also thought, ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful to know you’ll go to heaven when you die?’ and I chose to pray a prayer, led by Lynn, asking the Lord to forgive me and to come into my heart, and thanking him for dying for me.
First love
I felt like I’d float away with the heavy weight of my wrongdoing lifted from my shoulders. I immediately sensed God’s peace and presence and also realised how real the devil is and how he’d tried to destroy me. I was still trying to be cool, but wanted to cry.
Once I thought I’d stopped the tears from spilling out of my eyes, I looked at Claretta who was herself crying! I felt such a connection to these people now!
When she dropped me off at home, Claretta said, ‘I love you. You’re my sister now.’ I told her I loved her too and felt so excited to be her ‘sister’. That was the first time I told someone I loved them and meant it and truly felt loved back.
The Lord immediately gave me new desires and I went straight to my clothes and threw out the miniskirts. I threw out all my old, depressing music, and stopped drinking alcohol and smoking. No one made me do that, I just had no more desire for the self-destruction that characterised my previous life.
Four months later my mum came to visit me and I took her to my church. After hearing the gospel for the first time she said she wanted to get saved. I am most blessed to say my beloved mum was my first convert. She went to Crofton Baptist Church for the rest of her life and is now with the Lord.
I’ve been saved nearly 31 years now, and the Lord has given me a kind, Christian husband (which was another big ‘God thing’) and a lovely son, and has allowed me to lead Sunday School classes, witness to many people and serve him in our present fellowship, Downham Baptist Church.
He has brought me through highs and lows and I’m so grateful for his truth and the ones who prayed for me and led me to him. I am free and full of hope and look forward to the day I’m with him!
By Heather Bryan
No silent night
As a mother of four children, I well remember many nights that were anything but silent. The cries of a newborn suddenly awakened by pangs of hunger. The moans of a sick child who needed another dose of paracetamol. More recently, the voices of teenagers telling me about their day when they arrive home late at night.
During these nights I needed something else to break through the silence, and sometimes my fear, than the sounds of my children. I needed the good news of the gospel.
This same good news broke the silence of another mother’s night about two thousand years ago in Bethlehem, bringing great joy to all people.
Silent night?
Shortly after John the Baptist’s birth, Caesar Augustus pronounced a decree ‘that all the world should be registered’ for the purpose of taxation (Luke 2:1).
It was under Augustus’s rule that the phrase Pax Romana (‘Roman Peace’) was coined. But sadly, for all the peace that Augustus seemed to bring to the Roman Empire, he led the people away from true peace. He wanted others to see how great he was, not how great God is.
Although Augustus believed he was ordering a decree that would elevate his status, God was using him to reveal the true king.
Remarkably, this was the first time that the Roman Empire had been at peace under one ruler. God had orchestrated a time of peace to bring the King of peace into the world.
God had foretold that Jesus’s birth would be in Bethlehem through the prophet Micah (Micah 5:2). Through Augustus’s decree, God was putting the right people in the right place at the right time to fulfil his Word.
Significantly, Joseph (of the house and lineage of David) left Nazareth for Bethlehem, the city of David. While there, the time came for Mary to give birth. Since the usual lodging place for travellers was full, Mary and Joseph had to stay in a stable.
There has never been a greater and more humble birth than Jesus’s birth in Bethlehem. We sing about it as a ‘silent night’, but it was anything but silent.
Think of Mary’s cries of pain as she gave birth for the first time, and yet cries of joy as she saw her son, the Saviour of the world.
Think of Jesus’s cries, as he was ‘born in the likeness of men’ (Philippians 2:7). His cries would reach their climax on the cross, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Matthew 27:46).
Jesus died and was raised again so that you and I can be saved from sin, death, and Satan. Dear reader, have you cried out to him, trusting in him alone for your salvation?
Shepherd’s fright
There was another reason the night of Christ’s birth was not silent. God chose to announce his Son’s birth to shepherds who were keeping watch over their flock. The hillside became holy ground as the glory of the Lord shone around them.
As they were filled with fear, the angel of the Lord quickly told them not to be afraid. ‘Good news of great joy that will be for all the people’ had come (Luke 2:10). ‘The great shepherd of the sheep’ had come to make complete and final atonement for God’s people (Hebrews 13:20). The Saviour, Christ the Lord, had been born. The greatest prophet, priest, and king had arrived!
To confirm his word through the angels, God gave the shepherds a sign. They would find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger. Before they could ponder this, their quiet night on the hillside was interrupted again by a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men!’ (Luke 2:14). This was a moment they would never forget and a message they could not hide.
The shepherds hurried and found Mary and Joseph, and baby Jesus lying in a manger (Luke 2:16). They told the new parents what the angels had revealed to them about their son.
How comforting this must have been to Mary and Joseph. God had not forgotten his word to them: ‘He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there shall be no end’ (Luke 1:32-33).
These humble beginnings were leading to something greater than anyone could have imagined. God had come in the likeness of man to bring peace between God and man. Glory to God indeed!
Perhaps right now your nights are anything but silent. Sleep is hard to come by as you care for children, or you lie awake thinking about a strained relationship, marital discord, or a child’s rebellious heart, or you endure physical pain. Maybe you are frightened that you won’t be able to endure another day of it, much less a month, or a year.
Be encouraged, because the Lord is with all those who truly believe in him. Because of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, we who are following him have better days ahead.
The good news of great joy will echo throughout all eternity as we worship the Son of Man, who is now seated at the right hand of God the Father and is coming again to save those who are eagerly waiting for him. On that day the last trumpet will break any silence and we will finally behold our beloved Saviour face to face.
By Sarah Ivill, Sarah is a member of Christ Covenant Church in Matthews, North Carolina.
Reproduced with permission from The Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals (placefortruth.org).
Vanity of vanities, all is vanity
My story, while upsetting, shows that through God’s love and power, nobody is beyond saving.
I grew up attending church and believed myself to be a Christian. However, I didn’t really know what being a Christian meant.
I stopped attending church as soon as I was old enough, and until 2020 the extent of my faith was believing that God existed and created the universe, and occasionally praying or attending church. I thought this was enough and that I was ‘good with God’.
I lived by my own rules, believing I could pick which parts of the Bible to follow. I didn’t look to pursue a relationship with Jesus or allow him to have any part in my life.
God was my genie – I only spoke to him when I wanted something (mostly very shallow things).
Dangerous paths
Throughout school I wasn’t popular and was bullied, which led me to chase after love and acceptance from peers to attain a sense of satisfaction.
School shaped my teenage and adult life, leading me down a dangerous path seeking love, enjoyment, and fulfilment in all the wrong places.
I started making lots of bad choices that are considered ‘normal’ for people my age; partying, casual relationships, and wanting to be ‘cool’. But my heart started to harden.
I prayed to a God I didn’t know, for things broadly consisting of looks, money, and women. I was driven by an underlying need for validation.
As I grew, memories of school stuck with me, continuing to impact my choices and self-esteem. I wanted to prove those people wrong by attaining worldly success (as if those children from my school days ever gave me a second thought).
There’s a saying that God works in mysterious ways. In the Bible, Romans 1:24-32 shows that one of these ways is to give us exactly what we want.
Broken
Ultimately God showed me my need for him and how broken I was without him by doing just this.
Galatians 6:7-9 states, ‘Do not be deceived, God is not mocked. A man reaps what he sows. Whoever sows to please their flesh, from the flesh reaps destruction; whoever sows to please the Holy Spirit, from the Spirit reaps eternal life.’
In my case, my ‘destruction’ became very visible – but destruction will ultimately become visible for all who live without Jesus.
As the years passed, I became more brash and erratic, looking for ways to show off. I worked hard, rising through the ranks of my profession in banking. With the money and success came arrogance. I started to think I was better than other people.
Around this time my appearance also improved following significant weight loss and an increased fitness regime. This led to the wrong kinds of attention, feeding my sense of self-importance, vanity, and pridefulness.
These feelings grew when I started working as a naked butler at hen parties, pushing boundaries further and desensitising me more to the godless life I was living.
I felt untouchable, impressive, and someone to be envied, but in actuality I was a slave ruled by the desires of my body.
My weeks consisted of partying, gambling, women – living an utterly immoral life, seeking feelings of gratification I so desperately needed.
I was cold-hearted, arrogant, greedy, obsessed with money, selfish, and I mistreated people I claimed to love.
All the while I still claimed to be a Christian if anyone asked, quickly changing the subject if I could.
On the surface I thought I had everything anyone could want, but something was always missing.
Toxic relationship
In 2019 my lifestyle caught up with me in a way I couldn’t ignore when a girl I’d met became pregnant. I wanted to run from my responsibilities and end the situation as quickly as possible.
Being in a situation I never thought I’d be in, saying things I never thought I’d say, doing things I never thought I’d do – the baby ended up being aborted.
I became more lost than I even realised. I attempted cutting contact with the girl but was blackmailed into a relationship, as she threatened to expose what had happened, and moreover lied about me in a way that would have significant personal and professional consequences.
I continued my godless life, but fortunately for me, God had a plan! Evidently, he had decided I’d been left to my own devices for long enough. He was ready to bring me home with open arms and deliver me from the mess I’d created.
A few months into this toxic relationship, my self-worth was destroyed as my insecurities and self-doubts were constantly played upon.
The first part of God’s plan was using this girl. Throughout the relationship, particularly towards the end, she challenged the morality of my actions, choices I’d made, things I’d said, and situations I’d orchestrated. This was despite her not knowing anything of the Christian faith.
I knew my life had something missing and I needed more.
‘If you died today…’
Driving home one evening, I was trawling for a new radio station, and for some reason I picked the Christian station UCB. I thought the music was great so I left it on. It also broadcasted some Bible verses.
I started attending church more, hearing God’s Word and the good news of the gospel. My conscience began to be challenged. During one memorable service the preacher asked, ‘If you died today, would you be right with God?’
Feeling the crushing weight of my conscience, I knew my answer was ‘no’. I realised the only way to be acceptable in God’s presence and to experience true belonging was by turning from sin and giving my life to Jesus.
I learned that regardless of my past transgressions, nothing can put me beyond God’s reach; no sin is too great to be forgiven if I turn from it. I understood that Jesus had paid the price for my sins through his death on the cross.
In the following weeks I looked at my life, the choices I’d made, and the very visible picture of what a life without Jesus leads to. By March 2020 I knew I needed to change but feared the consequences.
I started praying more deeply, feeling God’s presence working in my life. In May, this girl and I had another argument. I knew this was my chance to end the relationship and change. If I didn’t take it now, I felt I never would.
I left the relationship and experienced the most challenging time I’d been through, only possible to endure through God’s love and favour.
My former partner’s threats began materialising and I lived in fear as I was harassed and threatened. I received hours of abuse via social media, phone calls, and texts every day with no end in sight.
After a few weeks, I broke down and ended up moving back to my parents’ home, unable to function at times. I was diagnosed with PTSD.
Joy through suffering
Desperate for a way out and needing a Saviour, I put my trust in God, and God protected me each day. He spoke to and encouraged me in different ways throughout my ordeal.
Initially I was thinking this situation wouldn’t end, but I turned on the radio and UCB were running a segment on trusting God to see your trials to completion.
The week after, thinking I’d never find joy while this was happening, I turned on UCB which was explaining James 1:2-4: ‘Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.’
That week I attended my first church ‘men’s breakfast’. Unbeknown to me, the topic of the breakfast was also on joy through suffering.
This was God speaking to me, showing that he’s aware of my struggles, was with me, and would sustain me.
The harassment from my ex escalated to police involvement. But by God’s grace, they heard my distress and took the matter seriously. Two officers arrived, one of whom was a Christian.
Despite explaining my sinful actions leading to the situation, he said he felt called by God to share Isaiah 26:3, ‘You will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are steadfast, because they trust in you’, and Genesis 50:20, ‘You meant it for evil, but God used it for good.’
After they left I looked into these verses, seeing how God delivered his people from worse situations than mine, and that I should trust him to deliver me.
God uses situations and people in our life when we choose to listen to him. Looking back, there’d been many occasions where God spoke to me, but I chose to ignore him. But now I was ‘coming home’.
God has transformed me. I now hate the things I used to love and love the things I used to hate. I have been taken into membership at Swindon Evangelical Church and seek to live in the light of God.
I have to fight temptation on a daily basis and often fail, but these failures are met with God’s grace and a renewed love for Jesus.
Despite the scars and damage, Jesus healed me. He has washed me clean in his blood and given me a desire to grow close to him, to understand his Word and explain and share it with the Christians and non-Christians around me.
By Dan
The unbroken promises of Jesus
I came from a very traditional Roman Catholic family in the Philippines before moving to the UK. As a child I followed all the customs of our religion, but growing up I began to be curious about other beliefs.
One day I had the opportunity to visit another church in the Philippines. From then on there was the first glimmer of doubt about what I had been taught concerning Catholicism, and questions arose in my mind. I started to read my Bible.
Another turning point came when my marriage broke down because of infidelity. I was absolutely devastated and felt totally broken. On top of being an orphan, I was living in a foreign country and I felt so alone and hopeless.
In my desperation I cried my heart out to God and submitted to him. I found comfort in Jesus Christ through praying, Bible reading, and listening to worship songs.
Jesus gave me hope and peace that I couldn’t find anywhere else. Jesus did not leave me nor forsake me even though others around me did; Jesus’s promises were not broken while the promises of others were.
I will always remember Romans 8:28, ‘For we know all things work together for good to those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.’
I went back to the Philippines on my own and ready to face a new life, but after a few months I got a phone call from a lawyer informing me that my estranged husband had passed away on the day that he was supposed to file for our divorce. It was a very sad moment and a reminder that life can be cut short.
I am now a Christian living in the UK with my own family. I am a baptised member of a church in Swindon, which I have attended for fourteen years now.
I am growing as a Christian and I am learning a lot about the Word of God through this church and by going to the Bible study group.
My life has changed immensely by accepting Jesus Christ as my Saviour. He truly is the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through him.
And because I am passionate about Jesus, I helped organise a small Filipina Bible study group in our area which meets every week.
God has also answered my prayers in that I am able to disciple my niece who is living in the Philippines.
I am Edna Williams; I once was lost but now am found through the blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. All honour and glory to him in the highest.
By Edna Williams
Our monarch’s Christmas broadcast
Having been born and bred in Great Britain, and being something of a patriot, I would not have missed our late Queen’s Christmas broadcast at 3.00 p.m. on Christmas afternoon for all the world. I like the feeling of being united with the nation, the Commonwealth, and our British troops abroad. I was always impressed by our monarch’s gravitas and anticipated eagerly what Her Majesty had to say.
This year (2022), however, will be something of a first, in that it will be given by King Charles III. Charles has gone on record as saying that he would rather be the ‘Defender of Faiths’ as opposed to ‘Defender of the Faith’, as seen on our coins (the ‘FD’ stands for the Latin term, Fidei Defensor – Defender of the Faith).
Whether this will transpire remains to be seen, but from our late Queen’s Christmas messages, it is evident that she identified with the Christian faith: ‘Beliefs are of fundamental importance. For me, the teachings of Christ and my own personal accountability before God provide a framework in which I try to lead my life’ (Christmas 2000).
During her Christmas 2011 address, the Queen said, ‘God sent into the world a unique person – neither a philosopher nor a general, important though they are, but a Saviour, with the power to forgive... It is my prayer that on this Christmas Day we might all find room in our lives for the message of the angels, and for the love of God through Christ our Lord.’
‘Jesus – a man whose teachings have been handed down from generation to generation, and have been the bedrock of my faith’ (Christmas 2021).
Interestingly, the first televised Christmas broadcast was given by our late Queen back in 1957. But the tradition of our reigning monarch giving a Christmas Day message to the nation goes back to 1932, with a radio message by King George V.
Seven years later, King George VI included in his message these wonderful words for those tumultuous times at the start of World War 2: ‘I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year, Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown. And he replied, Go out into the darkness, and put your hand into the hand of God. That shall be better than light and safer than a known way.’
The first Christmas broadcast
The first ever Christmas broadcast predates the 20th century by two millennia. It occurred on the first Christmas night. It was beamed from heaven to earth by an angel – a messenger of God – to some frightened shepherds in a field near Bethlehem.
The message of the angel – the message of Christmas – was succinct. It went: ‘Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord’ (Luke 2:10-11).
The message of the angel, we note, focused on the birth of the Lord Jesus Christ, and alluded to both his being and his blessing.
Consider his being
Who is Jesus? He is ‘Christ the Lord.’ ‘Christ’ is a title, not a name. It means ‘the Anointed One’ or ‘Messiah’. In Old Testament times, God promised to send his own agent of redemption – One who would undo the ravages caused by sin; One who would heal the rift between us and our Maker.
In Jesus, the longed-for Messiah arrived and the promises of God were most wonderfully fulfilled. He is the Christ. He is the Anointed One. He fulfils the threefold role of prophet, priest, and king in one person.
But Jesus is also ‘Christ the Lord’. ‘Lord’ is a title of deity. It is a title given to God himself in the Old Testament. The deity of Christ is part of the fabric of the New Testament.
The Bible reveals Jesus to be the Son of God, and God the Son. He is the God-man – Emmanuel, meaning ‘God with us’. He is God in the flesh, ‘For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily’ (Colossians 2:9).
As such, he is an almighty redeemer. As such, he is to be worshipped, honoured, and adored. The wise men set the right precedent when ‘they fell down and worshipped him’ (Matthew 2:11).
Consider then the incomparable being of the One who was born at Bethlehem. The uniqueness of the Christian faith stems from the uniqueness of the Christ at its heart.
Consider his blessing
The One born in Bethlehem is described as a ‘Saviour who is Christ the Lord’. What is a Saviour? It is a rescuer or deliverer. From what does Jesus save us? He saves us from our sins. He saves us from the judgment of God that we deserve for our sins.
‘You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins’ (Matthew 1:21); ‘The Son of man came to seek and to save the lost’ (Luke 19:10). Salvation – the forgiveness of our sins and reconciliation to God for time and eternity – is the greatest blessing of all.
It is a blessing which transcends Christmas and even transcends our earthly life. Salvation was procured by Christ, the only Saviour of sinners. It was procured not by his birth but by his death – not by his cradle but by his cross.
Jesus was born to die. He was born to pay the price of sins not his own. He was born to pay the wages of sin, which is death (Romans 6:23). He lived a sinless life and then offered up that sinless life as an atoning sacrifice for the sins of others, that whoever believes in him may know eternal salvation.
The message of Christmas therefore concerns a ‘Saviour who is Christ the Lord’ – One incomparable in his being, and One incomparable in his blessing. The message of Christmas is nothing less than the message of the gospel, that ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life’ (John 3:16).
O holy child of Bethlehem,
Descend to us we pray;
Cast out our sin and enter in,
Be born in us today.
We hear the Christmas angels
The great glad tidings tell;
O come to us, abide with us,
Our Lord, Emmanuel.
By Timothy Cross, he has written many Christian books and articles and has an honorary doctorate from Christian Bible College, Rocky Mount, NC.
Immanuel: One of us
I’ll admit the connection between the words ‘Immanuel’ and ‘one of us’ had probably never occurred to me before. It was mentioned by a friend as a potential topic for a Christmas youth event. I’d joked that ‘Hypostatic Union’ probably wasn’t going to get teenagers very excited, even if it does sound a bit like an energy company’s rugby team.
Around Christmas, with all the connections to the nativity, we hear the name Immanuel (or ‘Emmanuel’) more often than any other time of year.
We’re told that it means, ‘God with us’. We’re reminded that at the incarnation – a word that literally means ‘en-flesh-ment’ – God came to live – literally – among us. Heaven came down to earth!
Let’s put aside the fact that Jesus almost certainly wasn’t born on Christmas Day. Let’s put aside the fact that the incarnation didn’t happen at his birth, but when he was conceived some nine months earlier. Let’s take an alternative perspective to make sense of Immanuel: One of us.
You’d be forgiven for responding, ‘No! God isn’t one of us! Immanuel means GOD among us, and the Bible states that God is not like us (Numbers 23:19).’
Indeed, God is the Creator, we are creation. The difference isn’t just one of degree, as if God were only a bigger, older, or more powerful being to man – it’s a categorical one.
He is on a whole other level to us! Even if we limit our thoughts to the Son of God – the difference is still there! He’s no less divine than God the Father or God the Holy Spirit.
Through faith in him we have the promise of eternal life – life unending – life without a full stop! But unlike him, we are not eternal: we have a ‘start’ date. He doesn’t. He always was (John 8:58).
At the incarnation, the eternal, always-was Son of God took on a human nature (so that he, in the words of an early statement of Christian belief, has two natures: ‘without confusion… change… division… [or] separation’).
Thinking about it makes our heads spin, but a good, Bible-believing church will emphasise that this means that the Lord Jesus Christ became human – fully human – without ever ceasing to be God. To put it crudely, he put on a ‘human’ hat without taking off his ‘God’ hat.
He became a man. A living, breathing, thinking, feeling human being. One of us, though without sin – proving that the proverb ‘to err is human’ isn’t technically true. He didn’t only put on the appearance of a man. He actually became one.
If we’re Christians, we’ll celebrate this fact. We’ll sing hymns about it. Maybe we’ll sing a few more about the incarnation specifically in December, but it’s a thought that we can rejoice in.
Only, do we think about it enough? I don’t just mean does it take up enough of our headspace from 1 January until whenever it is (earlier every year) that the Christmas decorations start appearing in shops. I mean, do we think enough about the implications?
There’s a tendency to think that Christ’s humanity was something he needed to ‘put on’ when he was on Earth, like a spy putting on a disguise, only to set it aside when he returned to the Father – mission accomplished; as if the ascension were Christ ‘beaming up’ his essential divine spirit and leaving his human nature behind to rot, and good riddance.
No! Why was it important that the disciples were told, after he ascended (bodily) into heaven, that he would return ‘in the same way’ (Acts 1:11)?
He went into heaven, and he took his human nature with him. Repeatedly, the New Testament speaks of Jesus being sat at the right hand of the Father. Is that just poetic language? Why would it be significant to the early Church that Jesus – the eternal Son of God – be at the Father’s right hand? Where else would he be, if he really were God?
It’s significant because there is a human being at the right hand of the Father. One of us is seated in the place of utmost respect and authority. He has made it possible and proven that fact beyond all shadow of doubt that human beings can enter the presence of the Holy God. We have a man on the inside!
The one who offers our worship to God the Father, making it acceptable on our behalf (1 Peter 2:5) is one of us. The one who intercedes for us (Romans 8:34) is one of us. He doesn’t only understand our humanity as a memory, but as his ongoing reality. He can truly and authentically represent us to God because he really is one of us.
All this isn’t meant to give us the wrong idea about ourselves: as if our man in heaven were an excuse to misbehave – like the son of a foreign ambassador misusing their diplomatic immunity. It’s not meant to make us think that humans are actually quite an impressive thing for us to have one in heaven – in the most important place, no less!
It’s meant to give us a secure hope, if our hope is in him. At Christmas, we might remember more keenly that in Jesus Christ, heaven came down to earth – but we need to remember that the point of all this was to bring earth into heaven: ‘For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost’ (Luke 19:10).
In Adam, we as a race lost all right to be with God. We’ve proven that by the way we live, and how we haven’t kept all God’s laws. But in Jesus – through his death and resurrection – that right is restored, perfectly and permanently, for a new race. That is a significance of the incarnation that is worth dwelling on. Immanuel: God-with-us. One of us.
By Ole Kristian Hunt, Mr Hunt is an elder at Grace Baptist Church, Ulverston.
COMMENT: The angry reaction to Sir Keir’s comments tell you everything
Labour leader Sir Keir Starmer said what the rest of us have known for a long time – that loving parents are being ignored in the debate about transgender children. Yet the reaction to Sir Keir’s reasonable remarks about parental consent tells you everything you need to know about this issue.
Activists say any parent who disagrees with transgenderism is, effectively, a child abuser. They say children should be allowed to ignore their parents and get life-altering sex change treatments regardless. And if mum or dad tries to stop it, the law should treat them like criminals.
It’s astonishing. The trans lobby are the ones who want to mutilate the bodies of children – to cut off body parts, to use surgery to add other parts, to use drugs to suppress other parts from appearing – and yet it is loving parents who are treated as the villains.
Nevertheless, we must not keep our heads down. Christian teaching has been clear for millennia. God created us male and female. A person’s sex cannot be changed. God gave to parents, not to the state, the responsibility for raising children. Even people who don’t share our faith can see the common sense of these things. Yet these most fundamental truths of our human existence are being undermined everywhere.
Yes, everywhere. Even former BBC journalists and Lib Dem hopefuls aren’t safe. The hounding of David Campanale – just because he’s a Christian – is shameful. He’s surely right when he says there’s a movement in Britain that wants to remove all references to Christianity from national life. He says we should ‘step up, now is the time to engage’. Yes, we must engage – with grace, with love, with wisdom, and with the gospel – and also with courage.
THINKING IT THROUGH... Family worship: just do it!
Most evenings, our family sets a few minutes aside for family worship, or as we usually call it, Family Time. When my wife and I got married and started our family, we knew that we must have family worship. And we’ve stuck at it ever since.
The way we do it has changed a lot over the years as the children have grown and circumstances have changed. It’s always been a struggle and we’ve never felt that we’ve got the formula just right. But I’m grateful to God that he’s helped us to keep it up all through the years.
When the children were young we had Family Time twice a day, after breakfast and after tea. That isn’t possible now. There simply isn’t an opportunity in the morning for the whole family to worship together. We have three teenagers at home. Two of them leave the house quite early to get to school on time. I try to pray with each of them before they leave; anything more is unrealistic.
Even in the evening it’s not easy to find a time when we’re all free – one of the children may be out with friends; another may have a stack of homework to get through. I may have a deadline to meet for my Evangelical Times column! And Mum’s list of jobs to be done is endless. But, if we’re determined we usually find a window of opportunity.
Family Time back in the early days never lasted more than ten minutes. And even then it could be cut short. A baby may start crying. A toddler may need the toilet. One little boy may push another off his chair. Thankfully, we’ve got past that stage, but we still keep it brief: rarely more than 20 or 25 minutes.
Singing, Bible, Prayer
What do we do in Family Time? Well, the three main ingredients have never changed. We sing. We explore God’s Word. We pray.
When the children were very young, we tended to sing hymns in the morning, short choruses in the evening. We had a list of 15 or so hymns that we sang again and again – the hymns that we most wanted our children to learn and remember. God moves in a mysterious way... All things bright and beautiful... Come let us join our cheerful songs... My God how wonderful thou art... Every Monday morning began with Awake my soul and with the sun... And we had one that we sang on special occasions such as birthdays and anniversaries – Sovereign Ruler of the skies:
His decrees who formed the earth
Fixed my first and second birth;
Parents, native place, and time,
All appointed were by him.
Did the children understand everything they were singing? Of course not. But we could explain difficult words or lines. And we trusted that each time we sang a hymn they would understand it a bit better. And as we sang the same hymns repeatedly, they would sink deep into our children’s minds and hearts.
We looked for ways to encourage the children to sing. Sometimes we’d take a hymn which repeats the same word or phrase over and over. For example, The Lord is King has the word ‘king’ in each of its verses. So, we’d encourage the children to listen out for the word. I’d tell them that each time we were about to reach that word I would lift up my arm and sing that bit louder. And they must do the same. And usually they did, enthusiastically.
In the evening we usually sang three or four choruses: mostly the same ones I learned when I was a child. Some were very simple summaries of Bible stories: The wise man built his house upon the rock.... Now Zacchaeus was a very little man... Daniel was a man of prayer…
Other songs set out the gospel more directly. There’s a way back to God from the dark paths of sin; On Calvary’s tree; For God so loved the world, I find it written...
Well, all these years on we’re still singing. Every Family Time starts with a hymn which we sing unaccompanied. We use the same hymnbook in our family worship that the church uses for public worship and in Sunday school. We keep a small pile of copies in our living room, enough for each member of the family and one or two to spare for visitors.
We no longer limit ourselves to a short list of hymns to be sung. We may choose any hymn from the book. In practice I guess we sing 150 or so different hymns in the course of a year. And they cover so many different themes. Hymns about God’s being and character; hymns praising God for the gift of salvation through the Lord Jesus; hymns looking forward to his return; hymns confessing sin and failure; hymns about the dangers and difficulties we experience; hymns about the return of Christ and the world to come.
Of course we take notice of special seasons in the year. We’ll be singing the familiar carols and other hymns that speak of the birth of the Lord Jesus in the run up to Christmas. We sing hymns about the resurrection at Easter, and harvest hymns in the autumn. And on family birthdays we still sing Sovereign Ruler of the skies…
I still have my favourites which I choose again and again. Beneath the cross of Jesus; Great is thy faithfulness; I am waiting for the dawning; Teach me thy way, O Lord; Who is on the Lord’s side? My children have sung those hymns scores of times as they’ve grown up, and I believe those hymns will stay with them all their lives. They’ll find that the words return to them in times of joy, in times of sadness, in times of trial and temptation. They’ll be helped by those hymns just as I have been so often.
We still pause at times to unpack a puzzling phrase or idea in a hymn. Or to point out an interesting literary feature. Or to check what Bible verse the hymnwriter is echoing. Studying the hymns in this way enriches our singing, not just in our family worship but when we sing the same hymns in church together.
I might add that from time to time we put aside the hymnbooks and sing psalms together. We’ve compiled singable versions of all 150 psalms. I’m sure it would do us great good to sing through the book of Psalms from beginning to end. Perhaps we’ll make that our goal for 2023.
What about Bible reading? Well, from the start we made use of the One Year Bible (Tyndale House Publishers). This is a very convenient way of planning Bible reading. The OYB divides the Scriptures into 365 daily readings. On January 1st you’re given Genesis 1, Matthew 1, Psalm 1 and the first few verses of Proverbs. And so on through the year until you reach Malachi 4, Revelation 22, Psalm 150 and Proverbs 31 on December 31st. The intended goal is to get through the Bible in a year.
We’ve never been that ambitious. One year, we’ve read just the Old Testament passages; the following year the New Testament passages; the following year, the set Psalms and/or Proverbs. And sometimes, especially when we’ve been reading the Old Testament and the passage has been quite lengthy, we’ve shortened it, selecting the most accessible bits.
How much of the reading did the children understand when they were young? Very little, I’m sure. But they were becoming familiar with the whole Bible. They were learning how important we consider the Bible to be; the care with which we handle the book; the fact that we insist that they sit still while we were reading – even these things were surely reinforcing the message that the Bible is a holy book.
And we could always find something in any passage that the children could grasp. We might take a single verse and bring out one simple lesson from that verse, using the simplest language we could find. We might retell a story and help them to imagine the scene. We might ask simple questions to make them think about how a Bible truth applied to them.
So our children have read the whole Bible – more or less – with us three or four times. And I hope they’ve taken in more each time. These days when we read the Bible we find ourselves talking about doctrinal puzzles, family issues, ethical dilemmas, political developments, questions raised by unconverted friends. The Bible really is relevant in every society and at every stage of life.
Having commended the OYB to you, I should say that we put it aside this year! We’ve been making use instead of Alec Taylor’s book of daily Bible readings; The Pilgrim’s Treasury. That book takes you through the Bible in a year, but just picks out one key Bible passage for each day and explains it simply and helpfully. Applications are succinct, clear, and always to the point.
And then we turn to prayer. I’ll ask whether there’s any news we ought to be aware of, any special matters for thanksgiving, any plans that we need to firm up. Mum and Dad both pray, usually taking up some of the themes from our hymn and Bible passage as well as the matters we’ve talked about.
We don’t insist that all the children pray aloud, but they all have the opportunity to do so – and when they do I always find their praying helpful to listen to.
Blessings and frustrations
So that’s the usual pattern of family worship in the Rees household as it’s evolved through the years. As I said, it’s usually around 20 or 25 minutes. Sometimes it’s shorter, sometimes a bit longer. And sometimes, I have to say, it doesn’t happen at all. We hardly ever manage it on a Wednesday evening because the church midweek meeting takes priority. And there are other evenings when we’re just not organised enough to make it happen. We put it off until too late and then go off to bed aware that we’ve missed out on something very important.
Our Family Times are sometimes very rewarding. There are times when the words of a hymn come home powerfully, to me at least, as we’re singing it. There are times when the Bible passage we’re reading has startling relevance to a particular issue we’re facing as a family. There are times when our discussions of a Bible passage cast light on a subject that had puzzled us. There are times when I feel that we’re being helped by God’s Spirit to pray real prayers. And there have been times when we’ve been able together to record wonderful answers to prayer.
But if I’m honest, it’s not always like that. There are times when I call the family together for Family Time but I myself am in the wrong frame of mind to worship. There are times when one or another of us resents leaving other activities. There are times when we’re all tired and find it hard to concentrate on what we’re doing. There are times when we’re irritable and find ourselves snapping at each other as we talk and discussion turns into argument. There are times when family worship feels like a pointless duty. And yet we carry on. However often it feels like failure, we’ve never given up on family worship. Better to do it badly than not to do it at all!
And that’s the advice I would give to every Christian couple – or for that matter to every Christian who has children, even if your marriage partner doesn’t share your faith. Make it your business to have a time of family worship with your children as regularly as possible. If you’ve never done that before, start now. If you’re finding it a struggle and it seems unrewarding, press on. If you’ve tried in the past and given up, start again.
Is it really that important?
How important is it for Christian parents to have regular family worship with their children? I don’t think I can point to any single proof text that directly commands it. But there are plenty of texts that say that we should be using every opportunity to teach our children God’s ways in our own homes.
Think about what Moses said to the Israelites in one of his farewell sermons to them before his death:
Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. (Deuteronomy 6:4-9)
Think of the words of the psalmist:
He established a testimony in Jacob, and appointed a law in Israel, which he commanded our fathers to teach to their children; that the next generation might know them, the children yet unborn, and arise and tell them to their children, so that they should set their hope in God, and not forget the works of God, but keep his commandments... (Psalm 78:5-7)
Think of the book of Proverbs. So much of that book takes the form of a parent teaching his children God’s wisdom. The final chapter is King Lemuel’s reminiscence of the teaching that he heard from his mother on such vital subjects as drink, justice, and marriage. His Majesty was shaped by what he learned in the home!
Think of the example of Timothy’s grandmother Lois and mother Eunice who taught him God’s word as a child (2 Timothy 1:5, 3:14-15). Paul could write to Timothy, ‘Continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the Holy Scriptures...’
The Bible writers take it for granted that believing families will not only study God’s Word together, but they will also sing: ‘Glad songs of salvation are in the tents of the righteous’ (Psalm 118:15). And they will pray. David, when he had led the nation in public worship, dismissed the people to their own homes and he ‘returned to bless his household’ (2 Samuel 6:20).
I could list out many reasons why family worship is vital. It’s vital for our children to hear the gospel, not just in church or Sunday-school but in their own homes. It’s vital for the unity of a family that all its members should sit down together and talk, learn, and pray together. It’s vital that we counteract the influence of the society around us that aims to brainwash our children into its way of thinking. It’s vital that our children hear us praying and see that God answers prayer.
But most of all, it’s vital that we give honour to God. Family worship is first and foremost worship. As you sing and read and pray together in your home, you’re acknowledging that God is supreme. You’re giving him his proper place as Lord of the household. You’re declaring that he is more important than schoolwork, social media, TV, or household chores. For a time you’re leaving all these other things to give priority to your Creator. Your children are being reminded that he comes first.
Joshua declared, ‘As for me and my house, we will serve the LORD’ (Joshua 24:15). The word translated ‘serve’ is regularly translated ‘worship’ and that is clearly its meaning in this context. Joshua and his household served the Lord by worshipping him together. And so must we.
Different families – different approaches
I’ve told you how we do it in our family. Let me say emphatically that doesn’t mean that every family should do it our way. You have to decide what’s possible in your circumstances and what will be most helpful. Every family is different. What works for one family may not work for another.
I’ve already said that we’ve had to adapt and change over the years. There are things we’ve done in the past that we no longer do. There was a time when we regularly memorised Scripture together. We no longer do that, though I know it would be very well worth doing. Likewise, at one stage we made regular use of a catechism – a fixed set of questions and answers that the children could memorise:
Q. 1. Who made you?
A. God.
Q. 2. What else did God make?
A. God made all things.
Q. 3. Why did God make you and all things ?
A. For his own glory.
Q. 4. How can you glorify God?
A. By loving him and doing what he commands.
Those are the first four questions of the Children’s Catechism. You’ll find it readily on the internet.
So try different things. You may decide that with younger children it would be best to read from an abridged Bible, in simplified language and with lots of pictures (though please, not pictures of the Lord Jesus!) Go for it! Should you encourage the children to read aloud with you? Or should you expect them just to sit and listen? That’s up to you.
Some parents, as part of family worship, alongside the Bible, read other stories with their children. Their children grow up knowing about missionaries and their adventures; martyrs and their faithfulness; Mary Jones and her Bible. Providing that the children understand that these stories are not God’s Word in the same way that the Bible is, that surely has to be profitable.
Some parents include some craft work. If the children are memorising a Bible verse, why not encourage them to write it out and illustrate it? The possibilities are endless! Find out what works for you. And don’t give up!
Last point. Family worship is a matter for the family. But the whole church can play its part in encouraging and supporting parents as they seek to honour God in this way. You may not yourself be bringing up a family. But you can encourage those who are. It’s not your business to tell them how to do it, much less criticise them for the way they’re doing it. But you can take an interest. You can assure them of your prayers. You’re surely aware that these are difficult days for Christian parents trying to bring children up to know the Lord. A word of encouragement from sympathetic brothers and sisters may make all the difference!
All Bible quotations in this article are taken from the Holy Bible, English Standard Version, published by HarperCollins Publishers © 2001.
This article has been adapted from material first published in the monthly bulletin of Grace Baptist Church, Stockport.
By Stephen Rees, Pastor of Grace Baptist Church, Stockport.
NEWS
News in brief
‘Death pods’ being pushed
A controversial scientist is lobbying for his ‘do-it-yourself death pods’ to be used in Scotland, should it legalise assisted suicide. Philip Nitschke has written to Liam McArthur, the MSP behind a proposed assisted suicide bill at Holyrood, urging him to consider his invention. The pods rapidly flood with nitrogen gas until the occupant is dead.
Scrap ‘legal but harmful’
Plans to ban ‘legal but harmful’ content on the internet need to be scrapped, Christian groups have said. Unless they are ditched, big tech companies will be effectively forced to ban material that may be controversial – like biblical sermons and gospel evangelism. Secular free speech groups are also alarmed by the proposals.
Age-appropriate sex education
The Prime Minister intends to strengthen guidance on Relationships and Sex Education so that children are not exposed to inappropriate materials. According to The Daily Telegraph, Rishi Sunak plans to allow parents to view RSE content, including resources provided by outside groups. He is also considering a plan to review equality laws.
Christian group wins damages
The Billy Graham Evangelistic Association has been awarded £97,325.32 in damages after a Glasgow venue shut down its evangelistic rally over its founder’s biblical beliefs about marriage. OVO Hydro, operated by Scottish Event Campus Ltd (SEC), was among five venues that the BGEA took legal action against in 2020 for breach of contract and discrimination.
Keir Starmer backs parents in transgender policy debate
Labour leader Sir Keir Starmer landed himself in hot water with LBGT activists by saying children shouldn’t make life-altering decisions to change their gender without their parents’ consent.
In an interview with Mumsnet, Sir Keir said, ‘I feel very strongly that children shouldn’t be making these very important decisions without the consent of their parents.’
Joan Smith, writing for unherd.com, welcomed the Labour leader’s comments, saying it shows he has changed his mind.
‘It was bound to happen,’ Smith wrote. ‘At some point, reality was going to catch up with Sir Keir Starmer, who has spent the last couple of years robotically repeating the doctrine of trans activists.
‘Now he’s discovered an issue, the social transitioning of children without their parents’ consent, on which he’s no longer willing to toe the line.’
She said his ‘change of heart will be welcomed by parents and health professionals’ alike.
But not everyone was so happy. Guardian columnist Owen Jones responded by branding parents who do not affirm LGBT lifestyles as ‘child abusers’.
He claimed that LGBT people have had ‘their lives damaged or frankly wrecked by their parents failing to affirm them’.
The 38-year-old activist said, ‘“Parents know what is best for their kids” is not a universal rule. Some parents are child abusers – and that includes parents who don’t affirm LGBTQ+ kids.’
He added: ‘When I see the people who have allowed their brains to be rotten by anti trans hysteria, I constantly worry about whether they have trans kids, because I’ve seen what happens when LGBTQ kids don’t have supportive parents. Every transphobe is a potential child abuser. The end.’
Writing for The Independent, Caspar Salmon said, ‘What was Keir Starmer thinking with his Mumsnet reply? His comments go against decades of legislation in Britain and tacitly undermine the principle of Gillick competence.’
Gillick competence is a term originating in England and Wales and is used in medical law to decide whether a child is able to consent to their own medical treatment without the need for parental permission or knowledge.
By Mike Judge, Editor
Evangelicals reject bishop’s call for gay weddings in the church
The Bishop of Oxford says the Church of England should be allowed to marry and bless same-sex couples.
The Right Reverend Dr Steven Croft is the most senior cleric in the Church so far to call for the move.
He said he was sorry his views on same-sex marriage were ‘slow to change’ and had ‘caused genuine hurt, disagreement and pain’.
But Vaughan Roberts, Rector of St Ebbe’s Church in Oxford, called it ‘naïve’ to believe society would be satisfied if the CofE just changed its teaching on homosexuality.
Andrea Williams, CEO of Christian Concern, said, ‘The Church of England’s drift towards approving same-sex relations has been disastrous for Christians across the country.
‘Faithful Christians who have upheld God’s true teaching have been labelled as safeguarding risks and lost their jobs with employers and highly paid lawyers quoting revisionist teaching from Church of England figures against them.
‘Changing the Church’s teaching by approving of same-sex relations will be devastating for faithful Christians in similar situations. Those holding to the Bible’s clear teaching will be even easier to label as hateful extremists.’
Street preacher is found not guilty after he was arrested for criticising Mohammed and Buddha
A public evangelist who was arrested by the police in Swindon town centre for criticising Mohammed and Buddha has been found not guilty by a magistrates’ court.
Shaun O’Sullivan, 32, who has been supported by the Christian Legal Centre, was arrested on 11 March 2020 for alleged ‘hate speech’ and causing harassment, alarm, and distress.
However, at Swindon Magistrates’ Court in October, three magistrates ruled that he was not guilty of the public order offence and dismissed the other charges against him.
The Christian Legal Centre says that O’Sullivan is a born-again Christian who has overcome drug addiction and a former criminal lifestyle.
According to his legal team, on 11 March 2020 he had been preaching from the Bible about Jesus and forgiveness for over an hour without complaint, which he did regularly in Swindon.
A member of the public suggested to him that Christians and Muslims worship the same God, but O’Sullivan made clear that Jesus was the Way, the Truth, and the Life, and therefore other religious prophets were not the means of salvation.
He compared the lives of Jesus, Mohammed, and Buddha. He said that Mohammed married an under-age girl. A female Muslim then accused O’Sullivan of making racial insults, saying she would call the police.
A police officer arrested Mr O’Sullivan under section 5 of the Public Order Act 1986 for allegedly causing religious and racially motivated ‘harassment, alarm and distress’.
When questioned by police, O’Sullivan said that his aim was to preach the truth. He said it was not his intention to upset anyone, and his principal concern was to lead people to Christ by preaching against other religious ideologies.
Speaking after he was found not guilty by the magistrates’ court, O’Sullivan said, ‘I am relieved that the magistrates have seen sense and found me not guilty. It was never my intention to offend or upset people.’
He added, ‘I am passionate about telling people about the hope and example of Jesus Christ, and I want them to know the truth about the ideologies they follow, which is often kept from them.
‘We must be free to critique other religions and to debate in public without being accused of being racist and ending up in a prison cell and in court.’
In a classic ruling on street preaching and free speech in 1997, Judge Sedley famously ruled in the Alison Redmond-Bate case in the street preacher’s favour that:
‘Free speech includes not only the inoffensive but the irritating, the contentious, the eccentric, the heretical, the unwelcome and the provocative provided it does not tend to provoke violence. Freedom only to speak inoffensively is not worth having.’
Lib Dem hopeful and former BBC reporter says activists are hounding him for being a Christian
Activists are trying to stop a former BBC journalist from standing as a candidate for the Liberal Democrats at the next general election – simply because he is a Christian.
David Campanale (pictured), 58, left his job at the BBC World Service to enter politics, and says he has been called a ‘Christian nutter’ for wanting to vote with his conscience on abortion.
He said he has been ‘humiliated, ostracised and punished’ by party members who are trying to hound him out.
He believes the party has fallen foul to a US-style cancel culture being led by activists who are trying to secularise the Liberal Democrats.
He told newspapers, ‘I have been subjected to hostile, degrading and harassing conduct for holding Christian views.
‘They are acting in defiance of our liberal values. This is not the party we are. Some people are Christian – get over it.’
He was selected to stand for the Lib Dems in the constituency of Sutton and Cheam in South London, currently held by Tory Minister Paul Scully.
But a few weeks after he was named as the Lib Dem candidate, Campanale said he was rounded on by dozens of local party members in an ‘ambush’ meeting.
During a two-hour grilling, Campanale claims he was branded a ‘Christian nutter’ for saying he would ‘vote with my conscience’ on extending the abortion time limit.
Afterwards, the local party association said it would refuse to campaign for Campanale, who said he was ‘ghosted’ by party officers.
One Sutton councillor allegedly told Campanale ‘I didn’t think we were getting another Tim Farron’, referring to the former party leader who was jettisoned over his Christian beliefs in 2017.
In an interview with The Christian Institute, Campanale said there is a movement in Britain that wants to ‘undermine the Christian foundations of our constitution, that wants to remove all references to Christianity from the way in which our national life is guided and built.
‘And it’s happening in education, we’re seeing cancel culture at work in universities, we’re seeing it in business, in the law and in schools. So I want to rally all people listening to this, step up, now is the time to engage.’
Earlier this year, the SNP censured one of its own MSPs for expressing pro-life views. John Mason, MSP for Glasgow Shettleston, had tweeted that signs in Glasgow saying ‘women do regret abortion’ were ‘very gentle and offering help’.
A letter leaked to the press revealed that party whips gave him a formal written warning in June, which will stay on record for 24 months, for such public remarks.
‘Seeking a godly generation’ is the theme of twin conferences
As Christians we believe in a clear call from God to care for the rising generation. How do we equip them to have confidence in God and his truth?
That was the theme of two conferences held earlier this year (at All Saints Presbyterian Church, Newcastle, and Grove Chapel, London).
Paul Yeulett opened with an urgent call to seek God. We live in a therapeutic culture where young people are often told that life is ‘all about me’. How we need a renewed sense of the fearful reality of God!
Sharon James outlined the lies permeating the worldview presented to many young people. Bad ideas always bear bitter fruit.
Matthew Seymour explained that a biblical view of creation (rather than Darwinian evolution) was essential for youngsters to grasp a clear sense of identity and purpose.
John Denning offered a wealth of relevant information about what’s currently happening in schools. He advised how parents can constructively engage at a local level.
Ian Fry closed the conference by outlining the biblical vision of how parents and the church can disciple the next generation for the glory of God.
Sessions are available on the ‘Grove Chapel Camberwell’ YouTube channel.
Bible scholar discovers oldest known star coordinates hidden in an ancient manuscript
An evangelical Bible scholar has discovered the earliest known star coordinates ever recorded by a human.
Dr Peter J. Williams is principle of Tyndale House, a Cambridge-based research institute for biblical scholarship.
He made the discovery while researching a Bible manuscript belonging to the Museum of the Bible in Washington, DC.
The ancient parchment, which came from a monastery in Egypt, is a palimpsest – a manuscript with text which had been rubbed out and new writing placed on top.
Hidden beneath Christian texts, researchers discovered what seems to be part of the long-lost star catalogue of the astronomer Hipparchus.
Dr Williams says he was staring at a page which hadn’t yet been cracked, when he realised he was seeing star coordinates.
He said, ‘Astronomy is obviously outside our expertise, so we have been grateful to collaborate with experts from Paris who have been able to explain the significance of these texts.
‘The coordinates seem to be the lost coordinates of the great Greek astronomer Hipparchus (c. 190–120 B.C.), who also founded the discipline of trigonometry. They are the earliest star coordinates preserved in any manuscript.’
The findings have been published in the Journal for the History of Astronomy as well as being reported in the respected science journal, Nature.
‘God’s Glory Our Joy’ conference considers the role of government
The restrictions that were imposed by the government during the Covid crisis – on social life, on worship, on weddings, on funerals – came upon us suddenly.
Nothing similar had been seen in our country for hundreds of years. Christians and churches were unprepared and sadly divided in their response to the situation.
It is likely that we will see such restrictions imposed again in response to other crises. We need to be better prepared for the future.
That was the sense of the opening remarks of the first speaker, Stephen Rees, at the 2022 ‘God’s Glory Our Joy’ conference, held in Warrington in October.
In two sessions, he went on to expound key chapters giving different perspectives on the relationship of Church and State.
Opening up Romans 13, he showed that we must honour, respect, and submit to the authorities. Yet that submission can never be absolute.
He argued that we must read Romans 13 in the light of Paul’s insistence on human depravity in Romans 3. Governments are mostly made up of unbelieving people. We cannot trust their intentions or their motives.
Stephen outlined six cases in which believers may not or must not obey government edicts. He pointed to many biblical examples of believers commended for their refusal to submit to the authorities.
In his second session, Stephen turned to the book of Revelation and reminded us that the Bible – as well as describing governments as God’s servants for our good – also describes earthly governments and their allies as ‘beasts’.
In the apostle John’s time, the Roman Empire was a beast that persecuted the church. But John wanted Christians in every age to realise that any earthly government has the capacity to be a manifestation of the beast that appeared in John’s own day.
In the third session, Oliver Allmand-Smith reminded us that the Reformation helped the church to recover many important doctrines – including the doctrine of Christian liberty.
He said he fears that many churches sacrificed that doctrine during the Covid crisis, saying that blind obedience is a form of idolatry.
He urged us to remember that governments only have authority because they have been placed, called, and empowered by God.
The closing sermon was preached by Billy McCurrie who asked, what should the church do in these days of turmoil?
He said it should do what it has always done – preach the whole gospel to the whole world.
Recordings of the sessions are available on the conference website, ggoj.org.uk.
Uganda: Princess Anne flies with MAF to visit two refugee camps
Princess Anne has flown with Christian humanitarian group Mission Aviation Fellowship (MAF) on a trip in Uganda.
As part of a four-day tour in support of several charities, MAF flights enabled HRH The Princess Royal to access two refugee camps in the country.
She visited Nakivale – the oldest refugee camp in Africa – near the Tanzania border, and Kyangwali Refugee Camp in the west of the country.
According to the UN, Nakivale is home to around 122,000 refugees, mostly from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), which has been blighted by conflict for many years.
Kyangwali Refugee Camp is also home to thousands of refugees from neighbouring DRC. Uganda currently hosts around 5 million refugees – the largest refugee population in Africa.
Princess Anne is no stranger to MAF. In 2016, the organisation flew Her Royal Highness to Bangladesh in the wake of Cyclone Roanu, which affected hundreds of thousands of people.
In 2017, she attended a MAF event in Edinburgh, where she experienced the charity’s work through a virtual reality headset.
British High Commissioner to Uganda Kate Airey OBE, who helped facilitate Princess Anne’s latest royal tour in Uganda, is full of praise for MAF.
She said, ‘It has been such a help to have MAF’s support on this important visit. They are a lovely organisation doing great work in Uganda.’
MAF pilot Dave Forney said, ‘This MAF flight is one of many I have flown to deliver help, hope, and healing to refugee communities across Uganda.
‘Flying the Princess is a privilege, and it’s wonderful that she’s using her position to illuminate the plight of those fleeing for their lives, assuring them that they are not forgotten.’
MAF is the world’s largest humanitarian air operator. For over 75 years they have been flying light aircraft over jungles, mountains, swamps, and deserts.
They enable more than 2,000 aid, development, and mission organisations to bring medical care, emergency relief, and long-term development.
Their pilots and personnel deliver relief workers, doctors, pastors, school books, food, medicines – everything that can only be safely and speedily delivered by air.
Mozambique: Grace Mission conference is the ‘best so far’
The 21st annual four-day Fiel conference in Mozambique welcomed 403 participants representing 118 different church groups and all of Mozambique’s 10 provinces.
According to the Grace Mission conference organisers, many long-time participants said it was the best conference so far. They had to erect a side extension to the tent to accommodate so many attendees.
The theme of the conference was pastoring in difficult times. The main speakers were Conrad Mbewe from Zambia and Sillas Campos from Brazil.
Wanger Campos led the special programme for wives, speaking under the trees beside the Grace Mission residence.
Grace Mission missionary Dr Charles Woodrow, who has been in Nampula, Mozambique, since 1990, wrote, ‘The highlight was a series of two addresses on Biblical preaching from one of our own Mozambican brothers.
‘My associate, Karl Peterson, said they were possibly the most effective messages from all our 21 conferences to date.
‘This was affirmed by another missionary from two provinces away whose leaders returned home saying that for them, the messages from this Mozambican were the high mark of the meetings.’
He wrote how God has raised up ‘gifted Mozambican preachers of the gospel’ within a generation, while many leaders and teachers have been training for the ministry.
Woodrow spoke of one young convert who spoke at the conference, and added, ‘Since then, many key people in our church have been drawn to our congregation and to salvation through Jeremias.
‘I look back on his conversion as the time when an exciting spiritual momentum finally began to manifest itself among us.’
The 27-strong kitchen and meal crew were able to serve 497 meals in less than 45 minutes to participants, staff, and workers at the conference.
Overall, kitchen staff prepared 4,970 meals in four days and cleaned up afterwards.
Israel: Oldest known sentence discovered on Canaanite comb
The oldest known sentence written in an early alphabet has been discovered on a head-lice comb from the ancient kingdom of Judah.
The inscription on the comb reads, ‘May this tusk root out the lice of the hair and the beard.’ It was discovered in Lachish, a Canaanite city state in the second millennium B.C.
The comb was unearthed at the site in south-central Israel in 2017, but the shallow engravings on the surface were only identified in December last year.
Specialists have confirmed the writing to be Canaanite script, which secular scholars say is the earliest alphabet, invented about 3,800 years ago.
Canada: Pastor jailed during the Covid crisis is cleared of all charges
A Canadian pastor who spent 21 days in jail when he was accused of violating Covid-19 lockdown rules has had the charges against him dropped.
Tim Stephens, from Fairview Baptist Church in Calgary, was arrested in 2021 for hosting in-person services beyond the attendance cap imposed by local Covid regulations.
But Provincial Court Judge Allan Fradsham ruled that the prosecution had failed to prove that Mr Stephens broke social distancing rules during worship services held at the church on 28 February and 7 March 2021.
Mr Stephens’s lawyers said, ‘We are pleased that the Court has acquitted Pastor Stephens on the charges of not complying with a public health order.’
They added, ‘This decision sets the record straight about the justifiability of his actions and about the importance of respecting Charter rights and freedoms.’
Mr Stephens tweeted, ‘This is vindication, not only for me, but vindication that the government grossly abused their power.
‘In all of this, I rejoice since the gospel of Jesus Christ went forth in power, and Christ built his church. All glory to God!’
REVIEWS
The Lies We Are Told, The Truth We Must Hold: Worldviews and their consequences
Sharon James
Christian Focus Publications
304 pages; £9.99
Not everyone who reads this paperback will be familiar with the history of modern thought, but Sharon James has succeeded in providing her readers with an excellent primer on the subject.
She traces out the contributions of academics, philosophers, scientists, and proponents of sexual liberation, who have persistently promoted a naturalistic worldview over the past 200 years. Their agenda is set out clearly: there is no God, no universal truth, and no standard of right and wrong. Rejecting such so-called shackles, the pursuit of freedom without any limits continues unabated.
Instead, the world has invented its own ideas of truth, morality, and justice. By rejecting God and absolute truth, each generation has produced a legacy of lies and confusion that have captured the minds of many. Dr James wisely includes a chapter on false prophets, showing how the professing church has been undermined by imbibing the same lies.
The book gives us a simplified but accurate window into the modern worldview. It may challenge the average reader at points, but it is a very readable explanation of why the world is in such a mess. Younger Christians and parents especially should read it because our schools, colleges, and universities are saturated with this kind of thinking.
This title covers much of the same territory as Douglas Murray’s The War on the West, but from a very different angle. Murray, while bemoaning and criticising many of the anti-Western revisionists, has no definitive answers, whereas Dr James writes from a clear biblical perspective. She shows how an unashamed espousal of the scriptural worldview provides the only foundation and hope that human beings possess for understanding themselves and the world in which they live.
Read this book to ensure you do not kowtow to the prevailing winds of today’s atheism. Read it in order to equip yourself to speak God’s truth with confidence in a world that has been poisoned with lies. It is highly recommended.
Austin Walker
Derby
Questions Women Asked: Historical issues, timeless answers
Simonetta Carr
Reformation Heritage Books
240 pages; £14.99
Cultural changes always present challenges for Christians, and this has been no less the case through the centuries than it is today. We want to fit in with the world we find ourselves in and to be ‘all things to all men’, while at the same time our lives must reflect the Lord we serve.
Here are biographical sketches of 31 women who lived across the third to the twenty centuries: married or unwed, rich or poor, royal or peasant, nurtured in their faith or persecuted. The earliest is Marcella of Rome (325–410); the latest Jeanette Li (1899–1968). Each sketch is written in the context of their lives and the times in which they lived. They faced the challenges of their day and we must do no less.
How would we respond to their questions – or might we not be equally troubled? ‘Should we pray for God’s enemies? Does God care about hairstyles? Can women write about theology? Can true science disagree with the Bible? Can Christians have disturbing thoughts? Why am I troubled? Will my son be lost?’ These and many more are things which concerned these women, and which their tumultuous times caused them to question.
One corresponded with Calvin, some had godly pastors or fellow believers, but others could only meet in secret. How blessed are we when we have pastors, elders, and wise friends who nurture and counsel those who are troubled!
Each chapter ends with ‘food for thought’ and challenging points to ponder. A rewarding book to read and an excellent Christmas gift.
Gladys Nash
Northampton
Amos: The Shepherd Prophet
Allan Harman
Banner of Truth Trust
176 pages; £6.75
This work is more likely to be used by ministers and theological students, judging by the contents, which have many references to the transliterated Hebrew text and grammatical notes of a more technical nature.
The blurb on the back cover also states that the application sections that appear throughout the commentary will be of particular help to preachers. Is this a new departure for the Banner of Truth? Previous modern commentaries have tended to be aimed at the average Christian.
The book’s introduction covers the historical setting of Amos’s messages, the form in which they are conveyed, who the prophet was, the central themes relating to God’s covenant with Israel, and the structure of the book.
As for the commentary itself, those who consult it can be assured that they are being presented with an exposition of the text that is safe and reliable. It considers the threats against the nations that are based on ‘humanitarian rights’, and those against Judah and Israel based on their special relationship with God and the Mosaic law.
I was not convinced by the author’s reasons why the prophecy of Amos and the subsequent canonical prophets had their messages written down. Rather than ‘internationalism’ or ‘popular literacy’, the explanation surely has more to do with the new element in their prophecies, concerning the final covenant curse of exile, and the eschatological hope of a new beginning that would include all nations and be associated with a new David – items that Harman certainly deals with in the course of the commentary.
Philip H. Eveson
Wrexham
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