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Stonehenge has been in the news recently. 
One might think there is little new to say 
about a structure reckoned to date back 

some 4,500 years. Recent investigations, howev-
er, have located the source of the sarsen stones 
that make up the central horseshoe to a hillside 
south of Marlborough. Of greater interest is the 
reason why the structure was erected. Theories 
exist, some more convincing than others, but 
they can only remain theories as the ancients 
failed to provide a surviving guidebook. Of 
greater certainty is the reason why the pyra-
mids were built, as great monuments and mau-
soleums for the pharaohs—unless you happen 
to believe that they were constructed by aliens. 
The same is true for stone arrangements in parts 
of South America and elsewhere—concerning 
alien builders, that is, not as monuments to the 
pharaohs. In the town of Alnwick, in Northum-
berland, stands a Celtic cross. Looking at it, I 
thought it might have been a badly weathered 
Victorian piece—the revival of Celtic symbols 
was very much their sort of thing. It turns out 
that the cross predates any other structure in the 
town by a considerable margin, according to the 
local tourist information office.

When Joshua led the Israelites across Jordan, 
he commanded a man of each tribe to collect a 
stone from the middle of the river bed. These 
were set up at Gilgal, and he instructed the peo-
ple in their significance. ‘When your children 
shall ask their fathers in time to come, saying, 
What mean these stones? then ye shall let your 
children know, saying, Israel came over this Jor-
dan on dry land’ (Joshua 4:21–22). He reminded 
Israel that what they had experienced in the 
crossing of Jordan on dry ground was the same 
as his generation had experienced in crossing 
the Red Sea. These two events took place ‘that all 

the people of the earth might know the hand of 
the Lord, that it is mighty: that ye might fear the 
Lord your God for ever’ (v. 24). 

These words are significant, for two reasons.
First, they show that the Lord is constant. What 

he did in one generation, he did in another. On 
both occasions the reasons were the same. The 
crossing of the Red Sea marked the end of the 
Egyptian bondage. From then on there was no 
pursuing army, for ‘Israel saw the Egyptians 
dead upon the sea shore’ (Exodus 14:30). As the 
waters closed behind them, they were sealed off 
from Egypt, and Egypt was sealed off from them. 
There was no turning back.

When the Israelites came to Jordan, they had 
already begun to conquer territory on the Syrian 
side. Reuben, Gad and half the tribe of Manasseh 
were content to take territory there, but swore 
to assist their brothers to conquer the rest of Ca-
naan. It would have been cold comfort for the 
remaining nine and a half tribes if they had not 
crossed the river. Although the two and a half 
could say they had their inheritance from the 
Lord, the majority could not. Only by crossing 
the river could they enter into their inheritance. 
By the miraculous drying up of the water they 
had a sign that the Lord was with them. Just as 
the crossing of the Red Sea proved the presence 
of the Lord (as if the pillar of cloud and the pillar 
of fire did not), so the parting of the river and 
the crossing on dry ground proved the same. 
The Lord had not changed towards his people, 
though they had changed towards him, time and 
time again. The rebelliousness and faithlessness 
of Israel in the wilderness is well known, and 
the Scripture makes no attempt to downplay 
their failings. But at the same time, the same 
Scripture records the constant faithfulness of 
the Lord God to his people, according to the word 

‘These stones’

by the Honorary Editor
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spoken to Abraham, and confirmed to Isaac and 
Jacob, as well as to Moses.

Secondly, they show that man in unconstant. 
Without a memorial, and without an explana-
tion for the memorial, people would soon forget 
what the Lord had done. Notice how the explana-
tion is given. The children will see the stones but 
will not know their significance. Their parents 
will have to be asked, implying a failure on their 
part to tell their children their history. But at the 
same time the children will be curious. Such a 
pile of stones is clearly not natural, and their 
inquisitive minds ask how they got there.  The 
question the children will ask will provide a rea-
son for the parents to remember, and to recount 
the wonderful works of God.

Left to himself man is very good at making 
up what he does not know. One only has to read 
a little way into Greek mythology to see that this 
was how they explained their world. Two trees 
whose trunks were entwined are explained as a 
couple who were granted their request to be al-
lowed to remain together after death. The great 
constellations are all given humanistic origins. 
The Rock of Gibraltar to the north of the strait 
separating Europe from Africa, and the northern 
end of the Atlas Mountains to the south, are ex-
plained as a giant holding up the world on his 
shoulders. On and on it goes. Of course, it is not 
just ancient cultures that come up with fantastic 
explanations for things. When I read Theology 
at Manchester University I had a lecturer who 
said that the account in Genesis 19 of Lot’s wife 
being turned into a pillar of salt was an ancient 
‘just-so’ story to explain the rock formations in 
the region. He said this with a straight face, as 
though it were fact. How did he know? He did 
not. He preferred his own explanation to the one 
provided in Scripture.

This illustrates a serious problem. Unless we 
accept the record given to us in the Bible, we are 
left to our own imagination, devices and opin-
ions regarding a whole raft of matters. How do 
we explain life on earth, once we have aban-
doned the biblical account? How do we account 
for human behaviour, the existence of religion 
in the world, or the existence of the Christian 
church? How do we explain the Bible itself?

If all life were merely what occurs between 

cradle and grave, such questions would remain 
only in the academic realm. It would make no 
difference to the majority of people, as they seek 
to survive in the harsh world, whether Israel 
crossed the Red Sea and then Jordan on dry land. 
But, as Joshua’s answer shows, these events are 
themselves markers and pointers to something 
greater. The Lord did not cause the waters of the 
Sea to be parted in order to save Israel the bother 
of a detour, or the trouble of building rafts. No, 
he did so in order that they and all the world 
might learn to fear him—that is, to have a right 
regard for him, and faith in him. The Lord is to be 
trusted. Why should we care? Because he has not 
only acted to save his people, but he has done so 
against the backdrop of such terrible warnings 
of judgment to come, that only these accounts of 
saving acts give us hope. We are living in a world 
where sin and wickedness are everywhere, and 
man always has done, since the first sin in Eden. 
If we reject the evidences of God’s saving power 
in the physical world, how shall we trust him for 
what he has promised in the spiritual? If he did 
not, or could not, save Israel when a mere river 
stood between them and what he had promised, 
how can we trust him to get us across the great 
river of death that stands between us and our 
eternal home?

All the promises of grace are in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. We possess no good thing unless we first 
possess Christ. And we cannot know of him with-
out the word of God to tell us. We depend on di-
vine revelation for the knowledge of salvation. If 
we trust the Lord in this matter, ought we not to 
trust him in all the other matters he has caused 
to be written for our learning?

We may not set up pillars, our Ebenezers, but 
we do declare, ‘Hitherto hath the Lord helped us’ 
(1 Samuel 7:12). We are to teach the succeeding 
generation the goodness, faithfulness, constancy 
and love of our heavenly Father. We are to teach 
the grace and mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
and the comfort of the Holy Spirit. But to do so 
we must first be convinced that these things are 
true. For that we need to be under the hand of 
the Lord, and to fear his holy name, looking to 
him in loving faith and trust, as the Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, in whom alone is salvation.  ■
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In the News

That French Church and the Coronavirus
Earlier this year the media reported the role of 
a large congregation in France that was named 
as the epicentre of an outbreak of the coronavi-
rus. Some 800 cases were connected to a 5-day 
event held 17–21 February, out of a congregation 
of around 2,200. Following the massive increase 
in cases, the pastor and various members of the 
congregation received death threats. 

However, according to the Daily Telegraph 
(29.07.20) 

Two recent studies, one on chest X-rays in 
nearby Colmar, another quizzing 3,300 locals, 
suggest that that the first cases date back to 
November and that the epidemic had al-
ready taken off by mid-February in the area.

The church’s pastor, Samuel Peterschmitt, is 
quoted as saying, ‘People need scapegoats.’ With-
out endorsing this church’s doctrines (which are 
unknown to us), we recognise the truth of this 
statement. Believers have long been the world’s 
punching bag, and will remain so until our Lord 
returns.

Churches Challenge Lockdown
A legal challenge to the Government’s imposi-
tion of the lockdown on churches has been filed. 
Twenty-five church leaders, including Bishop 
Michael Nazir-Ali, have issued the challenge on 
the basis that the requirement sets a dangerous 
legal precedent. No argument is being offered 
against the responsibility of churches to take 
account of the emergency. The concern centres 
on the rights of churches to enjoy the liberties 
granted in Magna Carta. There is a fear that the 
use of this power once will make it easier for any 

future government to close down churches for 
more sinister reasons.

The Scottish devolved government per-
formed a U-turn over its plan to keep churches 
closed for longer. A campaign by church mem-
bers who contacted their local representatives 
resulted in the Scottish government coming un-
der pressure to reverse its plan.

The Church of England in Wales changed its 
advice on opening churches from 13 July, ‘in the 
light of recent amendments to Welsh Govern-
ment Regulations relating to the re-opening of 
places of worship’. Many restrictions remain.

Sunday Trading
Government plans to further relax the Sunday 
trading laws have run into opposition on both 
sides of the House. More than 50 MPs from vari-
ous parties signed a letter to the Prime Minister, 
indicating that they had much more support. 
The names of many were not included for fear 
that newly-elected MPs would come under in-
tolerable pressure from Conservative Whips to 
withdraw their opposition.

Facing certain defeat, the Government 
dropped the proposal. However, this attempt 
should be seen as a straw in the wind, showing 
the direction the present administration would 
take if it could. Vigilance is required.

Home Abortions—Judicial Review
‘The case, brought by Christian Concern, argued 
that the government’s DIY home abortion policy, 
introduced during lockdown, goes against the 
purpose of the Abortion Act by allowing danger-
ous abortions.

‘At the judicial review hearing [29.07.20], 
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Christian Concern’s lawyers argued that Mr 
Hancock had no power under the 1967 Abortion 
Act to authorise home abortions. The decision 
to introduce DIY home abortions was the most 
significant change in UK abortion law since the 
adoption of the 1967 Act. However, only Parlia-
ment is able to change the law, which states that 
abortions may only take place in NHS hospitals 
and approved clinics.

‘Lawyers argued that permitting DIY abor-
tions at home frustrates the purpose of the Abor-
tion Act, which is to prevent ‘backstreet abor-
tions’ and ensure that abortions take place in 
safe and hygienic conditions.

‘We are now awaiting a judgment from the 
hearing.’ (christianconcern.com)

Freedom of Speech
In non-church news, but of interest, we trust, is 
the decision in Sierra Leone to change the law on 
libel. According to the BBC website, the previous 
law

meant people could be jailed for libellous 
statements, [but it] was repealed on 23 July.

Before that, people could be jailed for 
up to three years, whether or not what they 
wrote was true.

That’s because the law did not allow truth 
as a defence, unless you can prove that pub-
lishing the truth is in the public interest.

We should give thanks that we still enjoy 
such a degree of freedom of speech in this coun-
try, and we must use it to Christ’s glory.

George Whitefield
The University of Pennsylvania, USA, has an-
nounced its intention to remove the statue of 
George Whitefield that stands on its property. 
The university, founded by Benjamin Franklin, 
was begun in a building erected by Whitefield 
for an orphanage he had planned. 

However, Whitefield is being vilified today 
for his apparent support for slavery. Quota-
tions are produced which are intended to prove 
this, although, without having them in context, 
one cannot be certain that they are being used 
aright. That said, there do appear to be questions 
that need to be answered.

Coronavirus Death Toll
At the time of writing, the worldwide death toll 
from the Coronavirus stands at around 650,000 
(www.worldometers.info/coronavirus). To put 
that into some sort of context, the following 
figures, taken from readily accessible sources, 
show the death tolls from a number of recent 
pandemics:

Swine flu (2009–10) 151,700–575,400
AIDS (1981–2018) 23.6–43.8 million
Hong Kong flu (1968–70) 1–4 million
Asian flu (1957–8) 1–4 million

The number killed in wars during the 20th cen-
tury runs to well over 100 million.

Hagia Sophia
Turkey has returned the famed Hagia Sophia 
(‘Holy Wisdom’) in Istanbul to a mosque. The 
present building was completed in 537 under 
the Emperor Justinian. It became a mosque 
when Constantinople fell to the Ottoman inva-
sion of 1453, and remained one until 1935. The 
then-ruler of Turkey, Kemal Atatürk, turned the 
building into a museum, and it has remained a 
major tourist attraction ever since.

Whatever one may think of gaudy religious 
buildings, no matter how old they are, the gradu-
al reassertion of Islam in Turkey is not to be tak-
en lightly. The building itself is in need of major 
restoration work, and a possible source of funds 
will be Saudi Arabia or another Islamic nation. 
Either way, the influence of Islam spreads fur-
ther into Europe.

‘Read, mark, learn’
‘Scripture engagement has declined amid the 
Covid-19 outbreak, according to a new survey.’

As reported in the Church of England News-
paper, the pandemic may have caused an in-
crease in attendance at forms of online service, 
but this has come at the expense of ‘discipleship’. 
While this report (from the American Bible So-
ciety) deals with the situation in the USA, it is 
likely to be much the same here.

The report shows that, without ‘in-person 
church participation’, people cease reading the 
Bible. Attendance encourages study.  ■
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Whatever one may think of gaudy religious 
buildings, no matter how old they are, the gradu-
al reassertion of Islam in Turkey is not to be tak-
en lightly. The building itself is in need of major 
restoration work, and a possible source of funds 
will be Saudi Arabia or another Islamic nation. 
Either way, the influence of Islam spreads fur-
ther into Europe.

‘Read, mark, learn’
‘Scripture engagement has declined amid the 
Covid-19 outbreak, according to a new survey.’

As reported in the Church of England News-
paper, the pandemic may have caused an in-
crease in attendance at forms of online service, 
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Is life worth living?

A sermon preached on Ecclesiastes 1:1–3 by the Rev. Stephen Holland

Introduction
To understand a book of the Bible 
one has to know something of 
its setting and background.
Ecclesiastes has often 
been described by com-
mentators as a diffi-
cult book. Some of its 
sayings are puzzling 
and complex. What 
does the writer mean 
by the ‘dead know not 
anything’? Aren’t we 
supposed to go to heaven 
when we die? Or what does 
he mean by ‘there is nothing 
better for a man, than that he 
should eat and drink, and that he should 
make his soul enjoy good in his labour.’ Does that 
not contradict Christ’s warning to those who say 
‘let us eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we 
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ers? When we understand the background and 
the purpose of Ecclesiastes these questions are 
not so puzzling as may first appear.

The King Who Was
The question as to who wrote Ecclesiastes should 
be pretty straightforward. The text itself makes 
that quite clear: ‘The son of David, king in Jeru-
salem.’ David only had one son who became king 
in Jerusalem, and that was Solomon. But there 
are other indicators as to its author. Solomon is 
known for his wisdom, divine wisdom given to 
him by God (1 Kings 3:7–13). We see this in the 
opening chapters: ‘And I gave my heart to seek 
and search out by wisdom … have gotten more 
wisdom … had great experience of wisdom … 
for in much wisdom … I turned myself to be-
hold wisdom … wisdom excelleth folly’ (Eccle-

siastes 1 & 2). We also have the same 
expression of Solomon’s prayer 

found in 1 Kings 8:46 which 
is also mentioned in Eccle-

siastes 7:20—‘there is no 
man that sinneth not.’ 
‘Wisdom’ appears 54 
times throughout the 
book.

If the book itself is 
so clear, why do some 

doubt Solomon to be the 
author, and who do they 

think wrote it? In seeking 
to answer that we may give 

the simple answer of human 
pride, and not a little arrogance. As 

we all know, we do not possess any of the 
original manuscripts of Holy Scripture, we have 
accurate copies of copies that have passed down 
throughout the ages. Some tell us that the He-
brew writing of Ecclesiastes is far too advanced 
and late for the time of Solomon, so it must have 
been written by a later author. But that is like 
saying Shakespeare did not write any of his 
plays and works because we have updated ver-
sions of his works. The critics tell us some figure 
they like to call Koheleth, meaning ‘preacher’, 
wrote it. Yet some have suggested Koheleth is a 
proper name for Solomon.

The King Who Failed
One of the honest features of the Bible is just 
that—its honesty. It never tries to cover up the 
sins of even its greatest saints. It presents to us 
an honest and accurate picture—warts and all. It 
tells of their highest achievements, and of their 
greatest sins and failures too. Solomon departed 
greatly from the Lord God of Israel: ‘For it came 
to pass, when Solomon was old, that his wives 

The words
of the Preacher, 

the son of David, king 
in Jerusalem. Vanity of vani-
ties, saith the Preacher, van-
ity of vanities; all is vanity. 

What profit hath a man 
of all his labour which 

he taketh under the
sun?
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turned away his heart after other gods’ (1 Kings 
11:4). He transgressed greatly in committing one 
of the most grievous sins against the God of Is-
rael—that of the sin of idolatry. He is contrasted 
to the life and character of his father David and 
was not like him. He followed not the good coun-
sel of his father but listened instead to his many 
idolatrous wives who stole away his heart from 
following the Lord wholly.

The world in which we are called to live out 
our Christian lives is full of dangers and pitfalls. 
We may be tempted to opt out of the world alto-
gether, to avoid the temptation and pull. But that 
has been tried, and failed miserably, in the past. 
The problem is not just outside, but it is inside 
of us too. We are not called to escape, but we are 
called to stand firm (Ephesians 6:10). Solomon 
failed in that he took his eyes off the Lord, and 
placed them elsewhere. He mixed the commands 
of the Lord with his sinful cravings. We cannot 
have the love of the world in our hearts and fol-
low God faithfully.

Just like Solomon’s godless wives, it will pull 
us away.

The King Who Learned
There is no indicator found in Old Testament 
passages that Solomon ever repented of his 
backsliding and sin, unlike David his father. We 
have a clear narrative, and several psalms, of 
David lamenting and repenting of his grievous 
sin. But not such of Solomon. So, did Solomon go 
to the grave unrepentant of his error and sin? 
Thankfully we can say Solomon did repent of all 
his backsliding, for we have it in his book Eccle-
siastes! Ecclesiastes is Solomon’s repentance and 
return to the Lord. Yes, he did have all the sinful 
pleasures of life ‘under the sun’ (1:3), but he can 
tell us, at the end of the day, without God it is all 
futile and empty. He learnt through bitter expe-
rience that life without God is truly empty.

Yes, we are glad that Solomon did return to 
the Lord, but it was through God’s chastening 
hand, and his bitter experience, that he did so. It 
would have been better had he continued to fol-
low the Lord throughout his whole life. Though 
the Lord has promised to keep his children, he 
will do it through the rod if we stray away from 

the righteous path. What grief Solomon brought 
upon his household by wandering off from the 
Lord. Be careful of the company that you keep. 
They will either influence you for good, or they 
will influence you for evil—‘Be not deceived: evil 
communications corrupt good manners’ (1  Cor-
inthians 15:33). Surround yourself with godly 
men and godly women, who will help to keep 
you on the straight and narrow path.

The King Who Teaches
We have said that Ecclesiastes is Solomon’s act 
of repentance for his backsliding and going af-
ter other gods. But it is not just that, it is a sol-
emn warning to others. Remember when read-
ing through his book the angle or direction he 
is viewing life from. In verse 3 he says: ‘what 
profit … under the sun.’ He is viewing life from 
earth’s point of view, not heaven down, but earth 
up. And we don’t always get a correct picture 
of things when we view from the earth up. He 
is looking at life, with all its complexities and 
questions, and yes he sees it all, without God, as 
futile and meaningless. The nihilistic view of life 
being meaningless would be true were there no 
God.

But what is the end view of life under the sun 
for this wisest of men? It is found in 12:3: ‘Let us 
hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear 
God, and keep his commandments: for this is 
the whole duty of man.’ It is a crying shame that 
some of the great thinkers of the world reject-
ed this notion and ended their lives under the 
sun in abject despair. The teachings of men like 
Frederick Nietzsche bring no hope or purpose to 
the heart of people. While he rejected the faith 
of his own father, he saw the demise of Chris-
tianity bringing in only misery and horror. He 
almost prophetically predicted the horrors that 
emerged from the rise of Hitler and the Second 
World War. The purpose of your life in this world 
is not one of empty despair and misery, but to 
fear God and keep his commandments. ■

Where Wisdom is Found: Christ in Ecclesiastes, 
by J.V. Fesko, is reviewed on p. 99, and is avail-
able from the book shop.
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BIBLE LESSON • MEMORY VERSE • ACTIVITIES

Daniel
                  Please read Daniel 5

How do you learn best—by being told what to do, or 
by watching someone and then trying to copy them? 
Trying to do sums by watching someone else will 
probably not help you, as nobody has explained what 
you are meant to do. Learning how to sew or solder 
from a book will be much harder than learning from 
someone who already knows what to do, and can 
patiently you show the way. We often learn without 
realising it. As you get older, people who know your 
parents will recognise them in you. This will not only 
be because you look like them, but because you will 
probably use the same phrases and have the same 
mannerisms. You learn this simply by being with your 
parents.

This is one reason why it is so important to have good 
role-models. There are ways of speaking and acting 
that are not good to copy. But it is also important to 
learn from the mistakes other people make. The fifth 
chapter of Daniel is an example.

Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, was dead. His son, 
Belshazzar, now reigned. All the amazing things that 
we have read so far should have taught Belshazzar to 
be wise and serious. But it was not so.

Although the Bible does not tell us about the reason 
for the feast, it seems that Babylon was under siege. 
Read verses 30–31. Maybe the king and his court were 
celebrating their success in holding back the attackers. 
While Belshazzar was feasting and drinking, he saw 
what looked like a man's hand, writing on the wall. The 

sight terrified him, and none could tell him what it 
meant. Belshazzar had forgotten all about Daniel, and 
his queen had to remind him, verses 10–12. Daniel 
came, and told the king about Nebuchadnezzar’s 
experiences, and how he had learned to glorify God. 
But the son had not humbled himself before God, 
verse 22, and this why the writing appeared. The 
words said that Belshazzar was to lose his kingdom, 
verses 25–27. Making Daniel third ruler was hardly a 
great reward, given how quickly the kingdom would 
fall! That night, Belshazzar was killed when the Medes 
broke into the city and conquered it. Darius became 
the new ruler, and the Babylonian empire became the 
Median empire.

The Bible gives us many examples of people who tried 
to live without God, and who died unhappy deaths. 
Read 1 and 2 Kings. See how many kings committed 
the same sins as their fathers, and suffered the same 
fate, yet they would not learn. The Bible also gives us 
lots of examples of people who had faith in God, and 
who loved the Lord Jesus.  Timothy learned the truth 
from his mother and grandmother, 2 Timothy 1:5 and 
3:15. If you have parents who know and love the Lord 
Jesus, listen very carefully to what they teach you, and 
watch their example.
 
Memory Verse:
‘Brethren, be followers together of me, and 
mark them which walk so as ye have us for an 
ensample.’       (Philippians 3:17)

Lessons from Daniel – No. 5
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B I B L E N A M E S

Complete these six-letter Bible names by starting at 
the START section on each question, and going round in 
the direction indicated by the start arrow. One letter 
has been entered in each section to help. If all are 
correct you should be able to arrange letters in the blue 
sections to make the name of an Old Testament prophet 
and those in the grey sections to make the name of a 
lady from the church at Cenchrea. Romans 16
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Old Testament
Queen before Esther

Sixth book in
Old Testament

Tetrarch of Ituraea
Luke 3

Chilion’s brother
Ruth 1
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5 6 7 8
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He made a
golden ephod

Judges 8

Sixth book in
New Testament

Another name
for Tabitha Acts 9
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Acts 13 v 7
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Eldest son of Israel
Numbers 26 v 5

One of Paul’s
fellow labourers

Philemon 24

He lived in
Bethsaida

John 1 v 44

Prophet from Judea
Acts 21 v10

Name of Old Testament prophet

Name of a lady from the church at Cenchrea
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‘Thou shalt surely die’

by Edward Malcolm

‘There is none so old,’ declared Nehemiah 
Rogers, ‘but he thinks he may live one 
year longer; and though, in general, he 

say, “All must die,” yet, in the false numbering 

of his own particular days, he thinks to live for 

ever.’
If the recent—and current—Coronavirus 

scare has taught us anything, it is that death 
stalks us more closely than we might wish to be-
lieve. Who would have thought, even as we were 
hearing in the news about the outbreak in Wu-
han, that almost the whole world would be over-
run with a contagious condition that would kill 
many, and sicken more? It is perhaps too soon 
to make any solid judgments about how nations 
have reacted, given that this virus has yet to run 
its course. It may not be too soon, however, to 
give some thought to the way in which churches 
in this nation have reacted. At the time of writ-
ing many churches remain closed, and some that 
have opened have introduced restrictions which 
limit the number that can attend, as well as the 
nature of the services that are held.

What is going on? There are many strands 
to the answer. Congregations are, usually, made 
up of various age groups, with varying degrees 
of health and fitness. The people who attend do 
not all have the same outlook on life, nor do all 
have the same faith. Some have reason to be 
concerned for their health, and some think (of-
ten with good reason) that they have no evident 
cause for concern. Some feel the weight of re-
sponsibility for the health of all who come, and 
some feel little sense of responsibility—again, 
for a variety of reasons.

One matter that does appear to give concern 
is the attitude of many to death. We all accept 
the reality of death, as old Nehemiah Rogers 
notes, but, as he also notes, we are very good at 
thinking that we are not yet in danger ourselves. 

Small children may look at anyone over about 
the age of twenty and see walking corpses, or at 
least very old people, but as we grow we under-
stand that wrinkles, grey hair and spectacles are 
not necessarily incontrovertible manifestations 
of the grim reaper’s presence. Furthermore, we 
no doubt all know one or two very elderly folk 
who have more health and energy than people 
who are decades younger than them: how does 
one judge age?

As a result, and because our society prefers 
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that were once death sentences are now easily 
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is in the tree a worm, which grows out of its own 
substance, that will destroy it; so in us, those 
infirmities of nature that will bring us down to 
the dust.’ We are mortal, so that be we never so 
healthy and strong, the time will come when 
we will bow down before death. ‘Moses was an 
hundred and twenty years old when he died: his 
eye was not dim, nor his natural force abated’ 
(Deuteronomy 34:7). All our planning and prepa-
ration for the comfort of old age is pointless if 
we have not considered the nearness of our long 
home. No matter how plenteously our 
fields bring forth, and no matter 
how great the barns we build, 
there comes a time when the 
Lord says to us, ‘Thou fool, 
this night thy soul shall 
be required of thee’ (Luke 
12:20). Who is the fool, but 
the one who reckons up 
his future without giving 
due consideration to the 
inevitability of death.

Why raise this morbid 
subject now, at a time when 
our Prime Minister is trying to 
get the country back to normal? Why 
speak of death when the spectre of it appears 
to be retreating? Because I expect few will hear 
anything about the subject, now or in the near 
future. When was the last time you heard a 
sermon on death? When was the last time you 
preached one, if you are a gospel minister? Why 
does it matter?

It matters because the church has a duty to 
prepare its members for death. Death is as much 
a reality of life as anything else—and more so 
than some in that all will die, whereas not all 
will marry and have children. It matters because 
the process of death is often deeply unpleasant, 
and it is something from which we shy away if at 
all possible, and yet we cannot avoid. It matters 
because we should learn to die as Christians—
not facing the lions in some amphitheatre, but 
in the full assurance of faith, in the love and 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and in the comfort 
of the Holy Scriptures.

The blessed Apostle Paul had a wonderful 

view of this matter. Christ, he said, is worth dy-
ing for. ‘For to me to live is Christ, and to die is 
gain’ (Philippians 1:21). ‘I am now ready to be of-
fered, and the time of my departure is at hand’ 
(2 Timothy 4:6). ‘We are confident, I say, and will-
ing rather to be absent from the body, and to be 
present with the Lord’ (2 Corinthians 5:8). The 
main thing that held the Apostle Paul to this life 
was his sense that his ministry was not yet com-
plete. All the while his Saviour had work for him 
to do, he was content to remain and do it. But 

his heart’s desire was to be with his Lord. 
Read his mature reflection of the 

nature of death in 1 Corinthians 
15, where he sets out the glo-

rious triumph of the resur-
rection over the grave. Paul 
knew the truth of death, 
and lived with it constant-
ly from his conversion, 
and yet his heart was set 

on the world to come, and 
on his Lord Jesus Christ.

The blessed Apostle Peter 
had a similar view. ‘I think it 

meet, as long as I am in this taber-
nacle, to stir you up by putting you in 

remembrance; knowing shortly that I must put 
off this tabernacle, even as our Lord Jesus Christ 
hath shewed me’ (1 Peter 1:14). As for those 
whose hope is tied to this world, he warns, ‘the 
heavens shall pass away with a great noise, and 
the elements shall melt with fervent heat, the 
earth also, and the works that are therein shall 
be burned up’ (1 Peter 3:10). What remains for 
us? ‘But grow in grace, and in the knowledge 
of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To him be 
glory both now and ever. Amen’ (1 Peter 3:18). 
Peter’s eye was fixed on the world to come, and 
on his Lord Jesus Christ, whom he longed to see 
again.

Do we have a similar view? Is Christ so much 
the one for whom, and in whom we live, that we 
long to be with him? Is our desire for heaven, 
with all its purity, holiness and joy, so deep that 
we sit loose to the ties of this world?

Ah, one will say, that is all very well, but we 
have to be responsible with our health. Life is a 

The 
church has 

a duty to 
prepare its 

members for 
death
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precious gift, and we must not squander it. True. 
But is the opposite of squandering so conserving 
our life that we do nothing? ‘Protect the NHS!’ 
has been the cry of late, but why? Can the NHS 
save you? Did the NHS die for you? Will you be-
hold the NHS face to face in the heavenly realm? 
Of course not, the very suggestion is ridiculous, 
even offensive. Ah, but we have a responsibili-
ty to our neighbour. ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ No, in-
deed, and there is no surer way of killing a per-
son eternally than by keeping quiet about our 
Christian hope, and by living in the same fear 
that grips the unbeliever.

How should the church prepare its members 
for the reality of death?

Firstly, by preaching the authentic gospel. That 
is, by setting forth the whole counsel of God, from 
the Creation, via the Fall, to the New Creation. Of 
course, this requires gospel preachers to be well 
taught in these things, and sadly today it seems 
that many are not. Such preaching requires a 
whole overview of the history of redemption, 
and of the true place of man in it. It requires a 
right understanding of the salvation worked 
and won by Jesus Christ in fulfilment of proph-
ecy, and therefore it depends on a right view of 
the atonement. It requires a biblical view of the 
work of conversion, that operation of grace that 
brings the individual from the kingdom of dark-
ness to the kingdom of God’s dear Son. It requires 
a plain and proper view of the Christian life—
not of some cheap psychology where Jesus is the 
answer to a list of needs, but of the life we have 
in Christ Jesus our Lord. Such preaching requires 
a deep and thorough knowledge of Scripture and 
of doctrine, which itself requires a degree of con-
fidence in God’s word that is not always evident 
from the pulpit.

Secondly, by applying the gospel authentically. 
Pastoral application of the doctrines of grace 
is not always done in the pulpit: indeed, in our 
day of shorter attention spans there is not re-
ally time in a sermon to make the application 
needful for our hearers. There is, however, time 
in pastoral visiting, as we sit with members of 
the congregation and hear their joys and woes, 
hopes and fears. And if you think I have over-
looked you, and am speaking only to gospel min-

isters, please reconsider. You are a member of a 
congregation, and from time to time someone 
comes for a pastoral visit. What are the topics of 
conversation? Family news, national news, the 
health of the individual, gossip from around the 
congregation—these are the common features 
of much pastoral conversation. For one reason or 
another there is an evident reluctance to speak 
about spiritual matters. Why? Are we shy about 
such things? Do we think it a sign of weakness to 
ask any questions, or to raise any concerns? It is 
true that, while the course of life continues on a 
relatively even keel, we do not necessarily feel 
any particular concerns. When the course of our 
life is diverted, and when the storm breaks over 
us, our views may alter. But ought we not to have 
been better prepared before the storm came, by 
asking for explanations of things we do not un-
derstand, and by opening our spiritual concerns 
to those appointed to help us in the matters? A 
person who goes to visit their doctor and tries to 
convince the GP that all is well when it is clearly 
not is not brave but foolish. That is why we have 
doctors. This is also why our heavenly Father 
has appointed the ministry—that we may help 
with our spiritual conditions. Presenting the 
symptoms honestly and openly to a pastor is not 
weakness but wisdom.

Thirdly, by giving ourselves to prayer. Ultimate-
ly, we do not rest on the wisdom or otherwise of 
pastors, but on the grace of God in our Lord Jesus 
Christ. It is God whose word we read, and it is in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ that we pray. 
And we do both in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, 
who inspired the writers and who intercedes for 
us in prayer with groanings deeper than can be 
uttered. Therefore we ought to give ourselves to 
prayer, that the teaching we receive concerning 
the gospel we believe and the Christ we love, the 
heaven to which we go and the preparation we 
face in this life, would be written on our hearts. 
Head knowledge will become very confused 
when the light begins to dim and the pains of 
death are on us. What is in our hearts will re-
main stronger. And what remains unbreakable 
is the love and hold that our Lord Jesus Christ 
has on us. But do we know this? And do we live in 

the faith of this truth? Pray God we do. ■ 
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The office of hope is to comfort in 
adversity and make patient; 

that we faint not and fall down 

under the cross, or cast it off 

our backs.

William Tyndale

Set before your eyes 
the crown and king-

dom of heaven; those ad-

mirable things contained 

in the word of God, which 

no tongue can express. Let 

hope feed upon these del-

icates; cast anchor in heaven, 

and see if it will not make thee go on 

cheerfully in a Christian course.

Richard Sibbes

Hope is a gift of God whereby we wait for the 
mercy of Jesus Christ to eternal life. For the 

better conceiving of which grace, consider these 

words in three things.

First, the person on whom we are to wait by 

hope—namely, our Lord Jesus Christ—together 

with the properties of this waiting, which are 

four. First, it must be certain without doubting, 

for the apostle ascribed a full persuasion and 

assurance unto our hope, as well as unto our 

faith (Heb 6:11). Neither does hope make a man 

ashamed by disappointing him of the thing 

hoped for (Rom 5:5). Secondly, it must be against 

hope—that is, against all human hope, reason, 

sense and whatsoever may be grounded upon 

these. Thus Abraham believed against hope 

(Rom 4:18). Thirdly, it must be a patient waiting 

on Christ. ‘If we hope for that we see not, then 

do we with patience wait for it’ (Rom 8:25), for 

otherwise the thing hoped for deferred makes 

our waiting painful and tedious. Fourthly, it 

must be grounded upon the word and promise 

of life. ‘I wait for the LORD, my soul doth wait, 

and in his word do I hope’ (Ps 130:5). The ground 

and anchor of our hope is made not 

only the promise but the oath of 

God, who cannot lie, although 

he should not swear, that 

we might ‘lay hold upon 

the hope set before us’ 

(Heb 6:18).

The second point is 

the thing for which we 

must wait, which is not 

for gold, silver, honour, 

pleasures, but only for the 

mercy of God in Christ unto 

eternal life. By which we must 

not understand the beginnings of 

mercy, for these we already here en-

joy and, having the present hold thereof, need 

not hope for the same, but for the full measure 

and accomplishment of God’s mercies hereafter 

to be enjoyed…

The third point is the fruit and profit of this 

waiting, and that is life eternal.… So as the de-

scription stands in setting down two effects of 

hope described: first, that it causes to wait on 

Christ for mercy; secondly, that it does not fail 

nor make a man ashamed, for he waits unto 

eternal life and in this expectation is put in pos-

session of the same.

William Perkins (on Jude 21)

Doth a man abound in hope? Hath he any 
comfort? any assurance?—for I take ‘hope’ 

there [Romans 15:13] for assurance, as I do here 

[Ephesians 1:18],—any confident persuasion? It 

is, saith he [Paul], through the power of the Holy 

Ghost.

Thomas Goodwin

Hope is the sweetest friend that ever kept 
a distressed soul company; it beguiles the 

tediousness of the way, all the miseries of our 

pilgrimage.

Thomas Adam

Hope

Now our
Lord Jesus Christ

himself, and God, even
our Father, which hath

loved us, and hath given us
everlasting consolation and

good hope through grace,
comfort your hearts, and

stablish you in every good
word and work.

2 Thessalonians
2:16–17
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Hope is a virgin of a fair and clear counte-
nance; her proper seat is upon earth, her 

proper object is in heaven: of a quick and pierc-

ing eye, that can see the glory of God, the mercy 

of Christ, the society of saints and angels, the joy 

of paradise, through all the clouds and orbs; as 

Stephen saw heaven opened and Jesus stand-

ing in the holy place. Her eye is so fixed on the 

blessedness above, that nothing in the world can 

remove it. Faith is her attorney-general, prayer 

her solicitor, patience her physician, charity her 

almoner, thankfulness her treasurer, confidence 

her vice-admiral, the promise of God her anchor, 

peace her chair of state, and eternal glory her 

crown.

Thomas Adams

Though hope is, perhaps, one of the lowest on 
the round of Christian graces; yet, a Chris-

tian grace it is: and the hope, which has the fin-

ished redemption of Jesus for its object, shall 

be crowned with everlasting glory, by him who 

will never break a bruised reed, not quench the 

smoking flax.

Augustus Toplady

Now hope is called a lively hope,

1. Because it makes a man lively and ac-

tive for God and goodness.

2. Because it cheers, comforts, and revives 

the soul. This lively hope is like Myrtilus’s shield, 

which after the use of it he had in the field, hav-

ing it with him at sea, and suffering shipwreck, 

it served him for a boat to waft him to shore, and 

so preserve his life. This hope is a shield ashore, 

and an anchor at sea.

3. It is called a lively hope, in opposition to 

the fading, withering, dying hopes of hypocrites 

and profane persons, ‘Whose hope is as a spi-

der’s web,’ ‘the crackling of thorns under a pot,’ 

and ‘giving up the ghost (Job 8:13, 14; 11:20; 27:8; 

Prov 11:7).’

Thomas Brooks

Hope is a glorious grace, whereunto blessed 
effects are ascribed in the Scripture, and an 

effectual operation unto the supportment and 

consolation of believers. By it we are purified, 
sanctified, saved. And, to sum up the whole of 
its excellency and efficacy, it is a principal way 
of the working of Christ as inhabiting in us: 
Col 1:27, ‘Christ in you the hope of glory.’ Where 
Christ evidences his presence with us, he gives 
us an infallible hope of glory; he gives us an as-
sured pledge of it, and works our souls into an 
expectation of it. Hope in general is but an un-
certain expectation of a future good which we 
desire; but as it is a gospel grace, all uncertainty 
is removed from it, which would hinder us of the 
advantage intended in it.

John Owen

That which we make our hope we worship 
as God; for hope is an act of worship.… It 

is his prerogative to be the hope of his people, 
Jer 17:13, Rom 15:13. When we make other things 
our hope, we give them the honour due only God; 
it is a forsaking of the Lord the fountain, and ad-
vancing of broken cisterns in his place, hereby 
worshipping them as only God should be wor-
shipped.

David Clarkson

Hope does not let us down, even though we 
are considered by evil people to be stupid 

and naive, because we believe in things which 
are impossible in this world. For we have in us 
the pledge of God‘s love through the Holy Spirit, 
who has been given to us.

Ambrosiaster

I have done what I proposed to do. I have 
shown the five leading marks of a sound good 

hope.—(1) It is a hope that a man can explain. (2) 
It is a hope that is drawn from Scripture. (3) It is 
a hope that is founded on Christ. (4) It is a hope 
that is felt within the heart. (5) It is a hope that 
manifests itself outwardly in the life.—Such, I 
firmly believe, is the hope of all Christians, of 
every name, and church, and denomination, and 
people, and tongue. Such is the hope we must 
have, if we mean to go to heaven. Such is the 
hope without which, I firmly believe, no man can 
be saved. Such is ‘the good hope through grace.’

J.C. Ryle 
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WILLIAM FAREL

The Elijah of the Alps

In a family of Gap, 
devoted to the Pa-
pacy, William Farel 

was born in 1489. The 

red¬-headed lad was 

soon ‘more Popish than 

the popes themselves’, 

and was thrilled when 

taken on a pilgrimage 

to a famous crucifix. 

Thirsting for learning, 

he refused the profes-

sion of arms and went 

to the University of Par-

is. Here, the devotion of 

a learned doctor, Pierre 

Lefevre, made a strong 

appeal to him. Together 

the two visited famous 

shrines. ‘I believe,’ said 

William, ‘in the cross, in pilgrimages, images, 

vows, and relics. What the priest holds in his 

hands, and gives others to eat, is my only true 

God.’

 But he was dragged from this abyss. Lefevre 

turned with fervour from the lives of saints to 

the word of God, and began to impart its teach-

ing to the ¬students. ‘The cross of Christ alone 

openeth the gates of Heaven, and shutteth the 

gates of Hell,’ he said.

The scales fell from Farel’s eyes. ‘Popery was 

utterly overthrown,’ he said. ‘I began to detest it 

as devilish, and the Holy Word of God had the 

chief place in my heart.’

Hostility was soon roused in Paris against 

the new teaching, and Lefevre and Farel accept-

ed the invitation of Bishop Briconnet to help 

in the work at Meaux. Here for a time they la-

boured till the monks 

succeeded in stopping 

the preaching of the 

Word and drove Farel 

away. He went to Gap 

where he led his broth-

ers to Christ. At first he 

preached in the city, 

but was soon violently 

expelled. ‘He is neither 

monk nor priest, and 

he has no business to 

preach,’ was the cry.

Driven from Gap, 

Farel went into the 

country, preaching in 

the fields and in private 

houses, and sheltering 

in the woods and on the 

brinks of torrents. He 

owned that crosses, persecutions and machina-

tions of Satan had been severer than he could 

have borne of himself, but God his Father always 

provided the required strength. Though of small 

stature and unattractive appearance, his fiery 

utterances melted the hearts of his hearers. Even 

Calvin declared that his ‘thunders of eloquence 

profoundly disturbed’ him. Farel was utterly de-

termined to carry out the will of God, regardless 

of the heavy cost. ‘The Bayard of the battles of 

God’, as he was called, in perils oft preached the 

Gospel in untouched districts. At Aigle he act-

ed as schoolmaster for a time, sowing the seed 

of the Word in the hearts of the children, and 

through them reaching the parents till a small 

band of believers gathered. 

In January 1528, a great disputation was 

held at Berne, in which Farel took a leading part, 

(1489-1565)
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overcoming in argument 300 priests who had 
op¬posed him. As a result Berne ranged itself on 
the side of Protestantism, and Farel was licensed 
to preach in all places under its jurisdiction. 

From place to place Farel passed, sometimes 
being assaulted, thrust into prison, threatened 
with the gallows, or covered with mud and ashes. 
But nothing could stop him. On the Feast of the 
Assumption of the Virgin Mary, he went into the 
pulpit in a village near Valengin, while the priest 
was celebrating Mass, and preached Christ as the 
only way of salvation. The alarm bell was sound-
ed, so be and his companion hastened away, 
but were furiously assailed by several persons 
armed with clubs. The two were so badly beaten 
that they nearly lost their lives. A cry of ‘Drown 
the Lutheran dogs’, was raised. The priests began 
to drag them to the bridge when friends, hoping 
to save them, suggested that they should be tak-
en to a place of safety so that the names of those 
infected with heresy might be wrung from them. 
At once the priests led them towards the castle. 
On passing a wayside chapel both were ordered 
to prostrate themselves before the image of the 
Virgin. Farel urged all to wor¬ship the one true 
God, ‘and not dumb images without life and pow-
er.’ Greatly vexed with his firmness, his captors 
rained blows upon him till he was covered with 
blood. At last, almost lifeless, the two were let 
down into a dungeon of the Castle of Valengin. 
A cruel end was plan¬ned for these brave wit-
nesses, but the next day some townsmen from 
Neufchatel came to claim them. It was unwise to 
refuse this request, so they were handed over. In 
1531, the Mass was overthrown and Evangelical 
worship was begun in Valengin. 

At Neufchatel Farel preached in the hospital 
till the people cried out against the Mass, and 
begged that a church should be given for the 
preaching or the Gospel. On October 23rd, 1530, 
the congregation opened the gates of the Church 
of Our Lady, and placed Farel in the pulpit where 
he delivered ‘one of the most effective sermons 
he had hitherto preached.’ So greatly were his 
hearers moved that they cried out: ‘We will fol-
low the Evangelical religion, both we and our 
children, and in it we will live and die.’

In 1532, Farel turned his steps to Geneva. A 

tumult soon filled the city and he had to retire, 

but he sent Froment there to open a school. A 

year later Farel was recalled and occupied the 

pulpit in St. Peter’s Cathedral. The Council of Two 

Hundred came to hear him, idolatry was over-

thrown, and the services in the churches were 

restored to New Testament simplicity. 

But though Farel was a mighty preacher, he 

longed for a colleague of greater administrative 

gifts. Hearing that Calvin was passing through 

the city he sought him out and so powerfully ad-

jured him in the name of God that he dared not 

refuse the call to work there. Together the two 

sought to establish a church, approaching in pu-

rity to apostolic standards. Two years later their 

refusal to give the Lord’s Supper to blas-phemers 

and libertines led to their expulsion from the city. 

Farel went to Neufchatel and continued to labour 

there, rejoicing when Calvin went back to Geneva 

to finish the work into which he had called him. 

During these years France was not forgot-

ten. A Bible Society was formed and Farel sent 

col¬porteurs into that land with portions of the 

Word which were eagerly sold. In his old age he 

him¬self ventured back to Gap and preached the 

Gos¬pel there. His arrest was ordered and he 

was confined in a dark dungeon, but his many 

friends planned his escape, and he was let down 

from the ramparts in a basket. 

The Waldensians also owed much to Farel. By 

request he visited the Synod In the Valleys, and 

urged them to study the Scriptures and es¬tab-

lish schools where the children could be ground-

ed In the Word. He recommended Cal¬vin’s cous-

in, Olivetan, as translator and teacher, and in this 

way the Scriptures were translated Into French. 

A journey to Metz—where he preached with 

his usual fire—exhausted his strength. He came 

back wearied and ill, and on September 13th, 

1565, this Valiant-for-the-Truth entered into the 

joy of the Lord whom he had so unweariedly 

served. ■

This article first appeared in the Churchman’s 

Magazine, the predecessor of Protestant Truth, in 

February 1945. It owes much to D’Aubigne’s History 

of the Reformation. 
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Book Review

It has been estimated that the neurological 
response that results in anger lasts no lon-
ger that a couple of seconds. What follows 

is the responsibility of the individual who has 
encountered a situation that has triggered this 
emotion. Writing in 1600, John Downame may 
not have had this neurological data, but this 
book, brilliantly updated for the modern reader 
by Brian G Hedges, would not be out of place in a 
contemporary psychological journal. Downame 
is centuries ahead of his time in understanding 
the holistic nature of our psyche. More impor-
tantly, in describing the nature, cause and cure 
for anger from a Biblical perspective, Downame 
writes with what the editor describes as, ‘sanc-
tified moral sanity.’ Like many of his Puritan 
peers, he is a superb physician/surgeon of the 
soul and this book is a ‘must read’ for any Chris-
tian in need of sound instruction in anger man-
agement whether they be ‘doctor or patient’. This 
reviewer would go as far as to say that it would 
not be out of place in the hands of a thinking 
unbeliever and may well stir the soul to contem-
plate spiritual realities. 

The main body of the book deals with unjust 
anger, but Downame rightly begins by describ-

ing the Biblical case for righteous anger, estab-
lishing that not all anger is unjust: ‘Anger is just 
and righteous when it is occasioned by a just 
cause, is expressed in a godly manner, is fixed 
on the proper object, endures for the appropri-
ate time, and is directed toward holy ends.’ In 
the following ten chapters, short and easy to 
read, he goes on to comprehensively deal with 
the nature, cause, and effect of unjust anger be-
fore embarking on his prescription for preven-
tion and cure. Downame’s counsel is described 
in the book’s preface as being marked by three 
features: Clarity, Practicality and Piety. This right-
ly sums up what follows. His conclusion reminds 
the reader that in applying this ‘medicine for the 
soul’, that it is ‘God alone who works in us both 
the will and the deed’ and that we must ‘seek the 
Lord, the only true physician.’ A thoroughly in-
spiring read! ■

The cure for unjust anger
John Downame

Reformation Heritage Books
128pp • £7.99 • p/b
ISBN 978–1–84871–881–4
Reviewed by Jim Winter
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Book Review

This book was first published in 1907 and 
reprinted by Banner of Truth in 1961. Rob-
ert Bruce (1554–1631) was the second son 

of Sir Alexander Bruce of Airth. His mother, Jan-
et, was the great-granddaughter of King James I 
of Scotland.  

The subtitle to this book is ‘Christ in Ecclesi-
astes’ because the writer is, rightly, keen to ex-
amine this ancient Old Testament wisdom book 
in the light of Jesus Christ. I have often thought 
of Ecclesiastes as a comprehensive commentary 
on Peter’s words describing life without Christ as 
an ‘empty way of life’ (1 Peter 1:18). Ecclesiastes 
is powerful preparation, as a kind of ‘negative 
apologetic’, for the fullness of life in Christ.

The writer certainly does not fail us in this 
respect. He writes, tellingly, that ‘Legalism 
thrives on the Law but is often frustrated by 
wisdom; hence, many people treat wisdom as if 
it were law.’ We can so easily read the wisdom 
literature like Aesop’s fables, he says, and as if it 
has nothing to do with Christ and the gospel. So 
he asks the question: ‘Are we treating Scripture 
right when we walk away only with morals with-
out the conviction of our need for Christ and the 
assuring message of His gospel?’. Ecclesiastes, 

along with the rest of Old Testament literature, 
is fulfilled in Christ.

I confess I would have preferred the use of a 
different (contemporary) version of the Bible in 
the interests of further clarity of communication 
but if you can handle this (and I appreciate that 
many of us still can) and you are looking for a 
sound guide to this often-neglected book of the 
Bible, this will do you very well.

I’ll let the author have the last word:
‘Through Ecclesiastes we can rejoice as we 

reflect upon life under the sun, knowing there 
is more to existence than vanity and futility be-
cause Christ has redeemed us and given us eter-
nal life. Soli Deo gloria! ■

Where wisdom is found
J.V. Fesko

Reformation Heritage Books
160 • £9.50 • p/b
ISBN 978–1–84871–878–4
Reviewed by Oliver Rice
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In the Lord’s good providences, things are 
gradually returning to a form of normality. 
Shops and restaurants are reopening, and 

worshippers are returning to offer worship to 
the Lord. But, as with all events in life, the Lord 
God has his purpose. To simply return to normal 
as if nothing had happened would be to miss the 
providential message of the Lord. It may well be 
that the authorities have misjudged the effects of 
Covid-19 on the general population: better over- 
than under-caution. Whether we have already 
returned or are planning to soon, what can we 
learn from this lockdown? We might learn many 
lessons, but we will restrict ourselves to the 
gathered local church.

The value of gathered worship. We often take 
things for granted and don’t fully appreciate 
what we have until it’s gone. Do we not do that 
with things, and even more importantly with 
people? But how about with our acts of public 
worship at church? Have we been neglecting, 
and, may we say so, despising the public means 
of grace? Have we neglected our duty towards 
the Lord, and towards one another—God’s own 
people? Have we even missed our time of gath-
ering together on the Lord’s Day? If so, what does 
that say about the condition of our hearts before 
the Lord? Ought we not to be saying with the 
Psalmist: ‘Search me, O God, and know my heart: 
try me, and know my thoughts: And see if there 
be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way 
everlasting’? (Ps.139:23–24). Has it pained us to 
be away from God’s house, and have we been ea-
ger to return? If the answer is in the negative, it 
probably reveals the poor spiritual state of our 
hearts before the Lord, and we should be very 
serious about putting that right.

The purpose of gathered worship. In both Old 
and New Testaments, the importance of God’s 

people assembling on earth cannot be overstat-
ed. When any are separated from the assembled 
saints it is largely a negative thing. But can we 
not simply meet online as many of us have been? 
The answer is a definite no! Would it be healthy 
if a husband and wife only ever met online? Not 
only is there the huge benefit of personal inter-
action with one another when we meet on the 
Lord’s Day, there is also the promise of God be-
ing present with his saints when they assemble. 
Then there is personal accountability towards 
one another, and if need be, the exercising of 
church discipline—which, by the way, is one of 
the three marks of a true church, the others be-
ing the preached Word, and the sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper. How is any of that done among 
scattered sheep? It is not.

The effort in gathered worship. For one sheep 
to be separated from the flock is always a cause 
for alarm and concern. Sheep do not like to be 
apart from other sheep. They are called a ‘flock 
of sheep’ for a reason! God has modelled the 
sheep off the pattern of his people. He never lik-
ened his sheep to a Robinson Crusoe. There is a 
particular danger when sheep are apart. When 
God’s people are kept apart, for whatever reason, 
danger lies ahead. But what of it? Does it just 
happen out of the blue? Did God leave to chance 
the assembling of his people? No, he called them 
out of the world, and not just out of the world, 
but to be gathered together. He also forbade 
them from not assembling, Hebrews 10:25. Some 
had begun doing that and they were told in no 
uncertain terms not to. As with all of God’s com-
mands, that takes human effort and planning. 
We must be doggedly determined to meet with 
the Lord’s people on earth, and make all effort to, 
or there may come a time when we will lose that 
opportunity completely. ■
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Bibles, Commentaries Periodicals
Concordances DVDs and CDs
Dictionaries Greetings Cards
Evangelical & Reformed Books Text-Picture Frames
Children’s Books Posters
Devotional Works Stationery etc

My Pocket My Pocket 
Companion Companion 
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Call 020 7405 4960 or email bookshop@protestant-truth.org to order
or visit us at 184 Fleet Street, London, EC4A 2HJ

Available now!


