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Mark A Noll, Professor of Church History at Wheaton College, has brought
together ten principal works in one handy paperback, Confessions and
Catechisms of the Reformation (232 pages, Baker Book House, USA; IVP
Apollos, England). The background and relevance of each contribution is
clearly and briefly explained by Prof Noll for laymen.

The first two Confessions represent the Reformers in their struggle to get back
to Scripture alone, The 95 Theses of Martin Luther (1517), and The 67 Articles of
Ulrich Zwingli (1523). Then follows The Schieitheim Confession of the
Anabaptists (1527). They make one outstanding point — the rejection of infant
baptism which they correctly equated with sacralism, that is by implication,
Christianising entire societies. Apart from that the Anabaptists are sadly side-
tracked by secondary issues such as pacifism and the forbidding of Christians to
be magistrates. Then follow Martin Luther’s Small Catechism which reflects
much progress on central issues, The Augsburg Confession (1530) and The
Genevan Confession (1536), the relevance and importance of these documents
being explained by Mark Noll. Melanchthon, whose life is described in the
article by Robert Godfrey, was the principal author of the Augsburg
Confession.

Next in order The Heidelberg Catechism is presented. For comprehensiveness
and quality this fine declaration is on a par with the great Westminster
Confession of the Puritans in England which came a century later (1643-47), and
on which The Baptist Confession of 1689 is based. I will refer presently to two
important Roman Catholic responses to the Protestants which are included.
This most useful and well presented reference book concludes with The 39
Articles of the Church of England (1571).

Why I am a Reformed Baptist

Since catholicity points to the whole history of evangelical biblical faith then
within that heritage I embrace particularly and especially the achievements of
the Reformers and Puritans. For me the 1689 London Baptist Confession of
Faith comprehensively and lucidly sets out a threefold legacy: the Reformed
doctrine of God’s sovereignty and justification by faith; the Puritan doctrine of
sanctification and assurance; and Baptist belief concerning the nature of the
Church in new covenant terms.

We must not allow ourselves to be distracted by a false construction based upon
the Abrahamic covenant in order to accommodate infant baptism. In an article
The Literature of the Covenants (see RT 85), I urged that we should follow the
example of Baptists such as John Bunyan, John Gill, Andrew Fuller, Alexander
Carson, C H Spurgeon and A W Pink, in expounding the riches of the covenant
of grace which I believe is the best way of exhibiting the glories of sovereign
grace. (Any preacher worth his salt should discover that, if he sets out on a series
of expositions on the covenant of grace from Noah to Christ). The whole land of
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1545 to 1563 their representatives held theological conferences at Trent. The
outcome by way of a written response to the Protestants came in The Canons
and Decrees of the Council of Trent. That document forms the eighth
contribution in the above reviewed paperback by M A Noll. The ninth consists
of The Profession of the Tridentine Faith (1564) which is asummary of the Roman
Catholic doctrine in response to the 16th century Protestant Reformation. The
Profession of the Tridentine Faith is only three pages and consists of a summary
of the decrees of Trent. This is what it says about the mass:

I profess, likewise, that in the Mass there is offered to God a true, proper, and
propitiatory sacrifice for the living and the dead; and that in the most holy
sacrament of the Eucharist there is truly and really, and substantially, the body
and blood, togetherwith the soul and divinity of our Lord Jesus Christ; and that
there is made a change of the whole essence of the bread into the body, and of
the whole essence of the wine into the blood; which change the Catholic Church
calls transubstantiation.

Taking up this issue we believe that we are saved, not by miraculous chemistry
through our blood-streams but by faith alone, a faith which appropriates the
righteousness of our Lord Jesus. His righteousness is put to our account (Jer
23:6;33:16). The article, How Then Shall We Live?explains the role of faith in the
appropriation of Christ’s righteousness. That faith also appropriates all needful
graces to live the Christian life.

The description by Michael Bentley of his travels in Greece includes a reference
to the Greek Orthodox Church, a body which has not been subject to reform
nor brought back to the touchstone of Scripture. It is not surprising therefore to
find a similar state of darkness and superstition prevailing to that which we find
in the Roman Catholic Church.

Included in the means of grace is the communion of the Lord’s table. That
communion is not a sacrifice but a remembrance and an understanding of the
once and for all sacrifice made on our behalf. All the sacrifices ordained to be
observed in the Old Testament time were types foreshadowing Christ’s one and
only perfect sacrifice which now saves us. It is noteworthy that while there were
at least ten different kinds of offerings and sacrifices (see Leviticus chapters 1-7)
it was the Passover sacrifice of the lamb that was chosen to be especially typical.
Christ is our Passover lamb (1 Cor 5:7). When we commemorate his sacrifice on
Calvary we declare our faith in the efficacy of his blood to save us and we declare
our catholicity with believers from the first Passover in Egypt to the universal
body of believers today, in declaring the Lord’s death as our salvation. The
purpose of the article, The Passover and Reformation of the Communion Service, is
to encourage appreciation of the ordinance as a primary means of grace the
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benefits of which come through our minds (Rom 12:1,2) and not as the above
Roman Catholic statement suggests through our digestive systems.

Theistic Evolution

Bob Sheehan in his article A Self~Revealing God uses the illustration of a child in
an art gallery asking the question, ‘Who painted that?” The same kind of
question occurs again and again when we are brought to observe the wonders of
creation. Those who present programmes on TV explain creation in terms of
millions of years of evolution in which the creatures made themselves. Many
Christians have been pressurised to accept what is called theistic evolution.
According to this idea the days of the Genesis account of creation are taken to
be periods of time which can be stretched at will to accommodate any number
of millions of years. During these vast epochs of time God is supposed to have
supervised the evolutionary programme until we arrive at what we see now.
According to this theory, when progress reached a certain point, God chose out
a creature and called him Adam, and likewise a female creature, and called her
Eve.

Theistic evolution is in direct conflict with the following Scriptures: Genesis
1:26,27 (three times the significant Hebrew word for create, bara, is used in
verse 27); 2:15-25; 3:1F; Psalm 8:5-8; Ecclesiastes 7:29; Malachi 2:10; Matthew
19:4; Romans 5:12-21; I Corinthians 15:21,22; Hebrews 2:5-9.

In the article How Then Shall We Live? reference is made to Hebrews 11:3, ‘By
faith we understand that the universe was formed by God’s command.’ There is
no need to compromise with the evolutionists. There are many reliable
scientists who reject evolutionist claims root and branch. Let them debate the
matter and deal with the scientific issues. There are areas of research in which
amendments are always being made. Since God is omnipotent I have always
found it logical to believe in creation exactly as it is described in Genesis. On the
other hand I have always found it impossible to believe that immensely
complex creatures virtually made themselves. To use the analogy of the
painting, ‘Did that painting paint itself?” The creation of the world is not only
described in Genesis chapters 1 and 2. Spontaneous creation is the consistent
testimony of Scripture whether we read of it in Psalm 33 or in 2 Peter 3. Bob
Sheehan puts his finger on the real issue which is that fallen man resists the
testimony of creation; he holds back that testimony and restrains it. In contrast
to that, the author of Psalms 19 and 104 and 148 gives glory to our Creator:
‘Praise him, sun and moon, praise him, all you shining stars. Praise him, you
highest heavens and you waters above the skies. Let them praise the name of
the Lord: for he commanded and they were created’ (Ps 148:3,4). Let us worship
our almighty, holy, loving Creator. Let us give him the glory which is his due.







century, ‘The Age of Reason’. Before then atheism was a minority interest. The
Puritan, Stephen Charnock, reckoned that there were only about twenty
professed atheists recorded in world history before his day. Everyone believed
in God in Biblical times and in the centuries that followed. There was, therefore,
no need to prove God’s existence in the context in which the Scriptures were
written and their message preached. God’s existence could be presupposed
because everyone accepted it.

There is, however, a fundamental flaw in this line of reasoning. It treats the
ancient belief in gods, which cannot be denied, as synonymous with belief in
God. To Biblical thinking this would have been a dreadful and blasphemous
equation. It is also an entirely false equation. Why should a worshipper of the
god Chemosh presuppose the existence of the God Jehovah? On what basis
does a person believing in one god automatically accept the existence of
another? Do Christians who believe in God the Father automatically
presuppose the existence of Allah?

It is the constant concern of the Scriptural writers and preachers to set a distance
between the one true and living God and the counterfeit, man-made gods who
are created by men as substitutes for him. With what ferocity the Psalmist rages
against idols of silver and gold and contrasts them with the Sovereign God of
heaven. Isaiah unleashes an indignant tirade against idols which are ‘nothing’
and contrasts them with the only true God. With what clarity the Apostles call
men from the worship of vain and worthless idols, ‘so-called’ gods, to serve the
living and true God.’

The Biblical division between the true God and the counterfeit gods is clear.
The Scriptural writers and preachers were concerned that their hearers and
readers should leave the counterfeits and worship the true God. They did not
suggest that all men worship the same God under different names, but that false
gods should be forsaken for the true God. Those who did not know God and
were without hope needed to come to a knowledge of him.*

The presupposition that God exists which pervades Biblical writing and
preaching cannot be explained on the ground that all men believed in God in
those days. They did not. Only a small minority believed in God in Biblical
times, as in ours; the rest believed in gods of their own making.

2. The Bible was written to the believing community

A great change has overtaken the theory of Bible translation in the twentieth
century. In some circles the Bible reader is now more important than the Bible
writer. The reader whose attention the translator is concerned to win is the non-
Christian. The Bible is viewed as God’s message to sinful man.




In reaction to this, and in accordance with earlier theories of translation, other
translators have felt it necessary to emphasise that the recipients of the original
Bible books were not unbelievers but covenant communities: Israel and the
churches. The Bible is God’s message to saved men.

Both of these views affect our discussion. If the Bible is written to non-
Christians then it would seem that under no circumstances did the writers feel it
necessary to prove God’s existence. They simply declared what he had done to
an unbelieving audience. If, however, the Bible is written to Christians the
writers would have felt no need to prove God’s existence to believers.

Neither of these views is correct. Some parts of the Bible were evidently written
to non-Christians, to encourage them to believe. John clearly states in his
Gospel that his purpose was evangelistic.” Other sections, such as the Epistles,
were addressed to believing churches, the saints in a particular place. Their
purpose was to strengthen and establish the faith of believers.

When a comparison is made of the didactic sections addressed to believers and
the evangelistic passages addressed to unbelievers, no difference can be found
in the presuppositions relating to God’s existence. The Hebrew Epistle written
to exhort believers to faithfulness begins with an affirmation of God’s actions.
The Gospel of John written to unbelievers begins by relating the Word to God.
Neither seeks to prove his existence.

It may not, therefore, be argued that the Bible is presuppositional because it
was written to people who already believed in the God of the Bible. Not all of it
was.

3. All men have a sense of God in their hearts

There are in Scripture three strands of teaching that suggest that no man is
naturally an atheist. He may choose to become an atheist or divert his
knowledge of the true God so as to worship a substitute, but all men have a
God-given sense of God. This God-consciousness is due to:

i. God’s self-revelation as Creator (read Psalm 19:1-6; Romans 1:18-22)

The Psalmist declares that the heavens declare the glory of God. The Hebrew
term he uses for glory contains the idea of weight or heaviness. The weight of
something often gives it significance. No-one minds a snowflake falling on his
head but few would be happy to be hit by a falling chimney-stack! Weight lends
significance! The heavens declare God’s ‘weight’; they proclaim his signifi-
cance. Why he is important has to be noted.
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Of course, it is not just the heavens but everything that God has created which
reveal his importance. Paul declares that God has been revealing himself
through created things for as long as they have existed.

God himself'is invisible, but, through the things he has created he can, and does,
reveal some of his character and significance. He reveals his eternal power.
Through my study window I see grass, trees, fields, a river, clouds, rain, horses,
humans, dogs etc. All are very different, complex and varied, and all evidence
the power of their Creator and require the conclusion that the Creator must
have existed before the creation.

The sight of variety, colour, complexity, simplicity, the whole range of creation,
not only reveals eternal power but divinity. God, not in essence, but in creative
action, is awesome. So much is fearfully and wonderfully made! Here in
creation is a call to worship, to bring glory, praise and honour to the Creator.

It is not, however, creation itself that requires man to acknowledge God’s
eternal power and deity. Creation, or much-praised ‘Mother Nature’, has no
power to reveal God of itself. It is God himself who makes himself known.
Through the things that are made God is continually and actively revealing
himself. Creation is God’s autobiography. Every day in nature’s round is a new
page of divine self-revelation.

God does not reveal himself obscurely but plainly. He makes clear what is
known of God. The recipients of this revelation are al/l men. The sphere of the
revelation is as all-embracing as the sun. Man is left in no doubt. God makes
himself known to men in creation and they know God. They may suppress this
revelation, deny it, distort it, re-interpret it or do whatever they will with it.
However, God’s self-revelation in creation means that no-one is naturally an
atheist, nor even an agnostic. Human ‘ignorance’ of God is culpable not
respectable! It is the rejection of revealed knowledge.

ii. God'’s self-revelation in man’s nature (read Romans 1:32; 2:12-16)

None of God’s creatures is more fearfully and wonderfully made than man. It is
not, however, his physical attributes which are most astonishing but his moral
powers. Unlike any other creature, man, male and female, is made in the image
of God.” This image may well include his role of dominion over creation, his
social nature and many other aspects of his essential humanity, but
undoubtedly it includes his mental and moral facuities.’

Men who have never heard of the Bible, and know nothing about Moses or
Christ, are not entirely ignorant of the will of God for them. They do not have
the law as it was revealed to Israel, either in its longer forms throughout the
Pentateuch, orin its summary form, the Ten Commandments, but they do have
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‘the work of the law written in their hearts’. In Jewish idiom ‘to work the work of
God’ is to do what God requires.’ Therefore, to have the work of the law written
in the heart is to have the requirements of the law written there. All men,
Gentile as well as Jew, have an inward knowledge of God’s legal requirements.

We need not be in any doubt as to what these legal requirements are. Our Lord
did not only tell us what the first and second greatest commands in God’s law
are but he also said that the whole of the Old Testament revelation hangs on
them."” They are the foundational principles of this revelation and its supreme
duties.

All men have an inner sense that they ought to love God. Men are ‘naturally’
religious. All men have an inner sense of duty towards their fellow humans.
They have a concept of ‘natural’ justice, ‘natural’ affection. Even avowed
atheists cannot help revealing themselves as theists sometimes. We recall the
story of the atheist who avowed, ‘I do not believe in God or any such idea. God
is my witness!” We remember that Concentration Camp Commandants were
often affectionate family men. Even cannibals usually refuse to eat close
relatives and friends! There is an inner duty to God and man that is very hard to
erase. We are not naturally irreligious and amoral.

God has given our inner religious and moral sense two allies: conscience and
thoughts. Conscience works on our sensitivities and emotions creating fear of
the consequences of wrong-doing and regret at evil committed. Our thoughts
reason with us about the rightness or wrongness of our actions.

Some may wish to suggest that man is a highly developed amoeba, a refined
ape, or the residue of a primaeval soup, but the Christian is required to address
men as essentially religious and moral beings. They may loudly proclaim their
atheism and liberation from the restraints of conscience but big claims are often
ignorant and empty boasts.

iii. The fundamental fact of theism

If, as we have asserted, all men know that there is a Creator God, eternally
powerful and worthy of worship and all men have a religious and moral sense of
duty, why do so many claim to be atheists?

Firstly, it needs to be recognised that even as we approach the twenty-first
century, vast numbers of human beings do not claim to be atheists. They claim
to worship God. They do see themselves as religious and they do maintain a
morality. Their problem is that the gods they worship are not gods at all.

Paul tells us that from their earliest days men with futile, foolish, wicked hearts
turned from the worship of the invisible true and living God to worship gods
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which were visible and acceptable to them. The abandonment of the true God
for idols was accompanied by the rejection of morality for wickedness. As an act
of judgement, God has at times handed over those who abandon him to their
futile opinions and wicked ways."

The Hindu, the Moslem, the animist etc. are all testifying to their basic sense of
a need for God and his law. Their error is in seeking false gods to meet their
need. The religious and moral sensitivities of such people, although wickedly
misdirected, testify to the basic nature of man.

Secondly, we need to note how the Scriptures view atheism. In the Old
Testament the atheist is described as a ‘fool’.” Now the Hebrew concept of a
fool is not someone who is intellectually naive but a person who is stupid,
impious, abandoned and wicked. The atheist’s atheism is in the context of his
moral corruption.” It is wickedness that makes men atheists not superior
intelligence or rational progress!

How is it possible for the Scriptures to link atheism with wickedness? Paul tells
us that atheism and the abandonment of the true God are an impiety and
unrighteousness against which the wrath of God is directed. They are a product
of a resistance to the truth that God has made clear to men about his existence
and character. No man can be an atheist without rejecting God’s self-revelation
first.

There is a dispute as to whether Paul says that men ‘hold down’ and suppress
the truth or ‘hold back’ and restrain it."” Scriptural parallels seem to me to favour
the latter.” However, this dispute does not affect the fact that God’s self-
revealing in creation (and in our religious and moral sense) has to be resisted
before false gods or no gods may be followed. This resistance takes place in
unrighteousness." It is evil resistance of God and his revelation.

Neither atheism nor agnosticism are neutral positions. They are certainly not
respectable. They are rebellious opinions held in defiance of God’s self-
revelation. As such they are entirely unnatural positions for humans to assert.
Atheism may be learned, taught and adopted but it cannot be neutral.

A simple illustration may help. Let us imagine you take a child to a city. You
visit an art gallery. As the child looks at the paintings he asks numerous
questions, including, “‘Who painted that?’ You move on to a science museum.
Among his questions inevitably comes, “‘Who invented that?’ He is by nature a
creationist. Paintings have painters; inventions have inventors. Which child (or
adult) would naturally ask, ‘By what process did that painting (or invention)
evolve by chance?! The question would be treated with derision and the child
told, ‘Paintings and inventions do not just happen; people have to produce
them.’
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Cross the road to a natural history museum and a child (and adult) would
naturally respond in the same way. He would see in God’s handiwork God’s
imprint. He would look for a Creator. How many parents have been asked by
children, “‘Who made the stars? Who made the grass?” However, a child (or
adult) may be raught to restrain his natural questions and to ask, ‘How many
years ago did this evolve and from what?’ Atheism may be taught but it is
contrary to nature.

Conclusion

We began by asking why God’s existence is presupposed in Scriptural writings
and Scriptural preaching. The answer ought now to be clear. The Scriptural
pattern is to presuppose God because God is constantly making himself and his
will known to man through creation and his religious and moral sense.

We are not preaching to men who are naturally atheists, irreligious and amoral
but to men who under all the veneer of godlessness know there is a God and
know they have responsibilities towards him and his creatures. Their vaunted
atheism is sin against knowledge. It is not our job to accept that their
rebelliousness is respectable but to expose the shallowness and falseness of
their assertion. They want us to relate to them in their wilful ignorance. Their
knowledge of God and his will is under the surface of their professed atheism. A
submarine may be forced to surface by a well placed depth charge. Similarly an
atheist may be forced to acknowledge the truth about God and his will, hidden
deep in his heart, by a preacher’s insistence that he does know what he denies.
There is no escape from God.
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The Passover sacrifice was instituted to protect the children of Israel from the
judgement on Egypt. Every household head was required to fulfil the
specifications of the Passover. Central to everything was the sacrifice of the
Passover lamb. “The blood will be a sign for you on the houses where you are;
and when I see the blood I will pass over you’ (Ex 12:13). Paul declares, ‘Christ
our Passover lamb has been sacrificed for us’ (1 Cor 5:7). We will note salient
stipulations concerning the Passover lamb.

1. The lamb was to be selected from the flock. Christ was a man among men, a
valid member of the human race, one of us.

2. The lamb was to be without blemish or fault. Christ was different from all
men inasmuch as he was set apart from sinners. He was holy, blameless, pure
(Heb 7:26), one in whom there was no sin (1 Jn 3:5), who committed no sin (1
Pet 2:22), who knew no sin (1 Cor 5:21).

3. The lamb was to be kept in the household from the tenth day to the
fourteenth day of Nisan. Christ lived among men and was chosen by God to
be the Passover Lamb.

4. The lamb was to be a full year old. In the full vigour and strength of his life
Christ was sacrificed for us.

5. The lamb was to be slaughtered at sunset on the fourteenth day. Christ our
Passover was given for us at the precise hour set by our sovereign God.

6. The lamb’s blood was taken and collected in a bowl. The life is in the blood.
Our Lord made it very plain that his blood was to be shed for us and our
salvation.

7. The lamb’s blood was to be taken and, with a bunch of hyssop, liberally
sprinkled or smeared on the lintels and doorposts of the house. That vividly
taught the Jews that the blood of the sacrificed lamb was effective to protect
them from the judgement of death. Metaphorically speaking the blood of
Christ must be sprinkled on our consciences (1 Pet 1:2).

8. The lamb was to be roasted whole by fire. This reminds us of the fiery
afflictions to which Christ was subject in our place.

9. Care was to be taken that no bone of the lamb was to be broken. The apostle
John carefully noted that not a bone of our Lord was broken through his
ordeal or at the time when the bones of the two malefactors, who were
crucified with him, were smashed. ‘He protects all his bones, not one of them
will be broken’ (Ps 34:20). In all his desperate tribulation Jesus was watched
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over still. Concerning his decease we note that everything that could
possibly be adverse for him was so throughout his trial and crucifixion, but
from the moment of his decease forward, everything went right for him.
His body was protected and placed in the finest tomb. His body was
preserved from corruption (Ps 16:10). He rose in triumph; he ascended to
heaven; he was and is exalted to the very highest place of authority and
honour.

10. The flesh of the lamb was to be eaten by the household. In instituting the
ordinance of his supper, our Lord said that his flesh was represented by the
bread broken for us which we are to eat in remembrance of him. Union with
Christ is the means of our spiritual sustenance (Jn 6:35-59).

There were other details to be observed as follows:

1. All yeast was to be removed from the homes on the day of the Passover. In
writing to the Corinthians Paul refers to the exclusion of yeast at the time of the
Passover as a symbol of evil. Immorality, lust, covetousness, all evil thoughts are
likened to leaven which works through the whole batch of dough. ‘Get rid of the
old yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast — as you really are. For
Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor 5:7). Only unleavened
bread was to be eaten for seven days. We are to keep a guard on our minds at all
times putting to death evil thoughts of hate, revenge, greed, or immorality.

2. The Passover lamb was to be eaten with bitter herbs to remind the Jews of the
bitter bondage experienced in Egypt. The Passover was twofold, a salvation
from death, and a deliverance from slavery. Whenever we partake of the Lord’s
supper we celebrate salvation by him and deliverance through him.

3. The final matter concerned readiness for the journey to be undertaken. Four
details were to be remembered. Sandals were to be worn, a staff was to be ready,
clothes were to be adjusted in readiness to leave, and finally there was to be no
lingering: the meal was to be eaten in haste. This world is the realm of sin. We
are on our way to a better world.

2. Christ’s Institution of the Passover Meal

What we call the communion or the Lord’s supper was instituted on the night of
the Jewish Passover. Passover was a great pilgrimage festival for the Jews, the
most important of the three annual festivals. We can imagine the crowds and
the excitement of the feast, the packed guest-houses and camping grounds,
even out as far as Bethany.'
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Although it was the time of remembrance of deliverance from Egypt, it was also
forward looking. There was a saying, ‘In this night we were delivered, in this
night we will be delivered!” In the face of Roman dominion there was the
fervent hope of a deliverance. The Egyptian deliverance acted as a source of
hope just as Pentecost and every subsequent powerful spiritual awakening
engenders hope for revival again.

After the entrance into Canaan it was customary for the Passover lambs to be
sacrificed at the Temple. Roast lamb would be part of the Passover meal
without the attendant ritual of the sacrifice and blood being smeared on the
lintels and doorposts. Families would gather collectively for the Passover meal.
First the house was searched using candles (Zeph 1:12) to make sure there was
no yeast. Then the family having gathered round low tables, the father or leader
would give thanks for the Passover day and for the first cup of wine. Four times
during the meal the cup would be filled and handed round. The first course of
the meal consisted of bitter herbs dipped in a sauce of fruits and spices. Then
followed the time of teaching when the leader would explain the Exodus story
and its significance. This would be in the form of catechism, one of the sons
asking leading questions. A hymn such as Psalm 113 or 114 was sung followed
by a further passing round of the cup of wine.

After further thanksgiving, the main meal followed; unleavened bread passed
round to all those present, roast lamb served with herbs and sauces, then the
leader would give thanks for the third cup of wine, the so-called ‘cup of blessing’.
The meal would conclude with the singing of more psalms, possibly Psalms 115-
118. There was a final cup of wine and then the prayer of benediction.

This background assists our understanding of how the communion was
instituted.

Atthe point when the father of the household would have taken the unleavened
bread to break and distribute it, our Lord took the bread and gave thanks and
broke it and said, ‘This is my body which is given for you; do this in
remembrance of me’ (Lk 22:19). Luke also records that our Lord passed the cup
round both before and after breaking bread.

Why did Jesus say that he eagerly desired to share the Passover with his
disciples? (epithumia — a strong desire, Lk 22:15). On a former occasion he said,
‘I have a baptism with which to be baptised, and how overwhelmed with
anguish I am until it is accomplished.” In spite of the appalling ordeal ahead of
him he longed to accomplish the work. Part of that was to institute the supper
and so clarify the nature of our salvation. This desire can also be taken as his
longing to share fellowship with his disciples during his anguish, just as he
humanly desired to have their company and support in the garden of
Gethsemane.
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3. Christ our Passover Supper — Practical Conclusions

1. As we view the Lord’s supper it is helpful always to have before us the
principal New Testament passages: Matt 26:20-29, Mark 14:17-25, Luke 22:14-
38,JIn13:1-30 (cf.6:52-58), 1 Cor 11:23-26. If we do that we include the parallel in
John’s Gospel where our Lord washed the disciples’ feet and in which context
he concentrated on teaching them about the Person and work of the Holy Spirit.
In the communion the Holy Spirit uses the central features of Christ’s
redemptive work on our behalf to consolidate and advance our sanctification. It
is tragic that so much attention has been focused on the nature of the bread
changing substance (transubstantiation). /t is not changing the bread but
changing us inwardly that is the great work of the Holy Spirit at the communion
table.

2. The table of our Lord represents a salvation ordinance. The Lord’s supper
reminds us of the necessity of a blood sacrifice. You have been redeemed by the
precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect (1 Pet 1:22). Our
eternal redemption has been won. The angel of death passes over the trusting
soul. Condemnation is removed from those united to Christ. The wonderful
effectiveness of Christ’s sacrifice is portrayed as the emblems are shared.

3. John the Baptist pointed to Jesus and said, ‘Look, the Lamb of God, who
takes away the sin of the world? It is most suitable that Christ should be
expounded at the communion. Jesus said that we should especially remember
him in his sufferings for us. Central to the first Passover was the lamb. The Jews
practised catechism at their Passover. The children present were asked
questions designed to bring out the main points clearly. There is much that we
can teach about Christ at the communion: the perfections of his human nature,
the wonder of his sinlessness as he lived for us, the extraordinary meaning of his
atoning death as the once and for all propitiation for our sin, the details of his
anguish leading to his betrayal and crucifixion, his last sayings, the absolute
effectiveness of his blood to cleanse from all sin which is repented of and
forsaken (1 Jn 1:7-10).

4. The Lord’s table deserves careful preparation both by those who lead and by
those who attend. Do you look forward to the Lord’s table and do you prepare
suitably and derive benefit from it as you should? Reference has already been
made to exposition. There can be participation in prayer by several at different
points in the service. We should note that the Jews sang suitable psalms at the
Passover meal. We should carefully choose appropriate hymns. If deemed
appropriate a time of open prayer can conclude the communion.

5. The frequency of the Lord’s table is important. The Passover came only once
a year and was the subject of much preparation and care. If the Lord’s table is
too frequent, appreciation can be, and too often is, less than it ought to be. This
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is shown when there is a lack of preparation and care. Every assembly needs to
study this question and be ready to reform if necessary. There is much to be said
for celebrating the Lord’s table only once a month, but drawing attention to the
ordinance and devoting much more care to it, also allowing sufficient time so
that the communion is not rushed. If the communion is taken often but in a
routine, matter-of-fact way, then its purpose is devalued. The practical details
form a congregational issue for each church to decide.

The apostle Paul warns against unworthy participation in the Lord’s supper (1
Cor 11:27). The communion is for those united to Christ by faith and in good
standing as members of a local church. The merit of having a separate
communion service rather than tagging it on to a Sunday service is worth
consideration. If there are many visitors, no matter how well spelled out it is
inevitable that there will be some who think they qualify to partake while in fact
they do not.

6. Some assemblies use grape juice instead of wine since that does not offend
those who abstain completely from alcohol. However fruit juice offends those
who see that as a stricture on the wisdom of our Lord, as though we know better
than he! Romans 14 and 15 tells us about the weaker brethren; it may be that in
your assembly there are total abstainers who do not mind making the
communion the exception and who would be glad to say that they never drink a
drop except at the table of our Lord! It is for the leaders of the local church to
consider these details.

7. The communion supper is a time of remembrance, of new covenant
assurance of our salvation, of confirmed union with our Lord, of thanksgiving.
We are to show forth his death until he comes. We look forward to his return
when we will be able to eat and drink with him in his kingdom. All these and
other themes are suitable subjects for exposition at the Lord’s table. But the
Passover theme is the historic framework through which the ordinance has
come to us and it is surely with profit that we remember that.

Notes

1 For historical details see lllustrated Bible Dictionary, IVP. David Wenham in his article, How Jesus
Understood the Last Supper: a Parable in Action, provides a detailed historical description of the
Passover in Jesus’ day with sources of reference. See Churchman, vol.105, no.3, 1991.

2 I have quoted Hendriksen’s translation from his commentary on Luke.
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his most quoted comments. Philip
was so worried about which way to act
in a certain situation that he was
immobilized. Luther impatiently
called him to action saying, ‘Sin
boldly.’ Luther meant that it was
better to do something for God even
at the risk of sinning than to do
nothing for fear of sin.

A second reason for Philip’s loss of
influence in some circles was his
movement away from theology.
Melanchthon continued to write
theology but it was not his prime
interest. He returned to his Greek
studies and wrote on philosophy,
rhetoric and education. His reforming
work on the school curriculum earned
him the title in history of Praeceptor
Germaniae, the Teacher of Germany.

The third and perhaps most important
reason for doubts about Melanchthon
arose from his theology. For some he
was too gentle in his theological
formulations. Two great questions
have been raised about
Melanchthon’s theology: the matter
of synergism and the matter of the
Lord’s Supper.

The debate on synergism arose
because of changes in Melanchthon’s
understanding of conversion. While
early in his career he had said that only
the Word and the Spirit are the causes
of conversion, later he said that the
Word, the Spirit and the consenting
will of man are the causes of conver-
sion. He always insisted that he was
not making the will of man
meritorious in the process of
conversion. Still his change surely
moved him closer to Erasmus and
away from the strong monergism of
the Reformation.
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Melanchthon’s position on the
Lord’s Supper is of special interest to
the Reformed constituency.
Melanchthon showed willingness to
tolerate a wider range of opinions on
the Lord’s Supper than Luther’s
strictest followers. After Luther’s
death and after Calvin became one of
the dominant Reformation figures,
Calvin and Melanchthon had a rather
extensive correspondence on many
subjects including the Lord’s Supper.
Calvin  believed that he and
Melanchthon really agreed about the
Lord’s Supper. He repeatedly urged
Philip to state his agreements with the
Reformed publicly. Calvin believed
that Melanchthon’s support would
greatly advance ecumenical relations
between the Reformed and
Lutherans. Philip probably was
correct in believing that the only effect
of such public statements would be to
reduce his influence further with strict
Lutherans.

Estimates of Melanchthon vary
greatly. Luther never ceased to love
and praise him. Philip is buried near
Luther in the castle church in
Wittenberg, his marker identical in
size to Luther’s. But in Concordia
Seminary’s library in St. Louis, USA,
among the many portraits of Lutheran
worthies there is no portrait of
Melanchthon. Perhaps Philip was too
gentle. But in comparison with Luther
(whom Philip called ‘a violent
physician for a violent age’) he
encourages us to be careful and
temperate as well as faithful.

Dr Godfrey is Academic Dean of Church
History at Westminster Seminary in
California. This article first appeared in
Outlook October 1990.







How is it that our land came to have the
gospel while others still do not? Why is
the cause of Christ languishing,
comparatively, in lands whose greatness
was built upon it, but making rapid
strides in the ‘third world’? These are
questions which can be answered much
more correctly with a knowledge of
history. We need a world-view which is
not only geographically but historically
as complete as possible.

How to teach Church history

1. Be brief

The author’s personal experience is that
of dividing history into six main
periods; ending in 1215, 1560, 1660,
1740, 1865, and the present day. (The
dates are approximate and need to vary
by a few years for different countries’
histories). No series is more than 20
lectures; and no lecture more than 45
minutes (usually about 35). We are not
trying to make every Christian a
potential university professor! The
main issues can be dealt with within this
framework. Again, allow a reasonable
length of time between series (over a
year).

2. Be interesting

Church history is about God at work,
causing his truth to be proclaimed and
defended, and sinners to be saved, and
churches planted. An in-depth study of
the lives of all the medieval popes,
though perhaps morally instructive, is
likely to become turgid; as is dealing
with the Reformation in Iceland at the
same length as that in Germany
(although the former is worth part of a
lecture).

As in Biblical times, so since, God has

worked through people; and history is
best taught through their lives. The
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doctrinal issues are clarified, not
obscured, by this method, as we see
men gripped by truth, or error, and
acting accordingly. On this last point,
the life of] say, Archbishop Laud, is just
as useful as that of Cromwell, to
illustrate the issues involved in their
conflict.

3. Be honest

The Bible describes God’s people,
‘warts and all’. So should we, as we
consider God’s way of using his people
in more recent times. It is the Marxists
who have tried (but failed) to rewrite
history to their own aggrandisement.
We must not do that. Truth is not
served by glossing over the parts of
history we particularly wish hadn’t
happened.

The benefits of teaching Church history

1. It engenders a thirst for more

The author’s personal experience is that
far more books on history and bio-
graphy are borrowed from the church
library than formerly. A secondary
advantage is that prominent men such
as Whitefield can be mentioned from
the pulpit or in conversation with some
well-grounded hope that at least most of
the listeners know to whom one is
referring. The characters of history
gradually become real people, who have
paved the way for us to be where we are
today; and thus the Lord’s people want
to know more about them.

2. Itencourages Christians to stand forthe
truth

In their daily lives most Christians are
talking with some Roman Catholics,
deists, syncretists, pantheists, Soci-
nians, Pelagians, etc. Doctrinal teaching
will enable them to identify the point at




which these people go astray from the
truth. Historical knowledge helps in
furnishing the believer with the right
understanding of the importance of
these errors, the arguments historically
used to refute them, and the courage to
stand up for God’s truth.

3. It stimulates prayer for revival

The more that the Lord’s people see
how God has worked in the past to
vindicate his truth, and extend his
Church, and thus to glorify his name,
the more they truly desire, and believe,
that he both would, and can, so act in
our own time. The history of the
Church is the history of revivals and
reformations, and we need both today.

Objections answered

1. ‘Ldon’t know enough history to teach it’
If the above arguments are valid reasons
why Christians need to know more
about what God has done in the last two
millennia, they are doubly so why the
leaders of his Church ought to have this
knowledge. If the objection is true, it
points to a serious gap in any pastor’s
knowledge; one which he should
urgently rectify. Nor is a great amount
of knowledge needed; and all that is,
and more, is easily available in historical
and biographical works. Finally, the
argument holds here, as elsewhere: if
you can’t teach all Church history, teach
some.

2. ‘In the limited opportunities available,
teaching the Bible is more important’

The author teaches history in the
midweek meeting at his church; the
amount of time spent on it is under 20%
of the total. Moreover, to teach Church

history, is to illustrate and apply
doctrine; it is to show how men in the
past lived, or have opposed, the truth,
and why, and with what result. This we
need to teach to equip Christians ‘to do
and to endure’ in our own day.

3. The people are not interested, they find
Church history boring’

This objection has of course no validity
unless one has made the attempt to
teach Church history. Several in our
congregation who found history boring
at school find the account of God’s work
in and through his people extremely
interesting (the author’s wife among
them)! Those who think history is a
pointless list of dates and battles should
perhaps be encouraged to read a simple
account of Church history, perhaps of a
particular period. Examples would be,
From Christ to Constantine by M A
Smith (IVP) or, The Great Reformation
by R Tudor Jones (also TVP).

Conclusion

If we believe in ‘Reformation Today’ as
a valid motto, we must show the need
for, and the possibility of, such ongoing
reformation. Church history shows us
how the Church began so blessedly;
how and why it declined spiritually; how
Christians ended by being persecuted in
the name of the Church; and how God
intervened in an as-yet-unfinished
work, to revive and reform, and cause
the gospel to spread to all nations. We
have our part to play in doing the will of
God in our generation; and we need
every tool we can find to help us to do
this. A thorough understanding of the
Lord’s dealings with his Church is not
the least of these tools.










at Pirgos; and in the church building at
Corinth. However my preaching always
had to be in very simple English. Also I had
to take very great care not to explain the
meaning of any Greek words! My sermon
was translated into Greek by Sakis who
sometimes  helpfully amplified the
message, and on one occasion a Polish
brother whispered to his wife and mothera
further translation of the Greek into his
own language. I did wonder whether this
was a little like the game ‘Chinese

whispers’; but such was their hunger for

the Word of God! In all of these churches1
was the first Englishman to preach, and, in
some of the churches, no one could recall
any previous visitor from Britain.

The needs of the believers

What can we do to help these brethren?
They desperately need more preachers of
the Word, but foreigners need a translator;
I myself have difficulty in carrying on a
fairly simple conversation in Greek. When
I asked how many young men there were
in the ministry [ was told that the youngest
minister was in his mid-forties. For some
years money to pay for a young evangelist
has been promised from Greek believers
abroad, but, despite regular appeals to the
360 young people of the Free Evangelical
Churches, no one has come forward.

Outside the big cities there is still much
superstition among the people. The
Orthodox Church teaches that all other
churches, including the Roman Catholics,
are wrong. The priest ‘in charge of heresy’
in the Corinthian area lives very near to the
Free Evangelical pastor Nikos Bardoutros.
This priest saw a programme on local tele-
vision in which Nikos gave an evangelistic
message; he promptly had it stopped. One
day when Nikos was giving out tracts near
an Orthodox Church stall in the market
place, he saw several people pointing to the
Orthodox stall and saying, ‘God’ and then
to him and shouting, “The Deyvil’!

This pastor at Corinth is very faithful to the
Lord. He is often stopped from open-air

work by the authorities who are more
frightened of what the bishop will say than
what the Common Market will legislate. It
was a joy to preach to the small week-night
meeting in Corinth. On Sundays the con-
gregation numbers about 30-40. Often a
priest stands outside telling people that it is
a Jehovah’s Witness group and warning
them that if they go in they will end up in
hell.

When 1 asked Nikos what we should pray
for in connection with his work, he replied,
‘Do not pray that we will be kept from
persecution; pray that we will live holy
lives and be faithful to the Word of God.” 1
offered him some good Christian literature
but he said that he was too busy to spend
hours trying to understand English with
the aid of a dictionary! I noticed from some
Greek church bookstalls that certain of
Spurgeon’s books are available in the
Greek language; and, with the help of my
wife, I managed to decipher the title of a
book by Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones; it was a
Greek translation of Spiritual Depression.

Each preacher’s study that [ went into
contained some English books but only a
few of the preachers who live in the
Peloponnese are fluent in our language.
There is a need for more sound evangelical
literature to be translated into their own
tongue.

When we left Kalamata airport we were
encouraged by the happy fellowship that
we had enjoyed, but we also had a great
longing that the Lord would raise up many
more preachers of the Word in this
delightful land which is spiritually so
barren.

According to the 1986 edition of Operation
World there are about eighty foreign
missionaries working in Greece, but the
sad thing is that less than half of them work
in the Greek language!

May God himself give us a burden for this
beautiful land where the Lord’s people are
so few and far between.
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his argument as he reasons with the Galatians about grace versus works,
and thirdly we find the quotation at a turning point in the letter to the
Hebrews.

1. For the justified faith is their way of life — Rom 1:17
2. For the justified faith safeguards salvation as a free gift — Gal 3:11
3. For the justified faith is the way of perseverance — Heb 10:38

1. For the justified faith is their way of life — Rom 1:17

The NASB translates Romans 1:17, ‘For in it the righteousness of God is
revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “BUT THE RIGHTEOUS
man SHALL LIVE BY FAITH.” The capital letters point to the citation
from Habakkuk and the word man is inserted to give the sense. From
faith to faith (literally out of faith to faith).' The believer is justified out of
or through the exercise of faith and thereby he comes to live the life of
faith. To support this truth that the justified live by faith Habakkuk is
cited. As Habakkuk was required to live by faith so we who trust in Christ
must live by faith. The Hebrew word for faith (amunat) used by the
prophet can be taken as a faith of integrity, a faith which Calvin in his
commentary describes as ‘stripping us of all arrogance and leads us
naked and needy to God, that we might seek salvation from him alone’.

Romans 1:16,17 serves as an introduction to the thesis which follows in
which Paul first expounds justification by faith (Romans chapters 1-5),
and second, sanctification, that is how the righteous live (Romans
chapters 6-8).

True faith unites the believer to Christ who is the source of his
justification and sanctification. The faith that justifies is the same faith
that sanctifies yet the two, justification and sanctification must never be
confused. Justification is legal, external, perfect. Progressive sanctifi-
cation is internal and always imperfect.

2. For the justified faith safeguards salvation as a free gift — Gal 3:11

‘Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because the righteous
will live by faith’ (Gal 3:11). The context is important. The Galatians
having begun in faith were now being tempted to think that faith was
inadequate on its own and they needed to have circumcision in addition
to secure salvation. The apostle contends for justification by faith as the
only way of salvation. Believers, he contends, are accounted righteous
before God, only for the merit of our Lord Jesus Christ, by faith, and not
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for their own works or deservings. Paul points to Abraham and shows
that before ever the Mosaic law appeared Abraham was justified by faith
alone. He believed and was justified before he was circumcised.
Abraham is a prototype for justification. All who believe as he believed
have God’s righteousness imputed to them just as he had. To drive
home the truth that salvation is by faith alone and by grace alone he
refers to God’s declaration to Habakkuk, ‘The righteous will live by
faith.’

Can faith be counted as a merit? This raises the question, What is faith?
True faith is not only a certain knowledge by which I accept as true all
that God has revealed in his Word, but also a wholehearted trust which
the Holy Spirit creates in me through the gospel.” True faith embraces
Christ. True faith not only receives Christ’s righteousness by way of
imputation but also derives life from Christ to be obedient, to be
spiritually fruitful, to be zealous for good works, to grow in grace and
advance in sanctification. All this is by derivation from Christ and so can
never be esteemed as human merit. And nor can faith be accounted as a
merit since faith is merely the instrument of receiving grace and faith
itselfis God’s gift (Eph 2:8-10; 2 Pet 2:1).” Salvation then is a gift received
by faith. Nothing additional to faith is required. This simple principle is a
safeguard of the central truth of justification by faith.

3. For the justified faith is the way of perseverance — Heb 10:38

The writer to the Hebrews quotes the full text from Habakkuk, ‘He who

is coming will come and will not delay. But my righteous one will live by
faith.”

The meaning of the text in Habakkuk is understood by the author of
Hebrews to mean that the one accounted righteous by God is the one
who lives by faith. Such a one does not renounce his faith. He perseveres.
He does not turn back. If he renounces his faith he will prove himself to
be a reprobate, one who never had the root of the matter. To renounce
the life of faith is to lose God’s good pleasure. The principle of the
righteous living by faith provides the motiffor the passage which follows,
namely the great eleventh chapter of Hebrews.

How Then Shall We Live?

When there is grievous discouragement and temptation to relinquish
our devotion to Christ, then we must live by faith. We must hold fast to
him as our Saviour, Prophet, Lord, and as our presently active High
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Priest able to save to the uttermost all who come to the Father by him
(Heb 7:25).

When we are told that the Bible is a fairy story, that God never created
the universe or this world, but that it made itself, then we are to live by
faith. ‘By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s
command’ (Heb 11:3). Does this mean that we put our heads in the sand
as far as science is concerned? Certainly not! But we should note well
that popular evolutionary theory is hocus pocus and not scientific at all.
It is pseudo-science. Is it really credible that random processes could
have constructed the ribosome, the protein factory of all living cells, yet
this is a thousand million million times smaller than the smallest piece of
machinery ever constructed by man? There is a great deal about
evolution which is mere make-believe. While the issues are debated I
live by faith. I see increasingly the marvels of creation and ascribe that to
God’s wisdom and power.

When there are inexplicable agonies and disappointments in our lives
we live by faith knowing that while we cannot make it tally the Lord is
working everything for our ultimate good (Rom 8:28).

When the cause of Christ is in tatters we live by faith. Habakkuk was
required to do that for the Israel of his day. His faith was boosted by the
promise, ‘The earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the
LORD, as the waters cover the sea’ (Hab 2:14).

When we suffer pain either through persecution or through illness we
live by faith, faith that he who begins a good work in his people will carry
it on to completion.

From first to last, from the moment of initial justification to the moment
when we breathe our last, we, the justified, will live by faith, to the praise
of his glorious grace in Christ Jesus.

Notes

1 ek pisteds eis pistin, out of faith to faith. A great deal of discussion is found in commentaries about
the precise meaning of Romans 1:17, not only concerning the above phrase, but whether it is: the
justified shall live, that is shall live and not die? Or: the justified shall live by the exercise of faith.
Professor Murray points out that Habakkuk cannot naturally be interpreted in any other way but
the sense of how the righteous must live, namely, by faith, by faith through present troubles and by
faith through any trials to come. He suggests that the Massoretic inter-punctuation favours this
view. Commentary on Romans, p.33. For a discussion of the textual problems see among others
Leon Morris, Hendriksen and Godet.

Heidelberg Catechism, question 21.

See article ‘Saving Faith in the 20th Century’ RT 121.

The Septuagint is cited in which it is not the vision that is awaited so much as the Person of the
Lord who is coming. ‘For yet a little while’ echoes the language of Isaiah 26:20. There may be
delay but the coming of the Lord is certain.
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