








student in his choice of career when
that vocation may be oversubscribed or
even redundant by the time he
graduates? Open theists make the
claim that because God truly loves us,
he will not willingly cause us to «  fer.
So if we are called by God to follow a
certain path and then encounter any
trials, we might assume that in fact God
did not foresee those trials and was
mistaken to call us in that direction.
The most important decisions of life
are of course long-term — like marriage
and career or missionary service. Yet
in precisely these areas we are
presented with a God who cannnt be
sure of the best path for us. Wt he
has an exhaustive understanding ot past
and present he, like us, must change
and adapt according to the unforeseen
events of the future.

In suffering, the open theists teach a
God who does not want us to ¢« fer.
Yet he is unable to prevent suffering.
Sometimes he is grieved and saddened
by unforeseen suffering that takes
place. And there will even be
occasions where God’s own ignorance
of the future means that he inadver-
tently contributes to the pain and
suffering of his people - cf. the
appointment of King Saul.

All of this brings us to the point of
despair. The open theists rejoice at the
“freedom’ of putting humanity  the
centre of world history and dethroning
God. They celebrate the limitation of
God’s power and the increased
influence of sinful human beings. Yet
in truth the prospect of a future beyond
the control of our all-wise and loving
God is not exciting but terrifying. True
liberty is found in willing bondage to
the sovereign God who both knows and
controls all events.

Consider the life of Joseph. When his
brothers stripped him, threw him into
the pit and sold him into slavery where
was God? When he was slandered by
Potiphar’s wife and thrown into prison
where was God? When the cupbearer
forgot to mention his case to Pharaoh
where was God? In all of these events
the open theists would suggest that God
was taken by surprise, mistaken in
promising Joseph prominence through
those dreams in his youth, and
impotent to come to the rescue. We are
presented with a deity who simply
wrings his hands and weeps with
Joseph in the prison cell. But the
Bible tells a different tale. Through
every detail God was in control of
Joseph’s life. It was only through the
path of betrayal and suffering that
Joseph would rise to leadership of
Egypt. Only by this means could
Egypt be spared through the years of
famine. God had in mind all along
the salvation of Jacob and his
family. As Joseph testifies later to his
brothers, ‘You intended to harm
me, but God intended it for good
to accomplish what is now being
done, the saving of many lives’ (Gen

50:20). God knew the end from the
beginning.
Our present suffering may be

mysterious to us, but it is never
pointless. It may be grievous
but it is never beyond our loving
Father’s control. Most of all, in
his hands it 1is being woven
together into his perfect sovereign and
eternal purpose. Truly in all things
God warks for the good of those who
love him. It is precisely because we
know his absolute sovereignty, his
perfect wisdom and his unfailing love
that we willingly entrust him with our
lives.
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In the first five verses the verbs are all in the historical perfect tense. What
David is saying is that before he gets to any place in his thinking he knows that
the LORD has already been there before him. This applies not only to his
thoughts but also to his actions.

And it is not as though the LORD merely knows David’s thouglits beforehand.
He not only knows them but he has weighed those thoughts and knows them
altogether. He knows them from every an :, sideways, from the top and from
the bottom. Thoughts precede actions. Thoughts precede, motivate and
activate decisions. These thoughts are known by God in all their beginnings or
springs, completely, as Leupold translates verse 3:

you have scrutinised my wandering and my encamping;
you have been intimately acquainted with all my ways.

In his wandering and in his flight from King Saul, if David chose a camping
site the LORD knew that place from every angle. And when he set up his camp
the LORD was David’s companion and his guard.

What can we know about God’s knowledge ?

First the Triune God knows himself perfectly as is expressed in 1 Corinthians
1:10, ‘The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.” Man never
knows himself adequately but God’s knowledge of himself and of all things is
perfect and immutable. When it ¢ 1es to reckoning with that reality believers
confess they are completely out of their depth. Pondering this leads David to
utter, ‘Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain’
(verse 6).

Second God’s omniscience is cornprehensive. There isnc  ing that he does not
know perfectly, past, present an £ ire. It is extensive and infinite. It reaches
to all the universe and to all atoms and molecules of our earth and every other
planet and orb. God’s omniscience is not like knowledge stacked on our library
shelves. It is a living intelligent knowledge, with perfect discernment of what
can and cannot be done and of what will come to pass. Complete knowledge of
all things is part of God’s being not like a giant computer which can store
knowledge but has to be tapped for information. It is a knowledge that
comprehends all his creatures. He knows every sparrow that falls to the
ground.
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Stephen Charnock expresses it like this, ‘God knows everything not by
viewing the things, but by viewing himself; his own essence is the mirror and
book wherein he beholds all things that he ordains, disposes and executes; and
so he knows all things in the first and original cause.’3 Hence chapter three of
our Confession of Faith, ‘From all eternity God decreed all that should happen
in time, and this he did freely and unalterably, consulting only his own wise
and holy will. Yet in so doing he does not become in any sense the author of
sin, nor does he share responsibility for sin with sinners.’4

David meditates on the fact that God’s knowledge is personal. ‘O LORD, you
have searched me and you know me.” All things work for his good as Paul
states; ‘And we know that all things prove advantageous for their true good to
those who love God.’3

This truth of God’s omniscience is extremely practical. It means that there is
not and cannot possibly be independence. David can never say to himself,
‘Well, here is a scenario where I can leave God behind. Here is a situation in
which I can shut him out. Now I can call the shots and make the decisions.” In
fact, when David was careless and slid away from his watchfulness, he fell into
sin with Bathsheba. This proved catastrophic for him, his family and the
nation. This is where we have to exercise care with a carte blanche use of
Romans 8:28 referred to above (see footnote 5).

2. God’s omniscience and omnipresence verses 7-12

From pondering the perfect knowledge of the LORD, David now considers the
fact that this same omniscient one is actively present. The knowledge he has
considered is not set up in a computer somewhere else. The LORD is
everywhere present. David cannot detach himself. He cannot get away. The
expressions he uses are sublime. Leupold suggests, ‘Never has the pen of man
more effectively described the omniscience of God.’

Where can I go from your Spirit?

Where can I flee from your presence?

If I go up to the heavens, you are there;

if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.

If I rise on the wings of the dawn,

if I settle on the far side of the sea,

even there your hand will guide me,

your right hand will hold me fast.




Why would David even think of fleeing from God’s presence? Emphatically
he was not attempting to get away from God. Rather he was reflecting on the
omnipresence of God and the fact that God is not bound at all by geography or
space or physics. Indeed David concludes his meditation by the joy and
comfort that even though he were taken to the most lonely place in the universe
even there he would have God close to him, so close that he would be guided.
God’s left hand would be fine but in purely human terms the LORD’S very
best, his right hand, would be h:  ling David fast.

We often talk of the felt presence in our services of worship and in
our prayer meetings. We frequently quote the text, ‘For where two or three
come together in my name, there am I with them’ (Matt 18:20). God’s
presence is associated with God being present with his people, especially when
they gather for worship. We pray in the Spirit and sing in the Spirit. Preachers
seek to preach in the power « the Spirit. There is a peculiar expression found
in a verse in Exodus 25:30, ‘Put the bread of the Presence on this table to be
before me at all times.” Why bread of the Presence? The Tabernacle
symbolised the place of meeting with the LORD. The bread symbolised
communion at a table — hence resence. Now we meet at the Lord’s table
where we are reminded of our Lord’s broken body. The propitiation of Christ
is the basis of union and commuuion with our Triune God.

The divine presence is promis in Scripture. Moses could not bear the
thought of leading the Israelites ugh the wilderness on his own. They had
already shown their unbelief and idolatry in making a golden calf. Moses is
assured by the LORD, ‘My Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest’
(Exod 33:14). That presence guar :eed protection, guidance and spiritual joy
and peace — ‘I will give you rest.” He is our ever present help in trouble (Ps
46:1). God’s presence and protection are illustrated by Shadrach, Meshach and
Abednego who, when thrown into the blazing furnace were not burned, a
fulfilment of the promise in Isaiah, ‘T will be with you — when you walk
through the fire, you will not be burned’ (Isa 43:2). The presence of the Lord
was their protection in the blazing fire (Dan 3:27).

A sense of presence is a spiritual ing. There are places and events when
Satan’s presence can be distin y felt. There is such a thing as a people’s
presence. Groups of people, whether religious or political, can create an aura
or spiritual atmosphere which can be good or evil or just frivolous. But all of
this is totally different from the presence of the Holy Spii who comes to exalt
the person and work of Christ anc  further his cause.
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which we are assured that Christ is with us every day (pasas tas hemeras = all
the days) to the very end of the age (Matt 28:16-20).

4. God’s omniscience and your heart verses 19-24

Why does David turn suddenly from these sublimely beautiful thoughts to his
enemies and then regard them with such repugnance? Is David thinking here of
those enemies against whom he fought on the battlefield, many times risking
his life in the face of enemies intent on the destruction of Israel? It is more
likely that David has in mind those who reject, oppose and hate the teaching
that he has shared with us in his psalm. David Preston’s rendering of Psalm
139 is superb.” We sing it often and when we do the sudden transfer from
sublime thoughts to the enemies of God is striking. The contrast is one that
reminds us of the terrible nature of unbelief and the enmity of fallen mankind.

David’s expression of hatred for those who hate God seems to contradict
Jesus’ teaching to love one’s enemies. Spurgeon hits the mark when he says,
‘To love all men with benevolence is our duty; but to love any wicked man
with complacency would be a crime. To hate a man for his own sake, or for any
evil done to us, would be wrong; but to hate a man because he is the foe of all
goodness and the enemy of all righteousness, is nothing more nor less than an
obligation.’8 The New Testament equivalent of Psalm 139:21 is Paul’s
statement in 1 Corinthians 16:22, ‘If anyone does not love the Lord — a curse
be on him. Come, O Lord!’

Jonathan Edwards plumbs the depth of this subject in his sermon ‘The End of
the Wicked Contemplated by the Righteous’.® When common grace is
removed and the hearts of the ungodly are opened we will see the amazing
extent and depth of hatred for God, an opposition and an enmity which would
destroy him if that were possible.

David is conscious of his own sinfulness. He ends his psalm as he began it by
focusing on the searching power of God’s Holy Spirit. He prays, ‘Search me,
O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if
there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.’

What about your heart? Will you pray this prayer? Do you pray this prayer?
You could hardly pray more devotionally than this. The Lord who knows all
things knows you through and through. He is not far away. He is omnipresent.
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encouraged to commit themselves
wholeheartedly to the Lord. U: lly
baptism follows shortly. Sadly, it
becomes evident that some converts are
HIV/AIDS positive, but they remain
eager and faithful in the face of eir
adversity.

The leaders in these churches are
exceedingly diligent in persu ing
people everywhere to believe in Jesus.
The Reformed Baptists are held i1 igh
esteem in these rural areas which is a
positive testimony. Many Oshivambo
people have traditionally been
members of the Lutheran Church and
Pastor Mwashekele often speaks to
them about the great Reformer, Martin
Luther. People come to see
for themselves that there i a
huge difference between the fa  of
Martin  Luther and his modem
offspring.

The Oshivambo people are challenged
in a three-fold way:

Firstly, Radio;

Secondly, Reading — Pastor
Mwashekele is constantly writing
material for use in the churches;

Thirdly, Evangelistic — open air
campaigns.

The old traditional way of life
Namibian churches is constantly
challenged and there is a consta
to re-examine everything in the light of
Scripture. For example, church choirs
are a favourite activity in Namibian
churches, but many who sing are it
converted. Therefore the issue of who
is to be in the church choirs is now

addressed. Another issue is the use of
‘drums’ in the church. Many churches
use these to draw the people. Pastor
Mwashekele calls these the ‘music
churches’, because they give most
attention to the ‘drumming and
dancing’ event and the Word is
neglected. Many people in the ‘music
churches’ leave once the sermon
begins, and stand outside; only when
the music starts again do they stream
back into the church to dance! This
practice has been stopped in the
Reformed Baptist churches having
been proved to be a serious
hindrance to biblical worship. It is very
interesting  that a revival of
hymn singing takes place alongside the
preaching of the Word. Pastor
Mwashekele mentions that many
good hymns still need to be translated
into Oshivambo, and we ask
your prayer in regard to this matter
also.

Pastor Mwashekele suggests that many
have been used to listening to preaching
that has only reached the mind, but not
the heart or emotions (traditional
churches). Other groups major on the
emotions and bypass the intellect or
mind (Pentecostal/Charismatics). The
Reformed and biblical way is to reach
heart, mind and emotions. This, among
other factors, makes people to flock to
the Reformed Baptists.

Countless numbers in Namibia are
dying of the AIDS epidemic. About
20% of the population are HIV
positive. This terrible reality has
resulted in an extraordinary interest in
the gospel.
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came to Panhandle, Texas, Post Office. One of them was addressed to the
Superintendent of the Sunday School of the First Baptist Church. The other
was addressed to the Pastor. They were identical letters. Some old lady from
Abilene, Texas, said, ‘My boy’s coming to your town to teach school. He’s
called to be a preacher. He’s not even saved. He’s in an awful mess.” She said,
‘If you could find it in your heart, build a fire under him. Don’t let him have a
moment’s peace.’

The Superintendent continued, ‘Boy, we’ve been doing it! We knew you
weren’t saved, but we elected you to teach a men’s Bible class. We’ve been
meeting once a week and asking, “Lord, make the fire a little hotter!” We’ve
been waiting.’

The letter had come from Rolfe’s mother. Unorthodox as the method was to
‘build a fire’, God overruled it for his glory.

Evangelistic work

Later Rolfe Barnard moved to teach in Borger, Texas. Here he began extensive
evangelistic work, and was commissioned by Baptists to start a church. Borger
was a boom-or-bust oil town. There were saloons, gambling dens and brothels,
but no churches. Barnard began collecting money for a church building. He
went to solicit a donation from A P Borger, who ‘owned the town’.

When Barnard arrived, he found several deputy sheriffs with him, along with a
photographer from the local newspaper. The sheriffs were ‘dressed in ten-
gallon hats and wearing two handguns’. Barnard was informed that he could
not collect money there until they had been given a sample of his preaching.
Barnard immediately stepped onto a large beer keg and delivered a message on
‘death’. His message was that his hearers were going to die physically,
and if they remained outside Christ their souls would die eternally. The
photographer took Barnard’s picture while preaching, and the next day the
newspapers showed young Barnard standing on the keg preaching to an
unusual audience.

In this town death was an appropriate subject to preach on, for gases from the
oil wells fatally attacked the lungs of Borger’s townsfolk. Barnard sometimes
preached at seven funerals in a day. He witnessed several frightful deathbed
scenes of people who had rejected Christ. But there were also many converts,
some ordinary people, as well as former drunkards, gamblers, prostitutes,
and money sharks. This early, unusual pastoral experience moulded his
ministry.
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A second-hand book!

In 1928 he enrolled in Southwe 1 Baptist Seminary at Fort Worth, Texas.
On its faculty was a Calvinist, Dr W T Conner. Barnard was an able student.
Graduating, he engaged in pastoral nistry, but his gifts were not primarily
pastoral and after the Second World War he devoted himself to itinerant
evangelism and Bible teaching.

In 1946, he moved to Winston-, em in North Carolina to teach at Piedmont
Bible College. Here he came into close connection with Fundamentalist
leaders, including Dr John R Rice. Concerning Barnard’s theological position,
during the early years of his mini y he gave ‘public invitations’ after his
sermons and was strongly influenced by Finneyism. But in the late 1940s he
happened to purchase ‘for a dime’ a second-hand book of sermons, by B H
Carroll. He said, ‘Just one sentence from a sermon on John 5:25 unlocked
everything and “ruined” my ministry’!

He restudied Conner, the Puritans and Reformers and came to the settled
conviction that sovereign grace was the message of the Bible. He began to
preach his new discoveries. The  fining moment then came at the Fundamen-
talist ‘Sword of the Lord’ Conference at Tocoa Falls, Georgia, in 1949. The
conference was dedicated to soul-winning techniques. The speakers were
Dr John Rice, Lee Robertson, Bill Rice, E J Daniels and Rolfe Barnard.

Barnard was to be the first. When he began preaching he asked all the young
preachers to open their Bibles to Romans 9 and all the old preachers to keep
theirs shut, since they would not believe anything he was going to say!
Everyone opened their Bibles! He preached for an hour on sovereign grace and
it is reported that by the next morr g the conference was in turmoil. By the
middle of the week Dr Rice had ked Barnard to leave.

Ashland

Soon after, Don Wells, pastor of P ard Baptist Church in Ashland, Kentucky,
secured Rolfe Barnard’s services as an evangelist. On Easter Sunday morning
1950 Barnard came to the Ashland church. Nearly a thousand people were
there. As Barnard stood up to preach, he said in a low voice, ‘I don’t know

why I am here, but I’'m sure it something to do with the foreordaining
purposes of God.” Then he as ‘Can anyone here quote Romans 8:28
for us?

The young assistant pastor, Henry Mahan, stood and quoted the verse, leaving
out the last phrase. Barnard asked Mahan if that was all he knew of that verse.
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Mahan said, ‘yes’. Then Barnard responded, ‘Let me quote the verse for you.’
He began quoting the verse slowly, ‘For all things work together for good to
those who love the Lord, to those called according to his...” Then, when he
came to the word ‘purpose’, he bellowed it at the top of his voice. Then fixing
his eyes on Mahan he said, “Young man, when you understand the meaning of
that word “purpose” you will have the key that unlocks the Book of Romans
and the whole Bible.’

He then preached on sovereign grace. Many of the congregation were deeply
disturbed; others were hungry for more. From that time on Rolfe Barnard was
ostracised in Fundamentalist circles as a “hypercalvinist’. But during the 1950s
and 1960s God greatly blessed his labours.

Wider ministry

Barnard preached extensively in Southern U S A and also in Canada.
Thousands were converted and many decisively influenced for the Reformed
faith. There were instances where whole churches were claimed for the truth.

The leading elements of Barnard’s ministry are well illustrated by John
Thornbury’s account of his own conversion at the Ashland meetings described
above. Thornbury wrote: ‘I was a teenage boy and attended, along with my
mother, younger sister and brother. .. In those days evangelistic services were
conducted annually, sometimes more often. They were known as “revival
meetings”. Some of the most prominent evangelists in America came to our
church. Evangelistic services were extravaganzas. They featured musicians,
former boxers, convicts and entertainers as speakers, and all kinds of
gimmicks and goodies for the youth. Aeroplane rides were offered for
those who brought enough people to church and there were rewards for those
who induced others to “walk down the church aisles” after the sermons.
After all the excitement died down, people usually went about their
sinful ways of living just as before. Like all the guest-evangelists who came,
the picture of Barnard was placed on posters and nailed all over town.
Beneath his picture was an interesting slogan. It said, “The evangelist who is
different.”’

‘Exactly what was different about him the posters did not say. The man looked
to be in his late forties. The only thing noticeably different about his
appearance was that he came across as somewhat sombre — there was a slightly
menacing look on his face. Normally, evangelists had broad smiles and shining
faces advertising the jolly good fellows they were. After a few sermons in the
church, folk knew just how different Rolfe Barnard was from the usual
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evangelists. There was none of the f  hy demeanour, but a grave and dignified
bearing, like one who had been sent on a mission. One soon got the impression
that he was not there to whip up religious excitement, but to deliver a message
from God. The message was as startling as it was different. It centred on the
character of God. The deity most people believed in was a nice sort of fellow
who did his best to save people but was often frustrated in the attempt. Many
times I heard preachers say, “God has done all he can for you, now it is up to
you.”’

‘Barnard, on the other hand, preached a God who was sovereign and
omnipotent, one who dispensed his mercy according to his own discretion. He
preached that sinners were not to come to God with the idea of helping him out
of his dilemma, but they were to come as guilty sinners, suing for mercy. He
exalted the holiness of God and the strictness of his Law. This, you can be sure,
was different! Rumours began to snread all over town at a Calvinist had
come to Ashland. Some reacted w.  amazement, some with confusion, others
with downright anger. But a small group rejoiced and said, “We have been
wanting to hear this for years”...’

Convicted

‘The pastor, Don Wells, after much heart-searching and Bible study, came to
believe in the doctrines of grace as a result of this meeting, and invited Barnard
back in August 1951 to holda t¢  meeting in a large park downtown... I had
been baptised at the age of 12, : was utterly without any vital relationship
with God in my life... Still, [ d not even want to consider that I was not a
Christian... We were all fascinated with his style, though he seemed awfully
stern and rough. Plain truths of the Word of God were set forth, even the
harshest, in their naked reality. ( = of his favourite texts was “God will have
mercy upon whom he will have mercy” (Rom 9:15). Shortly after the meetings
started, there began to be a “bre g up”. Many, mostly adults, began to go
forward after the messages and publicly that they were lost and wanted
prayer. These, and others who sat trembling in the audience, were under
conviction of sin.’

‘The amazing thing is that mos!  them were church members. I remember
one night the piano stopped play 1 during the invitation and the pianist went
to the front seat and sat down sobbing. We all knew she meant that she wanted
to be saved. Prominent church leaders such as deacons, Sunday School
teachers, and youth workers began to acknowledge that they had been false
professors or deceived about their state before God. Our male quartet was
singing each night under the big tent, and as it turned out later, not one of us
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was converted at that time. One night Don, one of the members of the quartet,
went to the front where the pastor and evangelist were standing and asked for
prayer. It was announced that he was lost and needed Christ. It was at this point
that I became involved in the picture...

‘I went to the front of the tent where Barnard and the pastor were talking to
Don. Butting in like the immature, upstart youth I was, I said to him, “Don, you
do not need to worry. You are seeking God. The lost man does not seek God.
Therefore you have the life of God in you, you are saved,” or words to that
effect.’

Exposed

‘Never, till the day I die, will I forget what Rolfe Barnard said to me. Looking
straight at me with his piercing eyes, he said, “Young man, a believer is not
seeking Christ, he has found Christ!”... With this statement, through the work
of the Holy Spirit in my heart, he stripped aside the shroud of pseudo-religion
in which I had been hiding, and left me standing exposed to my true condition.
I did not know Christ... The next morning, somewhat humbled, I told the pastor
and the evangelist that 1 was lost. I recall well the pastor’s words. He said,
“John, this is not surprising, since most of our best young people are coming to
realise that they have never had a real experience of grace.” There were no
words of counsel given me except these, “God saves sinners”... But before the
day was over, God used the words of the song, “Jesus paid it all” to bring peace
to my heart ... The tent was packed every night for three weeks. Barnard
preached on such subjects as God’s Electing Grace, Particular Redemption and
How God Saves Sinners. Many were converted, especially Pollard church
members. Others were disturbed and rebelled against the message. There was
a division over the message in the church.’

Resurgent Calvinism

One outcome of these events was the establishment of the Ashland Bible
Conference in June 1954. Its first speakers were Rolfe Barnard, A D Muse, B
B Caldwell, George Fletcher and Clarence Walker who was President of
Lexington Bible College and a Calvinist. A large number came from 17 States.
Barnard was the father-figure of this ‘Sovereign Grace Movement’. The
Movement was paralleled by a resurgent Calvinism in Britain. Interestingly,
the writings of A W Pink contributed to both streams.

While preaching in Prairieville, Louisiana, in January 1969, Barnard had a
heart attack and died aged 64 years.
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Assessment

How are we to assess Barnai ~ Mike Renihan, in a recent Evangelical
Times article has highlighted the ‘rugged individualism’ of American folk-
culture, which extends even to its religion: ‘One of our historians
noted the effects of the “frontier spirit” on the American mindset. From
the early days of settling is vast land, the people had to rely upon
themselves... “There is a movie in which John Wayne does not feed his dog. He
wants it to be able to fend for itself. He fosters self-reliance in his best and only
friend.’

This was epitomised in Rolfe Barnard. But his ruggedness combined with
great tenderness; and the combination was hard for sinners to resist. He was a
fine singer and a riveting preach  Thornbury records that, sometimes ‘he
violated all rules of elocution by shrieking at the top of his voice during a
sentence ... I can say that this peculiar individualistic trait did have a startling
and awakening effect upon an aundience. As a rule, it was very difficult for
people to sleep when Barnard was  -eaching!” ... In the right context, he was
one of the most powerful preachers I have ever heard. In the midst of an
awakening, when the powers of heaven and hell were visibly in conflict, he had
a peculiar unction that cannot possibly be described.’

Preaching

Barnard once preached on ‘Six st orn statements’. His hearers had to face
these facts — God is absolutely sovereign in all things or he is not, he can’t be
both; man is totally dead as a result of the fall or he is not, he can’t merely be
wounded. Almighty God predestined to save a people or he didn’t; Jesus Christ
effectually redeemed all his people on the cross; salvation is by divine
revelation (Matt 16); all God’s redeemed people are going to persevere to the
end. This was typical of his preaching. Not that Rolfe Barnard ignored the
freeness of God’s grace. He was emphatic that all his hearers’ duty was to
respond to his message; he wc d sometimes literally beg them to turn to
Christ.

Today we urgently need such searching, tender preaching of the authentic
gospel of Christ. Barnard reminds us: are we ree ' preaching God’s message?
And do we fear man or God?

The author is indebted to Reformation Today for an article on Rolfe Barnard
by John Thornbury in 1978, and to a paper on the Sovereign Grace Movement
by Drew Garner of Houston, TX, USA.
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younger scholars. The chapter by
Simon Gathercole, a member of the
Divinity faculty at the University of
Aberdeen, is particularly outstanding -
clear and forthright, biblical and
orthodox in his rejection of open
theism from a New Testament
perspective. What follows is a
summary criticism of the main
arguments of open theism.

1 Open theism rejects the historic
teaching of the Church and sets it in
opposition to the Bible. This is the
hallmark of the sects and cults down
the ages. In the fourth century Basil the
Great was opposed by those who
rejected the Trinity, since they claimed
it was not in the Bible. Calvin had to
face the same problem (see Institutes
1:13:11). A classic example of more
recent vintage is the Jehovah’s
Witnesses. In effect, this argument
entails an insistence that the claimant’s
own understanding of the Bible is
superior to that of fifty or more
generations of the Christian Church. J
Gresham Machen pointed out that,
despite the crucial differences between
them, the Reformed were closer to
Roman Catholicism than to the liberal
Protestantism of his day, since Rome
held to the core of the faith concerning
God and Christ, while the liberals
rejected it. Many of today’s self-styled
evangelicals adopt the same positions
as yesterday’s liberals.

2 Open theism involves a radical
approach to the Bible. It entails a major
adjustment to the classic understanding
of prophecy, for if God is ignorant of
details of the future he cannot be said to
foretell it with any accuracy. Pinnock
and friends are keen to describe God in

terms of human emotions (grieving,
repenting), for this is integral to their
case for his empathy and responsive-
ness to the human predicament, yet
they reject the seemingly obvious
corollary that God has human body
parts (witness the descriptions of his
arm, hands and such like). These have
traditionally been known as anthropo-
morphisms (metaphorical descriptions
of God in human terms for our benefit).
Yet as Patrick Richmond (a theologian
and cleric who was once a doctor, with
a doctorate in physiology from Oxford)
points out in the Gray / Sinkinson
symposium, human emotions are a
product of human physiology and thus
to attribute emotions to God entails
attributing bodily parts. Open theism
wants to have its cake and eat it.

3 The Openness of God volume is
marked by outdated scholarship. The
idea of a Greek Platonist captivity of
the Church was popularized by the
German liberal theologian Adolf von
Harpack (1851-1930) but its origins
were early in the nineteenth century. It
has been refuted many times over. As
Bray points out, ‘It comes as a surprise
to see this old idea served up as
something new’ but recognizes that it
may appear new ‘to people who have
been trained... at conservative institu-
tions where Baur and Harnack would
not have been studied. More
alarmingly though, the authors of The
Openness of God show no sign that
they have discovered where this idea
comes from, nor do they appear to be
aware that it has been convincingly
refuted’ (Bray, 7).

4 In keeping with this surprising
naivety, the open theists betray a
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superficial acquaintance with 3
Fathers, leading them to a critical and
often dismissive attitude towards them.
Thomas Weinandy, a Capuchin monk,
and Warden of Greyfriars, Oxford
carefully demolishes the kindred
hostility to the impassibility of God
(the teaching that God cannot suffer)
and points to the facile way recent
theology has dealt with this area due to
its limited knowledge and failure to set
it in context. We will consider this
later. For now, the use by the Fath : of
Greek philosophical terms was as a
direct counter to the Platonism of :
day. The philosophers ridiculed =
Christian view of God and the
incarnation. In turn, the Church
adapted terms to their own use, giving
them new meanings, as well as greater
precision and specificity in order to
explain the nature of Christian
doctrine. The terms ousia and
hypostasis were generally interchange-
able until Basil, during the course of
the fourth century trinitarian debates,
developed new uses for them and
distinguished them, using ousia for the
one being of God, and hypostasis for
the three persons. Following Michael
Polanyi and T.F. Torrance, Bray
points to the Fathers allowing the
reality under consideration to
determine meaning, and thus in turn the
language used, to describe it. It was not
Greek philosophy that came up with
the idea of personhood — divine or
human — but Christian theology, the
trinitarian controversies, and it is
this that is the one coherent frame-
work for Christian experience and
prayer.

S Underlying the entire claim of open
theism is a distorted view of God. God,
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for Pinnock and friends, is primarily
love. Love is open to suffering.
Therefore God suffers. Moreover, his
love is evident in his limitations of
knowledge. None of the five contribu-
tors to The Openness of God make
significant reference to other attributes
such as justice o1 >liness. Bray points
out that they downplay sin (74). Sin is
so central to the message of the Bible in
terms of the plight of man, that this
represents a glaring omission.

Moreover, to say that God is
immutable (unchangeabile) is to affirm
that in himself God does not change,
not that his relationships with his
creatures remain unchanged, for since
creatures change in themselves, such
changes bring them into new and
potentially differing relationships with
God.

Bray indicates that true statements
about God can be false or meaningless
if they are taken out of their proper
context. God reveals himself as love in
the context of his covenant in relation
to his own people. His love towards his
people differs from that towards the
rest of his creatures, not because he
does not love them but because of the
distinctive, yes umque, nature of his
covenant love. Bray supports this with
a graphic example:

I love my parents, I love my wife, I
love my children, I love my brothers
and sisters, I love my friends. Are we
talking about the same .ng when we
use the word ‘love’ in this way? Of
course not!... It is the nature of the rela-
tionship which determines what ‘love’
will mean in any particular context.
(45)




Along similar lines, Richard Rice is
simply wrong when he writes of agape
as conveying something distinctive in
God’s love that sets it apart from other
love (Openness, 21). He is evidently
unaware of the work of the French
scholar, Robert Joly (1968) who
undermined this lexicographical claim,
true in the time of classical Greek but
no longer by the first century. Rice errs
again (45) when he asserts ‘the New
Testament truth that God is always the
subject, and never the object, of recon-
ciliation’. He has ignored the
magisterial work of Leon Morris in The
Apostolic Preaching of the Cross,
which I cite in my The Work of Christ.
That God himself is reconciled to us is
due to his need for the appeasement of
his wrath. God, in his holiness, has a
settled disposition of wrath towards the
sinner. He is reconciled by the death of
his Son (see Romans 5 et al). The
amazing point is that he provides the
reconciliation himself! The open
theists ignore these matters because
they do not want to deal with questions
of sin and since they cannot stomach
the biblical God, who has holy wrath
toward sin and the sinner. Instead, they
want a ‘god’ who interacts and
empathizes — without, so to speak, a
holy bone in his body.

6 In fact, open theists remake God in
the image of man. They deny that they
occupy the same place as process
theology, in which creator and creature
are part of the same continuous process
of becoming. Yet the charge is an
obvious one and they see it themselves
and try to defend themselves against it.
By rejecting eternity as timelessness,
the implication follows that God is like
one of his creatures. Indeed, God’s

limited knowledge almost puts him in
need of tuning in to the BBC or CNN to
find out what is happening in the world.

7  God’s plans could be endlessly
frustrated. In fact they are, for he wants
everyone to be saved yet this is
palpably not to be the case. By
implication, Christ’s incarnation and
atonement were an afterthought, a
response to an unforeseen emergency,
for God had no way of knowing in
advance that man would sin against
him once created. Again, it is theoreti-
cally possible that the rest of the world
population may reject, resist and thwart
his saving purposes and so heaven be
an unending hell of frustration and
disillusionment. Indeed, his creation
could even then rise up in everlasting
revolt and never be conquered
(an exciting new understanding of
God?) Bray asks whether a patient
wants his doctor to contract his
disease out of solidarity with him, or to
cure it.

8 The claims David Basinger makes
for prayer are spurious (Openness, 161-
65). He and his colleagues oppose an
omniscient, omnipotent God as an
unbiblical distortion that reduces us to
puppets and makes prayer meaningless,
for events have already been foreor-
dained and so nothing can alter them.
Much better, they say, an open
situation of give and take in which we
can have real input. Our prayers can
then impact the world. But the obvious
rejoinder is that, if such were the case,
we would be praying to a God who
cannot and does not force his creatures
to do anything, to a God who can bring
nothing to pass without the full
concurrence of humans, to a God who
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liberating view of prayer — it is a
desperately impoverished one. Bray
points out that the Holy Spirit inspires
our prayers, and conforms us to the
image of the Son, and so the Father
answers prayers that have been inspired
by the Spirit in harmony with the will
of the Son (71). In short, in prayer we
are taken up into communion with the
holy and undivided Trinity, and so
changed from one degree of glory to
another by the Spirit of the Lord. Bray
sums it up perfectly when he says, ‘Itis
not God who changes to suit me, but I
who am changed to suit him. This
difference is all-important, and under-
standing it is the true key to the
Christian life’ (73).

9 Finally, we note what the careful
reader will already have guessed — a
telling piece of postmodernism (76).
Basinger opines that he does not
consider his model to be the only self-
consistent, comprehensive model, nor
is it necessarily experientially superior
to other such models, for not all
Christians will agree on the most
appealing type of divine-human
interaction. So this is a matter of our
personal choice, is it? Yes, Basinger
concludes. He sees no objective reason
why others may not find ‘their perspec-
tives on the relationship between God
and our world as the most fulfilling
personally’. However, he thinks the
open theism model to be superior ‘in
the sense that I personally find it to be
the most... appealing conceptualisation
of this relationship’. So the upshot is —
believe what is most appealing and
fulfilling for you personally.

The exponents of open theism are all
members of The  Evangelical

Theological Society, the professional
body of which most conservative
theologians in North America are
members. Some who are Reformed
also belong to it. So most evangelicals
would call them colleagues. Yet the
question must be raised as to whether
the God in whom they believe is the
one true and living God, the Holy
Trinity, revealed in the pages of Holy
Scripture and confessed by the historic
Christian Church down the centuries.
At least the question must be kept
open!

All this brings me to the Weinandy
volume. Here the author is dealing with
the question of the impassibility of God
(the teaching that God cannot suffer).
This is not identical to the questions
raised by open theism but it is never-
theless inseparable. The open theists
not only oppose God’s omniscience
and omnipotence but also his
immutability and impassibility.
These are all evidence to them of a
Greek philosophical captivity of the
Church.

Weinandy’s treatment of the question
is masterly. Carefully, step by step,
with meticulous precision and careful
scholarship he demolishes a generation
or more of theological consensus that
has argued, in Bonhoeffer’s memorable
phrase, that ‘only a suffering God can
help’ in the face of atrocities, and the
devastation of human suffering. This
he does by a thorough investigation of
the classic Christian tradition and
equally secure biblical and theological
argument.

God who is sovereign over creation
acts within creation to reveal himself as
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over creation. Only a God who cannot
suffer can help us. For it is through the
incarnation, in which the Son lives as
man, that he experiences human
suffering as man and deals with the
root cause — sin — by his death d
resurrection. It would be of no help to
us if God suffered divinely as God. On
the one hand, he would be  able to
help us, for he would be at the mercy of
hostile forces in his creation. On the
other hand, he would have no capacity
to understand or deal with human
suffering. It is precisely because as God
he does not and cannot suffer that he is
able (through the incarnation) to suffer
in a human way and, having made
atonement for sin (the cause of human
suffering), to bring about its ultimate
removal. To turn Bonhoeffer on his
head, only the God who qua (in the
capacity of) God cannot suffer, can
help and so put love into action. Here
and there we will disagree with
Weinandy - while he powerfully
affirms the wrath of God in relation to
sin, he shies away from regarding -
atonement as propitiation, for instance
— but overall this is a splendid book to
which anyone should turn who
concerned about questions su  as
these.

Weinandy, together with Bray and
most of the contributors to the
symposium, point to the cri ing
historical superficiality of Pinnock,
Sanders and their friends, their
dangerous and eventually devastating
theological and pastoral errors. Heresy
is something which, if true, would
falsify the Christian faith. Error is
something which deviates from biblical
and Christian teaching. Into which
category does open theism fall? It is

certainly error, great error. In my own
estimation, it is close to heresy. It has
left mere Arminianism trailing in its
wake.

This is a warning to the unwary.
Beware of those who base their
teaching exclusively on the Bible!
Whenever you hear voices raised
distancing the Bible from the teaching
of the ecumenical councils of the first
five centuries, be on your guard! The
Reformers were opposed to the
teaching of the Church of their day
because it deviated from Scripture and
the councils. They held Scripture to be
the highest authority, the supreme court
of appeal, but their interpretation of
Scripture — and ours — must always be
tested against the Confessions of the
Church. ‘Submit to one another in the
fear of Christ’ (Eph. 5:21). This is
because we are placed by Christ in the
Church, not distributed randomly as
freewheeling individuals. Today, non-
confessional evangelicals have nothing
to restrain them, other than themselves.
Like the Jehovah’s Witnesses they are
free to study the Scriptures and
abandon the church’s confessions — all
in the name of the Bible.

Since we are all influenced to some
extent or other by the philosophical and
cultural milieu in which we were taught
and in which we live, if we leave
behind historic Christian teaching we
open ourselves to other influences as
we come to read the Bible. It is a
sobering sign of the times that in

confronting  potentially  heretical
teaching by members of the
Evangelical ~ Theological  Society

we have great help from a Capuchin
monk.
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