












for worship. If we will not worship 
God, we will find some lesser object, 
but we will worship. That is why we 
love to watch sports on TV. It is the 
marvel of watching people who excel to 
amazing feats that we ordinary mortals 
cannot accomplish. That is why 
celebrities are adulated. 

This includes children. They are 
instinctively and compulsively 
worshippers. They are made in the 
image of God. They are designed to be 
dazzled. They have worship receptors 
all over them. They love to be awed and 
to marvel at things. They go off each 
day in search of things to marvel at. 

The you serve as a pastor or 
teacher are worshippers. Either they 
will be dazzled by God or they will 
make an exchange, and worship and 
serve idols rather than God. The idols 
are not small statues, they are more 
subtle then that. They are the idols of 
the heart: and from an early age our 
children watch us and see what we 
value more than anything else -
personal achievement? praise of men? 
possessions? home? pleasure? food? 
clothes? Such idols never satisfy. 
Indeed, CS Lewis said 'idols always 
break the hearts of the worshippers. ' Or 
do parents model to their children the 
joy and glory and delight of 
worshipping God? One of the most 
important callings of the people whom 
you serve with respect to their children 
is to hold out for children, who are 
instinctively and compulsively 
worshippers, the glories and goodness 
of God. The deepest and most profound 
joys for which human beings were 
made are the joys and delights of 

knowing the true God (Pss. 4:6-7; 16; 
17: 27:1-6; 36:5-9; 63:1-5; 73:25-26; 
81:8-10,16; 96:1-3). 

One of the most important callings we 
have as ministers and one of the most 
important callings of parents we serve 
is described in Psalm 145. A major 
portion of our task as we interact with 
children who are hungry and trying to 
slake the thirst of their souls in a 
thousand different places is to hold out 
for them the greatness of God. 
'Children, you are made for this God. 
Everything in you that desires meaning 
and fulfilment is designed to terminate 
on him.' We must be helping our people 
feast on Christ and savour his precious­
ness so that their message to their 
children, children who are compul­
sively worshippers, is ' don't exchange 
the truth for a lie. Worship and serve the 
Creator not created things'. 

We must help our people hold before 
their children, who are worshippers, the 
one and only, the supreme and truthful 
object of worship: The Triune God. 
The Kingdom parable in Matthew 
13:44 beautifully illustrates this - like 
the treasure discovered hidden in the 
field, the transcendent joy of knowing 
God outweighs every other joy°. Or, as 
the prophet asks 'why spend money on 
what is not bread, and your labour on 
what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to 
me, and eat what is good, and your soul 
will delight in the richest of fare ' 
(Isaiah 55 :2). 

Application 
Why is this so important? 

1. We don' t live from the facts or 
circumstance of our existence. We live 
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from how we interpret those facts. 
What we do with God will determine 
our interpretation: If children are not 
dazzled by the Lord of Glory, they 
cannot interpret their lives properly. 
And the primary truth of all interpreta­
tion is the being and existence and glory 
of the God of the Bible. 

2. We must help the parents we serve to 
be awed by the glories of God so that 
they are living from who he is and it is 
the most natural overflow of their 
hearts. All too often, by example, 
attitude, word and deed, parent are 
feeding the idols. What do they praise? 
What do they focus on? In terms of 
reaction to their children, do they limit 
reactions to wanting their children to 
excel in school work, in sports, in 
music? Do children sense that they are 
valued only in so far as they satisfy 
their parents very human ambitions? 
Rather, we need to encourage parents to 
model that joyful and unselfconscious 
delighting in God that is true worship. 
As Maurice Roberts writes: 

'Ecstasy and delight are essential to the 
believer's soul and they promote sancti­
fication. We were not meant to live 
without spiritual exhilaration, and the 
Christian who goes a long time without 
the experience of heart warming will 
soon find himself tempted to have his 
emotions satisfied from earthly things 
and not, as he ought, from the Spirit of 
God. The soul is so constituted that it 
craves fulfilment from things outside 
itself and will embrace earthly joys for 
satisfaction when it cannot reach 
spiritual ones. . . .The believer is in 
spiritual danger if he allows himself to 
go for any length of time without 
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tasting the love of Christ and savouring 
the felt comforts of a Saviour's 
presence. When Christ ceases to fill the 
heart with satisfaction, our souls will go 
in silent search of other lovers .... ' (The 
Thought of God, pp, 57-58) 

3. You cannot give away what you 
· don't have. We must be men in our 

pulpits and in our studies and in our 
homes who are dazzled and awed by 
God so that we are like giant sponges 
who are so full of God that when our 
children encounter us, they encounter 
him too. Are we radiating the light of 
the knowledge of the glory of God? (2 
Cor. 4:6). Are we gazing on the glory of 
God and being transformed day by day 
into his image? (2 Cor. 3:18). May we 
and the parents in our churches be 
overwhelmed by the beauty of the one 
who saved us, and may our children 
also be given eyes to see the glory of 
God. 

Tapes available from Carey 
Conference Cassettes, Crag House 
Farm, Smithy Lane, Cookridge, Leeds, 
LS16 7NH. 'Getting to the Heart of 
Behaviour' and 'Helping our Children 
see the Glory of God.' £3 each plus 
postage. These tapes are highly 
commended. At Emmanuel Church, 
Leamington Spa, parents have gathered 
to listen to extracts from the tapes and 
then have time of discussion and prayer 
- these times have been most helpful. 

'Shepherding a Child's Heart' 
(Shepherd Press, Wapwallopen, PA, 
USA, ISBN 0-9663786-0-1) is 
distributed in the UK by Evangelical 
Press. A Parent's Handbook is also 
available. 



The 'New Perspective' on Paul's Conversion 
and Justification 

Simon Gathercole 

• Any minister involved in preparing sermons on almost any of Paul's letters 
will have probably come across a lot of stormy debates among scholars 
especially around the doctrine of justification. But these debates are not 
confined to the time of the Reformation. A number of New Testament scholars 
in the past generation, such as Krister Stendahl , E P Sanders, and JD G Dunn, 
have offered a 'new perspective on Paul' (and on justification in particular) 
which has had very mixed reactions both from other scholars and also from 
Christians outside the academy. 

This so-called 'new perspective' on Paul does have a number of major 
theological and pastoral ramifications. The focus here will not so much be on 
the pastoral implications, but will major on the theological issues (ivory-tower 
academic that I am!) behind this new perspective. But it should be clear that 
practical implications, as in every doctrinal discussion, are unavoidable. I hope 
by the end that even if the new perspective were something foreign, a number 
of aspects of Paul's thought will have nonetheless come into even clearer 
focus. 

The new perspective is a multi-faceted thing and does not claim to be a 
coherent 'movement' which offers a unified re-interpretation of Paul. A 
number of individual scholars, however, who fit into this new perspective do 
claim to have understood Paul in a new and coherent way. The focus of this is 
on a new understanding of Paul's doctrine of justification. Another key aspect 
which is re-interpreted by many in this school of thought is Paul ' s conversion. 
This article will look in particular at the issue of Paul ' s conversion and draw 
out connections to the vitally important doctrine of justification. 

Paul: Converted or Called? 

The traditional interpretation of Paul's convers ion sees him as an inspmng 
example of the impact of Christ' s call of 'follow me' resulting in a radical 
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change of life: a conversion from not being a Christian to being a follower of 
Christ. Paul was a persecutor of the church , but his life was turned around and 
he became the apostle to the Gentiles. 

Paul's conversion here is also s:ignificant because it is seen as a model of a 
transformation from a life of ungodliness, a life steeped in sin, to a life of 
whole-hearted service of Chri t. Augustine is another example of one 
understood along the same lines. He lived with a woman who was not his wife 
and was one who, according to hi s Confessions, was wholly engulfed in a life 
of sin. One of the most " amous examples is of his account of his pre-Christian 
theft with some friends of some pears. He tells of how they actually had better 
pears at home, but stole the pears purely for the pleasure of the sin , which was 
increased further by the friends egging each other on in that sin. Augustine 
recounts how he was later in life confronted with the words of Paul: 'Not in 
orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery , not in 
dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature' (Rom 
13:13-14). 

Another famous conversion is Martin Luther's, and again Paul' s great letter 
plays a key role. Luther began to understand ' the righteousness of God' in a 
radically new way and so Paul 's discussion of the righteousness of God which 
is revealed in the gospel (Rom 1: 16-17) which had previously led him to hate 
God, now led him to love him. This passage of Scripture, Luther says, became 
for him 'the gateway to heaven '. 

John Wesley is also mentioned by FF Bruce as another who was powerfully 
struck by the illumination of the Holy Spirit through Paul's words. All of 
these figures shared to some ex tent in a simi lar experience to Paul. 
Previously, they had a crucial misunderstanding of the truth about God. All, 
however, came to a true understanding of the gospel and were led to follow 
Christ. 

There is, however, a new interpretation of Paul's Damascus road experience in 
cun-ent scholarship which que ti ons seeing that experience of Paul as a 
conversion. This strand of scholarship maintains that it is actually reading Paul 
through the lens of the conversion stories of Augustine and Luther that has 
misled Christians about Paul in the past. The two most prominent scholars who 
have argued this case are Krister Stendahl and James Dunn. Krister Stendahl, 
in a now famous essay, described the event as a 'call rather than conversion ' . 
His point is that despite the fact that at first glance it looks as though Paul were 
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converted from one religion to another, 'a closer reading of these accounts, 
both those in Acts and those by Paul himself, reveals a greater continuity 
between "before" and "after". Here is not that change of "religion" that we 
commonly associate with the word conversion.' More recently, James Dunn 
has also advocated this position. The centre of Paul's proclamation was the 
central creed of Christ's death and resurrection. But according to Dunn, 'What 
Paul was convinced of on the Damascus road, however, was not simply this 
central confessional claim, but also that this Jesus was now to be preached to 
the Gentiles. It is this latter point which Paul focuses on in his own most 
explicit reference to his conversion. ' 

For Dunn and Stendahl, then, Paul is not converted from one religion to 
another. Rather, the main point of Paul's Damascus road experience is that his 
horizons are expanded from the narrow confines of Judaism to encompass all 
the nations. The key thing which Paul was 'converted' from was exclusivism, 
the understanding that God only had dealings with those who possessed the 
Law of Moses. All the other nations were beyond the pale. Before his 
Damascus road experience, Paul, or rather, Saul had been concerned with 
preserving the ancestral traditions of Judaism. Some Rabbis talked about the 
importance of 'making a fence for the Torah' : protecting the practice of Law­
observance, and preventing any contamination from Gentiles outside. In Saul's 
persecution of the church, then, this is what he was doing: he was protesting 
against the fact that a number of the earliest Greek-speaking followers of 
Christ 'were seen to threaten Israel' s distinctiveness and boundaries'. It was 
the fact that the Hellenists took the gospel to the Gentiles, according to Dunn, 
that 'by opening the door of this particular expression of Jewish religion and 
tradition to the Gentiles they were in danger of compromising Israel's integrity 
and purity'. 

The Basis of the New Perspective 

Because this 'new perspective' on Paul's conversion is based on a wider re­
interpretation of Paul's theology more generally, we will look in a bit more 
detail at its broader context before suggesting some responses. The particular 
connection we will look at here is between the understanding of Paul's 
conversion outlined above, and the new understanding of Paul 's doctrine of 
justification. 

This view of Paul's conversion is based on an understanding that Saul the 
Pharisee was a pious, zealous Jew. After all, Paul looks back at his Pharisaic 
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past and describes himself as 'blameless' or 'faultless', as he puts it in 
Philippians 3:6. There was, however, something that Paul was mistaken about, 
or a piece of the puzzle that Paul had missed. He had missed that the 
significance of the Law was not to confine salvation to Israel, but actually, as 
the promise to Abraham makes clear, that 'all nations will be blessed' 
(Gen 12:3). 

So Paul's 'conversion ', it is said, is a call from an exclusivistic understanding 
of salvation as focused only around Israel. It i a call (horror of horrors, for 
Saul) to be God's servant to the Gentiles, precisely the people to whom he had 
been so hostile to in the past. 

This has important implications for Paul's description of the truth of justifica­
tion when he comes to write Galatians and Romans. When Paul writes in 
Romans 3:20 (NIV) that 'no-one will be declared righteous in his sight by 
observing the Law' , or more literally, that ' by works of the Law will no flesh 
be justified', the new perspective argues that it is actually not Jewish legalism 
that Paul is up against. We saw above that certain scholars associated with this 
new perspective on Paul held that Paul's conversion was misunderstood as a 
result of reading Augustine's and Luther' s conversion experiences back into 
Paul's own experience. A similar accusation is made about the traditional 
Protestant view of justification. The argument goes something like this: Luther 
found himself up against Catholic legali sm in which people could only be 
saved by doing lots of practices (buying indulgences, saying masses, etc.) 
which accumulated merit which would impress God. So when Luther read 
Paul, he assumed that Paul was up against the same problems, and was 
opposing these problems in the same way: by arguing that justification was a 
matter of free grace, and not of doing good deeds. This understanding, 
according to the new perspective, has dominated Protestant theology since the 
sixteenth century, but has actually been a misunderstanding of Paul. 

If we remember that the new perspective is no one coherent school of thought, 
it is nevertheless true that almost all scholars who would fit into this category 
would agree with this. The main thing which Paul is opposing is not legalistic 
merit-theology, or works-righteousness, but rather Jewish nationalism or 
exclusivism. 

But what can Paul mean by a verse like Romans 3:20, cited above? Well, when 
he says that ' by works of the Law will no flesh be justified', according to the 
new perspective, he is not talking about ob erving the Law in the general sense 
of being obedient. Rather, Paul is saying that the characteristic signs of being 



Jewish do not contribute in any way to being justified. 'Works of the Law' 
mean particularly, in this new perspective, observing the Sabbath, food-laws, 
and being circumcised - the 'identity markers' of being a Jew. So when Paul 
says 'by works of the Law will no flesh be justified' , all he is really saying is 
that no-one can be justified simply by being Jewish. Or to put it another way, 
it is not the case that observing the Sabbath and the food-laws and so on are 
necessary for justification, because Gentiles do not have to become Jews to be 
saved. 

So we can see now how the understanding of conversion and the understand­
ing of justification are intimately connected. What Paul is opposing when he 
talks about justification corresponds to what he is convertedftmn. In the case 
of the traditional understanding of Paul' s conversion and doctrine of justifica­
tion, what Paul opposes is legalistic works-righteousness, in part because that 
is what he was converted from (and which consequently his Jewish contempo­
raries were still engaged in) . Similarly, in the new perspective, Paul formulates 
his doctrine of justification in the setting of the struggle against Jewish 
exclusivism, just as that same exclusivism was the very thing he was converted 
(or called!) from. Now that we have seen the basic outlines of the new 
perspective on these two very closely connected issues, it is time to provide 
something of a response. I will argue that we are fully justified in talking of 
Paul' s Damascus road experience as a 'conversion ' for two reasons: first, 
because of Paul' s new understanding of his old self (Saul), and secondly 
because of hi s new understanding of God. 

Paul's New Understanding of Saul 

The principal problem, I would maintain, with the understanding of Paul ' s old 
self described above is that it does not do justice to the sinfulness of Saul. 
Stendahl and Dunn emphasise that Paul is called to a different task, while 
staying within basically the same theological and spiritual framework. But 
Paul tends to give a more grizzly portrayal of his pre-conversion self: in 
Galatians 1 he was a persecutor of the church of God, and was even trying to 
destroy it (and for a time, having some success). The picture in Acts 9 is very 
similar: 'Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the 
Lord's disciples' (verse 1). In 1 Corinthians 15, when he is reflecting on the 
Lord' s appearance to him, Paul considers himself to be the 'least of the 
apostles' because he 'persecuted the church of God' (verse 9). In 1 Timothy 
1: 15, he even refers to himself as ' the chief of sinners'. Some scholars point to 
the fact that Paul talks about the condition of his Jewish contemporaries as 
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'zeal without knowledge' (Romans 10:2). So while Saul and his Jewish 
contemporaries certainly had some serious things wrong, they were still well­
intentioned and pious. But the word 'knowledge' (epignosis) does not just 
mean doctrinal correctness for Paul; it is more a matter of the 'knowledge' of 
God and of oneself. Paul would be fully in agreement with Calvin' s famous 
statement at the beginning of the Institutes about the close inter-connectedness 
between the knowledge of God <md of ourselves. Interestingly, Paul uses this 
same word 'knowledge' (epignosis again) when talking about the knowledge 
of sin which the Law provides in Romans 3:20. Again, this is something which 
Paul's Jewish contemporaries have missed out on. Seyoon ](jm is undoubtedly 
correct in his cutting conclusion: 'If, for example, in 1 Cor 15.9 and Gal 1.13 
Paul is not talking about his attempt to destroy 'the church of God' as sin, what 
would be a sin to him?' 

The fact is that before his conversion, Paul/Saul certainly regarded himself as 
blameless or faultless. It is this pre-conversion perspective that he is reporting 
in Philippians 3. Now however, in view of the Damascus road experience, and 
his theological reflection on the gospel subsequent to it, he has a radically 
different view of himself. And this radically different view of himself as 'chief 
of sinners ' and 'without knowledge' and so on also led him to draw 
conclusions about the radically desperate situation of all humanity. Paul's 
most forceful statement on this point is probably that in Romans 8:7: 'The 
sinful mind (literally, 'the mind of the flesh') is hostile to God. It does not 
submit to God ' s Law, nor can it do so.' So Paul's thinking abo t sin develops 
radically as a result of his conversion: the natural human mind is utterly 
incapable of submitting to God 's Law, and that is the state that he had been in 
before his conversion. He had thought he bad been 'as to the righteousness in 
the Law, blameless' (Phil 3:6), but actually he had neither submitted to the 
Law in practice, nor even been able to. So Seifrid's description of ' the 
conversion of Paul as the justification of the ungodly ' is entirely correct. It is 
not simply that he saw his old self as basically righteous , but missing part of 
the picture. 

Paul's New Understanding of God 

Even more significant than this, however, is the fact that Paul sees his 
fundamental understanding of who God is as having changed since his 
conversion. It is interesting that the two scholars mentioned above, Stendahl 
and Dunn, both see the result of Paul 's call to the Gentiles as a realisation that 
God has expanded his sphere of activity to the Gentiles. So it is not a radically 



new understanding of who God is. Stendahl writes: 'Serving the one and the 
same God, Paul receives a new and special calling in God' s service.' In Dunn' s 
discussion of Paul's view of God, he has six categories: the fact of God' s 
existence, God as one, the relation between God and angels and demons, God 
as the God of Israel, and finally 'God in experience' . It is only in the last 
section ('God in experience') that Dunn notes a contrast between Paul's 
doctrine of God and that of any other Jew. And it is only in the last paragraph 
of this last section that Dunn makes any detailed reference to Christ. He says at 
this point: 'We should simply note at this point the extent to which Christ is 
bound up with Paul' s sense of personal knowledge of and relationship with 
God.' This understanding of God is not adequate, because it implies that Paul 's 
new understanding of Christ is simply bolted onto his existing view of God, 
leaving it substantially unchanged. The evidence from Romans 4 issues a 
strong challenge to this view. 

In the course of his discussion about Abraham and faith in Romans 4, Paul sets 
Abraham in the even more important context of a discussion of who God is. In 
three places in Romans 4, Paul gives a definition of God as 'the one who does 
X, Y, Z' . Each of these statements is set in the context of faith: Paul is high­
lighting points which it is vital to believe about God. These three descriptions 
of God are as follows: 

1. 'Abraham believed in the God who justifies the ungodly' (v 5). 
2. 'He believed in the God who gives life to the dead and who calls things 

which do not exist, into existence' (v 17). 
3. 'Those who believe in the one who raised Jesus.from the dead' (v 24). 

Unfortunately space does not permit a detailed discussion of these verses, but 
it will be important to point out some of the ways in which Paul 's understand­
ing would be radically different here from that of his pre-Christian past. First, 
it seems that the idea of the 'justification of the ungodly' , although present in 
the Old Testament, was considerably neglected in Judaism at the time of Jesus 
and Paul. Although some scholars have tried to argue that the Jewish under­
standing of 'grace' was just the same as that of Jesus and Paul, they have not, 
in my view, been successful. Although there was considerable emphasis in 
Judaism on God's gracious election of Israel, obedience to the Law was still a 
crucial factor in final judgment. In other words, while God did start off the 
process in Judaism, thereafter, human response was also vital. Paul questions 
in Romans in particular whether people are really able to respond and produce 
this obedience which God requires in final judgment. It is not just that people 
fail to meet God's perfect standard; rather, they do not even begin to meet his 
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requirements. We need only mention Romans 8:7 again : 'The mind of the flesh 
does not submit to the will of God, nor can it do so.' The weakness of the flesh 
is a crucial plank in Paul' s argument that justification must be by faith, and not 
through obedience to the Law. We noted above that a literal translation of 
Romans 3:20 would go 'by works of the Law will no flesh be justified ' . 
The reason for this is supplied in Romans 8:3, where Paul says that, through 
sending Jesus as a sacrifice, Goel did 'what the Law was powerless to do in 
that it was weakened by the flesh (NIV : ' sinful nature')'. Hence, Paul's 
belief in the God who justifies the ungodly is vital. People have nothing 
which they could possibly contribute to their justifi cation except their 
ungodliness. 

This is the vital point to make in response to the new perspecti ve understand­
ing of justification in Paul. For the new perspective, what Paul is opposing is 
the exclusivism of Jews, in their reluctance to allow Gentiles to participate in 
the blessings of the covenant. However, with this emphasis on the inability of 
the flesh to obey the Law, Paul's point seems to be rather different. Rather, he 
is opposing the Jewish assumption that one is able to obey the Law, and thus 
be saved on the day of judgment. (As we have seen from Philippians 3, Paul 
clearly thought he was able to obey the Law.) When Paul makes the statement 
in Romans 3:20 that ' by works of the Law will no fl esh be j ustified', he is 
opposing exactly the opposite view - that obedience to the Law is the way to 
be justified on the day of judgment. Paul 's response to thi s Jewish misunder­
standing is not that exclusivism is misguided, nor even (as some extreme 
Protestant views hold) that works are intrinsically bad. Rather, Paul says that 
this understanding of justification falls down because of the weakness of the 
flesh (Rom 8.3) . People just cannot do it. 

The second characteristic of God in Romans 4 , that he gives life to the dead 
and creates out of nothing (Romans 4: 17) would not have been particularly 
controversial for a Jew. The third description , however, was the most 
contentious one: that God was ' the one who raised Jesus from the dead' 
(Romans 4 :24). And it was in this act that God revealed himself most fully , 
because it is this act which reveals him to be the saving God . The gospel which 
Paul preached was centred on the death and resurrection of Christ, not so much 
on other things that God has done, however important they may be. If 
someone ' s understanding of God cannot incorporate the resurrection of Christ, 
it is impossible for them truly to be believing in ' the God who is there '. This is 
the key transformation which Paul went: through in hi s Damascus road 
experience. When he saw Jesus alive, confronting him in that vision, he 
realised that God truly had raised Jesus from the dead . 



Conclusion 

We have seen, then , that there are some significant problems with the 
new perspective on Paul as I have outlined it above. It does make a 
positive contribution in highlighting the world-wide application of God 's 
act in Christ, and the need to preach the gospel to all nations, as Paul did. 
But there are also important negative sides to it as well. This can be seen 
in the following theological (and obviously very practical) implications: 

1. We have seen a downplaying of sin in the understanding of Paul's 
commission on the Damascus road simply as a call to preach to the Gentiles. 
(There might well be an unconscious attempt to de-emphasise conversionism 
in general.) The emphasis of verses such as Romans 8:7 ('The mind of the flesh 
does not submit to the will of God, nor can it do so') is sadly lacking from most 
new perspective presentations of Paul' s theology, where the emphasis tends to 
be much more on the obviously 'positive ' aspects . 

2. An implication of this in some (by no means all) modern presentations of 
Paul's theology is particularly to downplay the need to preach the gospel to 
Jewish people. The assumption tends to be that if the principal new 
direction for Paul was simply hi s call to the Gentiles, then in terms of 
his personal relationship with God prior to the Damascus road 
revelation, Paul was 'okay'. However, I hope to have shown that Paul certainly 
did not regard himself as 'okay' in his pre-Christian life. There is considerable 
motivation in the new perspective agenda to reduce the differences between 
Judaism and Pauline Christianity. In fact, a Jewish colleague of mine 
has also expressed the view that he finds the new perspective emphasis on the 
similarities between Pauline theology and Judaism to be massively 
exaggerated. 

3. Another important factor is, as we have seen, a de-emphasis of Christ. If he 
is, as Stendahl and Dunn imply, simply an add-on to Paul's understanding of 
God, then his importance as the definitive revelation of God is considerably 
downplayed. 

4. For Evangelicals who hold that Paul wrote all thirteen epistles attributed to 
him in the New Testament, the new perspective is particularly problematic. In 
other letters, Paul is even more explicit that the problem Paul is facing is the 
more general issue of human good works. Ephesians 2:8-9: 'For it is by 
grace you have been saved, through faith - and this not from yourselves, it is 
the gift of God - not by works, so that no-one can boast'. Or Titus 3:5: 'He 

15 



saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his 
mercy.' 

5. The emphasis on justification being about group-identities, whether Jewish 
or Gentile, certainly does not help the preacher to direct the doctrine of justifi­
cation to the individual. Thjs makes the personal application of justification, as 
well as preaching the doctrine evangelistically, much more difficult. 

6. The gap which is created by the new perspective by removing so much of 
the individual aspect of justification is filled by an unhealthy emphasis on 
ecumenical implications. Certainly, justification does have a ' levelling' effect 
in the church: it does mean that no-one in the church can boast, and that all are 
equal before God. But for some scholars, it means a de-emphasis of doctrinal 
watchfulness, because of the emphasis on the unity of all who claim to have 
faith in Christ. Paul elsewhere (e.g. 2 Corinthians 11 : 13) talks o:f false apostles 
of Christ: those who claim to preach Christ, but who are actually servants of 
Satan, who himself masquerades as an angel of light (verse 14). Unity and 
guarding the gospel must always be held together. 

7. Finally, we can see the aim, consciously or unconsciously, of trying to use 
history as a tool to oppose theology. Of course the Church and its doctrine 
must always be reforming as well as reformed, and Protestantism has histori­
cally been tainted by anti-Semitism, sometimes disastrously so. But I would 
judge that what the new perspective puts in place of the traditional doctrine of 
justification creates as many problems as it attempts to solve. 

Further Reading: 

For more coverage of Pauline theology in 
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' new perspective', I would recommend the 
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Studies in Biblical Theology; Leicester/ 
Downers Grove, Apol los/lVP, 2000). 
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Christ (Leicester/Downers Grove: 
Apollos/IVP, 200 I). 

Brief er, more accessible treatments: 
J R W Stott, Introduction to Romans (Bible 

Speaks Today; Leicester/Downers Grove: 
Apollos/IVP, 1994). 

SJ Gathercole, 'After the New Perspecti ve', 
Tyndale Bulletin 52.2 (200 I), pp. 303-306. 

For expositions of the New Perspective f rom 
1hose sympathetic to it, see: 
J D G Dunn, 'The New Perspecti ve on Paul 

and the Law' in Romans 1-8 (Word 
Biblical Commentary; Waco: Word, 1988), 
pp. li ii-lxii. 

N T Wright, What St Paul Really Said 
(Oxford: Lion, 1998), esp. pp. 95- 133. 

For the best commemaries which deal wilh the 
issue, see: 
T R Schreiner, Romans (Baker Exegetical 

Commentru·y; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998). 
D J Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (New 

lnterna.tional Commentary on the New 
Testrunent; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1997). 
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News from Germany 

Michael Kuhner of Germany 
describes the background to the 
development of a reformed 
conference in Germany which we 
pray will grow in size and influence. 

In 1993 my wife Stefanie and I 
planned a trip to Ireland. We asked a 
pastor we knew (Jorg Muller of 
Warburg), whether he had any 
contacts with Christians and 
evangelical churches there. Through 
Jbrg we got to know Jonathan Watson 
and his family . 

We enjoyed the Watsons' hospitality 
for four days when we were on our 
holiday in September 1993. He was 
working with EMF in Northern 
Ireland at that time, and he took us on 
his deputation visits to a number of 
churches in various parts of the 
Province. We also talked about 
spiritual things and Jonathan 
challenged my classic Arminian 
evangelical thinking. Through his 
challenge and good Christian 
literature (e.g. 'The Forgotten 
Spurgeon' then recently published in 
German!) I came to new theological 
convictions about the sovereignty of 
God - and about the doctrines of 
grace. The pride I felt over non­
Cbristians at that time was broken 
when I realised that faith is a gift of 
God. 

Conference Organisers - Michael Kuhner 
and Christian Weise 

The amazing thing was that, quite 
independently of my own reflections, 
my friend Clu~istian Weise was also 
challenged in conversations with 
reformed friends and · through 
literature to change his theological 
views. We had a totally new interest 
in theologically sound doctrine and 
got to know others in various 
churches who shared this interest but 
were not fed with good solid spiritual 
food in their congregations. The idea 
then developed to take action · and 
organise bringing those together who 
are hungry for truth and who are 
concerned about some tendencies 
within German evangelicalism. We 
did not want to form a new society or 
some institution; so we started with 
what we call a Study and Fellowship 
Weekend. 
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Our aims are: 

We want to encourage an interde­
nominational network of Christians 
interested in biblical teachings and 
who want to grow in their knowledge 
of these - Ephesians 3: 18. 

The other obvious aim is growth in 
knowledge, faith and wisdom 
Ephesians 4: 13-15. 

And we want to encourage one 
another to be active members of our 
respective congregations. 

Last year we had 26 paiticipants from 
various churches coming from all 
over Germany, mostly younger 
Christians between 20-35. It was a 
very intensive weekend with much 
study but we also had time to talk and 
encourage one another. This has 
encouraged us ever so much. 

This year about 30 people partici­
pated; half of those attended for the 
first time. The overall topic was: 
Sanctification or Living Confidently 
in the Grace of God on the basis of 
Ephesians 1 :4. In his four papers 
Jonathan Watson explored election: 
chosen to be holy; regeneration: 
regenerated to be holy; sanctification: 
sanctified to be holy; and his final 
paper was on the mortification of sin: 
the pathway to be holy. 

It was an intensive and doctrinally 
challenging weekend which was 
especially noticeable during the 
breaks between lectures and at the 
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Michael and Stefanie Kuhner with their 
children, Janne and Lennart 

tables when the conversations picked 
up various thoughts from the papers. 
It was a great encouragement to 
observe the hunger for teaching. 

We plan to hold this Study and 
Fellowship Weekend on the first 
weekend in March every yeai· so that 
participants will be able to keep this 
time free! More than the growing 
numbers attending the weekends, I 
desire a growing number of 
Christians who are concerned - to use 
Spurgeon ' s words - to spread the 
Word of God beyond the baiTiers of 
human and social thinking, Christians 
who become advocates for sound 
biblical reformed teaching in their 
own churches. In connection with that 
it is my prayer that they have the 
courage to stand up for the truth even 
when the pragmatism of the day 
which has infiltrated the churches 
opposes them. May they do it in love 
in order to win men and women to 
follow Christ and put God in the 
centre of their faith. 



Islam and the Modern World 

Salvador Merci 

IN CONTRAST TO WHAT OUR 
politicians are telling us that Islam is all 
about peace and acceptance of other 
ideologies, the fact is that even a 
cursory reading of the Qur'an makes it 
quite clear that Islam is the implacable 
enemy of Christian truth. Allah is one, 
alone, having no companion, no equal ; 
he has made no covenants with men, he 
is unknowable, unloving and unloved. 
Muslims will tell you that they love 
their religion and that, in any case, how 
can you love somebody who cannot be 
known? How right they are! We answer 
that the one, trne and indeed 
unknowable God has made himself 
known and that everything that needs to 
be discovered, even something of his 
glory , is seen in the one who came from 
heaven to reveal him, onr Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

They then reply that Christians commit 
unforgivable sin (S hirk) by saying that 
God has a Son and that the Scriptures 
have been corrupted to this end because 
Isa al Masih (Jesus the anointed) is only 
a man like Moses or Muhammad. 
Similarly the Qnr' an rejects the Trinity 
and accuses Christians of polytheism, 
adding Jesus and Mary to the deity to 
make three. The death of Christ on the 
cross is also rejected; the Qur' an says 
that ' they crucified another' (the 
Traditions have Judas Iscariot as the 
other by mistaken identity). Fu rther, the 
judgment committed to Christ is only 

for Christians who fail to convert to 
Islam, for one of the signs of the end of 
the world is the return of Christ, his 
own conversion to Islam, hi s marriage, 
his 'destruction of the cross' and his 
death and burial next to Muhammad at 
Medina. Believing all this, Muslims 
naturally demand that Christians submit 
to Islam now (the Arabic word means 
'submission') . 

In the West it is clear that many 
Muslims have their thinking modified 
by the surrounding society, yet there is 
a pervas ive fee ling of inferiority which 
gives rise to combative behaviour. In 
contrast to this, Pervez Musharraf the 
military president of Pakistan, has 
recently called upon Muslims to engage 
in some self-examination to see why 
Islam is (to quote Hassan al Banna 
1904-49 the founder of the Muslim 
Brotherhood) degraded, divided and 
disdained world-wide. Needless to say , 
such remarks were received by those 
who consider themselves to be 
upholders of the only truth, the final 
book, and Muhammad the 'Seal of the 
Prophets' with fury! 

Hassan al Banna did in fact open the 
way for Osama bin Laden and others by 
stating that Islam thrives under the 
threat of its enemies, and that every true 
Muslim must confront the infidel with 
armed struggle, anything less than this 
implying cowardice. In a 1999 
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interview, Osama bin Laden said, 
'Hostility towards America is a 
religious duty and we hope to be 
rewarded by Allah for it.' In the 
same interview in answer to a question 
about nuclear weapons he said that 
failure to attempt to acquire such 
weapons for the defence of Islam would 
be a sin. 

It is useful to consider the historical 
background to the present situation. 
The fi rst pan-Islamist was undoubtedly 
Jamal al Din Afghani 1838-97 who 
from Afghanistan had a world view. He 
declared that Islam was everywhere 
threatened by western power, in those 
days the British Empire. It was 
therefore essential for Muslim to 
discover the source of this power and to 
use it to overcome the West and to 
establish the supremacy of Islam. 

About the same time, the Deoband 
School was founded in India in 1866 by 
Maulana Muhammad Qasim. This was 
in reply to the execution of hundreds of 
Muslim scholars by the British for their 
involvement in the Indian Mutiny 1857. 
The Deoband School has continued to 
the present, turning out graduates to 
spread anti-western teaching. There are 
said to be thirty thousand branches of 
the original school, as far afield as 
America, Britain and South Africa. The 
present director, Maulana Abdul Khaliq 
said recently that the message had not 
changed since the school' s foundation, 
namely that Islam which brought peace 
to a chaotic world centuries ago, 
ushering in respect and equality for all, 
would prevail again. Particularly that 
the Taliban's purist ideology would 
proliferate across all societies like a 
soothing balm. 

In summary; Islam originated with 
Muhammad 570-632 at Mecca as a 
dominant creed, the victor and the 
vanquished, but with the fall of the 
Ottoman Empire in 1919 and the 
coming of the modern age, Muslims 
became second class itizens in the 
world, something unprecedented in 
Islamic history and thinking! Also, 
Islam is essentially a theocratic system 
in which the religion is the government. 
So it is clear that western secularism 
and seventh-century Islamic 
imperialism can never meet up and 
agree on anything, and until the gospel 
makes its impact on both, there can be 
nothing more than a tense coexistence 
between them. 

In the meantime M uslims in the West 
desperately seek respectabili ty and 
acceptance and will bide their time until 
the West becomes 'Dar al Islam' the 
abode of Islam. A previous director of 
the Islamic Foundation in Leicester 
wrote that it is essential to convince 
politicians, writers and others, of whom 
the general public takes notice, that 
' Islam is a great treasure to be received 
by all men', and to use the existing 
freedoms of speech and religion to gain 
complete political control, then to make 
the Qur'an and the Sunnah supreme and 
dominant. It is of course well known 
that where Islam rules, these precious 
freedoms of speech, religion and 
assembly do not exist. 

There is only one remedy and that is to 
go to benighted sinners, eastern and 
western, with the gospel of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. Thank God for the few 
who are acti vely doing this, but where 
are the many? 
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Selina Countess of Huntingdon 

Ray Evans 

Selina - Countess of Huntingdon -
Her Pivotal Role in the 18th Century 
Evangelical Awakening. 
Faith Cook, Banner of Truth, 
Hardback, 478 pages , £19.95 
ISBN number 0 85151 812 5 

FAITH COOK HAS PUT US ALL 
in her debt for this thoroughly 
researched study of the Countess of 
Huntingdon. Drawing on very 
extensive work amongst the large 
number of original letters in various 
collections, she has put together a 
fascinating and very readable 
account of an individual who, for far 
too long, has been neglected in the story 
of the great work of God in the 18th 
century. 

We are introduced to Selina by way of 
her aristocratic but nevertheless stormy 
family background. Early in life she 
experienced the break-up of her 
parents ' marriage and alienation from 
her own mother. She grew accustomed 
to constant and bitter feuding over 
inheritance rights and the Shirley 
family estates. The way we get to know 
Selina is through descriptions of her 
involvement with the upper class social 
life of the times - visits to fashionable 
Bath, the round of tours to the family's 
various country houses, the London 
season, and then her more or less 
arranged marriage into the prestigious 
Hastings family whence she acquired 
her title. 

Se Una 
COUNTESS OF HUNTINGDON 
Her Pivotal Role in die 18th Cemrny EvangcLical r\wakening 

Then comes the account of her 
conversion to Christ from civil 
'Christian' moralism through the 
testimony of her husband' s relatives. 
The message of 'no merit in us, all 
merit in Christ ' touched her sensitive 
young soul and she found great joy in a 
new and very real experience - the 
'new birth' that was so much a central 
part of the 'methodistical' message that 
was beginning to be preached up and 
down the land by a set of young 
Anglican clergymen who themselves 
had had their 'hearts set free'. 



She lost no time in putting her consider­
able energies into the propagation of the 
gospel and soon we are led to her tea 
parties where the best preachers of the 
gospel spoke to an invited audience 
consisti ng of the noble and great of the 
land. Brushing aside ridicule and 
cynicism she saw several friends won to 
Chri st and helped give despised 
Methodism some sense of acceptability 
amidst the prevai ling rejection by the 
upper echelons of society. 

These meetings introduce us to the 
'major players' amongst the Methodist 
preachers: the Wesley brothers, 
Whitefield, Romaine, Howell Harris 
and the like. Whitefield indeed became 
one of her personal chaplains, her 
favourite preacher and most trusted 
adviser. Her role as encourager of these 
men cannot be underestimated, and she 
kept in touch with many of them by a 
very extensive correspondence. 

We also see Selina growing in the grace 
and knowledge of the Lord. They were 
heady days for Christians, especially 
young Christians, and doctrinal and 
church controversies came thick and 
fast as the new movement sought to 
establi sh its biblical position on a whole 
host of matters. Sometimes these 
threatened to destroy all that had been 
gained during the revival. There were 
disputes over the nature of saving fai th, 
over the relation between works and 
law in the Christian life, over perfection 
and indwelling sin, over the 'inner 
voices' of mysticism and certain 
strands of Moravianisrn , over free will 
and predestinat ion, and over Establish­
ment and Di.ssent. Needless to say these 
disputes did not occur in an impersonal 
cyberspace and things could get 
personal and very hurtful. We find a 
great deal of intemperate language used 
by brothers and sisters in Christ against 

one another, and the Countess was far 
from immune in the manner in which 
she let her very decided opinions be 
made known. Friends could become 
enemies overn ight if they happened to 
belong to the 'wrong' party in a dispute. 

Her growth in understand.ing was 
matched with her increasing 
commitment to do aU she could to 
fu rther the gospel practically. She 
financed many ministries, especially 
founding, funding and often running the 
college for training ministers at 
Trevecca, near Brecon. She also 
established over 60 chapels and 
preaching stations in various parts of 
the country including all the main social 
centres such as Bath, T unbridge, 
Brighthelmstone (Brighton to us!) and 
of course London. Here she turned a 
'play house' called the Pantheon in 
Clerkenwell into a chapel that could 
seat over two thousand people. In her 
o ld age we find her actively contemplat­
ing overseas mission work to America, 
continental Europe and even the South 
Seas. 

But this account is not just a rattling up 
of achievements and schemes she was 
sponsoring nor merely of the social 
ci rcle in which she moved. There are 
moving insights into her - as a woman, 
mother, friend (and even ex-friend if 
crossed!). Tragedy is a recurring theme, 
especiaUy in family li fe. Her beloved 
husband died when she was only 39 and 
only one of her seven children did not 
predecease her. Her eldest son, Francis, 
rejected her faith and her eldest 
daughter, E lizabeth , once she had 
married and moved to Ireland, hardly 
wrote and never saw her mother again 
in over 40 years. 

Her care of her chapels and college 
in volved her in 'almost continual 



sorrow', and she rarely seemed free of 
the heavy burdens of financial debt, 
disappointments over personnel, legal 
disputes and the failure of the schemes 
she tried to sponsor. Added to these 
'external burdens ' was a temperament 
that could be so changeable. She was an 
immensely busy organiser with 
phenomenal energy levels and 
disciplined self-control, yet she could 
be very fragile and prone to 
despondency and ill health. Her close 
companions were notjust 'hangers-on'; 
they provided much encouragement 
and sympathetic help. That she 
persevered is a testimony to her 
tenacious desire to see the gospel 
triumph. 

All this, and far more, Faith Cook 
clearly lays before us and it makes 
stimulating and consoling reading. 

Yet one could wish for more; not 
necessarily more detail for the book is 
so strong on that, but for more 
reflection, empathetic analysis, and 
challenge to us - about our over-roman­
ticised understanding of those times of 
revival, and about the lives which we 
lead for the same Lord. For it seems to 
me that the Countess provides us with 
another example of an outstanding 
Christian on whom God poured his 
marvellous grace, who was used at 
times in spite of her so obvious flaws 
and weaknesses. No Christian wants to 
'muddy' a reputation, but this account 
of the Countess, despite its thorough 
description perhaps lacks the frank and 
blunt honesty of the one person 
amongst her companions who could 
and did stand up to her, John Berridge 
of Everton, Bedfordshire. It was 
Berridge who wrote, in love, to her of 
her imperious ways , 'You threaten me, 
Madam, like a Pope .. . ', and ' ... my 
instructions, you know, must come 

from the Lamb, not from the Lamb's 
wife ' . She knew he could be counted on 
not to flatter or deceive. 

Three areas I feel could have been 
developed further; for convenience I 
have called them 'Privilege', 'Power' 
and 'Personality ' . First, privilege. It 
seems to me that not only did the 
Countess accomplish much good in 
using her social status for the gospel; 
there was also a 'down-side' that has 
been neglected. It has great contempo­
rary relevance whenever a 'celebrity' 
becomes a Christian. It has to do with 
this; how can you encourage young 
Christians to gradually mature in 
their faith while at the same time 
making the most of the oppor­
tunities they have (and which they may 
wish to take) because of their celebrity 
status? 

Today our 'celebs ' are hardly nobility , 
but can be drawn from the ranks of the 
rich, the famous , the sporting superstars 
and the like. Many demands can be 
made upon them to 'endorse' the gospel 
and great blessing can result to many 
who otherwise might not hear. But if as 
they grow, they change their under­
standing or change churchmanship, or 
'move their position' it can all be so 
public and rows between various 
groups of Christians can break out 
about which group the celebrity now 
backs. Selina certainly attracted this 
kind of thing because of her very high 
profile and public backing of some 
rather than others at different times of 
her life. Worse, Christian leaders who 
want to harness the celebrity ' s 
influence for good can get in turns 
drawn into flattery or fawning , and 
sounding proud in order to achieve their 
'noble' purpose, or get very hurt, cross, 
jealous, and the like when that purpose 
is thwarted if the celebrity has a change 



of allegiance (doctrinal or personal). 
These things we may be blind to in 
ourselves because of the desire to 
see the gospel spread and also because 
of the evident blessing of God upon 
the sponsoring of our gospel 
endeavours. 

There seems little doubt that, as leaders 
sought to make the Countess' social 
position and spiritual energies a 
blessing to others they got drawn into 
the very cycles just described. One 
wonders if we would 'handle ' a VIP 
with great worldly privileges any better 
and whether wealth , fame and social 
kudos would turn our heads. Some of 
the greatest Methodist preachers 
seemed elated by her favour and 
frustrated or despondent if someone 
else received it. And we are talking 
'giants ' not just the ' lesser lights'. It 
may be they over-indulged her with 
flowery language at times, and 
equally they overreacted with the 
negative, but it would have been much 
better if there were more Berridges and 
if she had been able to say 'bah, 
humbug' to a few more of those who 
showed her what seems like flattery to 
most ears. 

Closely linked to the issue of 'privilege' 
is the related matter of 'power' -- the 
power to make decisions and enforce 
them on others, and the power to issue 
censure or even impose sanctions if 
disagreed with. Selina from a young 
age had been trained to handle power, 
to organise and to impose her will on 
others, as were all people of her class 
and standing. Others recognised that 
she had skills and training to 'make 
things happen ' and again it was 
harnessed for great good. 

Yet 'power' can be so double-edged, so 
dangerous to the user. In her life we 

come across several examples of those 
who tried to ingratiate themselves (all 
in Christ ' s name) with her to get her to 
use her 'power' for their own ends and 
were hurt if she did not, saying many 
unkind things about her. More often it 
was she herself who had ambitions to 
get things done. But this often involved 
such a direct 'ordering' of others about 
with implicit warnings about losing her 
backing if they did not do as they were 
told (we would call them 'power plays ' 
today) that they look quite sub­
Christian. Many times throughout 
Selina's life she used power to further 
legitimate ends, without, it seems to 
me, understanding how undermining of 
the Chri:itian position it could appear to 
others. Now I know the mores of each 
culture change and the whole 
deferential response to the nobility is 
now different, but it is always worth 
asking how our use of 'power to 
command' looks to others. It is 
often non-Christians who pick up just 
how ugly it can be and how it can 
detract from a full-orbed Christian 
approach. The role of an upper class 
woman to 'command ' in the life of the 
church surely isn ' t just a 'culture ' 
issue? 

Sometimes it was people she steam­
rollered over and left aside as useless 
(this was more than 'not suffering fools 
gladly'). At other times, in her haste to 
use the 'power' at her disposal she 
would have done far better to consult 
widely and listen to counsel rather than 
rush into schemes. Her various forays 
into foreign mission all seem to be ill­
thought-through speculative ventures 
that were more or less debacles. One 
admires and is moved by the 
compassion that fuelled them, but 
reflection upon the way the decisions 
were made and action taken cannot but 
help make us think that much waste of 



human and other resources could have 
been avoided. 

At other times, and as many others who 
employ the 'dictat' method of obtaining 
results have found, 'underlings' can 
become cynical and fail to carry out the 
Jetter of the command, even if because 
of fear of losing favour they may say 
something else to the face . Christian 
'underlings' are unwilling to obey what 
they see as arbitrary orders. Power used 
poorly does not motivate, but 
eventually crushes enthusiastic 
co-operation. Those of us who are 
entrusted with power in the church 
must be careful how we use it - to 
act in a Christ-like way is far from 
easy. 

Finally, I think it would have been 
helpful, if painful, to look honestly at 
this matter of persopality. This is 
mentioned, but the matter is so glaring, 
and there are so many lessons for all of 
us from these truly godly people that it 
could have been developed more. In 
today ' s street parlance, there can be 
little doubt that the Countess was a 
'control freak'; an obsessive­
compulsive type who felt that only 
when she was in control of all the 
details would a scheme work properly. 
Her thoroughness and dedication meant 
that it was often so - Trevecca without 
her industry would have always been a 
pipe dream. Her i1runense commitment 
was a great bless ing. 

I am conscious that it is an easy charge 
to throw at someone, and those who 
have great responsibilities are open to 
unjustified criticism of lesser people. 
But this personality type and its 
resulting behavioural traits does have a 
'down-side' that can be seriously 
negative. For obsessive-compulsive 

types do drive themselves - to 
' success', yes, but also to disappoint­
ment .and deep unhappiness. And 
they can 'drive ' others , too. Some 
are inspired to greater endeavours 
by inspirational leadership, but 
not all. Children in a family can be 
casualties, getting hurt by the pressure 
to achieve. If this ambitiousness is 
combined with genuine spiritual 
concern it can be hard to say whether 
the children rejected the faith because 
of spiritual rebellion or if they are 
reacting to the individual personality 
through whom the faith has been 
embodied and where they 'feel' faith in 
living form. 

Colleagues who work with such a 
person can feel that they are just part of 
a programme, a prograrrune that is 
likely to be dropped once the person 
sees something else to attrac;t their 
energies. Few feel like 'colleagues ' ; 
rather it is like being 'owned' as if all 
the details of life are being pre­
determined and then monitored. 
Needless to say the performance rarely 
passes muster! The controller type, if a 
Christian, can be prone to justify it all 
by appeals to 'spilitual values ' that 
seem self-evident to them. Certainly 
some of the Trevecca students felt 
ordered around and were maternalisti­
cally seen as 'dear children'. Many, in 
time, came to resent the control and 
lack of understanding of their position, 
and 'did their own thing' mostly by 
joining the ranks of those despised in 
Selina' s eyes, the Dissenters. Arbitrari­
ness that self-justifies is another trait of 
this type. She, for example insisted on 
itinerancy no matter how many moral 
temptations. and spiritual problems this 
caused to the students, and seemed 
totally closed to a settled ministry 
unless they became ordained 
Anglicans. 



And of course, giving up control to an 
' authoritarian type', is the hardest thing 
to do. As an empire is built up, the 
builder gets increasingly won-ied that 
no one else can properly take over and 
yet others are in-fighting "about ' the 
success ion' . Her late old age shows this 
happening. Only very late in the day, 
and that due more to others ' initiative, 
did she consider how to helpfully pass­
on the running of her chapels. But it 
came too late; others who had more 
personal access to her used their 
cajoling, emotional-blackmailing and 
fl attery skills to persuade her that on! y a 
small coteri e (made up of themselves) 
cou ld continue the good work, and she 
passed power to them . No doubt it was 
all sincerely meant, but on her death 
and due in part to the confusing way in 
whjch leadership was exercised by this 
dear lady, the Huntingdon Connection 
gradually broke up and failed to 
become the force in Nonconformist life 
it cou ld have been. 

Does all th is seem rather negative 
about thi s 'Mother in Israel'? In 
one sense, of course it does . How easy 
for me who have served only in one 
church, who have as yet known little 
tragedy in life, who have been blessed 
with a happy upbringing, to smugly 
critici se someone so mjghtily used of 
God. 

But in another sense, it is not negative 
at all; rather it is to do a disservice to 
ignore these thjngs. For others, non­
Christians don't and can't overlook 
them, and they are surprised if we do, 
assuming we are biased if we continue 
to do so. Several books and articles 
have pointed at these bnds of things in 
the life of Selina. While many are 
unsympathetic to her Christianity and 
consequently are loobng for faults, not 
all that they pick up should be glossed 

over. They begin to fee l we deny our 
humanity if we fa il to comment upon 
that which at times marred her 
humanity, and that we may be suffering 
the same myopia that some of them did 
if we don' t acknowledge the difficult 
side of our personalities, words and 
Li ves. 

Our apologetic has always been - ' look 
what grace can do with someone even 
with weaknesses!' And grace says there 
are things there to learn so that we 
mi.ght walk more humbly ourselves. For 
these weaknesses , and indeed sins, are 
not left behind in the 18th century, are 
they? How easy is it for us to have 
swelling heads and want to court the 
attention of the ' notables' of our day 
should we have the privilege of being 
close to them? How much abuse of 
church power is there amongst us? Do 
we have masks on so that we can' t see 
what is obvious to others about 
our personality type, whatever it 
may be? The things that all this can 
give ri se to - using people, hyping up 
our own empire schemes in spiritual 
terms, tabng offence easily, seeing 
others as fr iend or foe in very 
black/white terms depending on their 
loyalties , becoming increasingly 
authoritarian as we age, aren't they real 
dilemmas we face? · 

To have pointed these things out more 
boldly wou ld have made a difficult 
work even harder to write, and so no 
criticism is intended of the author at all. 
But the preacher in me always wants 
'Uses' as part of the message of a 
biography. The reader will have to 
think carefully lest we add Selina to our 
hagiography without otherwise seeing 
great and amazing grace shining 
through a fl awed person - just as it has 
to in each of our lives if we are ever to 
be useful to our Lord. 
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Lessons from 40 years of the Leicester Conf ere nee 

In the opening address at the annual 
Leicester Conference for ministers 
lain Murray reviewed the past forty 
years. The following is a synopsis of 
that with a lttle commentary in the 
footnotes. 

The first conference for rmmsters 
took place in July 1962 at College 
Hall, Knighton, Leicester. The 
conference was then and is today 
three and a half days in length. The 
total cost for the first one cost the 
princely sum of three pounds. By the 
present rate of exchange that would 
be five dollars! The 40th conference 
attended by 370 ministers took place 
last April. This is not a report of that 
conference which was one of the best 
but is a review of the opening address 
by Iain Murray in which he looked 
back over forty years and drew 
helpful lessons. 

Marcellus Kik was involved at the 
beginning. He is the famous author of 
An Eschatology of Victory. Kik was 
one of the first editors of Christianity 
Today and was a board member of 
Westminster Seminary. He was 
deeply burdened for recovery of true 
and powerful preaching. Iain Murray 
talked to Marcellus Kik about starting 
a conference in England. It was 
agreed that he would approach Prof 
John Murray while Iain would 

lain Murray 

approach a well-known Presbyterian 
minister in Northern Ireland, W J 
Grier. In the meantime Jack Cullum, 
the principal sponsor of the Banner 
of Truth, was prepared to give 
generous support to organise a 
conference. And so the conference 
was born in 1962. 

The next gathering took place two 
years later. Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones 
preached on 'Show me thy glory' and 
Prof John Murray expounded Romans 
11 . It was a time of inspiration. 
However an undercurrent was 



developing. This concerned the 
problem of unity. The Ecumenical 
Movement was threatening evangeli­
calism and Dr Lloyd-Jones believed 
that only an all-embracing evangelical 
unity was adequate to counter 
Ecumenism. A unity that was 
confined to Calvinists was not 
adequate and he feared that the 
Leicester conference would be used to 
organise a separate unity of Calvinists. 
Indeed Prof Murray's view of unity 
was one based in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith. In addition to this 
there was a further factor that troubled 
Dr Lloyd-Jones which was that he was 
blamed for spiiitual upheavals in 
churches when young men embraced 
the doctrines of grace. 

The conference organised at Leicester 
in 1965 focused on unity with several 
sessions devoted to discussion 
subjects such as baptism. l There was 
no conference in 1966. Having 
learned lessons from 1965, when the 
conference was renewed in 1967 the 
programme as a whole was devoted to 
building up ministers in their pastoral 
and preaching work. Prof John 
Murray contributed and so did Al 
Martin who preached a series on 
'Take heed to thyself and to the 
doctrine' . From that time onwards the 
numbers increased steadily to 240 in 
the mid 1970s and to 300 plus during 
the 1980s and up to the present time. 
W J Grier made a major spiritual 
contribution to the conference during 
the 1970s and it was the custom then 
for him to take the opening session on 
a devotional subject. 

Reaching out to other nations has 
been a major part of Leicester. Of the 
370 at the 2002 conference 62 came 
from abroad; nineteen from Holland, 
seven from Poland and four from 
Romania. For some like Simo 
Ralevic of Serbia Leicester is the 
highlight of the year. 

A high proportion of those who 
attend are Baptists. There was 
concern in the late 1960s that there 
might be a hidden agenda to promote 
Presbyterianism and paedobaptism. 
These subjects were laid aside and 
subsequently have never been taken 
up as an issue.2 

The strength of the conference has 
been brotherly love. Bonds of unity 
have been formed and this more than 
any other factor has brought men 
back every year. John Calvin 
declared that 'mutual love among 
ministers is demanded above all 
things so that they may be employed 
in one accord in building up the work 
of God. If ministers do not maintain 
brotherly love toward each other 
there will be no building up of the 
Church of God.' 3 The ethos of the 
conference from 1968 to the present 
day has been essentially spiritual. 
The conference has never pursued the 
line of academia.4 

A contribution by Conrad Mbewe of 
Zambia in more recent years was 
recalled in which Conrad with great 
spiritual authority denounced a 
Calvinist censorious spirit which is 
inimical to fraternal relationships. 



Lessons 

The first lesson is that we have learned 
our limitations. There was a lot of 
optimism in the 1970s but there has 
been much ilisappointment as the 
impact of our mjnistries has been 
limited. Nationally the overall spiritual 
condition is the UK is worse than it 
was in the 1970s. Allied to learning 
our limitations is the realisation of our 
lack of dependence on God. 

The second lesson is that we have 
learned not to put our trust in personal 
gifts and abilities . There is a tendency 
in our hearts to idolise leaders and 
this is displeasing to God. We must 
beware of putting our trust in men. 

The third lesson is that we have learned 
that a broader, wider evangelical unity 
is what we must seek.5 

The fourth lesson is that we have not 
made evangelism our priority. How 
many of us would match the passion 
of Philip Doddridge who declared, 'I 
bless God that more and more I feel 
the power of his love in my heart and 
I long for the conversion of souls 

David Kingdon delivered a paper on the 
differences over baptism with Dr Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones as chairman. The conference 
was a failure and to some extent there was 
a parting of the ways. There were di sc iples 
of Dr ML-J particularly from Wales who 
never returned. 

2 Reformed Baptists within and without the 
orbit of Leicester met for the first Carey 
Conference in 197 1. The Carey 
Conference is very much in the same ethos 
but church issues are addressed. The 190 
page paperback ( 1978), Local Church 
Practice is an example. A new updated 
edition is needed. 

more consciously than for anything 
else beside and I think I could not 
only live for it but die for it with 
pleasure. ' 

The reformed movement has seen a 
harvest of souls but most additions 
come from families in the churches. 
The movement has not been charac­
teri sed by passionate outreach, nor has 
it been noted for the initiation of a new 
missionary movement. Could any one 
of us claim that we have inspired a 
missionary movement? This surely 
should be taken to heart with deep 
soul searching. 

The fifth lesson is that our discour­
agement comes only when we look 
out on the horizontal level and fail to 
recognise that God's purpose is being 
fulfilled. He is reigning in grace and 
will accomplish all his will. Time 
was running out. A bargain offer for 
his book The Puritan Hope would 
have been a more optimistic 
conclusion. Christianity is on the 
wane in much of the West but is 
advancing powerfully in non­
European nations of the world. 

3 Calvin 's assertion should be well noted by 
some pastors who to their impoverishment 
never attend conferences for ministers. 

4 Scholarship is respected but interest has 
centred on how to maintain a high standard 
of preaching. The Banner of Truth 
bookshop at the conference has always 
been a great attraction. 

5 Here lain Murray emphasised that he was 
profoundl y convinced that Dr ML-J' s 
insistence on this wider unity was correct 
joined to the need for a recovery of a 
powerfu 1 gospel witness and the 
advancement of the gospel. 
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OPERATION WORLD defended 

Evangelical Times published a negative 
and dismissive review of OPERATION 
WORLD. (see editorial comments). The 
author defends his position in a letter 
which ET declined to publish. Readers 
will judge for themselves if ET 'has failed 
to understand the vision and purpose of 
the book'. 

DearMr Fay, 

A few months ago you reviewed my 
book, Operation World, in ET. In it you 
made a number of allegations in what 
was, sad! y, a negative review. You 
challenge us to 'think again' about the 
way we handle a number of issues. I 
respond. I would appreci\[te your printing 
my response in its entirety in ET. 

Firstly I want to affirm my own 
commitment to both an evangelical 
position theologically and appreciation of 
the debt we owe the Reformers of the 16th 
and 17th centuries. I would also make 
mention that a number of those who 
would hold to a Reformed position today 
have been most supportive and 
encouraging of the writing I have done in 
both The Church ls Bigger Than You 
Think (Christian Focus, 1998) and also 
Operation World. Not least would be 
John Piper who, in the recent revision of 
his book, The Pleasures of God, liberally 
and positively quoted from both volumes. 
I therefore be! ieve that where you state 
that I have 'downgraded the biblical 
gospel', implies either that I am a 
propagator of 'another gospel' or that I 
have a definition of the gospel to which 
the majority of evangelicals would not 
subscribe. This is a serious charge. 

Secondly you make specific cnt1c1sms 
where you allege we have downgraded 
the gospel. I therefore need to point out 
the incorrectness or superficiality of your 
statements. I have selected four major 
ones. Your comment about evangelicals 
among UK Anglicans was a quote from a 
published source, and I will not take this 
up here. 

1. 'Churches are regarded as 
equivalent.' This is true, but only statisti­
cally. I have left the theological 
assessment to my readers, to whom I 
accredit an ability to make their own 
value judgements as I seek to present the 
full picture which also includes a classifi­
cation by the 6 megablocs. Do you want 
to deny readers this privilege? This seems 
to go right against the very thing the 
Reformers sought to change - no interme­
diaries! Bear in mind that we took a basic 
decision that we would classify any 
religionist on the basis of what his/her 
own self-assessment might be. My 
readership is specifically 'broad ' 
evangelical (which includes many you 
may not like - charismatics, Pentecostals, 
etc, but I regard their commitment to the 
basic evangelical position as no less than 
yours). I have in this edition listed all 
denominations together for ease of 
comparison, but with the distinguishing 
megabloc code letter. As stated elsewhere 
in the book, such a listing implies no 
value judgement. 

2. 'No attempt is made to distinguish 
between biblical and unbiblical 
ecumenism.' You lam bast my mentions 
of the Church of Rome as if it were a 
Christian Church. I readily admit to not 



approving of Roman dogma, but I would 
make the point that mainstream Roman 
dogma is far closer to an evangelical 
position than many so-called 'Refo rmed ' 
churches in the West which have departed 
from the truth and where all forms of 
worse heresies are condoned or preached 
(denial of the virgin birth , atoning death 
and bodily resurrection of Chr ist, 
deification of human reason, promotion of 
'gay ' agendas) - al l of these are still 
rejected by Rome. Can you imagine the 
problems I would have ifl relegated many 
Continental Reformed denominations to a 
non-Christian category ? I therefore have 
to be uncompromising in my loyalty to 
the Scriptures and the one gospel, but to 
phrase my comments about the various 
streams of Chri stianity (however dubious) 
in a gracious way. I have not been sparing 
in criticisms in the text for individual 
countries of both non-evangelical and 
evangelical bodies where thi s is 
warranted. 

3. 'The elastic definition of 
evangelicals' is a phrase you used, but 
clearly you have not read the reasons for 
this in the appendix and introductory 
sections of the book. Your statement 
about moving the goalposts implies that 
we can find out the true number of those 
with a valid conversion. The Lamb 's 
Book of Life has yet to be opened. We 
cannot know the number of the elect. 
What we can measure is the number of 
people who are linked with a congrega­
tion where the gospel is likely to be 
preached. I chose the wider affil iated 
membership rather than the adult 
membership so that fa ir comparisons can 
be made between different streams of 
Christianity and with other re ligions. That 
I add the warning that only an unknown 
minority is likely to have a valid 
conversion was to guard against an 

unfounded triumphalism among evangeli­
cals. Your negative comment has twisted 
the use of my words to fit a context for 
which they were not written. 

4 . You make the wrong statement, 'Most 
Reformed evangelical agencies do not 
get a mention.' Note the very careful 
criteria we used to select mission agencies 
for mention - never once was a rejection 
of Reformed or Calvinistic missions a 
criterion. I have listed 113 mission 
agencies that we believe fitted our criteria 
out of the nearly 3,000 we have in our 
database. Notice that a number of those 
who are Reformed in theology are 
mentioned. How much more Reformed do 
you have to get to fit your criteria than 
CRWM, MTW, NGK? Then there are 
also ABWE, AFM, BMM, CBI, etc. 
which would be basically of a Reformed 
orientation. Then beyond that are a whole 
range of interdenominational missions 
that would be more Reformed in their 
leanings even if not openly so expressed 
in their mission statement. 

Please excuse my referring to your 
comment about the ' large dead fly in the 
ointment [of OW] ' , for I can only draw 
the conclusion that it was not we who 
placed it there! You have failed to 
understand the vision and purpose of the 
book, and because of this ' fly' some of 
your readers may be influenced to strain 
out the gnats and reject this book for the 
purpose for which it was designed - to 
extend the Kingdom of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. The book is not perfect and we 
value valid corrections ministered to us in 
lo ve. 

Yours sincerely in Christ, 

Patrick Johnstone. 
Author; Operation World. 
International Director for Research, 
WEC International. 
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