Laban Mwashekele and Joachim Rieck (see page 13)

In his review article which analyses books on open theism, Dr Robert Letham
describes the work of Simon Gathercole of the Divinity faculty of the University
of Aberdeen, as 'particularly outstanding clear and forthright , biblical and
orthodox.' Due in the next issue is an excellent article by Simon Gathercole in
which he explains the theolog y of the new perspective on Paul, a theology
advanced by Kristal Stendahl, E P Sanders and JD G Dunn.
Also for RT 188 is an extended review article by Ray Evans of Faith Cook's
important biography of the Countess of Huntingdon, published recently by the
Banner of Truth.

We apologise for an error on the front
inside cover of RT 186. Next to pastor
Daniel Grimwade is John Laver not
Malcolm Laver.

Front cover: The Baptist Church of Oradea. See article by Jan McNaughton .
Acknowledgement is made to Editura FACLIA, Oradea, for use of their artwork
which comes from the front cover of the booklet in Romanian, Baptism and
Church Membership by Erroll Hulse.
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Editorial
Bill James

We are grateful to Robert Letham for
his incisive analysis of the modern
heresy known as 'Open Theism' . This
is a development of the Arminian
position, and suggests that if we are
truly free creatures with independent
choice, then even God does not fully
know what decisions or actions we will
take next.
He does not have an
exhaustive understanding of the future .
The open theists would claim that their
views are liberating not only for the
freedom of man, but also in presenting
a more personal view of God. They
claim that their deity reacts in a more
immediate way to our decisions, and so
there is a greater sense of personal relationship. After all, what reality can
there be in a relationship where you
know exactly what is going to happen
next and what the other person will say
and do in the future? In their system
God may change his plans according to
our prayers , react to our unanticipated
decisions, and grieve with us at the
unwanted intrusion of evil and
suffering into his world.
Yet finally, open theism is found
wanting at the bar of Scripture. The
exposition of Psalm 139 shows not
only how clear the reality of God ' s
omniscience is but how that reality
gripped David. His experience should
be the experience of every believer. In
his helpful book God's Lesser Glory
(Crossway Books USA I IVP Apollos
UK), Bruce Ware reviews open theism
carefully. He then refutes it from

Scripture and presents a robust case for
exhaustive divine foreknowledge . He
demonstrates that far from being a
liberating view of God, open theism is
poisonous to Christian life and
experience in at least three areas:

In prayer, the open theists are excited
at the possibility of God actually taking
a different course of action in response
to our prayers. But is this such an
inviting prospect? If God is all-wise
(and even open theists admit his
omniscience of past and present) , then
do we really want him to depart from
his prepared course of action on the
basis of our extremely limited,
blinkered, and sinfully defective
prayers? The alternative is even more
alarming: perhaps God is not all-wise.
After all, his knowledge of the future
we are told is so limited that sometimes
he makes regrettable mistakes - like
appointing King Saul. So perhaps God
needs our prayers to reach the best
decision? Can we ever pray 'your will
be done' and really trust God for the
outcome? There is still worse to come:
if God is not in control of the future,
then his will cannot be guaranteed
anyway whether he likes it or not, for
he would not want to intrude on the
freedom of his creatures.
In guidance, the openness view makes
it doubtful that God can give us useful
direction for the future if he is himself
uncertain as to how it will unfold. If
God cannot predict the state of the
economy, then how can he guide a

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 suffer.
So if we are called by God to follow a
certain path and then encounter many
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 cannot be
sure of the best path for us. While he
has an exhaustive understanding of 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 suffer.
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 inadvertently 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 at 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 beyo nd
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.
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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
w1ings 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 is being woven
together into his perfect sovereign and
eternal purpose. Truly in all things
God works for the good of those who
love him. It is precisely because we
know his absolute sovereignty, his
perfect wisdom and hi:; unfailing love
that we willingly entrust him with our
lives .

Psalm 139 and the Omniscience of God

Erroll Hulse

Does God know all things? Is he omniscient? The Puritans did not use Psalm
139 as a textual reference or proof in the Westminster Confession of Faith for
the knowledge of God. This is surpri sing since Psalm 139 has all the
ingredients to qualify as the locus classicus (principal source of reference) for
that truth.
Several scriptures affirm the omniscience of God.' The best known is Acts
15:18 well expressed in the NKJV, 'Known to God from eternity are all his
works.' Lesser known is Ezekiel 11:5, where the LORD declares, 'I know
what is going through your mind,' and Psalm 147:5 'Great is our LORD and
mighty in power; his understanding has no limit.'
The doctrine of God's omniscience as expressed in Psalm 139 is written as a
prayer and wrapped in personal devotion. It is composed in poetic form and
prepared for the director of music. The Hebrew text ascribes the psalm to
David.2
The psalm divides into four parts
1. God's omniscience is perfect
2. God's omniscience and omnipresence
3. God 's omniscience and omnipotence
4. God's omniscience and your heart

1. God's omniscience is perfect verses 1-6

David begins, 0 LORD, you have searched me and you know me. You know
when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar... and ends,
Search me, 0 God, and know my heart ... See if there is any offensive way in
me, and lead me in the way everlasting.
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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 thoughts beforehand.
He not only knows them but he has weighed those thoughts and knows them
altogether. He knows them from every angle, 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 comes 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 comprehensive. There is nothing that he does not
know perfectly, past, present and future. 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 !mowledge, 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. It is 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.'5
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.
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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 holding Dav i1d 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 of 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 Presence. 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 communion with our Triune God.
The divine presence is prominent in Scripture. Moses could not bear the
thought of leading the Israelites through 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 guaranteed 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, 'I 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 thing. There are places and events when
Satan's presence can be distinctly 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 Spirit who comes to exalt
the person and work of Christ and to further his cause.
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For the explanation of this photo see page 11

We should always seek the felt presence of God fervently. As we do we
remember that eternal life is the joy of the presence of the Lord (Ps 16: 11;
21:6). The joy of the new earth and the new Jerusalem is the presence of the
Lord. We are reminded of this reality by Revelation 21:3, 'Now the dwelling
of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people and
God himself will be with them and be their God.'

3. God's omniscience and omnipotence verses 13-18
David turns in his meditation to consider that the Holy Spirit is not only
everywhere present but is everywhere present with power. He is all- powerful.
This is strikingly observed in conception and birth.
For you created my inmost being;
you knit me together in my mother's womb.
I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made;
your works are wonderful, I know that full well.
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My frame was not hidden from you
when I was made in the secret place.
When I was woven together in the depths of the earth,
your eyes saw my unformed body.
All the days ordained for me were written in your book
before one of them came to be.
There are two principal issues which bring from the psalmist
profound wonder, love and praise. Firstly there is the wonder of his creation in
the womb of his mother. Second there is the relationship of that creation in his
mother's womb with all the days predestined for him on earth.
David did not possess the scientific knowledge that we have, but he sensed the
wonder of conception and birth. The complexity involved in the forming of a
human being is stupendous; the ai.nngement of components include 'over 200
bones, 600 muscles, 10,000 auditory nerve fibres, two million optic nerve
fibres, 100 billion nerve cells and 400 billion feet of blood vessels and
capillaries are packed into a unit several thousand million million times
smaller than the smallest piece of functional machinery ever used by man .. .'
The chemical instructions for the construction of a complete human being exist
in every fertilised human egg and just one chromosome may contain
information equivalent to 500 million words, that is about 5,000 books. That is
just one chromosome. If all that is involved in the DNA for one human
body were unravelled it would reach to the sun and back more than a hundred
times.6
It is incredible that detail of this magnitude came by chance or evolved. How
finely is a person woven together in the womb. Included in that creation is the
giving of gifts. For instance one in about every 500 million will possess the
gifts exercised by Beethoven or Mozart or combine a string of gifts as was
displayed in the life of the psalmist himself or in Martin Luther.
The second matter that draws worship from David is predestination. He
understood that every day of his life had been worked out by God, All the days
ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.
The omniscience of God embraces a complete biography of David's life.
Every day! This is in accord with Ephesians 2:10, 'For we ai.·e God's
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared
in advance for us to do ' (Eph 2:10), and also with the great commission in
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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.7 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, 0 Lord!'
Jonathan Edwards plumbs the depth of this subject in his sermon 'The End of
the Wicked Contemplated by the Righteous ' .9 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,
0 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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He is also all-poweful. He is omnipotent. If you pray this prayer, you are in the
way of eternal life. When all your sin is confessed and repented of and the
blood of Jesus Christ sought for your cleansing then you are in the way of
eternal life. It is a way that is sure because he who is omnipotent has begun a
good work in you and that good work he will certainly complete (Phil 1:6).

Endnotes
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In chapter two of the 1689
Confession of Faith, first paragraph,
the attributes of God are declared as:
Unity,
Aseity
(self-existence),
Infinity, Incomprehensibility, Spirituality, Immortality, Immutability,
Immensity, Eternality, Omnipotence,
Infinity, Holiness, Wisdom, Independence, Absoluteness, Sovereignty,
Love, Grace, Mercy, Patience,
Goodness, Veracity and Justice. The
omniscience of God is reserved for
special treatment in the second
paragraph under the title of
knowledge. ' His knowledge is
infinite and infallible. No single thing
is to him at risk or uncertain , for he is
not dependent upon created things.'
Aramaic editing of the text has
caused doubt to be cast on the
authorship of David. By 2002 the
whole Bible had been translated into
383 languages. That involves much
more than editing. David is as much
the author of Psalm 139 in Russian or
Zulu as he was in his original Hebrew
or under Aramaic editors.
Stephen Charnock, The Attributes of
God, vol 2 page 74, Parsons Edition,
London 1815.
A Faith to Confess, The 1689 Second
London Baptist Confession of Faith,
Carey Publications, Chapter 3,
paragraph one.
C EB Cranfield, A Shorter Commentary on Romans, T and T Clark, 1985,
p 204. Cranfield is outstanding in his
exposition of Romans 8:28. He
weighs eight different grammatical
possibilities and concludes, 'Paul ' s
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meaning is that all things, even those
which seem most adverse and hurtful,
such as persecution and death itself,
are profitable to those who truly love
God. But not every sort of profit is
meant. So the expression has to be
made more precise. Hence the
addition "for their true good". Paul
does not mean that all things serve the
comfort or convenience of worldly
interests of believers; it is obvious
that they do not. What he means is
that they assist our salvation.'
John Blanchard, Does God Believe in
Atheists? EP, 2000, page 295ff. The
details of this paragraph have been
extracted from John Blanchard's
brilliant 650 page work. A volume of
that size can be daunting but do not
be deterred by that for the quality
throughout is superb. An excellent
250 page abridgement with the title ls
God Past His Sell-By Date? has just
been published by EP. Fascinating
personal testimonies have been
woven into this work which is highly
commended. Part of the chapter,
Where Was God on September 11th?
was included in RT 186.
David Preston's rendering of Psalm
139 to the tune Blaenwern or Sanctus
is found in The Book of Praises,
Carey Publications, available from
Evangelical Press. It is also found in
the new hymn book PRAISE! also
available from EP.
C H Spurgeon, The Treasury of
David, vol 7, page 243.
Jonathan Edwards, Works , vol 2,
page 206.

A Remarkable Providence
Sebastian Floor is a missionary who has spent many years in Mozambique.
Recently it was necessary for his wife Karen to travel to Zimbabwe where
the following incident took place which, if it had occurred in the time of the
Puritans, would surely have found a place in John Flavel'sfamous classic,
'The Providence of God'.
On Sunday 16 December, at the end of
a conference, Karen, and our young
sons Nathan and Dean drove 60 km east
of Harare to visit her sister-in-law
Jacornien and her children. The car was
parked under a massive tree on an
extensive plot of land. About four in the
afternoon, a spectacular thunderstorm
came up with repeated flashes of
lightning. Jacornien looked outside and
told Karen she had left the lights of the
car on. Surprised, since she drove to
Marondera in daylight with no need for
the headlights, Karen got up to look.
Peering into the half-dark through
driving rain, she noticed another Isuzu
with lights on, next to her car. Jacornien
screamed at the top of her voice: 'They
are stealing your car!' (Cars are often
stolen in Zimbabwe by approaching the
target in a storm with a getaway car.)
The next moment there was another
terrible flash of lightning and a crash of
thunder. The ladies were amazed to see
half of the huge tree collapsing over
our car. The next moment the car driven
by the thieves shot off at high speed to
the gate and disappeared. When the
storm abated everyone went out to
inspect the damage.

one branch, it fell so close. The car was
totally covered in small branches and
leaves . It took Jacornien's father and
three other men a good hour to cut the
car free with axes and saws. We have
photos of this to keep as a momenta
(see page 7). The next day Karen and
the children drove all the way back to
South Africa with the car in perfect
condition except for a few dents on the
roof and bonnet. The paint wasn't even
scratched. Isn't that an amazing preservation? Imagine the shock of those car
thieves as the huge tree collapsed
almost on top of them.

Two thick branches , each more than a
foot in diameter, had fallen on either
side of the car. Karen couldn't even get
her hand between the car's side and the

Our God is in control of the weather
and of lightning storms too ! He cares
for our vehicles. How much more does
he care for us.

Karen Floor and one of her sons
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News firom E~on1ania
Pastor Ian McNaughton, Holbrooks
Evangelical
Church,
Coventry,
describes his visit to Romania last
October.
The opportunity to speak in Romania
and Hungary at the invitation of the
Slavic Gospel Association (SGA) was
a memorable experience. I was thrilled
to teach at the Romanian 'Schools of
the prophets ' in Oradea and Medias as
well as to preach in a town called Tirgu
Mures which is in the centre of the
country. My fellowship with Wi nston
Flavell (SGA's Director of Home
Ministries) my co-traveller, was sweet
and God granted us both good health
and journeying mercies.
The Oradea church has 4,000 members
and is engaged in evangelism in the
city, in day schools, broadcasting,
medical care, nursery work, book
publishing, church planting and more.
Pastor Corne! Iova runs the Mission
School programme. The church in
Medias has a membership of 500 and is
also engaged in church planting
projects. God has truly raised up a
people for himself in Romania. It was
good to meet Dinu Moga an elder in
Oradea church and director of Editura
Faclia, a Reformed Baptist publishing
house producing a wide range of high
quality books and booklets.
My fellowship with Pastor Pauls and
the church in Tirgu Mures was
especially memorable. On Sunday
morning they were ordaining a new
church planter who had come through
the Mission School. I brought the
closing Bible ministry and preached
from Luke chapter 10 on the commis12

Oradea Baptist Church

sioning of the seventy; which followed
sermons from two other visiting
pastors! We three along with Pastor
Pauls then laid hands on the church
planter and prayed for God's blessing
on his future ministry.
The Slavic Gospel Association is
engaged in vital work throughout
Eastern Europe including financial
support of pastors in Romania and
other EE countries which enables
pastors to continue in their calling.
Pastor Pauls of Tirgu Mures told me
that in his district alone there are now
30 Baptist churches and 10 years ago
there were only 6, and 2 preaching
posts. I enjoyed every minute of the
teaching programme and did not feel
overtaxed
after undertaking 30
talks/sermons during the two week trip.
The accommodation in Emmanuel
Church , Oradea was excellent, and in
Medias Pastor Gigi and his wife Lavi
were wonderful hosts.
The Mission School model is an
excellent way of giving keen
Christians, as well as pastors, a
theological grounding and will no
doubt prove to be a source of new
spiritual recruits for all kinds of
church-based ministries in the future.
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Church Growth in Namibia
Report by Joachim Rieck, pastor of Eastside Baptist Church, Windhoek,
Namibia

Pastor Laban Mwashekele of Namibia,
and Aard van Onselen of the
Netherlands, who has worked for
several years in Namibia, attended the
Carey Ministers '
Conference in
January 2000. The conferees were
thrilled to hear from them of the
advance of the gospel among the
Oshivambo people of Namibia which is
a huge country, as far as land mass is
concerned: 833 .000 sq k, compared
with South Africa 1218,000 sq k and
the UK only 244,000 sq k. Whereas the
population of South Africa is 40
million and the UK 58 million, the
population of Namibia is only 1.7
million of whom about half are
Oshivambo.
Since then there have been further
encouragements in terms of church
growth in Namibia, especially among
the Oshivambo people to whom Pastor
Mwashekele ministers .
God has been pleased to invest an
unusual mixture of theological acumen
and evangelistic fervour in Laban.
When he visits towns , people flock to
hear him and many commit their lives
to Christ. His radio preaching over the
National Broadcaster in the Oshivambo
language is eagerly listened to.
Over 20 Ovambo Reformed Baptist
churches have been planted in Namibia

since 1995. We long for similar blessing
among the other population groups of
our country. In December 2001 when
Laban went home for a well- deserved
rest in Ovamboland, he found himself in
an unusual predicament. He could get no
rest because people who had listened to
the radio broadcasts sought him out. He
was told: 'There is a lot of work to be
done. ' Many villages requested a visit,
and so Pastor Mwashekele followed up a
few. In seven villages the work proved
particularly fruitful.
When it is apparent that there is a desire
for the Word and people are prepared
to have Bible study/preaching services,
a leader is prepared to take responsibility and the group is recognised
as a viable fellowship. Often
Laban' s Sunday morning radio
sermons are listened to in these
congregations.

Conversions
In his nation-wide ffilmstry Pastor
Mwashekele simply preaches the
Word. The standard procedure is to
preach the Word. No altar call is made,
but people are drawn to seek spiritual
counselling for salvation, sometimes
after the sermon, and sometimes
months later when the Word has taken
root. At this point the seekers are

13

encouraged to commit themselves
wholeheartedly to the Lord. Usually
baptism follows shortly. Sadly, it
becomes evident that some converts are
HIV/AIDS positive, but they remain
eager and faithful in the face of their
adversity.
The leaders rn these churches are
exceedingly diligent in persuading
people everywhere to believe in Jesus.
The Reformed Baptists are held in high
esteem in these rural areas which is a
positive testimony. Many Oshi vambo
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 is a
huge difference between the faith of
Martin Luther and his modern
offspring.

addressed. Another issue is the use of
'drums ' in the church. Many churches
use these to draw the people. Pastor
Mwashekele calls the e the ' music
ch rches', because they give most
attentio n 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
Mwas hekele mentions that many
good hymns still need to be translated
into Oshivambo, and we ask
your prayer in regard to this matter
also.

The Oshi vambo 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 in the
Namibian churches is constantly being
challenged and there is a constant call
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 not
converted. Therefore the issue of who
is to be in the church choirs is now

Pastor Mwashekele suggests that many
have been used to Listening to preaching
that has only reached the 1nind, 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 Nainibia 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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Rolfe Barnard (1904-1969)
By Roger Fay
who is co-editor with
Prof Edgar Andrews of Evangelical
Times and pastor of Zion Evangelical
Baptist Church, Ripon, North
Yorkshire.

Rolfe
Barnard

GOD HAS OFTEN MOVED IN MYSTERIOUS WAYS AS IS SEEN IN
his choice of Rolfe Barnard to preach the gospel of grace in America during the
mid-twentieth century. Barnard's was an awakening ministry. He was 'John
the Baptist come to town', reputedly the only Reformed evangelist in America
at a time when Billy Graham was widely engaged in city-wide crusade
evangelism.
The Billy Graham crusades reflected the doctrinal declension of contemporary
evangelicalism. Conversion had become equated with a physical response to
the evangelist's 'invitation'. There was naive optimism about man ' s ability to
'decide for Christ'. These trends were not resisted by a Fundamentalist
movement that had doggedly resisted theological modernism, but also
downplayed confessionalism.

Early life

Rolfe Barnard was born in Guntersville, Alabama. Before his birth his parents
dedicated him to God. He was baptised as an unconverted boy in a Southern
15

Baptist church. When he was 11 years old he ' went forward' at a
missionary meeting, and seemed, from that point, to sense God's will that he
should be a preacher. But he rebelled against the idea. He went to university in
Texas when 15, and there, whenever he thought of God, was challenged by the
call to preach. This he evaded by every device, including lengthy times of
prayer.
Then his rebellion turned to outright atheism as he abandoned all pretence of
faith in God. An atheists ' club was organised and he became its president. On
Friday nights 300 students, led by Barnard, gathered to poke fun at the Bible.
But alone in the night watches, his parents' God loomed large in his
thoughts. He would curse God during the day and pray to him at night. 'I say
to you, and this is the truth, before I could sleep at night I' cl get down on my
knees and say to God, "If you 'll not kill me tonight, I'll surrender to you
tomorrow." '
On graduating, he moved to Panhandle, Texas, to become a schoolteacher.
In Texas at that time teachers were required to be church members.
Barnard duly joined a church but never attended. Later he confessed, 'For
years I blasphemed everything high and low, but they kept me on the church
roll.'

Conversion

Then a remarkable thing happened. Shortly after he moved to a new location
and church, he was asked to teach in the men 's Bible class. Unaccountably, he
accepted. As a Bible teacher he was a success. The men were impressed with
his Bible knowledge and ability to communicate. But inwardly he was
rebelling against God. Later, he described himself as a 'hypocrite' and a
'devil'. Then the crisis took place. The pastor resigned, and Sunday after
Sunday there was nobody to preach in the church. This issue dogged Barnard,
and the dilemma proved too great to bear. One Sunday he went home, entered
the bathroom and locked the door. There, as he later said, 'The battle was
fought out' - and God won!
Barnard went straight to the home of the Sunday School Superintendent who
was asleep in a rocking chair waiting for dinner. Barnard woke him with the
words, 'Brother Mills, I've come to tell you, the Lord has saved me and I want
to preach next Sunday.' Barnard recalled: The Superintendent said, 'Well, it's
about time!' - He sure let me down. I had wanted him to say, 'Oh, isn't that
wonderful.' Instead he said, 'Well, it's about time.' Barnard asked what he
meant, to which he responded, 'Things have: been going on. A couple of letters
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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 AP 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 tengallon 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 Southwestern 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 ministry, 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-S alem 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 ministry 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 defining moment then came at the Fundamentalist '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 morning the conference was in turmoil. By the
middle of the week Dr Rice had asked Barnard to leave.
Ashland

Soon after, Don Wells, pastor of Pollard 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 has something to do with the foreordaining
purposes of God.' Then he asked , '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.

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 meanjng 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 hjs 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

evangelists. There was none of the flashy 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, "Goel 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 strictnes of his Law. This, you can be sure,
was different! Rumours began to spread all over town that a Calvinist had
come to Ashland. Some reacted with 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 hold a tent meeting in a large park downtown ... I had
been baptised at the age of 12, but was utterly without any vital relationship
with God in my life ... Still, I did not even want to consider that I was not a
Christian ... We were all fascinated with his style, though he seemed awfully
stem and rough. Plain truths of the Word of God were set forth, even the
harshest, in their naked reality. One 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 "breaking up". Many, mostly adults, began to go
forward after the messages and state 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 most of them were church members. I remember
one night the piano stopped playing 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 t med out later, not one of us

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 Jost 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 thi s 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 I 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, AD 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.

Assessment
How are we to assess Barnard? Mike Renihan, in a recent Evangelical
Times article has highlighted the 'rugged individualism' of American folkculture, 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 this 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 preacher. 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 audience. As a rule, it was very difficult for
people to sleep when Barnard was preachirng!' ... 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 stubborn 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 would 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 really 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.

Two Sides of Nigeria
What an amazing country Nigeria is,
with a population of about 120
million more than twice that of Great
Britain and by far the largest in
Africa. Egypt is next with about 68
million. There is evidence of Christianity everywhere, even in the north
(but less so than in the south). Lagos
is a city of almost six million people,
with a church on almost every street
block. Almost half the stock of
bookshops on the street and in the
airports consist of Christian publications, many by Nigerian authors.
While waiting for a flight at Lagos
airport one can listen for a full hour to
Handel's Messiah on the PA system.
It is not unusual to see people praying
together or reading solid historical
material or Bible commentaries.
These impressions seem to be in
accord with the very high estimate
given of 23 percent evangelical for
Nigeria in Operation World. One
church notice board reads: '5 a.m.
prayer meeting every day of the week
and Saturdays from 7 a.m. Mothers
can bring their children to be bathed
at church to get them ready for
Sunday.' Since many do not have
running water in their homes, what a
beautiful ministry to mothers!

But there is a sombre downside to all
this because of the appalling ongoing
conflict between Muslims and
Christians in Nigeria. Thousands

have already died on both sides.
Almost weekly news of clashes
somewhere in the country hits the
headlines. The Christian Church in
Northern Nigeria is struggling with
the matter of self-defence. What
should they do when a mob burns
down their church, kills their pastor
and then comes after them? In several
places, Christians have reacted with
violence, and sometimes even
attacked first 'in self-defence'. We
drove past one burned-out Muslim
village and I was told how it had
happened. In one village we drove
through, we saw on the wall of a mud
mosque a huge poster of Osama bin
Laden in full military fatigues and a
heavy machine gun over his
shoulders. One newspaper reported
that 70% of all baby boys born in the
city of Kano were named 'Osama',
since 11th September.
Christians who convert from Islam
suffer serious persecution. One
particularly harsh reprisal is that
when a man comes to Christ, his wife
and children are taken from him by
force. Such converts, mostly men
between 20 and 40 are then forced to
flee for their lives. A few are killed,
others are now adrift unemployed,
with their loved ones taken from
them. Please remember the suffering
body of Christ in northern Nigeria.
A Missionary
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The Plight of Zimbabwe
======================
Derek Carlsen
WOULD THE RISE OF THE THIRD
Reich in Nazi Germany have been
opposed and impeded by the outside
world if there had been an Internet? A
similar regime of thuggery has been
rampant in Zimbabwe. Through the
Internet it is possible for the whole world
to know the details. Christians in
Zimbabwe have been anested and
harassed because of their opposition to
Robert Mugabe. The recent election
result has been rejected by the USA, by
the EU and by the Commonwealth whjch
has expelled Zimbabwe for a year.
One of the websites from whlch
information can be obtained is by Peter
Hammond who sent us the following
e-mail:

Fellow office bearers in Christ's Church,
we stand together at one of the most
c1itical times in our nation's hlstory and
the vast majority of Zimbabweans are
looking to us for moral guidance. If we,
however, refuse to give direction by
failing to call wickedness by its name
now, then we will not be able to call
anything wicked in the future. The issue
facing us is not 'party politics ', but
morality, i.e. that righteous behaviour
God expects from the least of us to the
greatest, since the uni versa! principles of
truth and justice have been written on the
heart of every person . Morality is
inseparable from the religious beliefs we
profess; thus to ignore the immorality that
has been thrust into our faces is to deny
our religion and faith .

THOUSANDS ARRESTED, ABDUCTED,
beaten and tortured. Over 1400 MDC
election observers and supporters have
been arrested in a massive nation-wide
retributive backlash, following ZANUPF' s announcement that they had won the
Presidential 'elections'. Human rights
groups have documented over 70,000
human rights abuses in the run up to the
elections . These
included
severe
beatings, abductions, torture and murder.
For information go to

For us to suggest (by our silence) that it is
a moral option for our congregation
members to vote for a candidate whose
policies and achjevements include
genocide, the dismantling of our judicial
system, the perversion of justice, the
raping of our economy, the disintegration
of the rule of law and the use of thugs,
terror and lies, means that we will have
no basis fo r ever calling any person in the
hlstory of the world, immoral.

http://www.frontline.org.za/fraud.htm.
From a Reformed Presbyterian pastor, Dr
Derek Carlsen, PO BOX 3348,
Paulington, Mutare, Zimbabwe
rhm@syscom.co.zw-The first part of hi s
fervent appeal to stand fast for truth
against evil runs as follows:
A pastor's call to all church leaders
(March 1st 2002)
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What do we become if we, who are meant
to be the standard bearers of truth and
justice, refuse to distinguish clearly
between morality and immorality with
respect to the known activities of any
presidential candidate? If we as church
leaders in these perilous times are
unwilling to call immorality what it is,
then we will have no basis for justifying
the existence of our office afterwards.

Is God Omniscient?
An overview of literature on open theism by Dr Robert Letham, Adjunct
Professor of Systematic Theology, Westminster Theological Seminary,
Philadelphia and Senior Minister, Emmanuel Orthodox Presbyterian Church,
Wilmington, Delaware.
David Basinger, The Openness of God:
A Biblical Challenge to the Traditional
Understanding of God. Downers
Grove, Illinois, USA: InterVarsity
Press/Carlisle: Paternoster Press , 1994.
202pp.
Gerald Bray, The Personal God.
Carlisle, USA: Paternoster Press, 1998.
76pp.
Tony
Gray
and
Christopher
Sinkinson
(eds.) ,
Reconstructing
Theology: A Critical Assessment of the
Theology of Clark Pinnock. Carlisle,
USA: Paternoster Press, 2000. xviii +
284pp.
Thomas G Weinandy, OFM, Cap. Does
God Suffer? Notre Dame, Indiana:
University of Notre Dame Press/
Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000. 310pp.
IN RECENT YEARS A NUMBER OF
'card-carrying' evangelicals in North
America have articulated a controversial view of God known as open theism.
Led by the Canadian, Clark Pinnock,
these erstwhile Arminians have gone
several stages further by, inter alia,
arguing that God does not foreknow the
future.

'The Openness of God' symposium
consists of a series of essays from
biblical, historical, philosophical and
practical perspectives. At its heart is
opposition to what the authors describe
as the 'traditional understanding of

God' as omniscient and omnipotent.
This understanding was, they claim,
influenced by Greek thought, mediated
to the Church via the Alexandrian
Jewish philosopher and exegete, Philo
(c 25Bc - 45AD). This was an
extraneous influence that diverted the
Church away from biblical truth to a
philosophical straitjacket in which God
was seen to be impassible (unable to
suffer) and immutable (unable to
change). So the biblical focus on the
vital interaction of God with his
creatures in which he responds to their
actions, even repenting of what he had
done or planned, was lost. Instead of a

loving God who feels the sufferings of
humans, the Church taught that he is
removed and remote from the
sufferings of the world. In turn, God ' s
supposed omniscience (his comprehensive knowledge of all things) reduces
humans to robots, eliminating the real
contribution that the Bible teaches they
have in the outworking of the world ' s
history. Pinnock regards his former
Calvinism as nonsense, and is severe
on its exponents, such as D.A. Carson:
'To say that God hates sin while
secretly willing it, to say that God
warns us not to fall away though it is
impossible, to say that God loves the
world while excluding most people
from an opportunity of salvation , to say
that God warmly invites sinners to
come knowing all the while that they
cannot possibly do so - such things do
not deserve to be called mysteries when
that is just a euphemism for nonsense'
(Openness, 115, n 33).
Instead, for Pinnock and his friends,
God is love. This entails relationships
with his creatures and also mutability,
for relationships change in the
course of time with the give and take
that is an essential part of personal
interaction.
Here we come to the hub of the
argument, the denial of omniscience to
God. It is true that God knows a lot. He
knows everything that is possible to
know. However, this does not include
certain knowledge of future events. It is
impossible to know the future, even for
God. God's eternity is not timelessness
since he has made himself to be in real
interaction with the temporal world in
which we live. He is like a chess

grandmaster who has an expert understanding of what moves his creatures
may make but who has allowed them
freedom to make these moves as they
see fit. So they may take him by
surprise on occasions, when they make
an unorthodox move he had not
envisaged. However, he is resourceful
and can respond to these surprises like
a champion playing an opponent of
lesser ability. However, there is no
guarantee that his plans will succeed.
He may be caught by surprise to such
an extent that his plans may fail.
However, if plan A fails he will turn to
plan B.
The open theists claim this is a relationship of give and take, of real interaction
in which God is a genuine partner of his
human creatures. This is of immense
stimulus to us spiritually, the authors
claim, for it tells us that we are real
contributors to our relationship with
God and to the ongoing stream of
events. This makes a major difference
in prayer, knowing that our requests
and actions will significantly contribute
to the eventual outcome, an outcome
about which God is as much in the dark
as we are. All in all, this is 'an exciting
understanding of God' (9).
Bray responds from an orthodox
perspective indirectly, pointing to the
thoroughly personal nature of God's
covenant dealings with the human race.
The Gray I Sinkinson volume interacts
directly with Pinnock, who responds at
the end of each section. The final
chapten: dealing with Pinnock's
inclusivist view of salvation, the idea
that others than professing Christians
may be saved are outside our frame of
reference here. The contributors are all

younger scholars. The chapter by
Simon Gathercole, a member of the
Divinity fac ulty 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
Protestanti sm 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 responsiveness to the human predicament, yet
they reject the seemingly obvious
corollary that God has human body
parts (witness the descriptions of hi s
arm, hands and such like). These have
traditionally been known as anthropomorphisms (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 I 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
Harnack (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 institutions 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

superficial acquaintance with the
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 Fathers of
Greek philosophical terms was as a
direct counter to the Platonism of the
day. The philosophers ridiculed the
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 interchangeable 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, in the
trinitarian controversies, and it is
this that is the one coherent framework for Christian experience and
prayer.

5 Underlying the entire claim of open
theism is a distorted view of God. God,

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 contributors to The Openness of God make
significant reference to other attributes
such as justice or holiness. 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 (unchangeable) 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 unique,. 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 thing when we
use the word 'love' in this way? Of
course not!. .. It is the nature of the relationship 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 reconciliation'. He has ignored the
magisterial work of Leon MoITis 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 theoretically 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, 16165). 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 foreordained 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

can be vetoed by each and every
person. What does this do for genuine
Christian spirituality? Is it not illogical
as Bray points out to pray for
something if it is not in God' s power to
deliver it? Basinger appears to admit as
much when he accepts 'we naturally
find
prayers
requesting
even
noncoercive divine influence in the
lives of others to be very problematic '
(161) . Not only is it not in God' s power
to change other people's lives but also
it would be an infringement of their
freedom if he were to try.

is .. .Since it is always possible that
what will occur as a result of following
God's specific will at a given time will
not be exactly what even God
envisioned ... But if, after consideration, an individual remains convinced
that she was indeed following God's
will initi ally and can over time discern
no hidden benefit in maintaining the
status quo, then, given the open view,
she is free to turn to God without
remorse or guilt to attempt to discern
his new specific will for her life

There is another hitch for the open
theists. Let Basinger tell us himself:

Ignoring the p1et1st1c search for the
specific will of God in this or that, to
say nothing of the political correctness,
the glaring problem is that if God 'may
not know what the state of the
economy will be over the next five or
ten years' and so hi s advice fails , of
what value will be 'his new specific
will' ? Pres umably it will be as
provisional as hi s old will - and as
reliable.

. . . since God does not necessarily
know exactly what will happen in th.e
future, it is always possi ble that even
that which God in his unparalleled
wisdom believes to be the best course
of action at any given time may not
produce the anticipated results in the
long run. For example, given that God
may not know exactly what the state of
the economy will be over the next five
or ten years, it is possible that what
God in hi s wisdom believes at present
to be the best course of study for a
student may not be an option that
will allow her after graduation to
pursue the profession for which she has
prepared.
In other words, as we see it, a perso n
who finds that her attempts to fo llow
God's will do not produce what she
perceives to be a positive state of
affairs need not assume automatically
either that she did not properly discern
God's will in the first place or that what
appears not to be a positive state of
affairs in some mysterious way actuall y

( 165-66).

However, the open theists miss the
fundamental point that prayer is a
means of grace. They construe it as a
means to change God's mind, or to
elicit his provisional advice about this
or that, whereas he has designed it as a
means to change our minds and
increasingly conform us to his
character. Pinnock arid his friends '
discussion of prayer reeks of a
sixpence-in-the-slot mentality. You ask
God which college you should attend,
whom you should marry, which career
yo u should follow. In the open
interactive relationship you believe you
have, the answer will presumably come
back in some form, but one open to
revision at a later date. This is not a
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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, 'It is
not God who changes to suit me, but I
who am changed to suit him. This
difference is all-important, and understanding it is the true key to the
Christian life' (73).

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 nevertheless 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.

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 selfconsistent, 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 perspectives 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.

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.

The exponents of open theism are all
members
of
The
Evangelical

God who is sovereign over creation
acts within creation to reveal himself as

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 and
resurrection. It would be of no help to
us if God suffered divinely as God. On
the one hand, he would be unable 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 tum 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 the
atonement as propitiation, for instance
- but overall this is a splendid book to
which anyone should turn who is
concerned about questions such as
these.

Weinandy, together with Bray and
most of the contributors to the
symposium, point to the crippling
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, nonconfessional 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
Evangebcal
Theological
Society
we have great help from a Capuchin
monk.
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