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I’ve recently been thinking about the phrase, ‘they have a 
wealth of knowledge’. It’s one of those things you hear quite 
a lot in the life of a college! And it’s an interesting phrase.

Sometimes I hear it used in a positive sense, to mean that 
someone simply knows a lot, and what they have is ‘wealth’, 
like a personal fortune. Perhaps we admire people who make 
fortunes, such as the entrepreneurs on Dragons’ Den. But 
often a fortune is truly personal: ‘I made it and it belongs to 
me, so hands off!’ 

What happens with money can also happen with 
knowledge. In that sense, having a wealth of knowledge 
is not necessarily a good thing, any more than having a 
financial fortune is necessarily a good thing. We rightly 
note the Bible’s warnings on financial wealth and the 
temptations it can raise, but perhaps we also need to take 
seriously the thought that a wealth of knowledge can 
present similar temptations to self-reliance and pride. King 
Solomon famously had a wealth of knowledge, but his 
knowledge was not in the end well-used.

I find it intriguing that with Solomon we have wealth of 
knowledge associated with financial wealth (1 Kings 4:20-34). 
In our time and culture, that connection is widely seen in 
the ‘knowledge’ economy, where knowledge is treated like 
a commodity which I can buy or sell. Such knowledge is 
emphatically mine; it is my possession, which belongs to 
me. Universities are businesses today, not just institutions 

of learning, but places where the commodity of learning 
is sold. Considered globally, it is scarcely surprising that 
those societies which know the most are the wealthiest. 
They have more with which to trade. But what we know 
can easily become something just for us, exclusively ours, 
like a private collector gazing adoringly at his own personal 
Rembrandt: rightly treasured, but wrongly monopolised.

The idea of someone keeping the treasures of Bible-
based knowledge to themselves is deeply at odds with the 
gospel. The gospel is about a servant-king, who ‘though 
he was rich, yet for your sake became poor’. And Christian 
ministry is not just about knowing the facts, but holding 
them in a particular way, holding them in trust for others, 
for the benefit of others and their edification, not our self-
glorification. That’s at the heart of Paul’s understanding that 
apostles are ‘stewards of the mysteries of God’. Stewards 
hold things in trust for others, not for themselves. That’s 
natural in a church which is a body, and where each holds 
his or her gift on behalf of others.

Giving it all 
away In today’s digital world, buying and 

selling information  is a key part of 
the economy. Introducing this new 

publication from Oak Hill, Mike Ovey, the 
Principal, reflects on knowledge, information 
sharing and the gospel

The idea of someone keeping 
the treasures of Bible-based 
knowledge to themselves is 
deeply at odds with the gospel
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As I look at the articles in this first issue of Commentary, 
what delights me is the way a wealth of knowledge has 
been spent by the authors here. There’s a TV reality show 
at the moment where a wealthy individual shares part of 
their fortune and looks for good and deserving causes. The 
money they give away often makes a profound difference. 
It’s money well spent, you might say.

And that’s what I see here: Kirsty Birkett bringing her 
knowledge of theology and the history of science together 
as she deals so clearly with naturalism (p. 10); Dan Strange 
drawing on his deep understanding of apologetics to show 
how we can advance the case for the uniqueness of Jesus 
Christ in today’s culture (p. 4). These are real issues which 
affect Christian ministry, and we need to think about them 
biblically if we are to minister to people biblically.

And there’s much more. One of my delights is the 
reflections of one of our students on how the wealth of 
knowledge he gained in his first year at Oak Hill helped him 
minister to Muslims over the summer break (p. 8). That is 
certainly a knowledge fortune well spent. That is knowing 
on trust: knowledge held not as a commodity, but spent 
serving others in pursuit of the great commission, helping 
them to know and love the Lord Jesus in all their different 
and difficult situations.

This desire to spend our knowledge capital and share it 
with others is what lies behind the launch of Commentary, 
our latest publication from Oak Hill. We hope to publish this 
magazine twice a year, with features, essays and reviews 
from the teaching staff and students. It’s part of what we 
have been doing for a few years now on the College website, 
where lectures have been available as MP3 downloads, and 
where we are also adding video interviews.

Our knowledge is given to us on trust. But of course, 
any Christian knowledge worth its salt is knowing on 
trust in another sense too. We trust that what God has 
revealed in his word – both explicitly and as we work out 
its implications – is utterly trustworthy and reliable. We’re 
looking forward to unpacking all that means as we learn to 
share the truth of our faith in a world which is information-
rich, but gospel-poor.
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be any such thing as interfaith dialogue? How do we discern 
what is cultural and what is gospel?

Evangelicals need to continue to think hard about such 
issues, but our thinking must be based upon biblical 
foundations concerning the nature of God and his 
revelation and the nature of humankind and our reaction 
to revelation. Any evangelical theology of religions must 
recognise at one and the same time both continuity and 
discontinuity between the quest for God in other faiths and 
the fullness and finality of the knowledge of God ‘in the face 
of Jesus Christ.’

Non-Christian religion, alike in its most debased and most 
elevated manifestations, always bears the dual impress 
of God’s gracious revelation of himself to all mankind in 
creation and mankind’s universal exchange of the truth of 
God for a lie. So long as these twin biblical perspectives are 
maintained, there may be scope for legitimate differences in 

In today’s cultural climate, how can we not only defend our 
faith, but actually persuade atheists, agnostics and pluralists 
of the truth of Christian exclusivity and the uniqueness of 
Jesus Christ? Here are three creative approaches which can 
help us avoid religious pluarlism and defend the Christian 
faith in our difficult cultural context.

Deploy a biblically rich 
theology of religions

A biblical theology of religions is not only interested in 
questions of salvation, but also questions of truth and 
communication. These questions become ever more acute in 
our globalised, multicultural world. More than ever we need 
to integrate sound exegesis, systematics, biblical theology 
and missiology.

If other religions are not paths to salvation, then what are 
they? Do they contain any truth? Do other religions contain 
revelation? Are other religions demonically inspired? Are 
they human constructions? Are they all three? How far can 
we go in tolerating others without compromising our own 
beliefs about Christ?

How do we affirm the good in other religions? Can people 
from other religious traditions do ‘good’? Should we take off 
our shoes in a Sikh temple as a mark of respect? Can there 

Absolute truth
in the age of 
shopping

People who claim their faith is 
exclusively true are frequently 

reviled as intolerant, bigoted and possibly 
dangerous. Dan Strange argues for a 
creative and subversive approach in 
presenting the uniqueness 
of Christ in our culture
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the way Christian theology balances and correlates them in 
its evaluation of other religions.

The two perspectives are tellingly presented in the apostle 
Paul’s address at Athens. Despite the universality of God’s 
providential care and presence, says Paul, the Athenians’ 
religiosity suppressed the knowledge of the true God. Their 
abundant images and idols attested their ignorance of 
him, and their altar ‘to an unknown god’ also attested their 
awareness of that ignorance.

Paul’s message came to hearers whose refusal to know the 
living God had left its mark upon their religion. Because 
idols are distortions and perversions of truth, and therefore 
are ‘related’ to truth, like the great early 20th century 
missiologist Hendrik Kraemer one might cautiously say 
that Christianity is the ‘subversive fulfillment’ of the 
human religious quest. Such a nuanced perspective will 

have important implications as we seek to communicate the 
gospel to men and women of all faiths and worldviews.

Resist the arrogance and 
intolerance of pluralism

Here we need to go on the offensive. Consider, how our 
society reacts to terms like ‘exclusivism’ (cold, harsh, 
unfeeling, divisive), as opposed to terms like ‘inclusivism’ and 
‘pluralism’ (warm, open, tolerant, peaceful).

As the grammar of theology of religions has evolved, some 
have begun to notice an inbuilt bias in the way exclusivism, 
inclusivism and pluralism have been portrayed. There is 
a bias against exclusivism, which is often portrayed in 
emotive and sensational terms, and this is matched by a 
bias towards pluralism, which is portrayed as enlightened, 
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tolerant and neutral. How could anyone be a horrible 
exclusivist? Shouldn’t we all be tolerant pluralists?

However, what must be pointed out is that the pluralism 
argued for and so prized by many today is as intolerant 
and exclusive as so-called exclusivism, in fact far more so. 
Consider carefully an infamous example, the story of the 
blind men and the elephant (told in the panel on the left), 
which is often given as an illustration of tolerant pluralism.

Can you see how this story is actually exclusive? The 
missiologist Lesslie Newbigin, writing in his book, The 
Gospel in a Pluralist Society, can help us here.

‘In the famous story of the blind men and the elephant, so 
often quoted in the interest of religious agnosticism, the 
real point of the story is constantly overlooked... The story 
is constantly told in order to neutralise the affirmation of 
the great religions, to suggest that they learn more humility 
and recognise that none of them can have more than one 
aspect of the truth. But of course, the real point of the story 
is exactly the opposite. If the king were also blind there 
would be no story. The story is told by the king, and it is the 
immensely arrogant claim of one who sees the full truth 
which all the world’s religions are only groping after. It 
embodies the claim to know the full reality which relativises 
all the claims of the religions.’

We need to argue that what looks like an inclusive view is, in 
reality, a very exclusive view; what looks like a humble view 
is a very arrogant view; and what looks like a tolerant view 
is in fact intolerant. Many pluralists (thinking or not) are 
often blind to this criticism and we need to expose the soft 
underbelly of their thinking here. For example...

The blind men and
the elephant
Once upon a time there were six blind men. They lived 
in a town in India. They thought they were very clever. 
One day, an elephant came into the town. The blind 
men did not know what an elephant looked like but 
they could smell it and they could hear it. ‘What is this 
animal like?’ they said.

Each man touched a different part of the elephant. 
The first man touched the elephant’s body. It felt hard, 
big and wide. ‘An elephant is like a wall,’ he said.

The second man touched one of the elephant’s tusks. 
It felt smooth, hard and sharp. ‘An elephant is like a 
spear,’ he said.

The third man touched the elephant’s trunk. It felt 
long and thin and wiggly. ‘An elephant is like a snake,’ 
he said.

The fourth man touched one of the legs. It felt thick, 
rough, hard and round. ‘An elephant is like a tree,’ he 
said.

The fifth man touched one of the elephant’s ears. It 
felt thin and it moved. ‘An elephant is like a fan,’ he said.

The sixth man touched the elephant’s tail. It felt long 
and thin and strong. ‘An elephant is like a rope,’ he said.

The men argued.
‘It’s like a wall!’
‘No, it isn’t!’
‘It’s like a spear!’
‘No it isn’t!’
‘It’s like a snake!’
They did not agree. The king had been watching and 

listening to the men. ‘You are not very clever. You only 
touched part of the elephant. You did not feel the whole 
animal. An elephant is not like a wall, or a spear or a 
snake, or a tree or a fan or a rope.’

The men left the town still arguing.

What must be pointed out is 
that the pluralism argued for 
and so prized by many today 
is as intolerant and exclusive 
as so-called exclusivism, in 
fact far more so
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‘You say, “No one has the right to have the whole truth”, but 
your view assumes you have the whole truth, an absolute 
vantage point to look down on and interpret all religions. 
Tell me, where did you get this insight from exactly? Where 
does your superior knowledge come from?’

‘You say, “No one should try to convert others to their 
religion”, but you want me to convert to your story with its 
own understanding of God and reality. On what basis?’

‘You say that Christian belief is too culturally conditioned 
to be truth, and that if you were born in Morocco you 
wouldn’t even be a Christian but a Muslim. But the same is 
true for you. If you were born in Morocco, you wouldn’t be 
a religious pluralist. It’s just not fair to say: “All claims about 
religions are historically conditioned – except the one I am 
making now.”’

When we make these points, we discover the blind ‘leaps of 
faith’ that pluralists and others have to make to substantiate 
their positions: houses built on sinking sand rather than on 
the solid rock of God’s revelation.

Demonstrate the power of the gospel 
to change lives and communities

Given that we are all exclusivists, we need to ask which 
exclusive set of beliefs actually delivers the goods: lasting 
peace, tolerance, loving relationships and peaceful 
behaviour? Here Tim Keller is at his subversive best. 
Focusing on 1 John 4:1-12, Keller argues that it is precisely the 
unique aspects of the Christian gospel which will provide 
the lasting reconciliation which people long for and chase 
after in their unbelief – and all these focus on Jesus Christ.

First he points to the origin of Jesus’ salvation. Unlike the 
human founders of many of the world religions, Jesus Christ 
has come ‘from God,’ (verse 2). Jesus is God incarnate.

Secondly, he looks at the purpose of Jesus’ salvation. 
Unlike many other religions, which seek liberation or escape 
from creation and the physical world, Jesus has ‘come in the 
flesh’ (verse 2). In both the incarnation and the resurrection 
we see that salvation is not about escaping creation but 
redeeming and transforming creation.

Thirdly, he explores the method of grace. Unlike other 
religions, in which you have to perform in certain ways to 
be saved, the gospel says the opposite: ‘This is love: not that 
we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an 
atoning sacrifice for our sins’ (verse 10).

Keller argues that it is these doctrinal distinctives which 
are the foundation for truly loving behaviour. Without 
these unique foundations, a concept such as ‘love’ loses 
its meaning and quickly becomes self-righteousness and 
intolerance. How so?

Keller argues that in the method of grace, Christians know 
they are not saved because of their performance, so they 
are to be humble, and not self-righteous. In the purpose of 
Jesus’ salvation, Christians know they are to serve others in 
their communities, because the resurrection shows us that 
this world, God’s creation, matters. Finally, in the purpose 
of Jesus’ salvation, Christians know that a self-sacrificing 
God must lead to self-sacrificing rather than self-righteous 
followers. It turns out that ‘exclusive’ Christianity produces 
the most inclusive, loving and peaceful followers.

Looking forward to A Passion for Life in March 2010, it is 
crucial that we continue to proclaim faithfully the unique 
and exclusive claims of Jesus Christ. Prayerfully, and 
with gentleness and respect, we should subvert, persuade 
and proclaim our unique good news, knowing that in our 
exclusive message we are giving a reason for hope in a 
hopeless world.

Dan Strange is Lecturer in Culture, Religion and Public 
Theology at Oak Hill. An expanded version of this article is in 
the Affinity publication TableTalk (affinity.org.uk)

In the purpose of Jesus’ 
salvation, Christians know 
that a self-sacrificing God 
must lead to self-sacrificing 
rather than self-righteous 
followers
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Last June, I jetted off for a summer 
of overseas gospel ministry. As I sat 
on the 13-hour flight, it was easy to 
imagine the potential payback of 
classes I’d taken on Mark’s Gospel 
and the Pentateuch. But, what of the 
other subjects: abstract, academic and 
arduous? Would trinitarian theology, 
critical modern scholarship, Hebrew 
and Greek pull their weight as well? 
Or would they turn out to be no more 
than expensive excess baggage, as my 
plane touched down?

Over the next two months, the 
answer became clear. Again and again 
I was pleasantly surprised to see, in all 
sorts of exciting ways, cross-cultural 
ministry dovetailing nicely with what 
I’d been learning in class – including 
even the most unlikely of modules!

On the more obvious side, biblical 
studies and practical apologetics were 
of great help when I was teaching the 
Bible in local churches and guiding 
Christians in how to share their 

faith with others. Also, the world 
mission modules enabled me to train 
local missionaries, and they helped 
me understand and evaluate the 
missionary strategies being used by 
Christian workers from overseas.

There are just so many cross-cultural 
issues to think through. Should 
Muslim converts publicly identify 
themselves as Christians? What 
about going to the mosque? Fasting in 
Ramadan? Praying five times a day? 
Eating only halal food? Wearing the 
veil? Are these things merely cultural, 
or is there a line you should not cross if 
you want to stay true to the gospel?

As I plunged into all these questions, 
I was thankful that I’d been able to 
set aside time beforehand to study 
what the Bible says. How dangerous 
to try rescuing others from the 
raging torrents, without first securely 
mooring oneself to the shore!

It was, however, through interacting 
directly with Muslims, that the rest of 

my subjects really came into their own. 
I remember how, back in the classroom, 
studying critical modern New 
Testament scholarship had felt a bit 
like a waste of time; but having worked 
hard to understand it and expose 
its shortfalls, I now found myself 
much more confident in defending 
the authenticity of the Bible against 
those who wanted to undermine it. 
The Gospel of Barnabas and liberal 
scholarship have, sadly, done much to 
strengthen Muslims in their unbelief.

Similarly, church history helped me 
stand firm by the crucial doctrines of 
the trinity, the person of Christ and 
the canon of scripture, all of which, for 
Muslims, must be proved and cannot 
taken for granted, as we so often do 
here in the West. ‘How could God 
become a man?’ and ‘Can’t you see 
that one simply does not equal three?’ 
are still live issues today, just as they 
were many centuries ago. Had I not 
been familiar with the relevant Bible 

Excess 
baggage? When one of our students went to 

work abroad for the summer 
after his first year at Oak Hill, he wondered 
what use his studies would be, six thousand 
miles away from an exam desk, in a country 
with a Muslim majority

8 | Commentary | Winter 2009
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passages and the formulations of the 
great church councils, I just don’t know 
how I would have defended Christ 
from ridicule and misunderstanding.

Perhaps my most surprising 
discovery was that even Hebrew and 
Greek came in handy! I received great 
respect from Muslims when they 
discovered that I was learning the 
original languages of scripture, so as 
not to have to rely on translations. 
Hebrew was especially useful: being 
similar to Arabic, it helped me relate 
to my Muslim friends better, as I 
recognised some of their vocabulary 
and phrases.

Intriguingly, I came across a couple of 
Muslims who, for the sake of exposing 
apparent contradictions in the Bible, 
had memorised various Bible verses 
in the original Hebrew and Greek. 
Without having studied the biblical 
languages for myself, I would have 
found myself completely at sea.

More broadly, language study gave me 
the transferable skill of a firmer grasp 
of English grammar, which helped me 
teach Muslim schoolchildren in an 
English language centre, leading on to 
some great evangelistic conversations! 

One particular highlight was 
preaching Christ to hundreds of 
Muslim university students at an 
interfaith dialogue,. Another was 
sharing the gospel with Muslims 
at their equivalent of a midweek 
Bible study. I was at able to respond 
thoughtfully to their objections 
and explain the good news, which 
otherwise they might never have 
heard.

In these interactions and others, my 
studies proved their worth, helping me 
stand firm in the gospel, confident in 
my ability to respond faithfully to the 
challenges of others.

In September, as I flew back to 
London to start the new college 
year, it was clear that I couldn’t view 
theological studies in quite the same 
way again. The summer had stretched 
me further than ever before; from 
now on, even the most fascinating of 
lectures would, by comparison, feel just 
a little dull! And yet, humanly speaking, 
it was largely last year’s training that 
had prepared me for so many of these 
fruitful opportunities, which would 
otherwise have remained beyond my 
reach.

So now as I return to the books, 
and set my face like flint to plough 
through a wall of Hebrew irregular 
verbs, it’s encouraging to remember 
that theological education is not just a 
classroom exercise. It’s not only biblical 
studies and pastoral counselling which 
have real-life application. I know from 
personal experience that even the 
abstract, the academic and the arduous 
have a surprising value out in the field. 
Theory and practice do indeed go hand 
in hand.
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One of the most common beliefs currently expounded 
in public literature is naturalism. Naturalism is a belief 
that only natural laws and forces work in the world. The 
supernatural (anything beyond the natural world, whether 
spiritual, magical or otherwise) does not exist. The physical 
universe is all that exists. Moreover, the only way to explain 
anything within the universe is in terms of entirely natural 
events and forces within the universe.

Other terms which overlap with naturalism include 
materialism (the view that there is only matter, not souls, 
spirits, or deities) and atheism (the view that there is no 
God). Naturalism is not a new view but, until very recently 
in history, it was a view that had very little widespread 
popularity. It is only in the last century or so that there has 
been a dramatic shift in public discourse, so that in most of 
the Western world today public literature generally assumes 
naturalism rather than otherwise. It is an even more recent 
phenomenon that atheism is fought for with a thoroughly 
religious fervour.

We need to understand a little of the history of ideas to 
understand how the present situation came about. We pick 
up the story in the 17th century, where modern science has 
its roots.

Francis Bacon

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was a philosopher. One of his most 
important achievements was arguing that the best way to 
gain knowledge of the world was by the empirical method 
– that is, by making observations through experimentation. 
Bacon was highly influential in starting what is now known 
as the scientific revolution in England.

Among other concerns, Bacon wanted to reassure anyone 
who might have doubts that studying the natural world 
in no way suggested that God was being forgotten. God, he 
argued, was the first cause of everything. He is the ultimate 
reason that anything happens. God makes things happen, 
however, in certain natural ways. By separating out first 
and second causes, Bacon was able to discuss the value of 
studying second causes while contemplating the first one:

‘For in the entrance of philosophy, when the second causes, 
which are next unto the senses, do offer themselves to the 
mind of man, if it dwell and stay there it may induce some 

Pitting faith 
against science

When Charles Darwin discovered the laws of natural 
selection, he saw them as a deadly threat  to his faith. 
In this extract from a new essay, Kirsty Birkett 
explores the growth of naturalism, which gave 
rise to the modern idea that science and faith 
are implacably opposed to each other
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oblivion of the highest cause; but when a man passeth on 
further, and seeth the dependence of causes, and the works 
of Providence, then, according to the allegory of the poets, 
he will easily believe that the highest link of nature’s chain 
just needs be tied to the foot of Jupiter’s chair. To conclude 
therefore, let no man upon a weak conceit of sobriety or an 
ill-applied moderation think or maintain, that a man can 
search too far, or be too well studied in the book of God’s 
word, or in the book of God’s works, divinity or philosophy.’

Science was to be a study of God’s creation. In no way was 
it meant to replace belief in God. The study of second causes 
was just that: a study of second causes, not a study of the 
only causes.

The Royal Society

When the Royal Society of London was founded in 1660 
to study the natural world (it remains one of the world’s 
leading scientific institutions), its members consciously 
modelled their new society on Bacon’s ideas. The aim was 
to search into the secondary causes of things, to discover 
the mechanisms of how things worked in the world. It was 
assumed that God worked in ways that did not involve 
frequent miracles, but by proceeding in an orderly and 
understandable fashion. The secondary causes, then, were 
the ones open to experimentation.

There is nothing in investigating God’s secondary means of 
doing things that provides any rivalry to God as the origin 
of all action. Another writer from the 17th century, however, 
gave what amounted to a warning.

William Perkins

William Perkins (1558-1602) was a widely published author 
and popular preacher at Cambridge. He was not a scientist, 
nor did he write much on the natural world. However, 
Perkins was well aware of what might happen when 
enthusiastic students started thinking that understanding 
the natural world was all they needed to know: ‘This thy 
dealing is like unto the folly of that man, who having a 
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costly clock in his home, never extolleth or thinketh on the 
wit and invention of the clockmaker, but is continually in 
admiration of the spring or watch of the clocke.’

It was a timely warning. It is an excellent thing to study 
the works of God. Even non-scientists such as Perkins 
warmly recommended it. Nonetheless, he knew the 
tendency of human hearts. It is all too easy to become so 
enchanted with the means that God uses that we forget it is 
God who is using them.

William Paley

For many throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, Perkins’ 
warning might have seemed utterly unnecessary when the 
workings of the natural world were taken as one of the most 
convincing reasons to believe in a creator God. This was 
the premise of a highly influential book, Natural Theology, 
written by the English theologian William Paley (1743-1805).

Paley’s work might be seen as a grand argument for the 
reality of first causes. His argument was that God’s hand 
was seen clearly in the design apparent in nature. Again, we 
find the example of clockwork: ‘When we come to inspect 
the watch, we perceive... that its several parts are framed 
and put together for a purpose... This mechanism being 
observed... and understood – the inference we think is 
inevitable, that the watch must have had a maker.’

This sounds a lot like Perkins’s argument about the clock. 
However, there is a major difference. Perkins knew perfectly 
well that the natural world is God’s creation. He did not need 
to study it in order to find out; he knew because the Bible 
told him. Paley’s work, on the other hand, is operating from 
a different premise. He argues in the opposite direction: we 
know that there is a creator by reason of the intricacy of 
creation. Instead of the creator explaining the creation, the 
argument is now being used the other way around.

The problem with an argument for God’s existence based 
on the intricacy of the natural world is that it depends on a 
human evaluation of how good the secondary causes are. If 
a human viewer decides that, actually, the secondary causes 
look pretty convincing on their own, then that person 

may well decide that there is no need for a first cause. The 
‘first cause’ becomes not a cause at all, but an unnecessary 
speculation.

Paley’s argument set up God not as the known creator, but 
as an explanatory theory. This was not what Paley intended, 
but it was the way many people took the argument and 
the way many restate it now. In this sense, Paley set up 
the challenge that there is no other way to explain a world 
in which parts work together ingeniously, except by the 
deliberate design of a creator God.

Charles Darwin

The young Charles Darwin (1809-82) studied Paley’s work at 
Cambridge when undertaking study for ordination in the 
Church of England. He found Paley’s argument convincing. 
For Darwin himself and for countless others to follow, 
to find a mechanism by which nature could come to be 
organised to the benefit of living organisms was a deadly 
threat to his Christianity. That mechanism is precisely 
what Darwin is so famous for discovering – the principle of 
preservation he termed ‘natural selection’.

Darwin speculated that the reason living organisms seem 
to be so superbly adapted to their natural environments was 
not because this was the immediate work of a Designer. On 
the contrary, there was a natural explanation: it was a result 
of natural selection. Paley’s challenge had been met. This, to 
Darwin, was the end of his belief in a creator God: ‘The old 
argument from design in Nature, as given by Paley, which 
formerly seemed to me so conclusive, fails, now that the law 
of natural selection has been discovered.’

Having set up God in his mind as an explanatory theory, 
the discovery of what he saw as an alternative explanation 
crushed the only role he had for God.

Thomas Huxley

Thomas Huxley (1825-95) was a scientist with a passionate 
devotion to science as a philosophy. He wanted naturalistic 
philosophy to take the place of Christianity as the ruling 
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philosophy of society. He wanted scientific thinking and 
scientific leaders to replace religious thinking and religious 
leaders. In particular, he hated the idea that religious 
leaders were regarded as having the right to comment on 
intellectual issues.

Huxley was ambitious and energetic, an excellent 
organiser and public speaker. He and a group of allies (who 
called themselves the X-club) set about changing British 
society by taking control of the scientific institutions 
and seeking to change the way both scientific education 
and scientific influence were organised. He aimed for an 
incredible achievement, and it is even more incredible that 
to a great extent he succeeded. From 1873 to 1885, every 
president of the Royal Society was a member of the X-club. 
All over Britain, prominent scientific societies came to be 
dominated by X-club members or their friends.

At the same time, Huxley was becoming more and more 
famous as a public commentator on science. This was 
another part of the battle. In his view, naturalism must take 
over the role of Christianity as the dominant philosophy. 
This was more than a battle of political influence; it was a 
battle over what was to be the public definition of truth. 
All the deference and respect previously given to religion in 
society was to come to science.

Huxley and his friends constantly publicised the 
successes of science and the improvements in industry 
that resulted. They managed to have this success attributed 
to the naturalistic philosophy in general. It was not a fair 
attribution. By far the majority of those actually working 
in science and industry probably thought of themselves 
as Christian and would have been appalled at the thought 
of atheism. That was irrelevant. Huxley, in the way he 
presented the successes of science, consistently allied them 
with a naturalistic worldview, giving the impression that 

it was only a non-theistic philosophy that could guarantee 
social progress.

Indeed, one of Huxley’s favourite techniques was to 
set science and theology up as rivals, with science as the 
inevitable victor. Time after time he portrayed science in 
mythical terms as the hero who strives against adversity 
and is ultimately victorious, while religion is the villain 
who tries to stop progress but fails to do so. He wrote: 
‘Extinguished theologians lie about the cradle of every 
science as the strangled snakes beside that of Hercules.’

Huxley managed to take society with him. People began 
to believe his message that science was necessarily anti-
religious and was better than religion. People began to 
believe that Darwin had, indeed, provided the means to 
become, in the words of Richard Dawkins, an ‘intellectually 
fulfilled atheist’.

Science and naturalism today

Science today is thoroughly naturalistic. Any movements 
to the contrary are fervently and noisily resisted. The 
supernatural, we are told most firmly, has no place in 
science. For practical reasons, it may make sense for 
scientists to talk about natural causes only, for natural 
causes are what they are interested in. What does not make 
sense is to turn this into a claim that science therefore 
proves that natural causes are the only ones.

In fact, it is almost tautological to say this. Science cannot 
incorporate supernatural phenomena, for whatever science 
can study and analyse is defined as natural. Whatever is 
supernatural, if it is genuinely supernatural (that is, beyond 
this world), is not able to be studied by the activity that 
studies this world. Science is unable to disprove the spiritual.
This is not an argument. It is a matter of definition.

This article is an extract from Kirsty Birkett’s essay, ‘I believe 
in nature’, which was first published on the website of the 
Henry Center, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Deerfield, 
Illinois.

For Huxley, all the deference 
and respect previously given 
to religion was to come to 
science
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Which is worse, to have fake blood or real blood on your 
hands? Though this would seem to be an obvious question 
with an equally obvious answer, there are reasons to think 
that it might not be quite so simple any more. A casual 
observer of newspapers during the traditionally slow month 
of August this year would have noticed two particularly 
prominent stories. 

In one, former England rugby star and highly respected 
member of the rugby community, Dean Richards, bore all 
kinds of opprobrium from the press, the rugby world, the 
wider sporting community and the public at large. Richards, 
a former policeman, was under this hail of condemnation 
and moral outrage because of an incident in which one 
of the players in the premiership rugby team he ran 
(Harlequins) had bitten into a blood capsule.

This use of fake blood was not an early celebration of 
Halloween but an attempt to exploit a loophole in rugby’s 
laws that allows exceptions to rules about substitutes in 

the event of a so called ‘blood injury’. Richards became 
the subject of headlines, radio phone-ins and abusive 
op-ed pieces in the national press, and as a result lost his 
job. He has become a member of an exclusive club: those 
whose names apparently cannot be written without being 
preceded by the adjective ‘disgraced’.

In other news, our casual reader would have been aware of 
the death of an apparently heroic and well loved member of 
the American Senate. Edward Kennedy, youngest brother of 
assassinated President John F Kennedy, died in August after 
a long illness. His funeral at the Washington Cathedral was 
packed, newspaper headlines were filled with the warmest 
of tributes and President Barack Obama and Vice President 
Joe Biden both gave speeches praising Kennedy to the skies. 
Little mention was made of Mary Jo Kopechne.

Mary Jo Kopechne was a young political researcher who 
accepted a lift home from Kennedy in 1969, but who never 

Fake blood 
and moral 
outrage The death of an 

American senator 
and the sacking of

an English rugby coach prompt 
Nick Tucker to think about the 
double standards in public debate 
about morality

Above: Senator Edward Kennedy. Right: Tom 
Williams of Harlequins leaves the  field with 
the ‘injury’ that proved so controversial.
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Although they could not be sure, they were of the opinion 
that had help come sooner she might well have survived. 
Kennedy’s failure to act was never explained and perhaps 
now never can be. 

Contrasting these two stories of Dean Richards and 
Edward Kennedy does have a point. But to get to it, let’s 
think for a moment about a scandal that provoked greater 
outrage and louder headlines than any other of 2009: MPs’ 
expenses. On 8 May, the Daily Telegraph revealed that it had 
received detailed information on MP’s expense claims from 
a Whitehall insider. The revelations contained were, it was 
promised, explosive. And so they were.

If the British public was distrusting and ambivalent 
towards members of the political class previously, now their 
feelings were of outright hostility. Some MPs must have 
gained an insight into how it felt to be a member of the 
French aristocracy in the late 18th century, albeit that the 
weapons employed against them were the keyboard and the 
microphone, rather than that deadliest of femmes fatale, 
Madame Guillotine.

Now this is all very understandable. No one enjoys being 
mugged, and yet that was how people felt they were being 
treated by their elected representatives. However, it is not 
exactly an unprecedented flash of insight to note that MP’s 
are not the only group to have an ambiguous relationship 
with expenses rules. 

It is clear that people are capable of being outraged 
at seeing one group of people doing exactly what they 
themselves do. That sinful humans have a capacity for self-
deceit and double standards is not perhaps a radical insight, 
but there may be something more than that going on: 
something that has echoes in the contrast between coverage 
of Dean Richards and Senator Kennedy.

There is a double moral standard that has become almost 
a statute in discussions of public life. That double standard 
is the distinction between someone’s public and private 
lives. Integrity used to mean having an integrated moral 
character, summed up in the idea that integrity is ‘who you 
are when no one’s looking’. But in contemporary public 
discourse, integrity seems to mean something more along 

arrived. Driving late at night after a party, Kennedy drove 
off the side of a bridge at Chappaquiddick into a creek 
and although he managed to struggle free of the vehicle, 
Kopechne did not. What happened next is a matter of some 
controversy, although some points are clear.

Kennedy waited until morning to inform anyone of what 
had happened. Behaving at first as though nothing was 
amiss, he contacted his lawyers and political advisors before 
telling the police about the accident. Police divers who 
recovered the car later testified that the young lady trapped 
in the vehicle by the accident had not drowned but rather 
suffocated. She had probably survived for quite some time 
after the accident in a pocket of trapped air and only finally 
succumbed when the oxygen in that air pocket ran out.  

Integrity used to mean having 
an integrated moral character. 
But integrity now seems to 
mean behaving properly when 
on official duty
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the lines of behaving properly when on official duty. Indeed, 
we are frequently told that the content of someone’s private 
life is irrelevant to their fitness for high office. What matters 
is whether they can do the job with “integrity”.

Ted Kennedy was widely lauded after his death for his 
integrity. This is fine, but a man whose conduct around 
the Chappaquidick case cannot exactly be described as 
of the highest order; and whose continuous extramarital 
affairs led to his despairing first wife making a very public 
plea for divorce, is not the obvious paragon of integrity in 
the older sense of the word. Dean Richards, on the other 
hand, committed what is in some ways a rather comical 
misdemeanour, but he did so in his public role as a sports 
coach and so found himself hung out to dry. 

Why the difference? Well, Kennedy had the advantage 
of being dead, which generally invites better press than 
the alternative, and also a lot of water has flowed under 
the bridge since some of Kennedy’s darker moments. 
Nonetheless, it is hard to escape the thought that there is 
no longer an integrated and ubiquitous set of moral norms. 
Something like expenses fiddling might be regarded as 
morally acceptable in the private citizen, but it is seen as 
outrageous in an MP. Different standards apply to the public 
figure in public and the private figure in private.

The more closely you look at the picture, the more 
confusing it becomes. There doesn’t seem to be one set of 
rules governing human life any more, but a confusing array 
of ethical norms that apply in different ways in different 
circumstances. This would all be very familiar to a pagan in 
the ancient world.

In polytheistic religion, different gods make different 
demands of you and they do so within the particular 
domains they control. That works fine until you come 
up against a situation in which two different gods claim 
sovereignty simultaneously. The myth of Orestes exposes 
this problem beautifully.

Orestes is the son of a widow. However his mother has 
been widowed at her own hand; she has killed Orestes’ 
father. There is one group of deities called the Erinyes 
whose purview is vengeance for bloodguilt. What they 
demand from Orestes is that he avenge his father’s murder 
by killing his mother. If he fails in this duty, he can expect to 
face their wrath. 

But there is another group of deities who will take him 
to the cleaners if he so much as looks at his mum funny, let 
alone raise his hand to her. So what is poor Orestes to do? He 
is (literally) damned if he does and damned if he doesn’t.

When there are many gods, you end up with a bewildering 
moral universe in which sometimes it is genuinely 
impossible to do the right thing because the same action is 
simultaneously good and evil.

One of the neglected blessings of monotheism is that it 
provides a coherent and stable account of good and evil. If 
there is one God who makes the rules, then you only need 
to know one set of rules. This is not to be underestimated as 
a thing of value. For some, it is the difference between life 
and death. When does a human life cease to be sacred and 
have an inherent dignity? For the Christian, never. For the 
pagan polytheist, it happens when the god who demands 
blood is more powerful than the god who demands that life 
is preserved.

We dare not forget that as Christians we have a gift of 
incalculable value to give to a culture that, despite much 
talk of moral compass, has a rapidly increasing number 
of magnetic norths. The one true God is the only possible 
source of an integrated moral vision. He alone can lay out 
a solution for a culture that more and more people are 
describing as broken and fragmented.

Nick Tucker is a Research Fellow at Oak Hill

One of the neglected 
blessings of monotheism is 
that it provides a coherent 
and stable account of good 
and evil. This is not to be 
underestimated as a thing 
of value
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‘It’s not worth putting on the play at 
your theological college,’ the actor 
observed. ‘It’s too controversial.’

I cringed. ‘No, really, we’d be 
interested.’

But I could see he didn’t want to 
pursue it.

It was a shame, because an audience 
of theological students makes a very 
good audience for a play, film or book. 
Christians should be those who enjoy 
art most. Keats wrote, famously...

‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,’ – 
 that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need 
 to know.

If that is true, then who better would 
appreciate beauty than an audience 
of people who care very much about 
truth? But somewhere along the line 
we’ve almost become threatened by 
beautiful art, as though it’s a too-
successful competitor of the Bible.

What I’d like to do is put the 
argument in slightly different terms; to 

encourage Christians to enjoy art more 
fully, confident that the Bible’s truth 
has nothing to fear from the beauty 
that the artistic world offers.

Beauty is truth

The paradise of Eden was beautiful. 
Even the trees were pleasing to the eye, 
and hidden in the soil was a treasure 
of gold, jewels and lumps of perfume. 
All this was just as God intended. He 
made it and declared it very good. 
The garden was beautiful, precisely 
because it matched God’s pattern of 
how things should be.

Just as we’d expect, the new creation 
will also be breathtakingly lovely. 
We’re told of the crystal brilliance of 
its light, the vividness of its colours, as 
beautiful as a bride.

In short, beauty is tied very closely 
to God’s pattern for the way the 
world should be. We might say that 
something is beautiful when it reminds 
us of the ancient Garden of Eden, or 

the paradise we’re told awaits us in the 
new creation.

We’ve all come across sudden, 
spectacular gleamings of beauty, 
moments that almost bring tears to 
our eyes, or that leave us breathless.

It is unsurprising that artists appear 
only a few generations after man and 
woman are cast from the garden. 
We’re told of ironsmiths, harpists and 
flautists who begin to create beauty; 
children of tragedy yearning after 
what they had lost.

Art has the power to show us 
shadows of Eden. They are what one 
theologian calls ‘the footprints of God’. 
So it is no surprise that we sometimes 
make beauty our servant in idolatry. 
The idols of long-dead civilisations – 
fashioned for beauty – still have the 
power to silence us. More than this, 

Christians v 
Philistines
The Christian faith has had a famously off-on 
relationship with the arts. Daniel Roe, an MTh 
student at Oak Hill, reflects on truth, beauty 
and confidence in artistic expression
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much of the hedonism of today is a 
striving after perfection: the beautiful 
form, the beautiful life.

All people live in a world that is 
groaning for the birth of the new 
creation. Things aren’t as they 
should be. All of us sons of Adam 
and daughters of Eve share a 
common heritage: a dim memory 
of antediluvian beauty. It is filtered 
and of course the complete picture is 
obscured, but the outlines are there. 
This ancestral memory of beauty is 
a good gift from the same Lord who 
pours out rain on the just and unjust, 
even though we may stop too soon, 
satisfied with gifts and not led by them 
to their giver.

For the non-Christian person, 
art may be truly beautiful. But for 
the Christian, beautiful art has the 
potential to be true. The beauty of a 
play or painting can in fact point us 
to something about God’s pattern for 
the world; something that will take on 
solid substance in the new creation.

Even when writing virulent anti-
Christian rhetoric or portraying 
profoundly atheistic visions of the 
world, artists remain dependent 
on God’s pattern, and little beauties 
glimmer even from hate-filled pages.

The Christian who reads, listens 
and observes is like a prospector 
who finds veins of gold wherever he 
or she looks. This is no excuse for 
facile interpretation or simplistic 
misunderstandings of art. We don’t 
need either. The more clearly we 
appreciate a work of beauty as it is,  

the better we will be placed to see what 
bits of God’s pattern it is unconsciously 
yearning after.

Truth is beauty

Sometimes it seems that truth and 
beauty don’t belong together. Truth, 
after all, seems cold and hard, bare and 
naked, unvarnished – quite contrary 
to beauty. Of course, we recognise the 
appeal of truth. Shared truth provides 
the basis of community and friendship. 
Comedy is funny because it’s true. 
Something thrills within us when we 
hear or see things which correspond to 
the way the world is.

Even when it is not pretty, art that 
tells the truth is beautiful. The beauty 
of tragedy is its truth. Any artist is 
therefore something of a prophet or 
seer. The artist’s power is the ability to 
show the viewer a glimpse of truth, a 
moment of beauty.

Even stories which portray the 
darkest corners of human existence, 
with no glimpse of the gospel light, 
still tell the truth, if not all of it. There 
is a tragic beauty even in the hopeless 
world of consistent atheism.

Nor does recognising this make 
Christianity the less, or suggest that 

the Bible’s truth is superfluous next to 
the beauty and truth of the world of 
art. We fear the dull truths of Sunday 
services will fall far short of the bright 
beauty that secular art has to offer. It is 
easy to forget the beauty of truth.

The fact is that the Bible’s truth is 
not merely, barely true. It is great and 
beautiful. Every vision of God in the 
Bible is described in words of grandeur 
and glory, and poems fall from the 
lips of the prophets. The world of art 
should be the gospel’s finest recruiting 
ground. Once one has a taste for 
the beauty of truth, then only the 
Christian faith can satisfy.

CS Lewis observed, ‘A young man 
who wishes to remain a sound atheist 
cannot be too careful of his reading. 
There are traps everywhere – “Bibles 
laid open, millions of surprises,” 
as Herbert says, “fine nets and 
stratagems”.’ As those who listen 
to words of the very finest beauty 
whenever the Bible is read, Christians 
should love beauty most, and 
appreciate art best.

The new atheists are attempting to 
establish the grandeur of being alone 
in the universe, of wresting meaning 
out of formless night. They know the 
grimness of atheism is unsatisfying, 
and they are trying desperately to 
varnish it to a brighter shine.

In the Bible we find a beauty that is 
not superficial or false, and a truth that 
is not cold or bare. The scriptures give 
us a reason to love beauty anywhere, 
just as their beauty gives us reason to 
love the truth.

The artist’s power is 
the ability to show 
the viewer a glimpse 
of truth, a moment of 
beauty
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Healing a 
hopeless 
world

With the advance of the gospel in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America, 

the Christian faith is about to come under 
the leadership of the southern hemisphere 
and become truly universal. But are we 

seeing the unity in Christ across 
cultures and races that is central 
to the New Testament gospel? 
Ray Porter surveys the state of 
the global church

The early church achieved not only a spiritual 
revolution, but also a sociological one. The witty 
people who coined the name ‘Christians’ for the 
new sociological phenomenon that had appeared 
in Antioch probably did not realise that they had 
entered into a new world. They were faced with 
the formation of a religious community focused on 
credal identity rather than ethnicity.

The unity in Christ which Paul describes 
theologically in Ephesians chapter 2 was a living 
reality in the world where he ministered. He did 
not have to talk about the unity of a spiritual or 
mystical body of Christ, because he saw the church 
being formed literally in the cities across the 
empire.

No longer was God working with the homogenous 
unit principle that he had used for the 2,000 years 
since he had called Abraham. The legal and ethnic 
structure that had been necessary to establish a 
visible people of God in the world was superseded 
when God’s perfect man, his Son Jesus, whom he 
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all missionaries at the Cape of Good Hope is about to be 
fulfilled in the 2010 Lausanne Congress, which conveniently 
also marks the centenary of the 1910 Edinburgh Congress on 
World Evangelisation.

Christianity, which started as a Middle-Eastern faith and 
was institutionalised as a European one, is about to come 
under the leadership of the southern hemisphere and 
become a truly universal faith. There is so much we can 
rejoice in, but are we really seeing the unity in Christ across 
cultures and races that is central to the New Testament?

A few months ago, a number of church planters in London 
gathered together for a day in consultation with the London 
City Mission and Tim Keller. They were all evangelicals, 
but with differing theologies, ecclesiologies and cultural 
backgrounds. The interesting discovery of the day was that 
none of them was establishing churches across cultures or 
uniting people with different ethnic backgrounds in one 
fellowship. All were evangelising among their own sort of 
people, whether that was defined ethnically, educationally, 
professionally, or with the more subtle cultural markers that 
characterise modern British society. There is no cultural 
ecumenism, even if there are gospel partnerships which 
bridge divides that once seemed uncrossable.

In the 1960s, when I first entered Christian ministry in the 
UK, the term ‘ecumenism’ was the bête noir of the groups 
with which I fellowshipped. It was seen as an attempt to 
unite true believers with those who denied the centrality of 
the cross and the authority of scripture for some spurious, 
undoctrinal, communist-fuelled world church.

When I arrived in Indonesia in the early 1970s, I discovered 
that ecumenism was not understood as uniting people 
with rival theologies, but undoing the ethnic divisions into 
which previous generations of missionaries had divided 
the country. As the nation sought to be one in language, 
philosophy and culture, so the church moved in the same 
direction as a testimony that such a unity could be found in 
Jesus Christ. This unity was broader than just one nation. 
When challenged by the government that foreigners were 
no longer needed in a church staffed by nationals, the 
response was, ‘We will always need our brothers!’

made Lord and Christ, began his work of new creation with 
the new humanity whose central characteristic was the 
unity of faith in himself.

Because the work of salvation was completed in Christ, 
the community he established no longer needed a particular 
ethnicity to preserve its identity. In Jesus, God reconciles the 
world to himself by establishing again a united community 
who will achieve the work for which Adam became 
disqualified. Together united, this community can apply the 
new life they have in Christ into their different cultures.

During the New Testament period, there were 
communities where Gentiles preserved their Gentile culture, 
while abandoning its characteristic sins; and there were 
communities where Jews built on all God had taught them 
about himself, and who opened themselves to other nations 
in a new way, living in fellowship with them.

A shifting centre of gravity

Two thousand years later, what has the world church 
achieved in establishing this unity? Statistics indicate that 
about a third of the world’s population today call themselves 
Christians. We regularly hear stories about the advance of 
the gospel in Africa, Asia and Latin America. The statistical 
centre of gravity for world Christianity is now near 
Timbuktu. Andrew Walls’ thesis that the Christian church 
grows when it crosses cultural boundaries is being fulfilled 
among us. William Carey’s vision, in 1810, of a congress of 

The statistical centre 
of gravity for world 
Christianity is now near 
Timbuktu. Andrew Walls’ 
thesis that the Christian 
church grows when it 
crosses cultural boundaries 
is being fulfilled among us
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Crisis and repentance

Missiology and mission agencies in the last 60 years have 
not made it a priority to demonstrate to a divided and 
hostile world that there is a new humanity in Christ Jesus 
whose unity transcends ethnic differences. Many of the 
missiological trends have been in the opposite direction. The 
ending of colonialism produced a crisis of confidence in the 
Western church, which had been at the fore in bringing the 
gospel to the whole world.

We realised how far we had accepted the exploitation of 
other nations by our governments. We recognised that we 
had often not asked what blessings would ensue from the 
inclusion of other nations into the world church, but had 
sought to make them adapt to our ways and imposed our 
culture upon them in the pursuit of Western hegemony. In 
our repentance, we recognised that we had run roughshod 
over their cultures; rather than redeeming them for Christ 
we had replaced them with our own. We knew that in the 
future we would need to look more closely, and with respect, 
at the cultures of others.

We recognised that the key to a person’s heart was in 
their culture and that successful evangelism needed to 
pay attention to that. Anthropology began to be added to 
the curriculum of missionary training colleges. Donald 
McGavran, who has been called ‘the father of church 
growth’, discovered that people were more likely to come to 
faith within their own cultural community.

In due course, these developments spawned ‘insider 
movements’ – people professing faith in Jesus, but 
remaining culturally identified with their own religious 

community, whether it be Jewish, Muslim or Hindu. (The 
association of Western Christianity with secular democracy 
is not often identified as another ‘insider movement’.) 
Mission workers began to see people groups as the focus 
of their work, rather than seeking the evangelisation of 
political nations.

Somewhere along the line, the strong New Testament 
emphasis on the uniting power of the gospel across people 
groups and cultural divides was forgotten. The saving of 
individuals within their culture had replaced the building of 
a universal church of Jesus Christ.

With increasing migration, we might have expected that 
the New Testament reality of unity across cultures would 
again be realised in our midst. The majority of London’s 
Christians may now be from Africa or the Caribbean, 
but with a few honourable exceptions they are in mono-
ethnic churches. Rejection by existing churches of the first 
immigrants from the West Indies led to them forming their 
own churches.

Concerns for people from other countries has led to the 
formation of churches for the Chinese, Nigerians and 
Russians, for example, just as in an earlier era Welsh and 
Scottish churches were formed for their diasporas. It is 
true that there are sometimes linguistic issues that seem to 
demand separate ministries, but more often there is a failure 
to recognise the gospel priority of unity.

Crossing cultural barriers

What is happening in other parts of the world? The battle 
for independence by non-Western churches continues 
to be fought. John Gattu’s call for a moratorium on 
missionaries and their funding in 1974 was misunderstood 
and misinterpreted. He wanted to see a church that would 
live from its own resources, rather than being dependent on 
outsiders.

Paternalism and dependence culture are still found even in 
the changed situation of the new millennium. One mission 
leader has spoken of the 900 missionaries in his agency 
and suggested that 600 of them should be returned home. 

The majority of London’s 
Christians may now be from 
Africa or the Caribbean, 
but with a few honourable 
exceptions they are in 
mono-ethnic churches



22  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

Their continuing presence is hindering the independent 
development of national churches.

Other mission groups have great plans to plant churches 
among unreached people groups, but do not do the hard 
work of first becoming part of the churches God has already 
established in the countries where the people groups are 
based. They assume that somehow foreigners from outside 
the country will be able to express the love of Christ better 
than the nearby Christian groups, who have been regarded 
as hostile by their neighbours.

I am always amazed by the Korean missionaries who 
go to Japan with the love of Christ. The church in Korea 
endured severe persecution when Japan occupied Korea 
from the early years of the 20th century. The desire of 
the missionaries is not to avenge the past, but to help the 
Japanese learn the love of Christ which became so precious 
to the Koreans during the occupation.

When it is the neighbours, with whom you once shared 
mutual contempt, who come bearing the love of Christ to 
you – speaking your language, adopting your culture – then 
we have the beginnings of a united people of God within a 
country across cultural barriers. Without that, any church 
that is established will continue to think that what they 
have in common with their own cultural group is more 
important than their unity with fellow brothers and sisters 
in Christ Jesus, across tribal and cultural boundaries. We 
still love the old creation more than the new.

Anglican directions

There is a growing realisation in evangelical Anglicanism 
that we need to be united with our brothers and sisters 
in the South and accept that the leadership of world 
Anglicanism has shifted in reality, if not in legality. This 
may lead to a new understanding of what it means to be 
the united people of God, but most of the activity of the 
movement is currently focused on how Western Anglicans 
can harness the number of members in non-Western 
churches as part of the battle to secure a biblically orthodox 
future for themselves and the Communion.

We have not yet reached that level of fellowship that 
allows us to challenge each other, either on our perceptions 
about where we are all falling short in our discipleship, or 
on how we can help each other towards being God’s new 
creation. Like so much else in world Christianity, we are 
attached to movements and grand gestures. Worldwide 
congresses and international meetings are great boosters 
to self-esteem and the sense that a stand is being taken, a 
marker put down or that something significant has been 
done. The hard work is done elsewhere.

It is found in Christians reaching out to their unbelieving 
neighbours in sacrificial love, that Christ might be known. 
It is heard in the regular effort to communicate the eternal 
gospel in culturally relevant terms. Above all it should be 
seen in groups of believers from diverse backgrounds, with 
differing cultural markers, naturally separated by age or 
income, realising that we are all redeemed by the blood 
of one Saviour in order that we may cease to be obsessed 
by what separates us and instead grow up into the ‘whole 
measure of the fullness of Christ’.

World mission and the local church have for too long 
accepted a policy of separate development, with tribal 
and individual emphases, so that the prayer of Jesus ‘that 
they may be one’ is less fulfilled now than it was in the 
first century. We need to recapture that vision and begin to 
do the hard work towards its realisation. The unity of the 
people of God has been a missing element in our biblical 
believing for too long. We cannot leave it until God achieves 
it for us in the new heavens and new earth.

Ray Porter is the Director of Theology and World Mission at 
Oak Hill

Like so much else in world 
Christianity, we are attached 
to movements and grand 
gestures. The hard work is 
done elsewhere
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The theological and 
emotional range of the 
Psalms
Derek Tidball, Signposts: A Devotional 
Map of the Psalms
£10 (IVP, 2009, 185pp)

My private confession is that I 
frequently find it hard to locate 
resources which will guide and help my 
Bible reading. In that light, I’ve found 
this new book by Derek Tidball to be a 
great resource. This ‘devotional map of 
the Psalms’ gives a page to each psalm. 
I’m now about halfway through it, and 
finding it enormously helpful for my 
own reading of scripture. 

Sharp pencil in hand, I’m gradually 
turning my copy of the book into my 
own journal-handbook on the book of 
Psalms. The daily layout helps my own 
reflective reading of the psalm in view.

Tidball provides an ‘orientation’: 
typically a sentence or two giving an 
overview of the psalm. This is followed 

by what he calls the ‘map’, which is 
essentially an annotated breakdown 
of the psalm’s structure. Some psalms 
then have ‘links’, usually to the New 
Testament, and to where the psalm is 
quoted there. Each page closes with a 

‘signpost’, a paragraph-length reflection 
or application.

I’m finding one of the strengths of 
the book is that it makes me look 
closer at each psalm. I don’t always 
agree with Tidball. His outlines are 
frequently alliterative, and sometimes 
I wonder if they optimise that or the 
mapping of the actual textual terrain. 
Nevertheless, his structure sparks my 
own thoughts, and sometimes opens 
up the text in new ways.

The comments are skeletal, and 
naturally attract the attention of my 
pencil. Oftentimes I’m left to look for 
the New Testament connection myself, 
especially the Christological link, but 

Books So many books published, 
so little time to read. New 

Testament lecturer Matthew Sleeman casts his 
eye over two recent publications which deserve 
further attention from a wider audience. Both 
books are available at a discount from the 
College bookshop

I’m very thankful for 
the way this book is 
bringing me close to 
the raw ‘otherness’ of 
God’s word in my own 
daily life
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what greater delight is there in the 
psalms? The closing signposts vary in 
their topicality and centrality, but it’s 
clear that one is reading the psalms 
alongside a pastor-preacher-theologian 
who loves the Psalter, and that one 
is enjoying the fruits of his labour. In 
addition, he’s provoking me to work at 
the text.

The book’s other great strength is 
its topical pages, located after every 
fifth psalm. Each addresses an issue 
running through the book of Psalms. 
Some discuss types of psalm, for 
example, psalms of lament; others 
examine a theological theme, such 
as God’s covenant love. Still others 
highlight context, such as psalms in 
the exile. Besides contrasting well with 
the intervening pages, here are useful 
resources for teachers and preachers 
looking for alternative angles of 
approach into the Psalter.

Tidball’s book exposes readers to the 
theological and emotional range of the 
book of Psalms. It has clear benefits 
for the Bible teacher and for the keen 
church member. I’m very thankful for 
the way it’s bringing me close to the 
raw ‘otherness’ of God’s word in my 
own daily life.

So, for a variety of reasons I 
recommend this book. I’m psyching 
myself up for Psalm 119 – which is all 
on one page – and already wondering 
what I’ll use after I finish this book. 
Other books of this kind would serve 
me and, I believe, many other church 
leaders and members in the life-giving 
paths of scripture.

Heavenly words in 
Matthew’s Gospel
Jonathan T Pennington, Heaven and 
Earth in the Gospel of Matthew
£26 (Baker Academic, 2009, 399pp)

This is a very different kind of 
book. For one thing, it’s an academic 
monograph and even in its recent 
paperback edition is unlikely to find its 
way onto many pastors’ bookshelves. 
More’s the pity, because this is another 
very helpful and stimulating book. Do 
check it out if you’re ever cruising the 
bookshelves in the College library.

Pennington takes on the theme 
declared in his title, identifying the 
large number of references to ‘heaven’ 
in the book of Matthew. More than 
30 per cent of the New Testament 
occurrences of the word ‘heaven’ are in 
this Gospel.

The first useful thing Pennington 
does is to overturn the received 
wisdom that Matthew uses ‘kingdom 
of heaven’ to avoid mentioning the 
divine name. Fascinatingly, Pennington 
judges this to be more received than 
wisdom. He traces the idea to ‘a 
singular modern source’, a scholar by 
the name of Gustaf Dalman, and judges 
it to be ‘teeming with methodological 
flaws’. Likewise, Pennington considers 
it a mistake to ascribe Matthew’s 
plural ‘heavens’ – often glossed over 
in English translations – to a Semitic 
(Hebrew) influence.

What, then, is going on in Matthew’s 
Gospel with these frequent references 

to ‘heaven’? So far, Pennington has 
removed some academic sacred cows, 
but his true strength lies in his positive 
constructions on the theme. This is 
where he has already informed my 
own preaching on heaven in the book 
of Matthew.

First, Pennington locates ‘heaven’ less 
as a negative term, to avoid mentioning 
‘God’, and more as a positive device to 
embed Matthew’s Gospel within Old 
Testament thought. It also highlights 
the salvation-historical (and salvation-
geographical) tension between God’s 
plan for heaven and earth. His plan for 
both realms connect in the Gospel’s 
closing commission.

Secondly, Pennington identifies a 
frequent heaven-and-earth theme 
in Matthew. These paired terms 
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emphasise the universality of God’s 
dominion. They also grant his 
Gospel an Old Testament flavour, 
and connect key theological themes 
such as Christology, kingdom, 
God’s fatherhood, ecclesiology and 
eschatology. Furthermore, Pennington 
presents the pairing as legitimating 
Matthew’s readers in their status as 
the true people of God, providing a 
symbolic universe for Jesus’ teaching 
as truly radical, and critiquing all other 
views of human existence. Not bad 
pay-off from two keywords!

Thirdly, Pennington proposes that 
Matthew typically uses the plural 
‘heavens’ to refer to the invisible, 
divine realm, and the singular form 
for the visible, earthly realm: the skies 
above us. In these and other ways, 
Pennington leads us to look more 
carefully at how Matthew’s Gospel 
is written, and what theology it is 
communicating.

In sum, here is a very helpful book 
on an important theme. As with many 
books of its kind, the introduction and 
conclusion provide the easiest entry 
points, as does its scripture index, if 
one wants to read Pennington’s views 
on a particular verse or section of 
Matthew. This is the kind of book 
which future commentators will 
engage with.

God’s plan for heaven 
and earth connect in 
the Gospel’s closing 
commission
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News
New director for youth 
and children’s course
Oak Hill’s Youth and Children’s 
Ministry programme gains a new 
director in January as Revd Melanie 
Lacy joins the College. Mel has been 
actively involved in children’s and 
youth work for many years, and played 
a significant part in establishing 
Soul Truth, a biblical youth work 
organisation in Ireland. She comes to 
us from St John’s, Knutsford, Cheshire, 
where she has been working as the 
youth minister in the parish and the 
community.

‘I am passionate about teaching 
the Bible well to children and young 
people,’ says Mel. ‘And that doesn’t 
mean in a dull, boring way, but in a 
way that captivates and excites them, 
and that helps them build a Christian 
world view out of which they can live 
their lives.’

Much of Mel’s masters degree 
research was concerned with 
theological education, and following 
her ordination as deacon in the Church 
of Ireland, she served as the Ireland 
Team Leader for Crosslinks, the 
evangelical Anglican mission agency. 
She is passionate about working with 

young people and sees it as critically 
important in the church’s mission 
today.

‘In the absence of family support, 
churches have a very important role in 
introducing and teaching young people 
the Christian faith. And there are great 
opportunities for local churches. Young 
people are sent to churches as part 
of the RE curriculum, to learn about 
different faiths and their buildings. 
So as a youth worker, you have 
opportunities to meet non-Christian 
children and non-churchgoing 

families and introduce them to the 
gospel message. A youth worker has 
opportunities that a minister will 
never have.’

Mel believes that the biggest 
challenges to youth work today are 
general apathy towards the Christian 
faith, and the postmodern mood that 
there is no absolute truth. ‘Having said 
that, the barriers to faith are probably 
the same as they have been for years: 
relationships, drugs, alcohol, money, 
pressure from parents, peer pressure, 
success. These are the things young 
people struggle with, and which 
continually conflict with a biblical 
world view.’

One of the great strengths Mel will 
bring to the work of director of Youth 
and Children’s Ministry at Oak Hill 
is her down to earth experience with 
unchurched young people in schools.

‘The young people I encounter are 
astounded that someone would allow 
a book that is thousands of years 
old to bear any consequence in their 
life. When they see someone who is 
prepared to live under the authority of 
scripture, they find it very challenging, 
maybe because they recognise there is 
something of worth in the Bible that 
they need to consider for themselves.’
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Jim Packer
interview
“I have a slogan which I use 
all over the place, all the 
time: Every member ministry 
in the body of Christ, and for 
some people, ministry means 
leadership.”

Last summer, Jim Packer was 
interviewed by Mike Ovey at 
Oak Hill. See the video online 
now on the College website.

oakhill.ac.uk/packer


