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Yes, I did mean to type ‘complex’ rather than ‘simple’. Let me 
explain. Every year has a rhythm, and mine has a peculiar 
rhythm come springtime. It’s the season not just of blossom 
and new growth, it is also the season of the annual church 
meeting.

For some reason, this seems to cross Independent and 
Anglican boundaries, and I can guarantee that each year 
I’ll get a few calls or emails from graduates about what has 
happened, or what they fear will happen. Sometimes it’s 
the encouragement of hearing a church has really grasped 
something and is stepping forward. Sometimes it’s a tale of 
dysfunction and obstruction. But above all it’s a reminder of 
complexity: church life is complex.

Paul regularly uses the image of the church as a body, and 
a significant consequence of that, of course, is the diversity 
we can expect between church members. Accordingly, 
church members bring different gifts to a church’s life. Think 
of Romans and 1 Corinthians.

That diversity enables a church to do many different 
things. It’s a humbling reminder of how we can give to 
others and how we can receive from others. That’s not 

exactly new to any of us, I imagine, even though we know 
how hard it is to live up to it in our individual attitudes and 
collective life. 

But we perhaps do not always grasp that this diversity in 
the body of Christ means that our life together is a complex 
life. Very complex: think of our diversity and how that has 
to be fitted together with the backgrounds against which we 
live and minister.

Let me highlight a few contributions in this edition of 
Commentary about how we can not just exist but thrive 
in this complex setting. To begin with, even in numerically 
small local churches, there is going to be complexity. This is 
aptly brought out in Ray Porter’s article about preaching in 
a variety of rural churches (page 10).

Then there are complexities of communication as we seek 
to reason and take counsel together. Kirsty Birkett’s article 
on how we communicate (page 30) cuts through to the issue 
of how diverse people owe each other the truth.

Our world of computer-aided relationships presents a 
new level of complexity in how we project our humanity to 
each other, and Nick Tucker explores that (on page 4), while 

Keep it 
complex, 
stupid Mike Ovey introduces this 

edition of Commentary by 
reflecting on the diversity and 
complexity of our life together 
as the body of Christ
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Rob Bridgewater bites the bullet that a complex church life 
needs godly planning as well as godly preaching (page 27).

Naturally, we also have to recognise that we must deal with 
the complexity of different answers to different theological 
questions, and Pete Myers tackles that in regard to the 
thorny question of gender roles (page 17).

What I like about this edition is that it doesn’t just take 
complexity (like taxes) as an unfortunate fact of life, but 
it makes me see the opportunities and better fits me to 
take them and preach God’s Word into them. Because the 
application of God’s Word is at the end of the day how 
Christians are to face complexity and thrive in it.

The Word is sufficient – and that is the theme of Dan 
Strange’s piece about the book on the Bible he and I wrote 
together, Confident: Why we can trust the Bible. An Anglican 
Arsenal supporter working together harmoniously with a 
Baptist closet Hammers fan? Now that was complex.
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As a historian I remember fondly the days when people 
used to read things printed on bits of dead trees and 
communicate with each other by flapping their jaws and 
breathing. In those halcyon days, the universal human need 
for significance and self understanding could only be met by 
prolonged investigation of spiritual or philosophical truth, 
or alternatively by taking the Cosmo Quiz. Now please don’t 
misunderstand, I have never undertaken this profound 
voyage of self-discovery, but I read about it in a book once, 
or it featured in an episode of Friends or something.

I got 
human: 
what did 
you get?

Anyone on Facebook 
is now able to create a 
fictionalised version 
of their lives in real-
time (complete with 
photos and videos). 
Nick Tucker asks 
what this says about 
our search for

identity, and what it does to our 
relationship with God
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If you are unfamiliar with this particular cultural artefact, 
let me explain. Glossy magazines, including but not limited 
to Cosmopolitan, provided readers with a guaranteed path 
to self discovery by means of answering a series of multiple 
choice questions with answers labelled from A-D. The reader 
would then keep track of their answers and according to 
a highly sophisticated statistical analysis could find the 
answers to all life’s questions printed upside down in a tiny 
fontsize at the end of the article.

Typically, this inverted text offered unparalleled insight 
into the personality and prospects of the reader: ‘Mostly As: 
Wow! You are a compassionate and yet powerful person of 
unmatched passion and self-control – you are clearly destined 
to be the next Secretary General of the UN. Mostly Bs with a 
few As and Cs: you are a very spiritual person and a snappy 
dresser – try adding a few more autumnal colours to your 
wardrobe and buying a labradoodle.’ And so it went on.

It is much to be lamented that the Cosmo Quiz, which 
was generally scoured privately or at most with a couple of 
friends, is no longer the universal solution to confusion and 
self doubt that it once was. Now we all have to watch our 
friends’ self discovery on Facebook.

A concern that many have long expressed about the 
increasing extent to which we exist and relate online has 
been the capacity of social media to present an airbrushed 
version of ourselves and thus undermine real relationships 
between embodied, limited and imperfect people. Facebook, 
for instance, has become a place in which we construct a 
simulacrum of ourselves to broadcast to the world.

Last September, newspapers were full of the antics of 
Dutch student, Zilla van den Born, who used Facebook to 
fake a 42 day trip to South East Asia. She did this as part of a 
university project to demonstrate the extent to which social 
media allows us to fictionalise our own lives. The following 
month, Rachel Halliwell penned an article for The Telegraph 
entitled, ‘Help! My husband’s added me on Facebook!’ 
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In this cri de coeur, the author lamented that not only 
would her husband now see the extent to which ‘he is the 
butt of 50 per cent of my online jokes’, but even worse, 
would be able to shatter the ‘carefully crafted illusions’ of 
her online identity.

As well as constructing a fiction of ourselves online, we 
are also turning to the web to try to discover the truth 
about ourselves. Facebook is rapidly becoming a venue 
for Cosmo Quiz style self discovery. The ironic twist being 
that this voyage of self-discovery is also becoming part of 
our self-branding exercise. 

A supposed IQ test was doing the rounds on Facebook 
recently and, if I recall correctly, none of my friends 
posted an IQ score lower than 140. Actually, now that I 
think about it, one friend posted his IQ as 98, but he was 
a mathematician for whom 140 would be a significant 
underestimate. He deliberately answered every question 
incorrectly in order to test his hypothesis about how the 
quiz worked. He was right. Answer none correctly: get 98. 
Answer every question correctly: get 140. No one else I 
know who posted their score did so unless they scored the 
maximum possible. Self-discovery and self-creation seem 
to go hand in hand.

My Facebook feed these days is full of similar pseudo-
psychometric tests to find out which Disney Princess 
you are, whether you could pass GCSE maths, what job 
you should do, and so on. So full has Facebook become of 
this mixture of self-investigation and manufacture that 
I wonder whether no one else has ever been tempted to 
spoof their Facebook status along the lines of: ‘I got Pol 
Pot: which murderous despot are you?’

There is a point to this. It strikes me that our interactions 
through Facebook and other social media reveal 
something of the crisis that our culture is experiencing 
around questions of identity. That crisis is a profound one. 
The uncomfortable corollary of being able to construct 
my own identity is the haunting feeling that I have no 
solid identity except that which I create.

If you think about that for too long, you might just 
find yourself wondering something along the lines of: 
‘If I can be anyone I want, then who is the I that gets to 
choose this identity?’ Your choices at this point rapidly 
approach either the despair of the existentialist who 
has to acknowledge that life is essentially absurd, or the 
recognition that in some way identity is given and thus 
to be discovered. If the latter is the case, then of course I 
am not free to be ‘whoever I want’. In our online culture, 
however, we appear to be trying to embrace both the 
idea of self-construction and self-discovery in a perverse 
dialectic of carefully authored self-discovery.

Human beings have generally relied on deities to 
undertake most of the heavy lifting on these sorts of 
questions: Who am I? What should I do? What does 
my life mean? In our functionally atheistic culture, 
the internet tends to take the place of the gods. It 
represents, after all, the closest thing in our experience 
to omniscience and it can even make food and consumer 
goods arrive at your door at amazing speed (if you order 
before 5pm, weekdays).

Google, for example, has become the equivalent for 
many of the Delphic oracle. The autocomplete function on 
Google search is a marvel of modern technology. Google’s 

The remarkable power of 
the internet has allowed us 
to treat it as quasi-divine. It 
is hardly surprising, then, 
that our use of IT reveals 
the confusion we face over 
identity. In revealing our 
bewilderment about who 
we really are it also tells 
us something about our 
relationship to God
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algorithms predict what you are searching for before you 
have even finished typing the first word of your search. 
This slightly unnerving experience reveals some of the new 
capacities that the so-called information age has given us.

The sheer quantity of information that is now available 
about populations, coupled with the enormous number 
crunching capacity of the latest generation of computer 
processors has delivered the extraordinary phenomenon that 
is ‘big data’. We live in a brave new world in which statisticians 
are well on the way to becoming the new alchemists. But 
the application of big data to something as commonplace 
as internet searching reveals something about the sorts of 
things people are asking the internet to answer.

A year or so ago, someone produced a map of the UK based 
on the searches that were suggested when they typed in 
place names. It revealed that people generally consider 
Cambridge to be posh, Bath to be boring and Norfolk to be 
‘ghetto’. It is an instructive experiment to try beginning to 
type questions in the Google search box and observing how 
they are completed. It is evidently common to seek guidance 
on issues as diverse as the meaning of life, career choices, 
whom to marry and the morality of one’s sexual choices. Try 
typing ‘is it OK’ or ‘should I’ and you will see what I mean. 

The remarkable power of the internet has allowed us to 
treat it as quasi-divine. It is hardly surprising, then, that 
our use of IT reveals the confusion we face over identity. In 
revealing our bewilderment about who we really are it also 
tells us something about our relationship to God.

As Christians we are uniquely 
well placed to offer answers 
and help in this area, and yet 
so often it is Christians who 
seem lost as to their identity, 
who busily construct their 
identity on Facebook
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In the Christian account, to be human is to be a creature. 
To be human is to owe your very existence to a perfect, all-
knowing, all-powerful God. This God is a trinity of persons 
and so just as all reality must be measured in relation to 
him as Creator, that relationship is a personal and not just 
an ontological one. To be human is to be made in the image 
of that God and so to have, if Genesis 9 is to be believed, 
a unique value and status within the creation. All this 
is true of every human being. Meaning and significance 
are intrinsic to human life and do not need to be sought 
out beyond the relationship we have to our Creator. The 
Christian contention that sits alongside this is that we have 
caused a breach in that relationship and this explains the 
confusion we experience about our identity.

Jesus’s frequently misunderstood words in John 8 offer 
a radical solution to this breach of relationship and loss of 
identity. He tells those who are following him that if they 
continue in his teaching, ‘then you will know the truth, and 
the truth will set you free.’ To understand why this is an 
answer to our particular question, it helps to see the flow of 
the narrative in John 8 itself.

The big question at issue in the chapter is Jesus’ identity, 
and in particular the question of whose son he is. Strikingly, 
this flips around to questioning Jesus’ ‘followers’ (who react 
very negatively to his offer) about the identities they cling to.

They don’t need Jesus, because they claim Abraham, and 
then God himself, as their father. But Jesus insists that 
their reaction to him undercuts those assertions. If they 
were children of Abraham, or indeed God, they would treat 
Jesus, the Son of the Father, in the appropriate manner. 
Instead, and this is still shocking to read, Jesus informs 
those who will not build their identity around him that 
they are ‘children of the devil’. The chapter ends with their 
unsuccessful attempt to murder him.

Jesus’ would-be followers share our confusion about their 
identity. What they believed about themselves could not 
withstand the scrutiny of Jesus who ‘knew what was in 
each person’. Their lack of self-knowledge was revealed by 
their inability to come to terms with who Jesus is. There is a 
reason that Calvin began his institutes with this idea:

Our wisdom, in so far as it ought to be deemed true and solid 
Wisdom, consists almost entirely of two parts: the knowledge 
of God and of ourselves. But as these are connected together 
by many ties, it is not easy to determine which of the two 
precedes and gives birth to the other.

Whatever you may think of Calvin, he is, at this point, 
simply following Jesus’ illustration of the connection of our 
own self-understanding with our knowledge of our Creator. 
We can never really understand our own identity if we don’t 
know our Creator. That is what knowing Jesus (which is 
what he means by knowing the truth) can actually offer: a 
restored relationship with the Father and thus also a right 
relationship to ourselves.

That is the sort of freedom that is worth having. Not 
freedom to be anything or anyone we might choose, but to 
be authentically ourselves. What a thing to be free from the 
anxiety about who we are and the burden of convincing 
others that we conform to a particular image we would like 
to project! 

As Christians we are uniquely well placed to offer answers 
and help in this area, and yet so often it is Christians who 
seem lost as to their identity, who busily construct their 
identity on Facebook and inform the rest of us that, ‘I got 
Lepton: what class of subatomic particles are you?’

I submit that this represents a fundamental failure on the 
part of those of us who teach our fellow Christians, to help 
rightly orientate the profound drive to find meaning and 
identity that is the lot of every human.

I concede that there is more talk these days about 
‘finding our identity in Christ’. But I submit that there is a 
long road to travel. The old YBH (yes, but how?) question 
resurfaces with a vengeance. What does it look like to find 
my identity in that way? Perhaps we need to go right back 
to the beginning and with Calvin to try to answer those 
deceptively simple questions afresh and in detail: Who is 
God, and what is a human being?

Nick Tucker teaches doctrine and church history at Oak Hill.
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Shortly after the last general election, 
prime minister David Cameron said 
that the UK had been a ‘passively 
tolerant society’ for too long. ‘Passively 
tolerant’, he says, is a society in which 
people were told ‘as long as you obey 
the law, we will leave you alone’.

This is rather odd. For many of us, 
one of the attractions of a civilised 
state is that if you obey the law you do 
not get banged up. It is quite simply 
freedom from arbitrary or capricious 
arrest, and, in this celebratory year 
of Magna Carta, being left alone by 
the state provided you obey the law 
sounds like a British value.

Apparently not. The context for 
David Cameron’s comment is the need 
to counter extremism. By extremism, 
we are not simply talking about the 
religious advocacy of violence from 
mosque or pulpit. We are talking about 
advocacy that is itself non-violent and 
does not incite a criminal offence (that 

Who counts as 
an extremist?

is, of course, covered by the existing 
law about incitement and conspiracy).

Understandably, the home secretary 
has been pressed on what counts 
as ‘extremism’. She has referred to 
the December 2013 paper published 
by the then coalition which defined 
extremism as: ‘vocal or active 
opposition to fundamental British 
values, including democracy, the 
rule of law, individual liberty and 
mutual respect and tolerance of 
different faiths and beliefs.’ (This was 
taken from an earlier 2011 paper on 
preventing extremism.)

Look at that definition closely, because 
on it depends whether or not you will 
be the subject of an extremism order. 
As legal definitions go, it is hopeless. If 
I had produced something like this in 
the 80s when I was a junior statutory 
draftsman, the head of the office would 
have had a coronary. Why? First of all, 
when you impose a duty on the citizen, 

The government is determined to tackle 
‘extremism’, but its definition of what 
constitutes extremism is not at all clear. 
Mike Ovey thinks through the issues

you want to make it clear what that 
duty is. That means you spell out when 
the duty applies. Now this duty is not 
remotely clear. We know we are not to 
speak against ‘British values’, but what 
are they? What we have is an inclusive 
list, not an exhaustive one. This means 
that even though I am scrupulously not 
undermining democracy, I may still be 
a vocal opponent of British values, all 
unknown to me, because this definition 
has that little weasel word ‘including’.

Secondly, the definition refers to 
a string of values. But those values 
sometimes conflict. So I may argue that 
when I advocate the uniqueness of 
Christ I should be exempt from some 
public order legislation in order to 
protect my freedom of expression. But 
the majority may disagree. Have I been 
in vocal opposition to ‘democracy’? 
On one view, yes. Has the majority 
been advocating the suppression of 
‘individual liberty’? On one view, yes. 
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Photo: Matt SharpeThe list of ‘British values’ is not only 
inclusive rather than exhaustive, it 
contains internal conflict.

Thirdly, this definition falls foul of 
itself. Extremism is vocal opposition 
to the items mentioned, notably the 
rule of law. Now the rule of law has 
sometimes been a motherhood and 
apple pie term. But minimally in the 
literature it includes the certainty of 
the citizen about what the law is that 
applies to him or her. The citizen must 
be able to know in advance what risks 
he or she is running so as to able to 
work out rationally what to do.

Because this definition of ‘British 
Values’ is so ill-formed and internally 
inconsistent, the citizen cannot tell 
in advance whether what she or he 
says will fall foul of it. In other words, 
the definition the home secretary has 
been trotting out itself falls foul of the 
British value of the rule of law.

It therefore also impacts on the 
liberty of the individual by having a 
chilling effect on freedom of speech 
and negatively impacts the democratic 
process by restricting what may be said 
non-violently and otherwise legally in 
the public domain. Democracies need 

the public canvassing of options. So 
the inevitable conclusion is that the 
prime minister and home secretary are 
indulging in vocal opposition to British 
values of the rule of law, the liberty 
of the individual, and the healthy 
functioning of the democratic process. 
They are, in other words, by their own 
definition, extremists.

Would they ever be booked for it? 
No, because, to borrow from George 
Orwell’s Animal Farm, some animals 
are more equal than others.
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Ray Porter has been spending time 
ministering in rural churches and 
is amazed by how many faithful 
Christians are being deprived of 
healthy spiritual food

A few days before I was to lead a Mothering Sunday service 
in a rural church, the order of service came through the 
post. When I read the liturgy, prepared by the previous vicar, 
it was obviously a blatant attempt to worship a Mother God, 
a sister Christ and a female Holy Spirit. Most of the service I 
could make orthodox in my own reading of it, but the creed 
that confessed a six-fold Godhead, had to be revised for 
congregational use.

So I turned up with my printed alternative to the set 
liturgy, wondering what reaction to expect from the 
congregation. I need not have worried. One member 
immediately rejoiced that he wouldn’t have to refuse to 
voice the former vicar’s heresies.

A few weeks later, visiting another church in the same 
group, a member of the congregation expressed her desire 
to go deeper into the scriptures. She had been lent a book by 
the same former vicar that was written by a liberal bishop. 

Photo: JackPeasePhotography

Other
sheep 
I have
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She said, ‘It had more doubt than faith. It wasn’t saying 
what I believe.’ The testimony of the Spirit within her had 
countered the heterodox teaching. 

I have spent several Sundays this year preaching in rural 
churches that are in a pastoral vacancy. The ministry of 
most of them has previously been liberal Catholic, but not 
all as heretical as the example above. I think that in every 
congregation I have met people who are devout believers 
and many of them evangelicals longing for the Bible to be 
opened up to them so that they are fed.

Each congregation may be small, but in one benefice of 
several villages, with a combined population of 1,000, there 
were 150 on the electoral roll – a much higher percentage 
than most parishes achieve. One suburban, thriving 
Anglican church with several hundred people can only 
count two of its electoral roll as actually living in the parish. 
How many faithful people in these villages are being 
deprived of healthy spiritual food! 

You may ask why they have accepted to stay under 
unhelpful ministry and not journeyed to surrounding towns 
to hear sound teaching. There are a variety of reasons. Some 
believe that they should worship at the local parish church 
and have been praying that God would send them a faithful 
minister. They may not be getting expository preaching, but 
they are having three portions of scripture read and often 
enjoying the delights of Cranmer’s theology through the 

I try to show in my manner 
that I expect people to go 
along with me and that 
evangelicalism (a term one 
doesn’t need to use) is warm, 
practical and friendly in 
taking scripture seriously

Photo: JackPeasePhotography

Book of Common Prayer, both of which are rarely found in 
lively evangelical churches. Most of them are elderly and for 
some even the journey to the local church is a struggle. If 
there were ever a chapel in the village that has long closed. 

A minister seeing a mature congregation before him 
may make false assumptions about their intellectual and 
spiritual capabilities. In visiting rural parishes I have met 
at least two retired professors, other university and college 
lecturers, a retired surgeon, a leading London divorce lawyer 
and the owner of a large company producing leather goods – 
and so the list could go on.

A couple of years ago, a minister on sabbatical at Oak Hill 
described to me one of his parishes that contained a similar 
cross-section of retired professionals. I suggested to him 
that in thinking about ministry he should be looking at his 
parish as more like a graduates’ fellowship than an extended 
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taking scripture seriously. Someone once said that if people 
know that you love them, you can lead a congregation 
wherever you want to take it. There is a great danger in 
ministers who will not or cannot teach the word of God 
faithfully and pastorally.

The Roman church still thinks that seven years is needed to 
train someone for the priesthood, but Protestants (including 
evangelicals) somehow think that a few years part-time is 
sufficient for a lifetime of ministry. But worse is the well-
trained evangelical minister who knows his Calvin from his 
Hilary, but lacks the love to lead people to the truth. I always 
question people who tell me that they are called to teach the 
scriptures and suggest to them that I hope that their calling is 
to minister God’s word to real people. 

But what of the non-Anglicans? In one village, the 
evangelical lay reader was not accompanied by his wife, who 
instead attended an evangelical nonconformist church in the 
nearby town. How many evangelicals have abandoned their 
village churches to seek food for their own souls? It may be 
natural for those with young families to seek a church with 
activities for their children, but what about when those 
children are grown up? Should there not be consideration of 
the spiritual needs of the village where we live? Perhaps Mark 
5:19-20 should be more prominent in evangelical thinking.

Perhaps the ministers of evangelical churches, instead 
of planning to plant another church, should instead send 
their members back to their villages with training how to 
become such useful members of the church that when the 
next pastoral vacancy occurs they can call an evangelical 
minister who will bring the gospel to the village.

Will others, who have left the village for a town church, 
return to worship when an evangelical has become vicar? 
But will there be evangelical ministers to accept such 
posts? Evangelical clergy may need to consider that the 
care of ageing saints and the proclamation of the gospel 
to rural unbelievers may be even more strategic for the 
re-evangelisation of England than ministry to young city 
professionals.

Ray Porter is Tutor in World Mission Studies at Oak Hill.

care home. In the ministry to those who are coming to 
church there should be an intellectual rigour so that their 
minds and hearts are challenged. This should also extend 
into evangelism with the aim to get unbelievers engaging 
with the truths of scripture and the prayer that they will be 
opened by the Holy Spirit to conversion. 

I mentioned to a local bishop my concern about these 
believers who have been starved of healthy spiritual food, 
and his response was to point to the recent appointments 
of evangelicals (including one former Oak Hill student) to 
at least two of these benefices. But such parishes are not 
on the radar of most evangelical clergy. Stories of problems 
with PCCs or bishops for those who move to minister in 
churches that do not boast an evangelical tradition are 
more commonly told than those where such churches have 
embraced the gospel when it is faithfully expounded. Where 
there have been problems, questions must be asked about 
how the scriptures have been expounded and leadership 
exercised in such situations. 

My approach to these churches has been the same as I 
exercised in the mixed Dutch Reformed denomination 
where I ministered in Indonesia. It is to accept the professed 
faith of the individuals, and the doctrinal position of the 
church, and then, in pastoring and preaching, to develop 
the implications of such faith and doctrine in a biblical 
Christian life. I try to show in my manner that I expect 
people to go along with me and that evangelicalism (a term 
one doesn’t need to use) is warm, practical and friendly in 

The care of ageing saints and 
the proclamation of the gospel 
to rural unbelievers may be 
even more strategic for the 
re-evangelisation of England 
than ministry to young city 
professionals
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Training in 
conversational 
ministry Steve Midgley, the 

Executive Director of 
Biblical Counselling UK, 

teaches courses in biblical counselling at Oak Hill. 
He recently talked to Commentary about the value 
of relationships, emotion and a genuine change of 
heart in the life of Christians and churches

Commentary: Biblical counselling isn’t 
a term many will be familiar with in 
the UK. How would you define it?

Steve Midgley: For a brief definition, 
I can’t do better than John Piper, who 
says biblical counselling is ‘God-
centered, Bible-saturated, emotionally 
in-touch use of language to help people 
become God-besotted, Christ-exalting, 
joyfully self-forgetting lovers of 
people.’ 

Another way to describe biblical 
counselling is as conversational 
ministry. We know about public 
ministry (such as preaching) and 
private devotions (such as quiet 
times), but we speak much less about 
conversational ministry. Yet it’s a 
mainstay of all our pastoral work.  

When I first encountered the biblical 
counselling movement about nine years 
ago, I noticed that it was both strikingly 
familiar and significantly different. The 
familiar bit was the content. It was the 
same gospel I’d always believed, with 
the same Reformation emphases on 
scripture, church, grace and the glory 
of God. The freshness came from the 
rich and emotionally intelligent way 
the Bible was applied into the detail of 
everyday life.

How did it affect your ministry?

I realised how often I was applying the 
Bible at a surface level, encouraging 
a change of behaviour rather than 
a change of the heart. But when we 
do that we produce churches which 

are far more Pharisee-like than we 
would care to admit. Jesus likened it 
to cleaning the outside of the dish but 
leaving the inside untouched. It seems 
to me that a lot of us have been waking 
up to that failing. 

Another problem area for UK 
churches, particularly those at the 
conservative end of the evangelical 
spectrum, is the way we handle 
emotion. A mature grasp of the gospel 
is generally defined in purely cognitive 
terms. It’s as if being tight doctrinally 
and orthodox behaviourally means we 
have arrived at godliness. Yet in the 
Bible, knowledge is always relational 
and involves a comprehensive response 
to the grace of God. Loving God also 
means delighting in him, finding our 
joy in him. It involves our emotions. 
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In what way does a biblical 
counselling approach help us with our 
discipleship?

It helps us think intelligently and 
biblically about our motivations. It 
asks the ‘why’ questions. Why do I lose 
my temper so often? Why am I so much 
of a perfectionist? Why do I avoid 
confrontation? Why is it so hard for me 
to admit my mistakes? What is going 
on in my heart that makes me operate 
the way I do?

Once we ask, and answer, those 
kinds of questions we are a lot closer 
to working out how our faith in 
Christ should shape our hearts and 
how receiving his grace will lead us 
to repentance and change. Instead of 
a veneer of external righteousness, 
we pursue the sanctification God is 
really after: a reformation into the very 
likeness of Christ. 

So biblical counselling is much more 
than helping believers with ‘emotional 
and psychological struggles’?

While we do need experienced biblical 
counsellors to help people with more 

Loving God also 
means delighting 
in him, finding 
our joy in him. 
It involves our 
emotions
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complicated problems, a biblical 
counselling approach is relevant much 
more broadly. It is of help to pastors, 
small group leaders, youth group 
leaders and more besides. It helps us to 
be godly friends to the people around 
us. It helps us notice how other desires, 
dreams, hopes and fears are usurping 
the place that rightly belongs to God. 
It shows how scripture speaks into 
divided hearts to bring us to a more 
wholehearted devotion to God.

That’s why it’s relevant not only to 
‘troubled’ individuals, but to all of 
us – because all of us are troubled in 
some way or other. It’s simply doing 
pastoral work well (taking ‘pastoral’ in 
its biggest sense). 

What is Biblical Counselling UK doing 
to encourage conversational ministry 
in churches?

It’s early days, but at the moment we 
are putting on annual conferences. 
After two national day conferences we 

ran our first residential conference this 
year. We are also running a two-year 
certificate programme which is being 
supported by Oak Hill. 

There are some local initiatives. 
The North West Partnership has 
supported Sally Orwin-Lee to train 
in biblical counselling and she now 
provides a resource to churches 
there. In Edinburgh, a small new 
biblical counselling service has been 
established to work with some of the 
churches in the city. Something similar 
is underway in Northern Ireland. 

If someone in pastoral leadership 
wanted to engage more fully with this, 
what would you suggest?

The Biblical Counselling UK certificate 
programme would be the first thing 
to consider. Students take a selection 
of the distance education modules 
from CCEF (the Christian Counseling 
and Educational Foundation in 
Philadelphia, which was the birthplace 
of biblical counselling) and we 
supplement that online material with 
regular face to face seminars. Those 
provide a more practical training 
experience as well as a peer group 
which really helps in grounding the 
material. 

I am particularly struck at the way 
the course benefits those who already 
have a theological training. Because it 
helps us apply the gospel more richly, 
it helps in both preaching and one to 
one work and is a great way of growing 
in ministry skills. It’s also an excellent 

thing to encourage church members to 
consider. Because the course sets out 
a vision for every member ministry, 
rather than simply creating a specialist 
subset, it really helps a church to work 
together for change.

The first group are finishing this 
summer and I am thrilled at their 
positive responses. Here are just three 
of them:

‘The course has challenged me to 
think more strategically about how I 
apply the Bible to ministry situations, 
and provided new ways to open up 
conversations as contacts discover 
biblical truth for themselves.’

‘Biblical, gospel focused, practical, 
challenging and ultimately life 
changing, as God graciously revealed 
the heart of some of my struggles and 
the heart of his solution in Jesus!’

‘The course taught me to be more real 
with God and more serious about sin. 
Instead of that making me miserable, 
it’s brought pure joy. Because when I 
see the ugly tentacles of sin in so many 
of my words and actions, it drives me 
into the arms of the Father who always 
has mercy on me because of his Son.’ 

In September we will have a 
new intake of students in London, 
Edinburgh and Liverpool and I’d love 
to encourage pastors to think of people 
in their congregations who might 
consider applying.

Find more details of the certificate 
programme and about Biblical 
Counselling UK on their website:
www.biblicalcounselling.org.uk

A biblical 
counselling 
approach shows 
how scripture 
speaks into 
divided hearts to 
bring us to a more 
wholehearted 
devotion to God
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How do we best love others when we think they are 
wrong? The gospel does not give a one-size-fits-all answer 
to this question. I am a conservative evangelical and a 
complementarian. I believe the Bible teaches that only 
men should lead churches, and that sexual activity is only 
appropriate within heterosexual marriage. I believe these 
things because the Bible teaches that woman and men are 
equal, but different.

In contrast, the issues of women in church leadership 
and sexual ethics are not only different, they are also 
unequal. The invitation to a wedding where the vicar is 
a woman is very different to the invitation to a wedding 
where the bride is a man.

Some believe these issues are bound together: that 
the belief women can be church leaders will inevitably 
become belief that marriage can take place between two 
people of the same gender. However, that very concern 

unequal
Different 
and

How can Christian 
believers best love 
other believers when 
they think they are 
wrong? Pete Myers 
looks at agreement 
and disagreement 
over the big issues of 
female leadership and 
human sexuality
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assumes the issues are inherently different and unequal. It 
assumes the real problem is not with the belief in women 
leaders itself, but with the (supposedly) inevitable direction 
that belief will lead.

But not all who believe women can lead churches will 
necessarily adopt a liberal view of human sexuality. 
Arguments for women leaders are just like human beings: 
diverse, complicated, and sometimes inconsistent.

In the early church, circumcision became closely 
associated with justification by faith. Paul recognised that 
behind the issue of circumcision lay different theologies. 
Sometimes circumcision was a denial of Christ (Galatians 
5:2) and at other times a qualification for mission (Acts 16:3). 
Paul perceived that circumcision was only a surface issue 
(Galatians 5:6).

Different theologies lie behind the view that women can 
be church leaders, and these connect with core beliefs in 
different ways. Two such core beliefs are the authority of 
the Bible and the nature of human beings.

The authority of the Bible

For evangelicals, the Bible is our ultimate authority for 
doctrine and ethics. The Bible teaches that sexual activity 
is only for within heterosexual marriage (for example in 
Exodus 20:14 and Romans 1:26-27). It is impossible to claim 
the contrary without denying the authority of the Bible.

The Bible also teaches that women should not lead 
churches: ‘I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise 
authority over a man.’ (1 Timothy 2:12). However, in this case, 
I can understand why another evangelical who believes the 
Bible is our ultimate authority might interpret those words 
differently to me.

The Greek of 1 Timothy 2 is a little more complicated than 
our English translations and it is understandable that some 
believe Paul may just be talking about wives and husbands. 
This is very different from the issue of human sexuality. 
Romans 1:26-27, and passages such as Leviticus 18:22 which lie 
behind it, leave no room for manoeuvre. Some read Romans 
16:7 as an example that women could have authority, even 

The issues of women in 
church leadership and 
sexual ethics are not only 
different, they are also 
unequal. The invitation to a 
wedding where the vicar is 
a woman is very different to 
the invitation to a wedding 
where the bride is a man
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The issue of ongoing prophecy today is not less tied to the 
gospel than the issue of women in leadership. If anything, it 
seems more so. The reality is: theology is systematic – every 
doctrine is connected to every other doctrine. Some people 
just seem particularly sensitive to those connections in 
relation to women in ministry.

The nature of human beings

Human beings are made in God’s image, individually and 
collectively. Not only am I the image of God, we together 
are the image of God. Genesis 1:27 makes complementary 
genders core to that, and Genesis 2 ties this to sexual 
identity.

Revisionist rhetoric on human sexuality denies this 
either by making sexuality a matter of personal choice, 
or by redefining gender so that it excludes the element of 
sexuality. Some arguments for women leaders flow out of 
such revisionist theology by claiming that women should 
lead churches because there is no difference between the 
women and men, or by otherwise undermining Genesis 1-2.

However, these only represent some of the arguments 
put forward by some people for women leaders. Many 
arguments do not require this revisionist theology. Some 
contradict it. A senior member of WATCH (Women and the 
Church) once put to me that the church needs women and 
men at every tier precisely because men and women are 
complementary.

Do I agree? No. However, is her view compatible with 
scriptural teaching about the nature of human beings, that 
men and women are equal, but different? Yes.

Flexibility?

I have argued from a conservative evangelical 
complementarian perspective that in relation to the two key 
doctrines of the authority of the Bible and human nature, 
the issues of women in leadership and human sexuality are 
not the same. The Bible’s language about these two issues is 
also different and unequal.

that of an apostle, which is a view found as early as John 
Chrysostom in the 4th to 5th centuries. Since the Bible 
cannot contradict itself, some understandably believe we 
must interpret 1 Timothy 2 in light of this claim. This is very 
different from the issue of human sexuality. There are no 
potential examples in the Bible of a healthy, positive, same-
sex sexual relationship that might suggest evangelicals need 
to re-interpret the traditional view of Romans 1.

These are reasons why I, as a conservative evangelical 
complementarian, can understand why another evangelical 
trying to read the Bible carefully might take a different view 
to me on women in leadership, but not on human sexuality.

I can understand the case for denying baptism to infants. I 
can understand the case for claiming there are still prophets 
giving fresh revelation today. I can understand the case for 
saying that churches must be organised into presbyteries, or 
must be independent. Am I personally persuaded by those 
arguments? No. Can I see why another evangelical, believing 
in the authority of Bible, might be persuaded by them? Yes.

Some claim that women in leadership, by its very nature, 
is tied to the authority of the Bible in a way other issues are 
not. But if anything, that’s more true of other issues British 
evangelicals have already learnt to bury the hatchet over.

Compare the issue of ongoing prophecy today. Whatever 
one’s view, the opposite view, by its very nature, seems tied 
to the authority of the Bible in a way other issues aren’t. To 
the ‘cessationist’, the ‘continuationist’ view that prophetic 
revelation continues today, seems like it sets prophecy up as 
a rival source of authority and revelation to the Bible.

To the ‘continuationist’, the ‘cessationist’ view that 
prophecy has ceased today appears to contradict the Bible 
directly: ‘Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, 
especially that you may prophesy’ (1 Corinthians 14:1).

Continuationists respond that prophets today are 
like Agabus, who spoke God’s word fallibly (Acts 21:7-14). 
Cessationists respond that Paul’s commands are tied to the 
time and situation when he wrote them. But both these 
arguments that are used by evangelicals on both sides are 
used by others elsewhere to undermine the authority and 
truthfulness of the Bible.
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Sexual ethics are spoken of as inviolable ethical principles 
(for example, in Leviticus 20:13 and 1 Corinthians 6:18). In 
contrast, the language of 1 Timothy 2:12 is more circumspect. 
And beyond merely language, the Bible actually treats 
the issues of women leadership and human sexuality as 
different and unequal too.

There are no examples in the Bible of flexibility on the 
principle that sexual activity is only appropriate between 
members of the opposite gender. In contrast, the Bible 
does demonstrate occasional flexibility on the principle 
of male-only leadership or male-only teaching. Perhaps a 
degree of flexibility is seen in the example of Priscilla and 
Aquila (Acts 18:26), but more so in the story of Deborah and 
Barak (Judges 4-5). The latter demonstrates that it is at 
least possible in some circumstances for God to call women 
to be leaders.

The story of Deborah does not demonstrate that women 
leaders should be the norm in the church. However, it does 
demonstrate that female leadership is not a universal, 
unviolable ethical wrong – unlike homosexual practice.

Get real

The reality on the ground is that many conservative 
evangelical complementarians already act as though the 
issues of women in leadership and human sexuality are 
different and unequal. Many church leaders would withold 
communion from a professing Christian who entered into 
a sexually active same-sex relationship. In contrast, many 
would not withhold communion from the woman pastor of 
the church next door.

The guy who believes that women can marry women 
would most probably not be allowed in the pulpit. The guy 
who believes that women can be church leaders may well be 
allowed to preach.

University CUs all over the country demonstrate a breadth 
of views on the issue of female speakers or leaders, while 
remaining united in facing ostracism and sometimes 
confrontation for holding firm to the classical Christian 
ethic on human sexuality. The reality is: many of us already 

act as though the issues of women in leadership and human 
sexuality are different and unequal.

The need for unity

Some have suggested to me that to seek unity with 
egalitarians is divisive. Or, at least, there are few, if any, 
positive reasons to do so. It’s true we should not seek unity 
for unity’s sake. Nor should we seek unity at any cost. 
We should not let the fear of man drive our theology. But 
neither should we fail to seek unity with egalitarians in 
order to be accepted by a complementarian in-crowd. The 
fear of man goes in both directions.

Jesus also commanded us to make disciples (Matthew 
28:19). And obeying that command requires working for 
unity with others when we can. Jesus prayed for such unity 
for the sake of our witness to the world (John 17:20-21). 
Surely, this is reason enough? But as it happens, we have a 
higher and more privileged reason to do so.

I began by asking how we best love others when we think 
they are wrong. That was the place where I started because 
of Jesus’ command to ‘love one another as I have loved you’ 
(John 15:12). What does that mean in the case of those with 
whom we disagree? I’ve argued that the answer is different, 
depending on the type of disagreement.

Loving those who are refusing to repent from sin that 
endangers their souls probably looks like mourning (2 
Corinthians 12:21), praying, and disciplining (2 Corinthians 
13:1-2), with the hope they will repent and be saved. I suggest 
this is how we love all those who are sexually active outside 
of heterosexual marriage.

Loving those who we believe are mistaken probably looks 
like not passing judgment and trying to find some way to 
live together without offending one another’s consciences 
(Romans 14:1-12). That is, after all, what Christian maturity 
looks like (Ephesians 4:1-16). I suggest this is how we love 
those who believe in the authority of the Bible, but take a 
different view to us on the issue of women in leadership.

Pete Myers is an ordained Anglican minister and an Old Oak.



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  21

Mission is integral to evangelical 
identity. That would seem to be 
a given, but not all evangelicals 
have viewed it that way. In the 18th 
century, for a variety of reasons, far 
too many English and Welsh Baptist 
communities believed that the duty of 
evangelizing the lost in the nations of 
the world was not their responsibility. 
How on earth, one might ask, could 
they have ever justified this position 
in light of such passages as Matthew 
28:18–20, Mark 16:15, and Acts 1:8, for 
example?

One train of argument held that 
these passages were no longer 
applicable to the church since 
worldwide evangelization had taken 
place in the era of the apostles 
(Colossians 1:23 was cited as proof). 
Those nations that had no gospel 
witness had obviously rejected the 

Andrew Fuller, 
the rope-holder

The pioneering mission work of William 
Carey is well known, but not so familiar is the 
supporting work of Andrew Fuller, his partner 
in the gospel. Michael Haykin offers this 
appreciation on the bicentenary of his death

gospel in the apostolic era and there 
was no longer any necessity for later 
Christians to take the gospel to them 
again (for this, the apostolic policy in 
texts such as Acts 13:46 and 51 was cited 
as precedent).

Another argument, drawn from the 
error of hyper-Calvinism, appealed 
to the sovereignty of God. God would 
surely save the people for whom Jesus 
died, and this would happen whether 
we evangelize or not; in fact, by saving 
people without evangelism, the glory 
of the sovereign grace of God is seen 
purely in all of its lustre without any 
admixture of human activity!

A solid refutation of these arguments 
was offered by the Baptist figure often 
called ‘the Father of Modern Missions’, 
William Carey. Carey’s subsequent 
acting out of his missionary convictions 
in over 40 years of evangelism and 

Fuller, seated with his arm on the table, 
at a gathering of Baptist leaders in the 
early 19th century.
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he was dissatisfied with the hyper-
Calvinist reasoning behind this style 
of preaching and its perspective on 
evangelism. He began to sense that 
his ‘preaching was anti-scriptural and 
defective in many respects,’ as he later 
put it. But how then should he preach?

The solution was found in the 
scriptures. Fuller immersed himself in 
the biblical models of Jesus’ preaching 
in the Gospel of John and that of the 
apostles in Acts. He also read widely 
in the works of the Puritans of the 
preceding century and the pre-eminent 
American author Jonathan Edwards, 
and noted that these historical 
forebears offered ‘free invitations to 
sinners to come to Christ and be saved’. 
This then was the crucible in which 
he wrote his revolutionary work, The 
Gospel Worthy of All Acceptation. 

Two editions of this book were 
published in Fuller’s lifetime, one in 
1785 and the other in 1801. The second 
edition had for its subtitle, The Duty of 
Sinners to Believe in Jesus Christ, which 
well expressed the overall theme of the 
book: ‘faith in Christ is the duty of all 
men who hear, or have opportunity to 
hear, the gospel’. This epoch-making 
book sought to uphold the Reformation 
theme that salvation is by grace alone 
and faith alone, while at the same time 
attempting to leave preachers with no 
alternative but to drive home to their 
hearers the universal obligations of 
repentance and faith.

With regard to Fuller himself, the 
book was a key factor in determining 
the shape of his ministry in the years to 

ministry in West Bengal, India, is well 
known. What is not as well known is 
that behind Carey’s mission stands the 
impressive evangelical theology of his 
close friend and confidante, Andrew 
Fuller (1754–1815).

Fuller was seven years old when 
his parents moved to the village of 
Soham, about 14 miles from Cambridge, 
England, as the crow flies. Once settled 
in Soham, they joined themselves to 
the Baptist work in the village. The 
pastor of this small work was a man 
named John Eve, who, according 
to Fuller, ‘had little or nothing to 
say to the unconverted,’ because he 
had embraced the hyper-Calvinism 
described above.

Nevertheless, in the late 1760s, 
Fuller began to experience strong 
conviction of sin, which issued in a 
sound conversion in November 1769. 
He was baptized in April 1770 and 
joined the Soham church. Over the 
course of the next few years, it became 
very evident to the church that Fuller 
possessed definite ministerial gifts. Eve 
had left the church in 1771 for another 
pastorate, and the young Fuller, 
self-taught when it came to theology, 
was eventually asked to preach and 
then called as pastor in May 1775. The 
church consisted of 47 members and 
met for worship in a rented barn.

Due to the fact that John Eve’s 
preaching was essentially the only 
model of preaching Fuller had ever 
really known, he initially preached like 
Eve and failed to urge the unconverted 
to come to Christ. Increasingly, though, 

come. It led directly to Fuller’s whole-
hearted commitment to the formation 
of the Baptist Missionary Society in 
1792 – the first missionary organization 
formed for doing cross-cultural mission 
in the English-speaking world. Fuller 
served as secretary of the society until 
his death in 1815. The work consumed 
an enormous amount of his time 
as he regularly toured the country, 
representing the mission and raising 
funds. 

On average, Fuller was away from 
home three months of the year, and 
assistants or other pastors filled the 
pulpit when he was gone. Between 
1798 and 1813 he made five lengthy trips 
to Scotland for the mission as well as 
undertaking journeys to Wales and 
Ireland. He also carried on an extensive 
correspondence on the mission’s behalf 
and was often up well after midnight 
writing letters with his quill pen.

Carey’s legendary work in India 
would never have taken place without 
Fuller and the support he raised. Fuller 
later compared the sending of Carey 
to India as the lowering of him into a 
deep gold mine. Fuller and other close 
friends pledged themselves to ‘hold the 
ropes’ as long as they and Carey lived. 
And they did. Their faithfulness to the 
cause of missions is till yielding fruit 
around the world.

Michael AG Haykin is Director of 
the Andrew Fuller Center for Baptist 
Studies at the Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary in Louisville, 
Kentucky.
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Nearly every minister will grapple with bringing about 
change in his or her church, whether it takes the form 
of revitalisation, turnaround or development. How such 
change is planned has long intrigued me. My hunch was that 
there were two primary influences on ministers working 
through change in their churches. 

Some ministers adapt ‘secular’ management methods after 
seeing success in business. Adding a Christian overlay, such 
methods seem to be helpful. Churches often then progress 
through change through adopting a strapline; developing a 
vision during a leadership awayday; organising the church 
on a structure of functional ministries, and so on. Others 
eschew management theory and base change on experience 

and common sense. All that is needed is to preach scripture 
faithfully and trust God for wisdom. 

These may be caricatures, but neither way seems entirely 
satisfactory, and I wondered if there was a better way to 
understand change. Early in 2015, I ran a project to survey 

What a 
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for change How can church 
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positive change to 
the churches they serve? Do we 
turn to the latest management 
textbook, or trust our own 
experience? Rob Bridgewater 
suggests 10 factors to underpin 
the process of change
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the Bible, ministers and literature, aiming to identify the 
chief elements that ought to be in place to help the process 
of change to be effective, and authentically Christian. 

The result was 10 key factors that appear to underpin 
sound planning. Few, if any, will be surprising. Neither, 
collectively, do they provide a method. I do hope, however, 
that they might provide a useful set of foundations for 
change.

1. Firstly, ministers are not trained well in this area. 
It isn’t that God’s strategy for church is not clear 
– it is – but working out how to change a church 

that is not fully bearing witness to God is not often taught 
during or after college. Ministers would clearly benefit from 
more time studying the subject.

2. Ministers need to have one or more mentors, 
and not just accountability partners, specifically 
to advise them about change. It matters who the 

mentor is, too: they should be experienced in the kind of 
change that the minister themselves is undertaking, but on 
a more complex scale.

3. Ministers understand strategy is church culture 
and plan accordingly. Setting strategy is more 
than a vision statement; it is planning deep change 

within the body. Ministers also understand the different 
subcultures in the church and the need to diligently align 
practical values with those that the church actually holds.

4. Ministers bathe their change in prayer and 
scripture, and deeply love their congregation. Of 
course.

5. Ministers carefully ask the right questions. Peter 
Brierley is helpful in this area. His ‘where are you?’ 
questions are particularly insightful and are worth 

thinking through carefully:
Where are you, geographically? Where is the church in 

its locale? What problems and advantages does this bring? 

Where are church members geographically? One church, 
whose building became unfit for use, chose to permanently 
move to the town hall in order to become physically central 
to its community.

Where are you, demographically? A minister needs to 
really understand the church demographics (ages, life and 
work patterns, leisure activities, etc.), where people think it’s 
going, and where it needs to go. Workplaces might dictate 
where pastoral meetings occur. One rural minister in Essex 
understood that his local demographic precluded children’s 
work, so he ploughed effort into working with senior 
citizens and facilitating suitable evangelism for them.

Where are you, historically? Understanding historic 
patterns of the church is profoundly helpful. One Anglican 
minister reviewed the closure pattern of many local non-
conformist chapels in order to adapt his liturgy to make 
a home for these Christians, resulting in a welcoming 
church for them. Others noted they followed a short-
lived minister who had brought about radical change; 
careful understanding of this allowed them to consolidate 
well. Elsewhere, historical reviews of service patterns 
demonstrated that they had constantly changed and helped 
to encourage members that further change was entirely 
reasonable.

Where are you, in capability? Ask this question in terms 
of people, resources and the activities being run. Is there 
a gap between where you think the church should go, and 

One Anglican minister 
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church for them
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its ability to get there? Are there people outside the church 
that might be asked to join? Do plans need to be adjusted?

Where are you, spiritually? This is the question. Where 
are peoples’ hearts in relationship to the Lord? No amount 
of other change will be at all valuable until this is resolved. 
One minister’s wife started a programme of 1:1s in their 
new church; she chose the most mature Christian woman 
and met until she thought that she in turn could lead a 1:1 
relationship, which led to two 1:1s and so on. Unless hearts 
are changed towards Jesus, no amount of other change will 
truly work. This may end up switching the planned cultural 
change towards one focused on discipleship rather than, say 
evangelism.

6. Ministers need to hold a very clear focus 
on the change purpose. Some ministers were 
extraordinarily effective at not allowing church 

members to implement ideas that would deflect the 
direction of the church. They did this with diplomacy and 
with encouragement, but remained very firm minded.

7. Ministers understand that they are central to the 
change process. Change will be highly reliant on 
the commitment of the minister. If a minister lets 

something ‘flap in the wind’, it will go its own way. Change 
might be a reaction against or facilitated by the minister, 
so a minister’s relationships and communication will be 
critical.

8. Ministers plan change steps carefully and well, 
and evaluate change against agreed criteria. 
Aims can be ‘big and hairy’, or they can be more 

developmently orientated. Either way, plans are not 
superficial, and the big idea (the vision) is well connected 
to the actions and tasks in front of the minister and the 
church. Plans often need to be changed to take into account 
new and changing circumstances, but a plan has to be there 
in order for it to be changed. Big, loose ideas rarely work. 
This might appear to undermine the serendipity of the Holy 
Spirit, but Josiah and Nehemiah would not agree, it seems.

9. Minsters work hard to understand that they 
are deeply limited in their capabilities. Several 
commentators rightly commend deep self-

awareness. Some ministers actively appoint ministers 
(whether lay or paid) whose strengths make up for their 
own sins and weaknesses.

10. Ministers know ultimately, strategy and change 
is entirely in the hand of God. Josiah, David, 
Nehemiah and Paul knew this. Many ministers 

think they know this, but act as if they are the main 
orchestrators of change. 

These key factors are scratches on the surface, and each 
needs careful thinking, but they seem to offer insight 
in two areas. Firstly, unless a minister’s plan for change 
encompasses all ten factors, change appears likely to be 
much harder. They might therefore help as a checklist for a 
minister planning significant change. 

Secondly, I hope that the factors help as a tool for 
critiquing a set of ideas, or as strategic tools. A particular 
book or idea might only fulfil two or three of the criteria, but 
should help to prompt a need for action in the remaining 
areas. It seems that biblical preaching, while essential, is 
only part of what is needed.

Rob Bridgewater has recently graduated from Oak Hill and is 
taking up a curacy in Sheffield.

Plans often need to be 
changed to take into 
account new and changing 
circumstances, but a plan has 
to be there in order for it to 
be changed. Big, loose ideas 
rarely work
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So, we’ve had another election and there’s a new 
government. The Tories won. All sorts of comments could 
follow, but what interests me is the fact that this was so 
unexpected. Leading up to the election, polls consistently 
predicted that Cameron would lose, or at best have another 
coalition government. It could be, of course, that millions 
of people simultaneously failed to make up their minds 
until the last moment. Or it could be, as one television 
commentator pointed out, that we’re just a bunch of liars.

Picture the scenario: a pollster comes to your door, asking 
impertinent questions about your vote. A total stranger. 
Really, is there any reason why you should be obliged to tell 
the truth? What harm does it do if you tell a lie, especially if 
(as it might seem to you) it’s a socially acceptable one? Who 
would not?

Of all the topics that I teach in Christian ethics, I find lying 
the trickiest. Not that it’s terribly hard to find a biblical 
position on lying: Christians should tell the truth. The Bible 
is very clear, with overwhelming data. Lying is bad and we 

Telling the 
truth: why 
should we?
The Bible is clear: Lying is bad and we 
shouldn’t do it. But as soon as it comes 
to real-life situations, there are so 
many occasions when a little lie doesn’t 
hurt anyone. Does it? Kirsty Birkett 
asks the difficult questions

shouldn’t do it. The trouble is, as soon as it comes to real-life 
examples, there seem to be so many occasions when, well, a 
little lie doesn’t hurt anyone. Well, it doesn’t. Does it?

I can remember reading a wartime novel in which the 
hero, a British soldier escaping through Nazi Germany, is 
put in a position where it seems he needs to lie to a German 
fisherman in order to get back to Britain. This puts him in a 
moral quandary, because, he reasons, lying is wrong, even to 
the enemy for the purpose of his own escape.

I can remember smiling at this vacillation of his. How 
quaint, I thought. How stiff-upper-lippish. Of course he’s 
justified in lying; they’re Nazis. They’re the enemy. Spies, 
secret agents, all the heroes of the kind of literature I love 
to read, of course they lie. Otherwise good would never 
triumph and the hero would never make it back alive. 
What’s the harm?
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Well, a lie is told. That’s the harm. Lying is bad. Why do 
I find this so hard to accept? If the moral quandary were, 
for instance, that he had to shoot the fisherman in order to 
escape, I could entirely understand his problem. If it were 
that he had to torture the fisherman, or rape his wife, or 
steal his money, I would understand that this is a real moral 
issue. That just wouldn’t be fair, to hurt a non-combatant for 
the sake of escape. But lying about being a British soldier? 
When he’s in enemy territory? Surely that’s only common 
sense.

It seems I’m not alone in this instinct. From CSI to soap 
operas, modern fiction frequently discusses moral issues, 

but lying is rarely one of them. The acceptability of lying is 
just assumed; it’s even legal for police to lie to suspects in 
order to elicit a confession (or at least, that’s what American 
fiction tells me). Other sins – violence or killing, well they 
require consideration.

It might be decided in the end that they are justified in 
certain situations, but at least they always require thought. 
Lying, on the other hand, is a no-brainer. Who would not lie 
when justice is on the line? Who would not lie in order to 
save someone? We might want to maintain a public fiction 
of truth; we certainly object loudly when politicians or other 
public figures are caught out in lies; but in practice, it seems, 
there are plenty of times when it’s fine.

Not so, says God. According to the Bible, lying is wrong 
and against God’s character. It is never right, and even 
though we have narrative accounts where it occurs, we are 
unequivocably told in every normative instruction not to do 
it. Yet this seems so counter-intuitive, especially when it is so 
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easy to imagine a situation in which lying hurts no one and 
can help many. To catch a criminal. To defeat the bad guys. 
Or, let’s be honest, to further myself.

If a thief says, ‘Give me your money’, and I say ‘I don’t have 
any’, surely that’s fine. Or if the boss asks me, ‘Did you get to 
work on time?’ and I more or less fudge my answer – well, so 
what? After all, in the end my morality is defined by me. Isn’t 
it? That’s certainly the logical implication of postmodern 
Western thought – that I am my own, self-defined person, 
and my right to choice is paramount.

Whatever I am, it is fundamental to social ethics these 
days that I am the only one who has the right to decide what 
I am. If that is the case, then necessarily I have the right to 
lie. I have the right to define myself and my reality as I wish. 
Lying, if it serves me, is good.

Yet, if we only reflect a little about the effect that other 
people’s lies have on us, we realise that lying is not harmless. 
I have come across a fair number of pastoral disasters in my 
adult life as a Christian. Yet nothing – nothing – has hurt 
people so much, in my experience, as being lied to. Finding 
that a trusted person was actually not to be trusted, because 
he or she lied, is devastating. It cuts through relationships 
in a way that can be fundamentally worse than violence. 
Murder kills people – but lying kills trust, and that can 
destroy a person’s sense of reality itself.

It is very difficult to know how to continue to relate to 
people who lie. If we cannot trust a person’s word, how can 

we converse? How can we have any level of relationship 
beyond the superficial? How can we conduct business or 
run institutions? Well, with massive bureaucracy, is how we 
do it.

Red tape is blossoming in every sector of public life, 
because every single decision and claim has to be checked 
and double checked by many parties. But why should that 
be so? Perhaps it is because we know that these days, it is 
not just that people are sinful and might lie, but that people 
actually believe that lying is right if they want to do it, and 
so will not have inner barriers against it. Their consciences 
will tell them, this is not wrong. 

I’m not so different. I want to think that telling a lie is not 
so wrong. Maybe this says something about the corruption 
of our contemporary society, that lies seem so harmless.

Yet if it does, it only means that our society is now 
working with what our natural inclinations have always 
been. Augustine, in the 4th century AD, wrote of his own 
struggle with believing that lying is always wrong (in his 
To Consentius, Against Lying). In compassion, he wanted to 
believe that there are times when telling the truth will only 
hurt – for instance, when a dying man asks if his son still 
lives, and you know he does not. But, as Augustine goes on, if 
we allow that lie, where do we stop? Our hearts will always 
find some justification for the lies we want to tell – and if I 
believe, as we do these days, that my heart has an absolute 
right to decide what is right for me, lies will naturally follow.

It’s hard not to lie. It’s hard to believe that we cannot 
justify lying. It is especially hard in our society where – as 
with so many other sins – we are now being taught a logic 
about ourselves that means we can justify pretty much any 
lie. In that kind of world, lies are not just inevitable, but 
right and good. Our right, and to our good. Which is itself a 
lie.

So let us try to tell the truth, even when it is awkward. 
Not just to friends, but to enemies as well. Even when it is 
inconvenient. Even to pollsters. Now there’s a challenge.

Kirsty Birkett lectures in  doctrine, philosophy and ethics 
at Oak Hill.

Finding that a trusted 
person was actually not to 
be trusted, because he or 
she lied, is devastating. It 
cuts through relationships 
in a way that can be 
fundamentally worse than 
violence
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Confidence in 
the Word of God

When Steve Chalke’s article, 
‘Restoring Confidence in the 
Bible’ was published last year, 
Dan Strange and Mike Ovey were 
concerned that it would have 
the opposite effect, diminishing 
confidence in the Bible. The 
positive outcome was a new book 
by them both, which aims to give 
believers fresh confidence in the 
authority of scripture
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Both God’s word and God’s world 
testify repeatedly that in his amazing 
and mysterious providence, God takes 
things which would weaken and harm 
the church and is able to use them in 
a way that actually makes the church 
stronger. In what might be called 
spiritual resistance training exercises, 
when it comes to doctrinal fuzziness 
and downright error, Christians are 
called to respond by patiently and 
creatively retelling the truth for a new 
generation of believers and sceptics. 
With the Holy Spirit’s help, we are not 
to get bitter, but get better. 

In February and March 2014, Mike 
Ovey and I wrote a number of 
blog posts on the Oak Hill website, 

responding to Steve Chalke’s article, 
‘Restoring Confidence in the Bible.’ Far 
from ‘doing what it says on the tin’, 
we were convinced that Steve’s article 
would have the effect of diminishing 
confidence in the Bible as it departed 
from an historical, orthodox, 
evangelical doctrine of scripture, 
enshrined in so many of our Christian 
churches creeds, councils, synods and 
statements of faith, which act for us as 
foundations, flags and fences. 

Of course, when it comes to error, 
one doesn’t want to unnecessarily 
fuel the fire, and so sometimes a 
responsible and intentional ignoring 
maybe the wisest course of action. 
However, on this occasion we thought 
it was necessary to say something, 
given Steve’s status in some circles, 
and the fundamental issues at stake. 
My first and longest post justified this 
engagement at greater length before 
outlining my grave misgivings with 
Steve’s argument. 

Towards the end of that first post, I 
proposed some positive construction 
out of my attempted demolition. As 
I noted there and repeat now, Steve 
Chalke is absolutely right that many 
people both without and within the 
church struggle with various issues 
when it comes to the Bible, in terms 
of its authority, ethics and relevance. 
As pastors, teachers, evangelists 
and apologists – but actually, for all 
Christians – we need to work very hard 
in communicating about the Bible in 
ways which are clear, persuasive and 
winsome.

I must admit that part of my 
frustration with Steve is that his 
article gives the impression that 
only he is able to see this diagnosis 
of our condition, when there are 
many Christians who understand the 
times and who work tirelessly to help 
Christians have confidence in the Bible 
and defend its claims to an unbelieving 
culture. That said, there is always more 
work to be done here. Steve has a point, 
even if his own solution sadly misses it.

And so, having been provoked on this 
issue, I went to Mike and suggested 
that we rework some of those original 
posts, write some more material and 
add in some discussion questions. A 
year later (and that’s a pretty quick 
turnaround as these things go!) the 
result is a new little book published by 
Christian Focus and called Confident: 
Why we can trust the Bible.

Christians are 
called to respond 
by patiently and 
creatively retelling 
the truth for a 
new generation 
of believers and 
sceptics. With 
the Holy Spirit’s 
help, we are not to 
get bitter, but get 
better
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This is not a finger-pointing, hand-
wringing book – Steve Chalke isn’t 
mentioned at all. Rather it’s a book to 
encourage and equip Christians, to 
give them confidence in the Bible and 
give them confidence in talking about 
the Bible. The first half is outward-
facing, offering some practical tips 
and suggestions in our conversations 
with non-Christians about the Bible, 
whether they think it is irrelevant, 
immoral or implausible. It is also for 
people who actually have no idea what 
the Bible is or what it contains.

In bite-sized chapters, we try to 
demonstrate how people’s objections 
to the Bible can be subverted and 
turned around to be arguments for its 
authority, relevance and truthfulness. 
So we cover the idea of revelation 
being reasonable; that the Bible is 
always culturally relevant; that the 
‘messiness’ of the Bible is what we need 
to address our human mess. We touch 
on the tremendous positive impact 
that the Bible has had in our culture 
and nation. Finally, and perhaps most 
crucially, we try to show that the Bible 
is not really about us at all, but about 
someone else: Jesus Christ. 

The second half of the book is more 
inward-facing, helping Christians to 
be confident of the ultimate authority 
of the Bible, focusing particularly on 
Jesus’ own defence and use of the 
scriptures. Here we look at the whole 
issue of authority, arguing that our 
attitude to the Bible is also an index of 
our love for Jesus. In particular, we look 
at the implications of the distinction 

Jesus himself makes in Mark 7 between 
God’s words and human words. Jesus 
does this because of the vast difference 
between words that come from the 
perfect Creator of the universe, and 
words that come from not so perfect 
creatures. We note that if Jesus makes 
this crucial distinction, then so should 
we. To the much-used objection, ‘that’s 
just your interpretation’, we note that 
because Jesus had no problem in saying 
that some interpretations are just plain 
wrong, neither should we. 

Mike and I are quite pleased with 
Confident and hope it fills a gap in the 
market. We hope lots of Christians will 
read it, and that churches might use it 
for small groups.

Dan Strange is Academic Vice Principal 
at Oak Hill.

Praise for 
Confident
‘There isn’t anything quite like 
it! The great thing about this 
book is the way it deals with the 
difficulties of belief in the Bible as 
the Word of God as a set of highly 
contemporary issues, some quite 
subtle, but all highly important.’
Julian Hardyman, Senior Pastor, 
Eden Baptist Church, Cambridge

‘Here’s a great book to insert 
vertebrae into our elastic spine! 
In an accessible but robust way, 
it strengthens our confidence in 
scripture, builds a compelling 
apologetic for our conversations 
with non-Christians, and urges 
us to follow Jesus’ example by 
living wholeheartedly by that 
transforming Word.’
Jonathan Lamb, CEO of Keswick 
Ministries, and minister-at-large

‘Speaking both to the wider 
society and the Church, Daniel 
Strange and Mike Ovey challenge 
the sceptical, cynical and 
embarrassed approaches to the 
Bible, and provoke us to a greater 
confidence in this amazing God-
given gift to humanity.’
Steve Clifford, General Director, 
Evangelical Alliance, UK

As pastors, 
teachers, 
evangelists and 
apologists – but 
actually, for all 
Christians – we 
need to work 
very hard in 
communicating 
about the Bible in 
ways which are 
clear, persuasive 
and winsome
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Books
Matthew Sleeman 
examines two recent 
books on Acts, both 
raising important 
questions for how 
we see the scriptures 
arising in a historical setting
and influencing that setting

Acts: An Exegetical 
Commentary
Craig S Keener
Baker Academic, 2012

Weighing in at 6.75kg and occupying 
20cms of bookshelf space, Craig 
Keener’s commentary on the Acts 
of the Apostles is by any measure a 
mammoth project. And it’s only three-
quarters complete; a fourth and final 
volume is due for publication later 
this year. Keener by name, keener 
by nature, perhaps, but the obvious 
first question is why? What does a 
commentary of this size add to existing 
scholarship or, for that matter, to the 
work of church ministers? Other than, 
perhaps, a lot of reading?

First things first: the work is very 
readable, with clear sectioning and 
engaging content. So far I’ve read up 
until Acts 18, and I’m persuaded to keep 
reading and to keep bringing Keener’s 
insights into my teaching, both at 
College and in the pulpit. Perhaps 
few will follow me on the reading, 
but Keener’s insights will serve and 
benefit preachers and pastors, and not 

just scholars. They deserve to be more 
widely known and more widely read.

I can see two broad areas where 
we owe a debt to Keener. First, he 
is committed to the historicity of 
scripture. For many evangelicals, 
we claim the Bible as historical, but 
this history still remains somewhat 
captive to the scepticism of the critics. 
So often they seem to know the first 
century context better than we do. 
Too often, we wonder how to bridge 
what Gotthold Lessing claimed is the 
ugly great ditch existing between 
the first century ‘Jesus of history’ 
and the ‘Christ of faith’ subsequently 
proclaimed by the church.

Often, we can oscillate uneasily 
between thinking there is too much to 
know, or no need to know, about the 
historical context in which scripture 
arose. Some of us have bracketed 
out history in more merely literary 
readings of scripture, and perhaps 
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some of us even fear historical inquiry. 
And we are not helped in this by too 
few of us, these days, being schooled 
in ancient history. We need a faithful, 
knowing tutor in such things.

Enter Keener, asserting that ‘a 
fuller understanding of antiquity 
can provide a fuller appreciation for 
Luke’s picture’ presented in Acts. He 
claims and demonstrates that the 
historical distance between us and the 
events of scripture is both crossable 
and informative for theology. In these 
volumes, Keener often serves as tour 
guide, offering informative, even filmic, 
descriptions of the ancient world 
beyond the briefer pen pictures typical 
of other commentators. Taking history 
seriously, Keener takes us deeply into 
the world within which Acts erupted, 
seeing its theological light as shining in 
a real world of action and reaction.

Certainly his project’s size alone does 
not prove a point, but Keener is far 
from a casual engager with history. Size 

can introduce a risk of self-fulfilment 
or circularity, but this only means 
that the claimed ancient parallels and 
contrasts need case-by-case appraisal. 
And Keener has completed much of 
the spade-work required for such 
appraisals. I hope this will gain converts 
for Keener’s historical confidence, as 
well as followers.

Second, Keener is committed to 
locating scripture within mission in 
particular places. He is conservative 
in historicity and adventurous in 
application. As well as exploring the 
first-century world behind Acts and 
addressed by it, Keener also probes 
its missional and cross-cultural 
outworkings within our day and 
age. Having already written a two-
volume scholarly examination of the 
miraculous claims of the gospel, Keener 
is well placed to attack unwarranted 
scepticism regarding miracles and 
signs and wonders, and raises serious 
questions for narrowly cessationist 
readings of Acts. For some readers of 
Commentary this part of his project 
will be less comfortable than his 
commitment to historicity, but it forces 
us to consider what the gospel means in 
action in our particular contexts.

This is not the only Acts commentary 
I would want to have at hand (I’m not 
sure I’d know what volume would fulfil 
that role), but it is an indisputable 
contribution to our reading of Acts. 
Keener digs out treasures old and 
new, and works various and multiple 
angles on the text which often render 
helpfully refreshing views.

Keener often 
serves as tour 
guide, offering 
informative, even 
filmic, descriptions 
of the ancient 
world beyond the 
briefer pen pictures 
typical of other 
commentators

One thing Keener isn’t doing, unless 
the fourth volume contains a surprise, 
is writing a sequel to Acts. In a volume 
much smaller than Keener’s, that is 
exactly what Thomas Schmidt offers in 
his The Apostles After Acts. Not in any 
way pitched by Schmidt as scripture, 
this is a self-consciously imaginary 
exercise in ‘what-iffery’, positing 
what Luke might have written in a 
possible third volume to Theophilus. 
Does Schmidt succeed? I think his is a 
Marmite book: some will love it, others 
will hate it. On both counts, it deserves 
attention.

At his best, Schmidt captures well 
Luke’s style and theological trajectory 

The Apostles 
After Acts
Thomas E Schmidt
Wipf & Stock, 2013
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and carries it forward with a faithful 
imagination. Such moments indicate 
a reader with a good grasp of Acts. 
Having once set an exam question 
requiring writing, in the style of Acts, 
the kind of speech Paul might have 
given before the emperor Nero, I was 
drawn to seeing how Schmidt would 
undertake that task, something which 
Acts itself anticipates (Acts 27:24).

This speech is done well. Paul, having 
recounted his father’s receiving of 
Roman citizenship in reward for 
making tents for Rome’s legions, goes 
on to speak in defence of the Christians 
in Rome: ‘praying that as my earthly 
father once covered Caesar, Caesar will 
now cover me and my spiritual family. 
I do not speak to Caesar of garments, 
but of spiritual things, knowing that he 
has power to cover those who believe 
in Christ Jesus with the mantle of 
freedom to worship in peace.’ 

Perhaps always managing to 
be Lukan would require endless 
repetition. That said, some other 

speeches read, to my eye, as more 
aggressively set against the Jews 
or wider culture than Luke would 
project. Elsewhere, however, Schmidt’s 
compositions of what ageing apostles 
might say looking back on their lives, 
particularly in the face of impending 
death, are moving and suggestive. 
Andrew the fisherman becomes a wise 
and kindly counsellor, saying, ‘The 
Lord heals and performs wonders in a 
moment, but the greatest of his works 
are those he does in the heart, with 
much patience. For the greatest fish lie 
deepest in the sea, and it requires time 
and skill to draw them up to the light.’

Such human touches sparkle. 
Elsewhere, Paul reaches Spain, Thomas 
reaches India. We even read of the 
gospel being brought to England, albeit 
in an understated way – no strains of 
William Blake’s Jerusalem here.

Perhaps Schmidt’s greatest gain is an 
accessible entry point into the late first-
century world, the years anticipated 
by the New Testament but just beyond 
its immediate scope. Jerusalem’s 
destruction by the Romans in AD 70 
is clearly explained and positioned, as 
is its likely impact on the churches. 
This enables Schmidt to present an 
early and self-conscious writing of the 
four Gospels, each with distinctive 
emphases. It might not persuade all 
readers, but it certainly is helpful for 
considering the circumstances of the 
Gospels’ composition.

Less convincing are moments 
which rely on martyr traditions 
which originated in later centuries 

and reflect the debates and priorities 
of their own time. Spotting these 
threads within Schmidt’s work is itself 
informative. 

Schmidt is judicious in indicating 
where he is (and isn’t) able to offer 
supporting testimony for his 
trajectories. His commentary on his 
text indicates his sense of confidence 
among different ancient sources. This, 
with extensive excerpts from them, 
helps readers meet and weigh the 
historic record. Some knowledge here 
can help with answering apologetic 
questions, as Dan Brown’s Da Vinci 
Code showed us. 

My biggest question mark about 
Schmidt’s book is inherent in its title. 
I don’t think Acts projects an ongoing 
focus on apostles. After Acts 15, they 
drop out of view. Acts becomes more 
concerned with Paul and, indeed, 
ordinary believers such as those who 
minister alongside Paul. Schmidt reads 
as too focused on individuals’ lives, 
whereas Acts points towards myriads 
of ordinary believers, living out and 
speaking out the gospel.

Both Keener and Schmidt, in 
different ways, remind us that Luke’s 
two volumes, canonical and enduring 
scripture, come to us from a time and 
place. Both highlight world-changing 
good news concerning all that Jesus 
said and did, and led his followers to 
say and do, for our continuing benefit 
and blessing.

Matthew Sleeman teaches New 
Testament at Oak Hill.

His compositions 
of what ageing 
apostles might 
say looking back 
on their lives, 
particularly in the 
face of impending 
death, are moving 
and suggestive



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  35
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Over my forty years of 
pastoral ministry, I’ve 
come to the conclusion 
that ministers need 
more comprehensive 
and exacting theological 
education today than when 
I came into the work. I’ve 
been an admirer and a 
beneficiary of the ministry 
of Oak Hill for years, and 
often cite it as a model 
for effective and faithful 
theological education.
Tim Keller, Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church
New York City

Oak Hill
College


