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“Turn the Bible into Prayer”

Robert Murray M‘Cheyne was a remarkably godly man. In 1836 he became
minister of a new church, St Peter’s, in Dundee. Like all cities in Britain

at the time, Dundee was expanding, as people came crowding in from the
countryside to find work in factories which were being set up to produce
goods for people around the world. M‘Cheyne was an earnest young
minister, preaching sermons which were solid and clear, and firmly based on
the teachings of the Bible. But his health was not as good as one would wish,
especially for such a busy minister.

In the 1830s the Church of Scotland was becoming a more earnest and
spiritual body, and prominent men within the Church were thinking about a
possible mission to the Jews. Four ministers were to go on a tour which would
take them as far as Israel to see if such a mission was practical. M‘Cheyne
already had a strong interest in the spiritual welfare of the Jews and it was
hoped that such a trip might help his health; so he was one of those who were
chosen to go, in 1839, along with Andrew Bonar, his close friend. Bonar was
later to write an excellent book about M‘Cheyne’s life.

M‘Cheyne was a man who felt that his “only desire is that Christ may be
glorified by souls flocking to Him and abiding in Him and reflecting His
image”. People were being converted in St Peter’s before 1839, but it was
while M‘Cheyne was away on this trip that the Holy Spirit was poured out
abundantly and many were born again. The minister who was then taking
M‘Cheyne’s place was William C Burns, later to go as a pioneer missionary
to China. But if there were many converts through his preaching in Dundee,
his self-denying labours in China resulted in few conversions. He and others
have had to learn the absolute sovereignty of God in the extent to which He
blesses His Word. Yet we must remember that Burns was laying a foundation
in China for others to build on.

After M‘Cheyne had returned to Dundee he wrote to thank Burns for his
work in St Peter’s, and added: “I can never thank God fully for His kindness
and grace, which every day appear to me more remarkable. He has answered
prayer to me in all that has happened.” And in a letter to Bonar, he wrote
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about children who had been converted. One was an 11-year-old girl.
M‘Cheyne asked her if she wanted to be made holy. She told him: “Indeed
I often wish I was away [to heaven] so that I might sin no more”. This was
a holy girl – made so by the Holy Spirit – for a sincere desire for holiness
can only come from a holy heart. And her pastor had the same kind of holy
desires; he once prayed, “Lord, make me as holy as a pardoned sinner can
be made”. He was a man given to prayer.

Shortly before he came to Dundee, M‘Cheyne wrote to a lad who was
leaving home and emphasised the importance of reading the Bible and of
praying. Then he said, “Turn the Bible into prayer”. What did he mean?
He gave two examples based on Psalm 1: “O Lord, give me the blessedness
of the man . . . ”, and, “Let me not walk in the counsel of the ungodly”.
M‘Cheyne was advising the lad to turn the statements of the Psalm into
prayers to God.

Psalm 1 begins: “Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the
ungodly”. We should see God’s blessing as something highly attractive; for
someone whom God has blessed is very well off. That is why M‘Cheyne
advised his young friend to pray, “O Lord, give me the blessedness of the
man . . . ”. But who is the blessed man? He is, the Psalm explains first of all,
someone who does not walk in the counsel of the ungodly, someone who
does not live in the way that ungodly people live, someone who does not
follow their example but who sincerely follows the directions of the Bible.
That person will avoid many disasters in this world and will escape the
fearful punishment of a lost eternity.

What is more, that person will enjoy many blessings in this life and will
afterwards be received to heaven, and to all the unending blessings of that
wonderful place. Not least of his blessings will be the one that M‘Cheyne’s
young friend longed for: to be without sin. How appropriate to pray for grace
and wisdom to flee from the counsel of the ungodly – to ask, “Let me not
walk in the counsel of the ungodly”.

Second, the blessed man is described as someone who does not stand
“in the way of sinners”, keeping their company when he does not need to,
with all the danger that soon he will be sinning just like them. Finally, he is
described as someone who does not sit “in the seat of the scornful”, making
friends of those who mock true religion, and feeling at home with them. So
we should pray, “Keep me from standing in the way of sinners and from
sitting in the seat of the scornful”.

Then, in the second verse of this Psalm, we read that the blessed man
delights “in the law of the Lord; and in His law doth he meditate day and
night”. So it would be good for us to ask God to help us to take delight in
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His law – which probably refers to the whole Bible because, as a whole, it
expresses God’s will for how we should live. So it would be good for us to
go on to pray that God would help us to meditate in His Word at all times of
the day – to read it and think about it, and get good from it for our souls.

Then we read that the blessed man “shall be like a tree planted by the
rivers of water, that bringeth forth his fruit in his season; his leaf also shall
not wither; and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper”. In nature, a tree that is
planted beside a river or a canal will never be without water; so it will bring
forth fruit at the right time of year. It is a picture of someone who believes
in Christ and so has a continual supply of grace from God; that person will
be blessed with spiritual prosperity and so will always produce the fruits of
the Spirit. We should turn this verse also into a prayer: “Plant me beside the
rivers of spiritual water; may the graces of the Holy Spirit flow into my soul
so that I may bring forth fruit to Thy glory. May I never be left to myself, for
then the signs of spiritual life will wither in my soul.”

Then there is a contrast: “The ungodly are not so: but are like the chaff
which the wind driveth away. Therefore the ungodly shall not stand in the
judgement.” The ungodly do not have God’s blessing, and at last they will
be swept away into a lost eternity. It is like when a farmer long ago would
winnow his crop: the grains of barley or wheat, for example, would pile up
beside him while the wind blew away the now-useless husks, the chaff, which
used to surround the grains. Surely we should pray, “Do not leave me to be
swept away into hell at last, like the chaff is blown away. Give me grace to
believe in Jesus Christ, so that I may be saved. Forgive all my sins so that I
may stand on the right hand of Christ, the Judge, on the Day of judgement,
when the ungodly cannot stand.”

When God hears such prayers, we should go on to pray that others would
be saved from being swept away in God’s anger. We should ask God to pour
out the Holy Spirit on the scale that M‘Cheyne saw when he came home to
Dundee. Indeed we should, like David, pray for something even greater:
“Let the whole earth be filled with His glory” (Psalm 72:19).

No one should ever say that they do not know what to say to God in
prayer. The Bible – especially the Book of Psalms – has many, many prayers
which are ready for us to use. But what M‘Cheyne is telling us is that there
are lots of other statements that can be turned into petitions. But we need one
other thing; we need to have living, spiritual desires in our hearts with which
to fill out the petitions which we send up to heaven. This suggests one of the
petitions in the Bible which is ready for us to use, what David prayed in his
great need: “Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit
within me” (Psalm 51:10). Remember that God hears prayer for Jesus’ sake.
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“Are You Happy?”

We only know him as Jack. He was brought up as a slave. His master’s
son was about the same age and they were good friends. In the evening,

the other boy would come into the kitchen and teach Jack what he had learned
that day in school. In this way Jack learned to read. When they were older,
they decided to read through the New Testament, verse by verse, together.
When one of them would make a mistake, the other was to correct him. They
wanted to be able to read well.

But the boys soon learned more from the New Testament than they were
looking for. They found out that they were sinners before God and, said
Jack, “we both agreed to seek the salvation of our souls. The Lord heard our
prayer and gave us both a hope in Christ.” Then Jack began to hold meetings
with the other blacks to pray with them and to speak to them about their
souls. Sadly, at that time, there were no other religious people in the district.

“My old master”, Jack said, “soon found out what was going on. He was
very angry, especially because his son had become pious. He forbade my
holding any more meetings, saying that, if I did, he would whip me severely
for it.”

But Jack could not stop speaking to his people on Sabbath nights. So “on
Monday morning my old master would tie me up and cut my back to pieces
with a cow-hide [whip], so that it had never time to get well. I was obliged
to do my work in a great deal of pain from day to day. Thus I lived for near
a year and a half.

“One Monday morning my master, as usual, had made my fellow slaves
tie me to a tree in the yard, after stripping my back naked to receive the cow-
hide. It was a beautiful morning in summertime, and the sun shone very
bright. Everything around looked very pleasant. He came up to me with cool
deliberation, took his stand, and looked at me closely, but the cow-hide
hung still at his side. His conscience was at work, and it was a great moment
in his life.”

“Well, Jack,” said the slave master, “your back is covered all over with
scars and sores, and I see no place to begin to whip. You obstinate wretch,
how long do you intend to go on in this way?”

“Why, master,” Jack replied, “just as long as the Lord will let me live.”
But the master ordered his slaves to untie Jack and sent him to hoe corn

in the field. Late in the evening he came over to where Jack was and told
him to sit down. “Jack,” he said, “I want you to tell me the truth. You know
that for a long time your back has been sore from the cow-hide. You have
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to work very hard and are a poor slave. Now, tell me, are you happy or not
under such troubles as these?”

“Yes, master, I believe I am as happy a man as there is on earth.”
“Well, Jack, I am not happy. Religion, you say, teaches you to pray for

those that injure you. Now will pray for your old master, Jack?”
“Yes, with all my heart.”
“We kneeled down,” Jack went on, “and I prayed for him. He came again

and again to me. I prayed for him in the field, till he found peace in the blood
of the Lamb. After this we lived together like brothers, in the same church.
On his deathbed he gave me my liberty and told me to go on preaching as
long as I lived and to meet him at last in heaven. I have seen many Christians
whom I loved, but I have never seen any I loved so well as my old master.
I hope I shall meet him in heaven.”

Such is God’s power to save individual souls. And we see here too how
God can sustain a man to persevere in seeking to do good, in the face of
cruel persecution. We also see how God can give someone grace to forgive,
across a racial divide, a man from whom he had suffered great cruelty.

What the Bible Teaches About Sin
4. The Danger of Striving Against the Spirit

Charles Hodge
Another article shortened from the book, The Way of Life, which sets out some
basic teachings of the Bible. Last month’s article was: “Our Sins Are Very Many”.

The Bible charges every human being with sin, and our experience fully
supports the charge. So the fact that everyone is careless about it needs

an explanation.
To be careless does not prove innocence any more than feeling free from

pain proves that someone is in good health. He may be in the greatest danger
when he is free from pain. So while people may pay no attention to their
sinfulness, their guilt may be great in the sight of God. When they are care-
less about their duty and go on in sin, this shows the depth of their depravity.
Everyone assumes that this is true when they think of people more wicked
than themselves. To call a man a hardened wretch is severe condemnation.
Some people feel strongly that carelessness in others makes their guilt worse,
but they strangely imagine that their own carelessness shows that they are
innocent themselves.

When people do not see the evil of their character in God’s sight, it is
evidence of the extent of their corruption. Carelessness is a symptom of the
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disease of sin; people become more careless as their sin becomes more
serious. Sin produces this effect by blinding the mind and hardening the heart.
It weakens our sense of the excellence of God and His law; our feelings
become less sensitive, so we pay no attention to what we see.

A change in the state of our mind brings about a complete change in how
we feel about our sins. Someone who at one moment was most careless
becomes, the next moment, astonished and full of sorrow. Others think his
feelings are unreasonable; he knows they are sensible, indeed that they are
not strong enough. This is the natural effect of light coming into his mind
and his conscience being awakened. The ease with which carelessness about
guilt is destroyed is a proof that this carelessness is not based on truth; it is
the effect of a darkened understanding and a hardened heart. And though it
may increase as sin gains more control, it vanishes when the light and power
of truth enter the soul.

We should also be concerned about specific sins. Isaiah thought about the
people’s lack of concern, when they did not repent. He exclaimed, “Israel doth
not know, my people do not consider”. And when God would rouse them to
a sense of their guilt, He said, “Now therefore thus saith the Lord of hosts,
Consider your ways”. It is this lack of consideration, more than any difficulty
in arriving at the truth, which sets people in such opposition to God in judging
themselves and hardens them in their carelessness. People cannot know their
own hearts properly without painful self-examination. This self-knowledge
is what people generally pay least attention to. They are engrossed by the
cares or pleasures of the world. They either float easily down the stream of
life, or are hurried along its troubled course, and scarcely give an hour to
serious thinking. It is sad that they should form a judgement of themselves
without serious thought, and trust in it in opposition to God’s judgement.
Let them at least decide seriously, and not venture everything on a hasty,
unconsidered estimate of their character.

But people often try hard to suppress any conviction of guilt and danger.
The testimony of God against them is so plain; the authority of His law is so
obvious; their departure from it is so glaring; and the influences of the Spirit
are so general, that even the most careless must sometimes feel convictions
of sin. But these convictions are painful, so no attention is paid to them. The
mind refuses to dwell on the subject, or to examine the evidence of guilt.
Instead it turns to something else or, by some lighthearted or sinful act, it
grieves away the Spirit of God and hardens itself in unconcern.

This often happens in the lives of most people They have more anxious
thoughts than they allow even their closest friends to suspect. They see at
once that they cannot think like this and live as they have been doing. There
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are pleasures which they must abandon, and maybe sins also. There are friends
they must now avoid. They will meet with opposition and mockery from
those they know. All the horrors of a religious life present themselves to their
imagination, and frighten the half-awakened from considering their ways;
they think it will be just the first step in a long and painful journey.

So they struggle against their convictions, and usually master them. This
struggle is sometimes short, but it may be painful and last for a long time.
But victory comes at last, and the soul regains its usual lack of concern. Such
persons do not realise what they are doing. They little suspect that they are
struggling to escape from the grasp of mercy, and that they are striving against
the Spirit of God, who would draw them from the paths of destruction and
guide them into the way of life.

“The Power of God unto Salvation”
7. Paul’s Third Missionary Journey (2)

This is the final section, based on Acts 19:1-21:8, of a paper given at the 2011
Youth Conference. Last month’s article followed Paul on the first part of his third
missionary journey; the article described the time which Paul spent in Ephesus,
before opposition made it necessary for him to leave the city. You will find the
places mentioned here on the map printed on page 31 of last month’s Magazine.

Paul left Ephesus for Macedonia, where he presumably visited such places
as Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea. He used his time there in exhorting

the disciples. He then spent three months in Achaia; wherever else he went
in that province, we can assume he visited Corinth to exhort the disciples
there. He was about to sail to Syria when he heard of a plot which had been
hatched against him by the Jews. So he changed his plans and decided to
return through Macedonia. He passed through Philippi and sailed across to
Troas in the province of Asia (western Turkey); the journey took five days.

Paul spent just seven days in Troas. On the first day of the week the
disciples gathered for the Lord’s Supper; this points to the fact that they were
observing this day as the Christian Sabbath, the Lord’s day. Expecting to leave
the next day, Paul preached until midnight. A young man called Eutychus
was sitting in a high window. He fell fast asleep and fell down, perhaps on
the outside of the building. When he was lifted up, he was assumed to be
dead. But Paul went down to him and assured the people that Eutychus was
still alive. Afterwards they ate food, and talked for a long while, till daybreak,
when Paul left.

The Apostle was anxious to return quickly to Jerusalem; he did not want
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to spend further time in the province of Asia. Though he wished to see the
elders of the church in Ephesus, he did not want to be delayed by visiting
the city. So from Miletus, about 50 miles to the south, he sent a message
asking them to come there. When they reached him, he reminded them of
how he had conducted himself during his time in Ephesus: he had kept back
nothing that was profitable to them and had emphasised the doctrines of
“repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ”. He told them
that it had been revealed to him by the Holy Ghost that “bonds and afflictions”
lay ahead of him in Jerusalem. But he added: “None of these things move
me, neither count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my course
with joy, and the ministry, which I received of the Lord Jesus, to testify the
gospel of the grace of God”.

He warned the elders to take heed to themselves and to the flock over
which they had been made overseers, or bishops (another word for elders)
because men from outside the congregation and others from among them-
selves would begin to teach false doctrine. He commended them to God and
finished by praying with them. All the elders were very upset, especially
because Paul had told them that they would never see him again. They went
with him to the ship and no doubt watched as the vessel sailed out towards
the Mediterranean Sea. This voyage was to end in the port of Cesarea,
bringing Paul’s third missionary journey to its conclusion.

Finally, let us notice a few further lessons:
(1.) When the gospel is proclaimed, there is no limit to its success – if

only it pleases God to apply it by the Holy Spirit. No power is too strong to
resist it. Even today, every sinner whom the Lord has a purpose to bring to
Himself is made willing to receive the gospel.

(2.) Satan does have power, very great power. But God is altogether
stronger. God could very quickly sweep away all the opposition against the
truth, making the forces of Romanism, Islam and other false religions to be
nothing more than bad memories from the past. He can deal similarly with
the power of atheism.

(3.) There is much need to pray for the progress of the gospel throughout
the world. The example of the Apostles praying earnestly for God’s blessing
is to be seen more clearly in the early chapters of Acts. But note again how
Paul and Barnabas were sent out with fasting and prayer. God’s children
today should ask God to send out men chosen by Himself to preach the
gospel, and pray for His blessing on their work.

(4.) Do we value our privileges, especially hearing God’s Word preached
to us? Do we believe in Jesus Christ as the Saviour whom God has given to
a lost world? If not, let us seek Him earnestly now, before it is too late.
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(5.) Paul was concerned about false teaching invading the church in
Ephesus. We should be concerned that what we believe is what God has
revealed in the Bible. Let us never give in to any temptation to move away
from a Church which holds to true doctrine.

(6.) Let God’s children be earnest to live out their lives to the glory of
God, as Paul did. They cannot all be preachers but, by God’s grace, they
may all seek sincerely to do the will of God in every aspect of their lives.

Ann’s Night of Prayer

Ann and her husband lived in a very lonely part of Scotland long ago, far
away from any other house. They lived in a little thatched cottage in an

attractive spot at the bottom of a hill, with high cliffs rising up behind their
house. Although they worked hard, they were poor; it was often difficult for
Ann’s husband to find work. So sometimes they did not have enough food
for their four young children.

Poor though they were, Ann and her husband trusted in God, and He
provided for them, sometimes in a very unexpected way. One day there was
no food at all left in their house. Ann was always careful not to waste any-
thing, but however careful she had been, their supply of food had run out.
The evening came, and everyone was very hungry. The children were crying
for something to eat, yet there was still no food. There was nothing Ann
could do except undress them and put them to bed, where they soon cried
themselves to sleep. Ann’s husband was rather downcast and he too went
away to bed. But Ann still trusted that God would provide; she had often
seen Him do so in difficult circumstances in the past; she knew that He could
do this again even if she could not see how.

Ann was now alone by the fire. And yet she was not alone, because God
was with her. First of all, she put some more peats on the fire; she did not
want it to go out and her communion with God be disturbed when she became
cold. Then she brought out the big family Bible from the little bookshelf where
it stood among the other six or so good books they owned. They were all
well worn; Ann and her husband could not afford any more. Before opening
the Bible she prayed for God’s blessing on what she was about to read. As
she did so, these words from Psalm 50 came into her mind: “For every beast
of the forest is Mine, and the cattle upon a thousand hills”.

But, for some reason, Ann thought that the verse did not suit her present
situation. So she opened the Bible and started to look up various other
passages that, as she imagined, were more suitable at that time. But whatever
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passage she tried to read, the verse from Psalm 50 was always uppermost
in her mind. Then she went on her knees and committed her whole situation
to her God as the One who does hear prayer. She tried to remember times in
the past when she had experienced God’s blessing; she tried to think of some
of God’s promises and other parts of this Scripture which used to come to
her heart with power.

Yet she could find no enjoyment in thinking over these passages; however
hard she tried to think of other parts of Scripture, this verse kept a firm grasp
of her memory: “For every beast of the forest is Mine, and the cattle upon
a thousand hills”. She could not put it out of her mind. She knew that it was
God’s word; so she read the whole Psalm. It was a beautiful Psalm, she
thought to herself, yet many other verses seemed much more suitable to her
situation. She prayed again and tried to encourage herself with the truth that
God has promised to answer earnest prayer. Perhaps she thought of David’s
words in Psalm 86: “In the day of my trouble I will call upon Thee: for Thou
wilt answer me”.

At midnight she was still praying and then reading the Bible, praying and
then reading the Bible. And so she continued until daylight began to shine
through the little window of the room. Just then there was a loud, impatient
knock at the door. It was a drover, a man herding the cattle he had bought in
the Highlands, on his way to the South of Scotland or the North of England,
where he would sell them.

The man was panicking; he did not know what to do; one of his cattle had
fallen down a cliff and had broken its leg and was lying on the ground at the
door of the house. Everywhere she looked, Ann could see black cattle, a huge
number of them. She and her husband were willing to give the drover the
help he wanted, but really there was nothing they could do. Still the drover
was perplexed, again and again he shifted his bonnet from one position on
his head to another. He was never more at his wit’s end in his whole life, he
confessed. It was impossible for him to drive the animal any further with its
broken leg and there was no one he could sell it to. Then, not wanting to waste
any more time, he turned to Ann and told her: “I must just make you a present
of it, for I don’t know what else I can do with it”. Then he whistled for his
collie dog and trudged on, driving his huge herd of cattle on towards market.

Ann and her husband could see clearly that this was God’s provision for
them in their need – a provision from the One to whom “every beast of the
forest” belongs, “and the cattle upon a thousand hills”. Ann must very quickly
have seen how very suitable to her situation the verse from Psalm 50 indeed
was. When they had recovered from their surprise, the father gathered the
family together to give thanks to God in prayer for this fresh instance of His
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kindness. Then he had to kill the animal, cut it up and salt most of it – to
preserve it for many months ahead. He soon recognised, as the drover had
told him, that this was a high-quality animal. God had made a wonderful
provision for them.

They had now plenty of meat but they still had no bread. In fact, God
would supply all their need, as He has promised to do for those who love
Him and serve Him. About 6 o’clock that same morning there was another
knock on the door. There Ann found a man who worked for Lady
Kilmarnock, who lived some miles away.

Lady Kilmarnock was a godly woman who used her money to help poor
people. When she was still quite young, her husband had died. She was
almost overwhelmed by this sudden blow until she found comfort in the love
of God. She learned no longer to look for happiness in the things of this
world, but only from God Himself. Ann used to work for Lady Kilmarnock
and, if at any time Ann and her husband had told her that their supplies of
food were running low, Lady Kilmarnock would very willingly have given
them whatever they needed. But Ann was very reluctant to be a nuisance to
anyone; perhaps also she preferred to bring her needs before her Father in
heaven, who had never yet failed her. Yet sometimes Lady Kilmarnock
heard about Ann’s difficulties from other people, and no doubt we should
see that as part of God’s provision for her.

Ann asked the man what had brought him to her house so early in the
morning. But he had a heavy load on his back and did not want to spend
time explaining until he had put down this burden – and a burden on his
conscience too, he told her.

With the bag safely on the floor of Ann’s cottage, he explained that Lady
Kilmarnock had asked him the day before if there was anything wrong with
Ann or her family. She must be in need, Lady Kilmarnock thought. “I cannot
get her out of my head”, she said. “So take a sack of meal to her – a large
one too,” she instructed her workman, “and take it at once.” This explained
what was a burden on his conscience: he had been so busy that day that he
did not find time to bring the bag of meal. But he came first thing in the
morning, and now they and their children were well provided for; they could
have bread as well as meat. Perhaps they had never before had so much food
in their house. God was good to them, and no doubt Ann and her husband
heartily thanked Him over again after this second provision. Now Ann knew
why these words had become so fixed in her mind: “For every beast of the
forest is Mine, and the cattle upon a thousand hills”.

But why did God not give them the food the day before? Could He not
have done so? Of course, He could. But wise purposes lie behind the way He
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does everything. When Ann came into such desperate need, she was all the
more earnest in going before God in prayer and in trying to read His Word.
That was good for her soul. And when the answer came, she could see all the
more clearly that it was God’s provision for her and her family.

Through the Alphabet with the Bible
This is the first in a series. For each letter in the alphabet, a word will be chosen
beginning with that letter. There will be five verses from the Bible containing that
word, or a similar one. The first verse introduces the selection of verses; the
second verse will be a precept (that is, a command), the third a promise, the fourth
a prayer, and the last verse an encouragement. It would be good for you to learn
the verses and to think seriously about them.

Ask
If ye abide in Me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and
it shall be done unto you. (John 15:7)
Precept: Hitherto have ye asked nothing in My name: ask, and ye shall
receive, that your joy may be full (John 16:24 )
Promise: And all things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye
shall receive (Matthew 21:22).
Prayer:  Let my request before Thee come:
                    after Thy word me free (Psalm 119:70).
Encouragement: And this is the confidence that we have in Him, that, if we
ask anything according to His will, He heareth us: and if we know that He
hear us, whatsoever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we
desired of Him (1 John 5:14,15). S

For Junior Readers

The Costa Concordia
Have you heard about the Costa Concordia? It was the massive cruise

liner which sank off the coast of Italy last month. Over 4000 people
were on board, counting both passengers and crew. It had just set off on a
winter cruise of the Mediterranean Sea. You can imagine how excited
everyone would have been, looking forward to all the interesting places they
were to visit on the cruise. Danger and death were probably very far from
their thoughts.

But that all changed when, at 10 o’clock at night, in the dark, the ship hit
a reef. This rock tore a 48-metre gash in its side, below the water line. It
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caused the ship to take in a huge amount of water in a matter of minutes,
flooding both the engines and the generators.

What fear and panic followed as people tried to find out what had happened
and then tried to escape! The ship started very quickly to lean over and,
within a very short time, it was almost on its side – which made it almost
impossible to launch the lifeboats. Nearby ships and even helicopters were
used to rescue people and get them to the safety of dry land. In the end 17
people are known to have died, 16 are missing and over 60 were injured.
What a sad finish to what could have been such an exciting holiday!

So what caused the disaster? The waters were well charted. The rocks
were marked on maps and known to sailors. But the captain moved away
from the safe route so that he could sail closer to the island. In fact he had
even turned off the ship’s computer navigation system because he was so
confident that he knew the seabed well and that he could navigate by sight.
What a serious mistake!

What “navigation system” do we have to guide us on our journey through
this world to the endless eternity? We have the Bible, the Word of God,
“the only rule to direct us”. It clearly sets before us the only way to true
happiness; it tells us that Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life”.
It also shows us the dangers that we should avoid, dangers which could lead
us down to a lost eternity.

What are the rocks that could wreck our lives spiritually? They have all
to do with sin in one form or another – and “the wages of sin is death”. And
if we go too close to these dangerous reefs our souls will be in danger.

What about getting too closely involved with worldly friends, for
example, and being afraid to be different? “The fear of man bringeth a snare”,
the Bible tells us, and “the friendship of the world is enmity with God”.
These are rocks to be avoided.

Then there is the huge attraction of the gods of this world – sport and
entertainment, which so many spend so much time watching. These people
“worship and serve the creature more than the Creator” – more than Him
who has said, “Thou shalt have no other gods before Me”. Surely you should
keep clear of this rock also.

What about the constant striving to gain more possessions and more
money? “The love of money is the root of all evil”, the Bible tells us.
Another rock which has shipwrecked many!

What about the thousand distractions which keep people from considering
their souls, their spiritual needs and God’s claims on them? Perhaps they
intend to seek God at some point – but not now! These are very dangerous
also, for the Bible tells us that the Lord Jesus will “take vengeance on them
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that know not God”. But He will also punish those, however well versed in
the Bible, “that obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Will you not then stick close to the way marked out for you in the Bible?
It is the only safe route through life. Do not drift away even a little, in case
you are shipwrecked for eternity!

A final interesting point: the ship was only about 800 metres from the
safety of the Giglio Porto harbour – so near, yet not inside. Christ told a man
who had asked him a question: “Thou art not far from the kingdom of God,”
(Mark 12:34) – not far perhaps from it, but still not inside.

John Bunyan pictures that very solemnly at the end of The Pilgrim’s
Progress. There was a man who was sure he was about to enter the gates of
heaven; he was so near to the kingdom of God. But there was a door in the
side of the hill, and Pilgrim realised “that there was a way to hell even from
the gates of heaven, as well as from the City of Destruction”. So you must
seek to be in Christ, the only place of safety, or else you too will perish –
and it may be at the entrance of the harbour! J van Kralingen

For Younger Readers

What the Boy Forgot

The minister was on his way home from church on a Sabbath
afternoon. A man asked him: “Did you meet a boy on the road

driving a cart with rakes and pitchforks in it?”
“I think I did”, the minister told the man. And then he added: “A

boy with a short memory, wasn’t he?”
“What made you think he had a short memory?” the man asked.

He looked very surprised. He did not understand why the minister
asked the question.

“I think he had”, the minister answered, “and I think he must
belong to a family that have short memories.”

The man was even more surprised now, and he asked, “What in
the world makes you think so?”

But what do you think the boy and his family forgot?
The minister now explained to the man what he was thinking

about. He was thinking about God’s command on Mount Sinai:
“Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy”.

The minister then said, “That boy has forgotten all about it”. That
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was why he was going about on a Sabbath with a cart and tools for
working in the fields. He forgot that the Sabbath Day is to be kept
holy. God has told us not to spend time on our ordinary work on the
Sabbath unless we really must.

You should ask God to help you to remember the Sabbath Day to
keep it holy. Ask Him to help you use the day to learn about Him
and some of the wonderful things He has told us in the Bible.

Donald Bethune
Rev D N MacLeod

This is a shortened version of what originally appeared in The Free Presbyterian
Magazine in 1915. Mr MacLeod was then the Free Presbyterian minister in Harris.

Donald Bethune was the only son of an innkeeper in Kennsalyre in the
Isle of Skye. He was a brilliant boy at school and attended a college in

Edinburgh, where he qualified, with credit, as a teacher. After teaching in
some schools in Skye he came to Tarbert, Harris, in 1872 and taught there
with a fair measure of success until he retired. He took a deep interest in the
spiritual welfare of the children and maintained good discipline. His methods
of discipline were not those of the merciless tyrant but of a humble, gentle,
loving Christian. One hopes that by his teaching and example, under God’s
blessing, he may have been the instrument of bringing some of those boys
and girls whom he taught to the feet of Him who said, “Suffer little children
to come unto Me”. When worldly songs began to be taught in schools, he
firmly refused to teach them, so losing part of his grant.

He must have been very young when he was brought under the influence
of divine grace; we understand that in early boyhood he used to go and pray
alone, but he did not know why. He did not know how to pray, but he had
to be at it. Some irresistible power within him moved him. It is not known
when or how he was first awakened to a sense of his lost condition as a
sinner, but the awakening seems to have been terrifying. He was long under
conviction of sin, and at nights he would be afraid to sleep in case he would
waken in hell. At last he obtained relief and he evidently enjoyed great
freedom, which continued for quite a time. Secret prayer was then his great
delight. Then he would no sooner return from secret prayer than he had to
return to it again because of the delight he was finding in secret communion
with the Lord.

These days of spiritual warmth were followed by times when he felt the
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hardness of his heart. We often heard him exclaim in prayer: “My leanness,
my leanness”. Yet he was enabled to keep his hope firm to the end.

During a conversation last year, when he was very ill, the writer spoke to
him about his experience, but what he said was: “All I wish the world ever
to know about me is this: I am a great sinner, and always was, whose only
concern is ‘to be found in Christ’ as my only preparation for eternity. I hope,
through the mercy of God, I shall be saved.”

In 1870 he married Betsy MacLean. Two children were born, a boy and
a girl, but both died in infancy.

Mr Bethune began to keep religious meetings when he was quite young,
but he was sometimes much oppressed with a deep sense of his unfitness. At
the same time, such was his warmth and zeal that he thought at first that he
would convert every one of his hearers; but as he continued to speak, he gained
more knowledge and experience of the strength of natural corruption.

He was opposed to the backsliding development which ended in the
Declaratory Act of 1892. When the Free Presbyterian Church was formed
the next year, he proved himself a wise and active supporter of the cause and
did much to organise the Free Presbyterian congregation in Harris. During
times when there was no minister he nobly carried on the work of the
congregation. The Lord blessed the services he conducted to the conversion
of some who were very reckless in life and to the growth in grace of those
who were in a gracious state.

To the last he remained very steadfast in support of the Church in which
he was an honoured elder. He certainly never regretted the step he took in
1893. On several occasions he said that the Lord had granted him two
special requests: to see the congregation provided with a minister and with
a church building before he died.

He caught a chill while attending the Synod meetings in Glasgow last year
and was never really well afterwards. He passed through a most troublesome
illness last summer, and more recently it was becoming more obvious each
day that his end was approaching. I never knew anyone who was more
patient and more reconciled to the Lord’s will. During all his illness he never
complained and in the midst of his worst attacks he could be bright. He
could hide his troubles better than most people. The end came suddenly a
little after midnight on 16 April 1915 at the age of 78. The last words that his
cousin Mary, who looked after him, heard him say were: “The blood of
Jesus Christ cleanseth us from all sin”.

We do not expect again to see the equal of Donald Bethune. We have lost
an intelligent, exercised man of God, who was pleasant and affectionate.
“The memory of the just is blessed.”
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Looking Around Us
Persecution – Serious and Otherwise

It was the oddest story I came across after the snowfalls in England in early
February. Council workmen were going around cutting off the heads of
snowmen “to make them melt more quickly”. Some of the men claimed they
were doing so to protect the grass. But an official spokesman said it was
“certainly not the policy of councils to persecute snowmen”.

It is the most ridiculous use of the word persecute I have yet seen. It is bad
enough to speak about persecuting foxes or wolves or eagles, but it is even
more absurd to talk of persecuting snowmen. To persecute is a much more
serious idea. It is not even persecution to mistreat people out of sheer cruelty;
the motive for persecution is a person’s faith.

Barnabas Fund reports many cases of real persecution by Muslims. One of
the milder instances last year was in Iran. Fatemeh Nouri was an art student
in Tehran who had turned from Islam to Christianity. She was arrested at her
home last September and spent nearly three months in prison. She was
charged with attending services in a house and “insulting sacred figures”. A
Revolutionary Court sentenced her to one year’s deprivation of education; she
is not allowed to go to university during that time.

This persecution continues. On February 8, security officers in plain clothes
raided a home where professed Christians had gathered to pray. Ten people
were arrested and taken away but their families do not know where they are.
Among them is believed to be Mojtaba Hosseini, who was previously arrested
in May 2008 with eight other converts because of his Christianity. On that
occasion he had been asked to renounce Christ.

A blast outside a church in the Iraqi city of Kirkuk last August which injured
23 people, including the minister, is another example of persecution. So also
were two further car bomb attacks on churches in northern Iraq that morning
– although the police were able to prevent the bombs going off.

There were many examples of persecution in Britain at the time of the
Reformation, when hundreds were killed – usually by being bunt to death.
Many Covenanters were tortured and killed in Scotland during the period
from 1660 to 1688. But, by the grace of God, men, women, and even children
were enabled to remain faithful to the principles of God’s Word.

Persecution is a serious matter. It is not a word to be used in any trivial
context. It is not something that people should think they can stand up to in
their own strength. We do not know what is ahead of us and, even in free
countries, individuals may suffer persecution from family members and work-
mates, for instance. So we should be earnest to seek grace from God to prepare
us for every situation that we may have to face.
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UK Youth Conference 2012
Arrangements

Venue: Carronvale House, Carronvale Road, Larbert, Stirlingshire, FK5 3LH.

Dates: Tuesday, April 3, to Thursday, April 5.

Chairman: Rev Donald Macdonald.

Lower Age Limit: 16 years old.

Applications: to Rev Donald Macdonald, F PManse, Bayhead, North Uist, HS6

5DS, as soon as possible, as the number that can attend is restricted (please letMr

Macdonald know by March 16). See the February issue for an application form.

The feewill be £40 for those in full-time employment and £20 for others. Cheques

are payable to the Free Presbyterian Church.

Programme
Tuesday, April 3

2.30 pm Providence
How Should We Interpret It?

by Rev W A Weale

7.00 pm Education in Contemporary Scotland
Does Biblical Christianity Exist in Our Schools?

by Mrs Morag Munro

Wednesday, April 4

9.30 am The Apostle John
His Life and Ministry

by Rev G G Hutton

1.30 pm Church History Around Larbert

A Tour conducted by Mr David Norris

7.30 pm Conversion
Turning to God: What Is It?

by Rev John Goldby

Thursday, April 5

9.30 am Robert Bruce
Preacher to the Conscience

by Rev David Campbell

Further information will be sent to each applicant about a week before the

conference. If you have any queries, do not hesitate to phone Mr Macdonald (tel:

01876 510233). But please do not delay sending in your application.




