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The People of God
God - Father, Son and Holy Spirit - created the world in his holy and loving

purpose, with humans made to relate to him in love, and with a blessed

future of eternal fellowship in view.

The tragedy in the beginning of our race is simply described in the Bible,

but it is a profound reality. Wilful abuse of human freedom brings

alienation from God and from others. That’s how it is now from the time we

come into the world. Our nature is corrupted and individual sins grow out

of it. God’s judgement is against us. Death and condemnation are our lot –

apart from God reaching out to us in his power and love.

Only as we recognise how bad we are, that we deserve nothing, will we

appreciate how good God is in providing the way back to himself in the

Gospel of Christ, first announced in Genesis 3:15.

The ancient Middle East - the world of the Bible

Abraham and the covenant promise

In the Old Testament we see God’s preparation for the coming of the

Saviour. Around 2000 BC God called Abraham from Ur of the Chaldeans,

promised to be his God, give him the land of Canaan and bless the whole

world through him. Because of Joseph, Abraham’s great-grandson,

Abraham’s descendants were for a period honoured guests in Egypt where

they increased in number.
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Moses, the exodus and the law

By the hand of Moses God led the Israelites out of Egypt, where they had

been made slaves. He gave them his law at Mt Sinai so that they might, in

response to his mercy, live for his glory as a holy nation in the promised

land. As well as the Ten Commandments, God gave various rituals and

laws of sacrifice to prefigure the promised Saviour.

David and the kingdom

Around 1000 BC God gave the Israelites a king called David and promised

that one of his descendants would rule over God’s people forever (2 Samuel

7:12; Psalm 89:1-4). The temple built by Solomon, David’s son, replaced

the earlier tabernacle (portable tent sanctuary). However, the immediate

successors of David, whether good or bad, did not fulfil the promise.

The ten tribes in the north rejected David’s grandson (Rehoboam) and set

up a rival kingdom with capital at Samaria. This kingdom went from bad to

worse and was overthrown by the Assyrians in 722 BC, despite the ministry

of prophets like Elijah.
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The southern kingdom of Judah had some good and some bad kings. The

prophet Isaiah announced that God would keep his promises by raising up

one born of a virgin who would be called Immanuel, God with us, and

would rule forever over the house of David (Isaiah 7:14 compare 9:6-7). He

also said Judah would go into captivity in Babylon. This occurred in several

stages under king Nebuchadnezzar, particularly with the destruction of

Jerusalem in 586 BC, when many were deported to Babylon.

                            

The Babylonian Chronicle The monument to Cyrus erected in

recording events of Olympic Park, Sydney 1994

Nebuchadnezzar’s reign

Cyrus and another exodus

When Cyrus the Great conquered the Babylonian empire in 539 BC, he

allowed the exiles in Babylon to return to Judah and rebuild the city and the

temple. (It was completed in 516 BC, Ezra 6:15).  In this Cyrus

foreshadowed the Saviour and so he is called God’s Anointed or Messiah,

although he was not a believer (Isaiah 45:1ff). However, the people of

Judah had no king of their own, and were ruled by the Persians, then the

Greeks and finally by the Romans. Nevertheless, God’s promise would not

be broken.

Jesus, the true exodus and the royal law

When the time was right God sent his Son into the world. To his Divine

person God’s Son took our nature, so that he is both God and man in two

distinct natures and one person forever. Jesus came to fulfil the promises

God had made, just as was the plan agreed in eternity between the Father,

the Son and the Holy Spirit.



Page 5

A model of the temple at Jerusalem before its destruction by the Romans in AD 70

While even the best of God’s people in the past had failed in one way or

another, Jesus did not fail in any way. He is the true Messiah and deliverer.

In his life of full obedience, and in his death in the place of others, he met

every obligation for those the Father had given him. The Father exalted him

to the highest place by raising him from the dead. Jesus now appears in

heaven for us as our great High Priest. He has been given ‘all authority in

heaven and on earth.’ (Matthew 28:18-20). By his word and Spirit he

gathers and leads his people.

Jesus delivers his people from the slavery of sin. Those who were

spiritually dead God makes alive (Ephesians 2:1) uniting them to Christ

through the Spirit. He sets them free so that they might now obey the royal

law of love to God and neighbour out of a grateful heart because of his

mercy. In every area of life they are to seek the glory of God.

Believers form a spiritual temple (Ephesians 2:20-21; 1 Peter 2:4-6). They

are part of the city of God, the new Jerusalem which will come down from

heaven to earth at the last day (Revelation 21). God’s good world remade as

an everlasting home of righteousness will come (2 Peter 3:13), ‘and so we

shall be with the Lord forever’  (1 Thessalonians 4:17). The goal of creation

realised!
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Israel and the Church
Jesus Christ has not only removed the alienation between God and man by

his sacrifice, but also has abolished the division between Jews and Gentiles

(Ephesians 2:14ff). The special laws and theocratic institutions of Israel fall

away because the reality of which these shadows speak has come in Jesus.

Sign placed on the walls of the outer court of the temple at Jerusalem warning that the

death penalty would follow if a Gentile entered the inner court.

The true Israel always was the remnant within the nation with a faith like

Abraham (Romans 9:6-7). Now believing Gentiles are joined with them in

one body. There is thus a fundamental unity between believers in the old

covenant time and believers today.  When the full number of Jewish and

Gentile converts are grafted in to God’s olive tree (Romans 11), Christ will

return to climax history in the resurrection of the dead.

God wants his people of whatever background to live together in real

community, and to be light to a world divided by hatreds and ethnic

tensions. The church is to give people a glimpse of the future God is

preparing when Christ comes to receive his bride.

The church so often does not live according to her calling in Christ. Jesus as

Head of the church is forgotten, and our human ideas and thoughts are

brought in instead. There are many people who have been hurt by churches.

Cold formality and self-righteousness are hardly attractive, nor is
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superficial self-centred ‘froth and bubble’ worship and teaching ultimately

satisfying. It is understandable that some stand back from even attending

church or taking up church membership.

However, we cannot live as private Christians or forsake gathering together

as some were criticised for doing in the apostles’ day (Hebrews 10:25).

Church is family, and we must not let occasional small disagreements cause

divisions. On the other hand, if the Head of the family is despised and his

word rejected, we are in the wrong place, and it is not safe to stay there. Not

all churches are true churches.

So now let’s look at church membership.

Church Membership
The Bible says that the church is a gathering of people who belong to God

because they believe in his Son, Jesus Christ, as Saviour and Lord

according to the Bible. The Bible places great emphasis on the importance

of the church. It is called the people of God, the Body of Christ, the

fellowship of the Holy Spirit. It is also called the Bride of Christ and God’s

flock.

Every Christian should desire to be openly associated with  – and officially

a member  of – a biblical church. To help think through this let’s consider a

few questions about church membership.

What is the authority of the Church?

The church has authority to teach ‘all that Christ has commanded’

(Matthew 28:18-20) and only that. The elders of the church have authority

to administer church affairs in line with what Scripture teaches and the rules

of good order and love, so that believers are encouraged and built up.

What is Church Membership?

When you unite in an official way with a congregation of believers, you

become a member of that church for whom the elders take responsibility. In

the PCEA you join a local congregation by profession of faith and baptism -

if not previously baptised - by reaffirmation of faith, or by a letter of

transfer from another church.

When you join the church you become a ‘communicant member’ - because

you have the privilege of participation in the Communion (the Lord’s
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Supper). You are also entitled to the other privileges of membership,

including baptism for your children. The sacrament of baptism (by

sprinkling or pouring) is the sign of God’s covenant promise, and publicly

acknowledges that your children are part of God’s family too. They become

communicant members once they profess faith in Christ for themselves;

often this occurs in teenage years.

Why Should You Join the Church?

The Bible calls upon believers to publicly profess what they believe.

Believers are to submit to the elders, and the elders need to know for whom

they are responsible.

Indeed, rather than drifting from church to church, we should want to be

committed to the worship of the Lord, and witness to him in a biblical

church. Visible expression of our unity in Christ is important.

Many times the New Testament reminds believers of their responsibility to

one another. We are to submit to one another out of reverence for Christ

(Ephesians 5:12). In other words, being together means we can help one

another to grow into maturity, rather than developing odd ideas or practices

because we isolate ourselves (Hebrews 10:23-25).

Christ is the Head of the church, ruling it by his word and Spirit, but also

using the human instruments of the elders of the church to encourage and

strengthen all believers in their love and service for the Lord and for each

other (Acts 14:23; 20:28; 1 Peter 5:1-4).

What are the Responsibilities of Church Membership?

*Consistent faithful attendance on the worship services will encourage and

strengthen you and others (Hebrews 10:24-25). Through the services and

other meetings you have the opportunity of becoming equipped ‘for works

of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up’ (Ephesians 4:12).

*Giving to the work of the Lord as he has prospered you enables the public

preaching and teaching of God’s word, and the support of missionary

outreach at home and overseas. Such giving should be regular, cheerful and

sacrificial. ‘God loves a cheerful giver’ (2 Corinthians 9:7).

*Supporting the elders as they seek the welfare of the flock. Sometimes

genuine loving concern includes church discipline with a view to

reclaiming a straying believer.
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What are the Privileges of Church Membership?

* Satisfaction in pleasing the Lord by giving expression to your faith by

public membership of his church.

* Access to the sacraments (baptism and the Lord’s Supper) that Christ has

appointed in his church.

* Opportunities to serve and to develop your spiritual gifts.

* Having the oversight of the elders.

* Having a voice in the election of office-bearers and deciding important

matters that may be brought by the elders or deacons to a congregational

meeting.

* Being able to share in the wider work of the Gospel through the

denominational connections of the PCEA at home and overseas.

.

How Do I Become a Member?

In most cases a Christian who wants to join a particular church will attend

the services and meetings for a while, and then approach the minister or

elders about membership. Opportunity to learn more of the teachings and

ministries of the church will be given.

The elders will speak with you about your faith in Christ, your knowledge

of the most important teachings, and your desire to live consistently with

faith in Christ as Saviour and Lord.

Once approved by the Session (the elders’ meeting) it is normal to

announce your admission to the congregation. Particularly for a first

profession, admission may occur at a public worship service where the

person is asked several questions along the following lines:

1. Do you believe the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be

the true and complete word of God, and do you believe the interpretation

of the Scriptures taught in this church to set forth the true message of

salvation?

2. Do you believe in the only true God, distinct in three persons - the

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit - who of nothing made the heaven

and the earth and all that is in them, and still upholds and governs them,

so that nothing comes to pass, whether in heaven or on earth, without his

holy will?

3. Do you admit that by nature you are a sinner, unclean before God, and

that in your thoughts, words and deeds you have often broken God’s

commandments; and do you now declare that you are heartily sorry for

all your sins?
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4. Do you confess your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ as your Saviour,

and do you promise in dependence on the Holy Spirit, to serve God with

all that is in you, and to participate gladly in the life and work of his

church?

5. Do you agree to submit in the Lord to the rule of the elders in this

church, and to heed their counsel as they seek to shepherd you in the

ways of the Lord?

A Church and the Church

The PCEA is part of the one body of Christ throughout the world. Different

groupings of Christians have arisen because of historical circumstances

such as difference of country or language, as well as conscientious

differences on lesser matters.  The PCEA does not unchurch other Bible-

loving churches who differ from us on less important matters. We are happy

to have fellowship with true Christians of whatever name. Although office-

bearers subscribe to the Westminster Confession as a faithful summary of

Scripture teaching, we do not require communicant members to agree in

every detail with what we teach and practice.

Some churches have added a great deal to the teaching of the Bible so that

the word of God is made of no effect through such traditions (Mark 7:13).

Some once evangelical churches do not now require belief in such basic

teachings as the inspiration of the Scriptures, the Trinity, the deity of Christ,

his incarnation, virgin birth, sinless life, substitutionary atonement, bodily

resurrection and future visible return in glory. The sexual ethics of the Bible

may be ignored. This is a very sad situation God will not overlook.

Some churches seem preoccupied with making people feel good, with an

entertainment style worship and emphasis on our prosperity rather than on

God, and his saving grace in Christ.

So it is vitally important to honour Christ in our church life, and to choose a

church home wisely.

How does a Presbyterian church operate?

The Greek word for an elder is presbuteros. Presbyterian churches are cared

for by mature Christian men, chosen by the congregation and set apart to

this work. There is no hierarchy of people as in an Episcopal system, for all

elders are equal in respect of ruling power. Office-bearers pledge to adhere
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to the teaching of the Westminster Confession of Faith as a correct

summary of Scripture teaching.

In the Presbyterian Church of Eastern Australia procedures derive from the

Scottish Church reformed by John Knox and others in 1560. The experience

of over four centuries has been adapted to our needs as the longest

established Presbyterian and Reformed church in Australia, which is

increasingly including people of many ethnic backgrounds.

The minister and elders in a local congregation form its Session. There may

also be deacons to care more specifically for the finances, both of the

church and those in need. If a problem arises in a local church and cannot

be satisfactorily resolved by the Session there is access to a regional body

of ministers and elders called the Presbytery. The Presbytery also looks

after other matters, including making provision for congregations without a

minister, and supervising calls to duly qualified ministers. Similarly, there

is a further national body called a Synod. It meets once a year.

So the local congregation is connected with other Bible-believing Christians

through our denominational structure. This larger fellowship helps us serve

together in mission work and other church-related ministries. We also

express our unity with like-minded believers by membership of the

International Conference of Reformed Churches.

                                               John Knox (1513-72)

                                              Scottish Church Reformer
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Brief History of the PCEA
The two main founders of the PCEA in 1846 were the Rev William

McIntyre, MA in New South Wales, and the Rev James Forbes MA of

Melbourne. They withdrew from the Synod of Australia then existing

because it continued its legal and moral tie to the established Church of

Scotland when that church had accepted the interference of the State in the

spiritual affairs of the church.

The action of the Scottish church in 1843 brought about a massive split

called ‘the Disruption’, when nearly 40% of the ministers gave up state-

provided churches, manses and stipends because the conditions under

which they accepted them were changed to give the state the right to

interfere in the spiritual affairs of the church.  Those who withdrew formed

the Free Church of Scotland – free of the unscriptural encroachments on the

prerogatives of Christ in his church.

William McIntyre (1806-72) arrived in 1837 as

chaplain to the immigrants on the Midlothian. He

was minister at Maitland and later of St George’s

PCEA, Castlereagh Street, Sydney. He was a

Highlander, a fine scholar, founder of the High

School of Maitland, and a faithful men. Many of the

Gaelic speaking settlers on the rivers north of

Sydney agreed with his stand, as did other

conservative Presbyterians. One of his students, later

Sir Samuel Griffiths, a Premier of Queensland and

Australia’s first Chief Justice, described him as a

remarkable man, whose name deserved to be remembered as one of the foremost

worthies of New South Wales.

James Forbes (1813-51) was a Lowland Scot, the first

Christian minister of any denomination appointed to

Melbourne (he arrived in 1838), and the minister of Scots

Church, Collins Street, from which he resigned in 1846. He

was a very active and much loved minister. Described as

‘Victoria’s first public educationist’, he founded several

schools, including Scotch College in 1851, and was active

in every worthwhile community movement, including

ministry to the indigenous people.
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The Presbyterian Church of Eastern Australia was formed in Sydney on 10

October 1846 by McIntyre and several others.    This was the first use of the

term ‘Presbyterian’ in a denominational name in Australia. (Previously

‘Church of Scotland’ had been used.) Forbes, because of distance and the

potential for development, formed a parallel organization called the Free

Presbyterian Church. Both bodies were independent of Scotland, but of

necessity depended on the Free Church of Scotland to supply ministers.

Only with the enormous population growth and revolution created by the

discovery of gold in 1851 were ministers more readily available, but they

tended to be overly pragmatic. Union of the different Presbyterian bodies in

Victoria occurred in 1859, but involved a compromise of the position

Forbes had adopted. A similar result occurred in New South Wales in

1864/65.

So it was that a small remnant holding the position McIntyre and Forbes

had maintained continued. In 1953 the Free Presbyterian Church of Victoria

was absorbed into the Presbyterian Church of Eastern Australia to make one

compact body.

Although still a small group of a dozen or congregations from Queensland

to Tasmania, the PCEA has maintained an evangelical and reformed

position down the years. When most Presbyterians in the major body united

with the Methodist Church and most Congregationalists to form the Uniting

Church in Australia in 1977, the PCEA and its sister church in Scotland

were able to give help to those who continued the Presbyterian Church of

Australia.

One minister from the PCEA served as Professor (later Principal) of the

Presbyterian Theological College in Melbourne, another from Scotland as a

Professor at the same place, and another as Principal of Presbyterian Ladies

College, Melbourne. Another PCEA minister has written extensively on

Australian Presbyterian history and teaching.
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The Westminster Assembly 1644 – by J.R.Herbert (1844) in Parliament House, London

Today we still maintain our distinct position of unqualified adherence to the

Scriptures, with the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) as our

subordinate standard. Unlike the larger Presbyterian Church of Australia we

do not have an ambiguous ‘Declaratory Statement’ that gives an ill-defined

relief from wholehearted commitment to the teaching of the Confession,

and leads to problems.

In our worship services we continue to maintain that only what is warranted

by God’s word is allowable in the church as regards teaching and worship.

Our worship is simple, and in the public services we confine ourselves to

the unaccompanied singing of the Psalms of the word of God. We find

these deeply spiritual, and full of Christ when approached in the right way.

We have mutual eligibility of ministers with some other churches, such as

the Free Church of Scotland, the Reformed Churches of New Zealand and

the Orthodox Presbyterian Church in the USA. We are active members of

the International Conference of Reformed Churches. Missionary outreach

overseas is done with our partner churches. One PCEA minister is National

Director of Australian Indigenous Ministries.
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The historic building at 12B Chapel Street,

East St Kilda used 1864-1986.

We have a vision for healthy growth of gospel witness. We are keen that

those who love the Lord and his word, and who want to build on a good

foundation, join with us. We hope this describes you.

A selection of articles, and electronic copies of our monthly magazine, The

Presbyterian Banner, may be found on our website: www.pcea.org.au
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SOUTHERN PRESBYTERY
Clerk: Rev Dr Rowland S. Ward

26 Roxburgh Rd, Wantirna 3152

T: 03 9720 4871   E: rsw@pcea.org.au

Knox
358 Mountain Hwy (cnr Thaxted Pde) Wantirna

Glen Huntly
185 Grange Rd (cnr Wattle Ave), Glen Huntly

Rev Dr Rowland S. Ward
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Rev Tut Wan Yoa

Narre Warren
108 Prospect Hill Rd (cnr Narre Warren North Rd)

Narre Warren

Rev Sjirk Bajema (under call)

Geelong
12 Coppards Rd, Newcomb

Rev M. Gavin Smith

Ulverstone, Tasmania
13 Leven Street, Ulverstone
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