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An ‘apology’ for the church
The figures are obvious. The church
in the UK is in serious decline.
In 1900 55% of children were in a
Sunday School of some kind. In 2000
that number had dropped to 4%. In addition, there has been a rapid growth in
population so that the number of church
going Christians, old or young, becomes
ever more obviously a minority.
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Chris Sinkinson starts a new regular column defending the truth of the Christian faith

Why is it happening?
What is the cause of the decline?
Many people imagine that it began after
the Second World War. The baby boom
generation of the 1950s grew up without
the traditional commitments of their parents. The 1960s cultural and sexual revolution saw an entire generation turn
their backs on church going. Therefore,
the decline is often seen as a product of
the past 50 years.
But the statistics do not bear out this
interpretation. In his study (The Empty
Church Revisited, 2003), Robin Gill
demonstrates that the decline in UK
church-going began long, long before
the 1960s. In fact, the high watermark
for Anglican church attendance was
1851 and for free churches was 1880. In
fact, many of our chapel buildings were
built since the decline set in and so many
of the small, struggling chapels around
the country have always been like that.
There is something of a myth of chapels
and churches bursting at the seams on a
golden Sunday in 1900, but, even with
the best estimate, 45% of children were
not in church that day.

The remnant
Of course, for many evangelicals these
statistics do not suggest that anything
has gone wrong. They simply present
the sorting of wheat from chaff.
Nominal church going has been in terminal decline. Who wants to spend time on
a Sunday worshipping a god they don’t
believe exists? So the remaining small

percentage represents true believers.
This remnant has probably only ever
been a minority in society at large.
Whether we live in the mediaeval state
of Christendom or the contemporary
state of Secularism, true Christians have
always been a small, and sometimes persecuted, minority.

More to it
But I think there is more that these figures can teach us than that. No doubt the
large numbers who attended church in the
early 1800s included many nominal
believers, many forced to be there by families, landowners or cultural expectations.
Granted all this, something has happened to put off many people from bothering to have anything to do with the
church or Christianity. So what else can
explain the decline in church attendance

in the UK?
Consider again
that the high
watermark for
church attendance
was around 1851.
What else has
changed since
then? What we
call the Victorian
Age was part of a
greater cultural
revolution across
Europe called the
Enlightenment.
This period witnessed great technological advance
and intellectual
progress.
The
dead weight of
tradition, superstition and authoritarianism was
being replaced by
freedom
of
thought
and
enquiry.
The
Industrial Revolution benefitted from the
inventiveness of scientists. The political
landscape of the West was changed by
increasingly free, democratic progress.
In biology, Charles Darwin published
On the Origin of the Species in 1859,
which undermined the idea that human
beings were the special creation of God.
In the area of theology a new movement called Higher Criticism changed
the way the Bible was read. Rather than
being considered the inspired word of
God, the Bible was itself a record of the
slow, muddled progress of religious
thought. The church itself began to pedal
a theology of the Enlightenment devoid
of miracles and wary of revelation. This
was called liberal theology and it found
voice in pulpits across the land.

Is it true or not?

The big question about other faiths? 78% of the Bible
EMPTY AND EVIL
The worship of other faiths in 1
Corinthians 8-10 and today
By Rohintan K. Mody
The Latimer Trust. 71 pages. £3.99
(or £3.50 from www.latimertrust.org)
ISBN 978-0-946307-72-2

HE BEGAN WITH MOSES
Preaching the Old Testament today
Edited by Grenville J.R. Kent, Paul J.
Kissling and Laurence A. Turner
IVP. 256 pages. £12.99
ISBN 978-1-84474-448-0
This book takes its title from Luke 24.27,
the post-resurrection occasion where Jesus
explained to two disciples on the road to
Emmaus what was said about himself in
all the Scriptures.

Empty and Evil addresses the multi-faith
society of modern Britain. It assumes that
Christians face perplexing situations such
as invitations to multi-faith meetings,
Hindu weddings, and Muslim social occasions. The difficulties are magnified for
converts from false religions.
The author addresses the paradox raised in
1 Corinthians 10.18-22. If idols are nothing
(‘empty’), then what is wrong in participating in a multi-faith meeting? But if demons
are of necessity associated with idolatrous
religions (‘evil’) then there is everything
wrong with participating. So, what is the
relationship between demons and false religions? The conclusion is that demonic powers of necessity lie behind all false religion.
Christians must therefore give exclusive worship to the true God, revealed in Jesus Christ,
and must avoid participation in any act of
homage of another faith.
The author was converted from an Indian
Zoroastrian background, and is an Associate
Vicar in the Church of England. His book is
one of the Latimer Studies series and appears
to be drawn from his PhD thesis. It is systematic and analytical, neither popular nor highly
technical, but requires careful reading.
Chapter 1 examines Paul’s understanding
of idols and demons. An idol is a god that
has no objective existence, but demons are
real personal supernatural evil beings. The
discussion is stimulating but at times speculative and superfluous.

Chapter 2 investigates the relationship
between idols and demons. Demons co-opt
the worship intended for the idols, regardless
of the intention of the worshipper, and are of
necessity involved in all false religion.
Chapter 3 draws theological conclusions,
rebuts inclusivism, and focuses on pastoral
and practical implications. The author
applies these conclusions and his personal
experience in six real-life case studies. The
key pastoral principle is: ‘In love, we must
point out that it is seriously wrong for any
Christian to be involved as a participant in
any act that is intended as an act of worship
by the member of another faith’.
I recommend Empty and Evil for its
orthodoxy, the exegetical and theological
foundations of its counsel, and for its helpful guidance in actual situations that may be
faced in Britain today.
Bruce Jenkins,
pastor of Caversham
Evangelical Church, Reading

The book is a collection of 13 essays originally presented at the Tyndale Fellowship
Old Testament Study Group in summer 2009
by some of the best Old Testament (OT)
scholars from around the world.
There is a unifying passion clear in all the
essays. The authors want Christian preachers
and teachers to see the usefulness and relevance of the 78% of the Bible which is the
OT. The authors all have a clear love for the
OT. Each treated the texts they handle with
care and reverence.
The chapters follow a broadly similar pattern. Each author explains particular principles in handling the OT. They show how
those principles operate with a variety of
texts, and then conclude their chapter with a
‘model’ sermon outline that seeks to show the
benefit of following their stated principles.
Seven of the chapters deal with how to
preach different OT ‘genres’: narrative plot,
characters, Law, lament, praise poetry, wisdom, and Apocalyptic. Four deal with
preaching from specific OT books: Song of
Solomon, Isaiah, Ezekiel and the Minor
Prophets. There are two concluding chapters:
one on preaching difficult texts (like genealogies, sacrifice, slavery, violence, etc.) and
one on preaching Christ from the OT.
This book is very stimulating! It has been

In the light of later church decline we
might as well say that the church hit its
own self-destruct button. Christianity
lost its authority and appeal as it lost
confidence in its own foundations. Is it
really a coincidence that the decline of
church going matched the rise of liberal
theology? The church might try to offer
moral teaching, psychological wellbeing, political reform or mystical experiences, but if the core of its teaching is
not true then why not look elsewhere?
As C.S. Lewis wrote in Man or Rabbit?
(1946); ‘If Christianity is untrue then no
honest man will want to believe it, however helpful it might be; if it is true,
every honest man will want to believe it,
even if it gives him no help at all.’

Apologetics
So, if this diagnosis is correct, what
should the church have been doing?
Instead of retreating into an emotional or
moral subjectivism, Christianity should
have been giving an answer. This is
what we call ‘apologetics’. Apologetics
is not saying sorry. It is not apologising
for what we believe. Apologetics is
derived from a Greek word used in the
New Testament. It literally means to
give a ‘word away’ as we answer or reason with those who object to the
Christian faith. At the church where I
pastor and the theological college where
I teach I am convinced that every believer needs a robust confidence in their
faith. Apologetics is not some specialised subject for Christians who wear
anoraks. Every believer should want to
present a credible case for historic
Christianity in the modern world. In the
months to come I would like to share
with you a number of evidences and reasons that we should all be familiar with.
Dr. Chris Sinkinson is pastor of
Alderholt Evangelical Congregational
Church, and lectures at Moorlands
Bible College.
pitched at a
level that
will help all
those who
preach on
the OT and
encourage
those who
are scared
to! I found
the chapter
by Tremper
Longman
III
on
Wisdom
very helpful, as he
showed
how wisdom literature is about Christ and can be preached
Christianly. Gordon Wenham’s chapter on
preaching difficult texts encouraged me not to
skip passages that contain things we might
find obscure or difficult. Some chapters left
me wanting to ask the authors, ‘But what
about….’ questions! For example, I would
have loved there to be more from Chris
Wright on how we work out which OT laws
apply directly to us today. However, not
everything can be covered in a few pages, and
I have been stimulated to read more from a
number of these scholars.
If I had one quibble with the book, it
would be that not all the authors show in
their sermon outlines how the passage they
have chosen is somehow about Christ. R.W.
Moberly comments in the final chapter:
‘How can the OT be best understood and
appropriated within a Christian frame of reference?’ Not all the model sermons did that!
However, this book is stimulating and
deserves to be read! It will help preachers
and teachers have greater confidence in handling the OT.
Justin Mote,
Director, NW Ministry Training Course;p
member, St. Andrew’s Leyland

