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   Introduction
 
   In the providence of God, the Strange Fire conference took place several months after my own departure from the charismatic movement. Between my wife and I, together we have probably spent over thirty years in the pentecostal and charismatic movement. It is no real surprise when some friends from within the Pentecostal and charismatic streams responded in bewilderment when they discovered we had been worshipping with the Free Church of Scotland for several months. The responses were varied and the discussions that developed were interesting and I usually found myself reflecting on matters of church and theology long after the conversation had ended. During those months I noticed that Pentecostal and charismatic believers tended to raise the same three concerns when it came to discussing Reformed Presbyterian Spirituality. I fully empathise with these concerns, in this book I will not only engage with the key issues surrounding the Strange Fire Conference but I will also engage with the concerns that charismatic believers have about reformed spirituality.
 
   I have studied charismatic theology and practice for approximately 12 years.  At the Scottish Baptist College my honours year dissertation was on the pentecostal and charismatic movements. I have been deeply invested in the movement as a Christian but also as a preacher. I have many friends and family within the movement whom I care for deeply. I am also aware that many charismatics are awakening to the realisation that something is missing within the Charismatic tradition, many are sensing the need to 'Get back to basics', in other words,  there needs to be a return to the Word of God and the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
   While I spend some time in these chapters examining what charismatics claim to have, (and claim others don't have) I need to spend a few moments outlining what they do have. 
 
   The charismatic churches are filled with people who love Jesus. They are filled with people who know the Living God. They are filled with people who have been saved by grace and sealed by the Spirit. The churches are filled with zealous, hardworking and godly believers who devote large proportions of their time to serving the Lord. 
 
   I have not written this book to stir up controversy but simply to provide honest engagement with the common concerns that charismatics and pentecostals raise about Reformed Spirituality. Perhaps it will pave the way for greater understanding among those who think that non charismatic churches are a 'spiritual graveyard.' I pray that this book will help presbyterians and pentecostals alike, and if I have lacked accuracy or charity in any of my observations I seek your patience and forgiveness. 
 
   I really hope that Strange Fire controversy does not only lead to debate, I pray that it leads to soul searching and scripture searching and, if need be, a willingness to lay down lesser things for the defence of the scriptures; the preservation and proclamation of the gospel; and the wellbeing of the church of Jesus Christ. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter One
 
   Strange Fire Conference: A Call to Discernment
 
   In October 2013 John MacArthur hosted the controversial conference Strange Fire. During this time the internet was buzzing with debate; the theological swords were drawn. Strange Fire was facilitated by Grace to You ministries in order to raise awareness of un-biblical theology and experience embedded within the charismatic movement. It was also designed to promote John MacArthur's new book ‘Strange Fire’. The responses have been fascinating. Many applauded the conference and saw it as a much needed wakeup call in regards to the errors and abuses of the charismatic movement; others saw it as divisive and unloving; others think MacArthur himself is unbalanced, lacking grace and a biblical understanding of the Holy Spirit; and others have been caught by surprise and don't understand what the fuss is all about.
 
   As I followed the conference via the Live Stream and the comments and reactions to the conference on Facebook and Twitter, one thing seems very clear: many charismatics and continuationists were reacting to the conference and quotes from the conference without watching the sessions and understanding the key issues at the heart of this conference. This is worrying. Our opinion about MacArthur or cessationism should not cloud the fact that this conference is raising real issues that are undermining the scriptures; the true gospel; and the wellbeing of the church of God. Yet the confusion and anger expressed in the charismatic and continuationist responses to Strange Fire is clouding these very important issues. As I posted links to the Live Stream on my Facebook page, one person responded with the words 'Pente-bashing.' In other words: Strange Fire is just being interpreted as a cessationist attack on the charismatic movement. This has been a common reaction, but I believe it misses the real concern for God's glory, the gospel of Christ and the church of God which was so clearly at the heart of this conference. 
 
   Why Strange Fire? 
 
   In the opening session John MacArthur said: 'The biggest problem facing the church is lack of discernment.' The speakers of the conference supported this claim with manifold evidence. Pastors and elders who care deeply about the scriptures, the gospel, sound doctrine and the church of God know this is true. It is not only true in the charismatic movement, but I would argue that it is especially true in the charismatic movement. I have spent approximately 12 years within the charismatic movement, I have served on the leadership of two charismatic churches, and throughout my 12 years I have encountered many bizarre doctrines and practices. 
 
   MacArthur has been accused of self-righteousness and pharisee-ism, he has also been accused of meddling in another 'denominations'' affairs, for example, Rodney Howard Browne (The Holy Ghost Bartender) rebuked MacArthur for attempting correction: 'The only ones who have the right to bring correction are the ones inside the camp not outside!' Yet Browne’s reaction is part of the problem since very few within the charismatic movement are actually speaking out. And even if some people do speak out, the independent nature of charismatic churches means that churches can just do their own thing anyway. Browne is wrong, scripture teaches that there is only one body, and when one part of the body suffers the whole body suffers. God's gifts are for the good of the whole church. The charismatic movement influences or affects all denominations to some extent - therefore it is only right that pastors and leaders (no matter which denomination they are a part of) speak out and correct error. 
 
   I have been burdened about the error of the charismatic movement for many years (even though I was devoted to many of its premises.) To hear someone speak out with the compassion, clarity and conviction of MacArthur and his team is refreshing and a manifestation of God's grace to the church. 
 
   I’ve never really followed MacArthur, but I believe that he is not on a self-righteous hobby horse. His intentions were stated clearly at the start of the conference: 
 
   The effort with this conference is to help you to be discerning. . .Our aim is to faithfully, lovingly, compassionately, but straightforwardly help you see what the issues are and to be discerning. Then you can be a force of people who can help other people.
 
   Another criticism of this conference is the claim that MacArthur is making broad sweeping statements and condemning all charismatics and continuationists to hell. This again is a sloppy criticism and plainly not true. If you write off the message coming from Strange Fire on this basis, you are seriously missing the heart of the message. MacArthur, again in his opening session stated clearly: 
 
   We know there are people who are in the Charismatic movement who are deceivers and they know it. They are false teachers and they know it. They’re in it for the money and they know it. But we also know there are people who are caught up in this that are deceived and do not know it. They’re brands that need to be snatched from the burning (Jude 1:23). Our aim is to expose the deceivers and to help the deceived.
 
   MacArthur and his team have been careful to define and differentiate who they are speaking about when they make strong and at times shocking statements. MacArthur clarifies this issue further: 
 
   Am I discrediting everyone in the movement? No. I think there are people who desire to worship God in a true way. They’re caught up in this as well, though, because intention is not enough.
 
   In other words there are genuine believers within the movement, but they are caught in a web of chaos and confusion. 
 
   Strange Fire cannot just be written off as a fundamentalist rant. If we care about the Word of God, if we care about the Gospel, if we care about the church and if we care about the lost, then we must care about the issues raised at this conference. The irony of this situation is that MacArthur is rebuking a movement which claims to be cutting edge prophetic for being full of worldliness, the movement is responding by saying that MacArthur is wrong for doing this. However, MacArthur, it would seem, has more in common with a biblical prophet than many in the charismatic movement. He is standing and declaring the Word of God which is exposing modern spiritual idols. We need to be careful that we do not have more in common with apostate Israel who rejected the prophets because they did not bring positive and ear tickling messages. The truth is sharp and it needs to be. 
 
   


 
   What about cessationism?
 
   Some people recognise that there is truth in what MacArthur identifies, but believe that he is wrong to reject the gifts of the Spirit such as tongues, healings and prophecy. Many discount what he says on the basis that he is a cessationist. I can understand this. It is an easy thing to do. After all, if you believe these things are scriptural, why listen to a man who is denying what you believe to be the truth? 
 
   In addition to this, many consider charismata to be a secondary issue; therefore, they claim,  we should not be divisive about them. However, this is misleading; we need to understand that this issue is not primarily about charismata. The issues that are at stake are the authority and sufficiency scriptures; the true gospel; biblical worship; the wellbeing of the church and the salvation of souls. This is why the issues raised at Strange Fire are so important. Sadly, many people in churches do not realise just how far we are removed from biblical Christianity. From this point of view, I would argue that it is essential to place our views about charismata and continuationism on the altar. In other words, surrender them to the Lord as we seek to prayerfully study the scriptures relating to the issues raised by MacArthur. At the end of the day, belief in the charismatic gifts is not a doctrine that you are required to believe in order to gain God's acceptance. However, the gospel is essential for salvation. And it is the gospel which is being lost in the midst of the charismatic confusion. I'd even go further and suggest that rather than rejecting MacArthur's critique on the basis that he is a cessationist, that it may be time for the charismatics and continuationists to reconsider the case for cessationism in light of the present charismatic crisis. 
 
   I have been a passionate non-cessationist for almost all of my Christian life. I was saved through a cessationist church, but very quickly joined the charismatic movement. I studied the subject deeply and knew how to win debates with most cessationists. I was convinced that scripture, church history, and experience was on the side of non-cessationism. However, Jesus tells us to examine prophets and teachers by their fruits. I have to sadly confess that after 12 years in the charismatic movement the fruits I have observed are not good, in fact they are devastating. Some people who are committed to continuationism or charismatic Christianity consider cessationism to be a heresy. It is not. In fact, the most essential doctrine that the pentecostals have embraced, justification by faith, was rediscovered and restored by a movement which was cessationist: the reformation. We all know the story, we know that the gospel was lost to religious world of priest-craft, superstition and mysticism. The reformers returned to the Word of God and the centrality of Christ. The confessions of the reformation were all written with the intention of safeguarding the gospel - and they were cessationist. The pursuit of charismata, experience and power has caused the charismatic movement to largely lose sight of scripture, doctrine and the true gospel. It has promised great power, great glory and a great harvest, it has in fact produced great deception, great division and great godlessness. This is the nature of deception: deception promises glory but delivers ashes. 
 
   I understand how hard this is if we are committed to scripture and see the ‘miraculous on every page' or even if we just despair at the apparent lack of faith and expectation for God to do 'great things' in more traditional reformed contexts. However, the Bible does teach the sufficiency of the gospel (its power is not dependent upon miracles) therefore if our commitment to charismata has opened the door for deception, the true prophetic thing to do is to slam that door shut. 
 
   


 
   
Chapter Two
 
   Charismatic Leaders React to Strange Fire
 
    
 
   One of the main charismatic leaders to respond to Strange Fire was the editor of Charisma magazine, Lee Grady. I was surprised by Grady’s reaction to say the least. Grady's response seems to indicate that he has not taken the time to read or watch what was actually said at the conference. This is tragic since Grady himself has often been one of the few voices of biblical reason within the charismatic movement. In fact, one of his own books, ‘What happened to the fire?’ was extremely helpful for me a number of years ago as it confirmed to me that all was not well within the charismatic movement. After the Todd Bentley tragedy Grady himself published a much needed article in charisma magazine which identified the need for a reformation within the charismatic movement. Many of the issues he raised in that article are the exact same issues that have been raised by the Strange Fire conference. Sadly, his current response to Strange Fire seems to minimise the seriousness and scale of the charismatic crisis. His present response has the potential to undermine his previous appeals for discernment and reformation. 
 
   Grady, in the introduction of his article says this about MacArthur: 
 
   He’s a staunch Calvinist, but that doesn’t make him any less my brother in Christ. Unfortunately, MacArthur can’t say the same about me—and that’s sad. . .My brother in Christ has written me off. 
 
   I was surprised to see this statement by Grady because he was one of the few Charismatic leaders mentioned at the Strange Fire conference who was acknowledged as someone who has attempted to bring some correction to charismatic confusion. Phil Johnson, in his session, ‘Is there a baby in the bathwater?’, said this about Grady:
 
   Grady is himself a charismatic—and to give him credit, he is one of the few who is sometimes candid about how dysfunctional the movement is. 
 
   I have to say, I expected a better response from Lee Grady. There are a number of issues with Grady's response. The first difficulty I have with it is in the opening paragraph when he seems to make it all about him. These issues are bigger than Grady, and Grady should know better. Secondly the title of his article is: ‘To my fundamentalist brother John MacArthur, Grace to you too.’ Again, this is reactionary but it's also rhetorical. The secular media have been using terms like 'fundamentalist' in recent years to describe people who are extreme, irrational and poorly educated. Popular audiences are used to dismissing 'fundamentalists’. Technically speaking, MacArthur cannot even be considered a fundamentalist from a theological perspective, conservative yes, fundamentalist, no. Fundamentalists tend to be Biblicists; neglect theology, church history and the creeds of the church. If anything it is MacArthur who is challenging the fundamentalism of the pentecostal and charismatic movements. 
 
    
 
   Grady's article has consequences, due to his blurring issues and minimising the problems he is negating the potential influence he has to enable his charismatic readers to be more discerning. For example, he tells his readers that: 'MacArthur believes God’s miracle-working power stopped around 100 A.D' and that:
 
   Anybody who has sought prayer for healing, claimed a miracle ... felt God’s presence in an emotional way or . . . has already stepped out of the bounds of orthodoxy. 
 
   MacArthur does not believe that. This statement is clumsy, misleading and false; the consequences for this misrepresentation are devastating because many of Grady's charismatic readers will simply dismiss MacArthur's concerns on this basis alone. MacArthur's view is more nuanced than that and it deserves better treatment. Throughout the conference most speakers (if not every speaker) acknowledged that God is sovereign, does heal and will at times move in remarkable ways.  
 
   Sadly Grady's response reflects that of the popular charismatic response to Strange Fire, it is nothing more than an emotional reaction. If this is the most mature charismatic response we can expect from a high profile charismatic leader, then the movement is only headed for further disaster. 
 
   Another charismatic leader to respond to Strange Fire is Dr. Michael Brown. In the midst of the Strange Fire controversy, Brown seems to have positioned himself as the representative of biblically sound Pentecostalism. Brown was critical of the conference before it started and followed up his pre-conference criticisms with an article which read like an attempt to take the moral high ground as the fires of theological controversy continued to blaze. 
 
   I found Brown's response intriguing, ironic and a clear example of missing the point. In Brown's opening statement he says: 
 
    
 
   How do we expose error without dividing the Body? How do we hold to our convictions while honoring those who differ with us? In the aftermath of the Strange Fire conference, these are questions we cannot ignore.
 
   Brown is arguing for unity. Not only does he argue for unity but he seems to place it above truth. This is what Roman Catholicism does - the unity of the institution is of greater importance than evangelical truth. It is also what the ecumenical movement does - it seeks to lay aside truth and doctrine for the sake of unity. In fact, compromise has been the characteristic of every movement that is willing to lay aside the gospel in order to create a united church at the expense of truth.
 
   It also completely misses the point to suggest that Strange Fire has been unhelpful because it has caused division. Firstly, division is not always bad, especially when the truth is at stake. We see this in the ministry of Jesus and Paul: 
 
   Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. (Matt 10:34)
 
   For there must be factions among you in order that those who are genuine among you may be recognized. 1 Cor 11:19
 
   Secondly: the division already exists. The church is already divided over the issue of charismata. Just because some people have swept it under the carpet does not mean that the issues are not there. Pointing out that the church has a bulging carpet that is hiding all sorts of dirt and nasties is not divisive - it simply demonstrates that someone cares about the need for a clean house. 
 
   Thirdly it is actually the pentecostal movement and charismatic movements which caused the division over spiritual gifts in the first place. If, as Brown and others are claiming, that the charismata is a secondary issue that should not be considered an obstacle to unity, fellowship and shared ministry - why have the charismatics and pentecostals been splitting churches over these things since the inception of the movement at the turn of the twentieth century? The pentecostal and charismatic movements are, by nature, schismatic movements - and they have not split for good reason - they formed new churches on the basis of the need to express spiritual gifts and experiences (if charismata is a secondary issue – why did they divide the church over it in the first place?). Further, the pentecostal pursuit of power has propelled the movement towards theological and spiritual destruction. 
 
   Fourthly, the false teaching which is being spread by the charismatic movement is itself divisive and therefore needs to be corrected. Correcting division and error is not divisive in a wrong sense, it is in fact divisive in a biblical sense i.e. it is a form of church discipline and needs to be carried out in order that the church may be purified. 
 
   It is ironic that Michael Brown quotes from Galatians to support his argument: 
 
   Paul issued this strong warning to the Galatians: "For the whole law is fulfilled in one word: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' But if you bite and devour one another, watch out that you are not consumed by one another" (Gal 5:14-15).
 
   This is ironic because Galatians, as a book, has far more in common with MacArthur's message than Brown's. Is MacArthur cutting in his statements? So is Paul in Galatians. Does MacArthur declare condemnation upon any who distort the gospel? So does Paul in Galatians: 
 
   I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you to live in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel— which is really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let them be under God’s curse! As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let them be under God’s curse! (Gal 1:6-9)
 
   

Brown's use of Galatians to correct MacArthur is even more ironic because if we understand the message of Galatians, we will understand it to be a rebuke of many of the false teachings promoted by the pentecostal and charismatic movements. Galatians is dealing with the question of, ‘what is needed to be in God's favour?’ (justification) it is also dealing with the question of  ‘what are the marks of God's true people?’ In answer to the question of justification, Paul declares that it’s faith in Christ alone which justifies.  In answer to the question of marks of belonging, he says it is the Spirit of God (the evidence of which is fruit.) Paul was dealing with false teachers who were claiming that people needed more than simple faith in Christ, they needed the law (in order to be truly righteous). These false teachers were claiming that the mark of God's covenant people was circumcision. The false teachers were taking the focus away from simple faith in Christ, and they also emphasised the wrong sign for identifying the people of God. Pentecostals have done the same. Their foundational teaching (which is still held by many today) is that faith in Christ (and regeneration) are not enough but a subsequent experience is needed if God's people are to know the full blessing of God and they have also taught the wrong sign, they have (historically) emphasised tongues as the sign of God’s presence rather than the fruit of the Spirit. Modern charismatics are no different: they have focused on tongues, prophecy, dreams, experience or physical manifestations such as shaking and yelling. 
 
   It was in 2007 during my theological studies when I first realised that Galatians was a rebuke to Pentecostal and charismatic spirituality. In the conclusion of an exegetical study of Galatians I wrote the following words: 
 
   In this essay I have sought to put forward two of the key pneumatological arguments that Paul incorporates into the Galatian epistle. These two aspects are 1) that the receiving of the Holy Spirit is the hallmark of authentic Christianity and 2) that He is received through faith in Jesus Christ alone. Movements who seek to incorporate the ‘receiving of the Spirit’ as a post-conversion experience, no matter how they define that, are moving into dangerous territory and find themselves more in line with Paul’s opponents than they do Paul. Paul’s argument is clear, the believers received the Spirit upon their initial faith and that faith was in the message of Jesus Christ crucified.
 
   MacArthur's message is counter-cultural whereas the message of the pentecostal and charismatic movements is culturally conditioned. In other words, charismatics will gain a hearing from masses of people who are already conditioned by relativistic, humanistic and pragmatic values. To the modern ears, MacArthur's message seems more reflective of a by-gone-era: a time when truth mattered and there was a place for intolerance – this is because MacArthur's message is from another era - it is the age-old gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 
   


 
   
Chapter Three
 
   What about worship?
 
    
 
   Many charismatic friends find it difficult to understand how I have managed to transition towards a traditional form of worship. A common response to my transition to a Reformed church is ‘What about worship?’ Pentecostals and Charismatics are well known for expressive, emotional and extended times of singing. The first 30-40 minutes in most charismatic churches is set aside solely for the singing of God's praise. This practice has commonly become known as 'Praise and worship.' It is usually led by a praise and worship leader or a praise band. The emphasis is on freedom, intimacy and encountering God. As this model was developed, it became common (especially during the charismatic movement) for the song leader to flow uninterrupted from one song into another. Gaps in the songs were considered to be a distraction and a hindrance to 'entering in' to God's presence. So important is this approach to praise and worship for charismatics that they will often find it hard to worship in a setting even when there is a praise band but the praise and worship leader does not 'flow.'
 
   The Reformed presbyterians on the other hand have a far broader definition of worship when it comes to meeting on the Lord's Day. The whole service is considered an act of worship and devotion. The singing of psalms, the prayers, the reading of scripture, the preaching of the word, the benediction (and if applicable: the sacrament of Holy Communion) are all considered a part of our worship. Indeed, for Sabbath day observers, the whole day is marked as 'holy unto the Lord' and the activities of the day are set apart for God's glory. 
 
   Having experienced times of great blessing and refreshing during what Pentecostals and Charismatics call 'Praise and Worship' I fully understand how important this part of a meeting is for many believers. And while some pentecostals and charismatics may be concerned that their reformed brethren have no concept of 'Praise and Worship', my own concern is that it is the pentecostal and charismatic believer who thinks that the modern model of 'Praise and worship' is the only spiritual model, who does not know what true worship is. 
 
   First of all, the Charismatic model of worship as defined above has only been in existence since the 1960s. As far as I understand it was Calvary Chapel who pioneered this model. It was a form of worship modelled on the rock concert and developed by the baby boomers. It coincided with the charismatic movement and has been with us and evolving ever since to such a point where it has become the most popular form of worship across many denominations. 
 
   Why is the fact that this model of worship only emerged in the 1960s so important? Quite simply, if the level of importance given to it by the modern charismatic is true then no Christian has ever truly worshipped God until the 1960s! If 'Praise and Worship' is really the full expression of 'freedom in the Spirit' then no believer in Christ has ever been 'free in the Spirit' until the 1960s. Such thinking is of course nonsensical and a complete denial of all that Christ has accomplished for his people through the cross. 
 
    
 
   Understanding the origins of this model is significant because it helps place it in its proper context; it helps us understand that the modern 'Praise and Worship' model is both culturally defined and the expression of a particular culture. Just because it is 'cultural' does not mean that it is wrong, it just means we need to differentiate between divine revelation and cultural tradition. In other words there is no divine sanction on the 30-40 minute period of expressive, emotional and extended singing. However, like any culture defined activity, there are trappings and awareness of these trappings can help us purify our worship and deliver us from spiritual pride. 
 
   The charismatic model creates an emotional environment. The Psalms are also full of joyful, musical and expressive praise. The charismatic model is not completely 'unbiblical' - however, it can lend itself to abuses. Since the atmosphere is very much designed towards expression and emotion, worshippers are in danger of being manipulated by the musicians rather than the Spirit of God. The 'emotional fix' created by atmosphere can become a substitute for faith in God's word. When this happens feelings eclipse faith and worship becomes mindless. This explains why many modern worshippers find traditional worship so unappealing - there is no deliberate emotional manipulation.
 
   This does not mean that experience is not a good thing, many of the reformed revivalists believed in spiritual experience. However, the important difference between the reformed revivalist and the charismatic revivalist is that the reformed revivalist believed experience should be the result of truth influencing the mind. The charismatic model often minimises the role of the mind because of its focus on music which can lead to a mindless emotionalism. 
 
   As I have gathered with the Reformed Presbyterians on a regular basis, time and time again the joy of the Lord has welled up in my heart - not because the tune is good but because the truth - of the psalm being sung - is good. Again, this is not to say that the Reformed Presbyterian model is free from culture bound worship. If Charismatics are known for overly expressive worship, (Scottish?) Reformed Presbyterian worship is often at the other end of the scale. Most of the time the minister's prayer is not even met with a collective 'Amen' from the congregation, this too is cultural.
 
   So, in conclusion: What about the worship? It is great. It is Christ exalting, Spirit led, and biblical - and all that without a guitar and contemporary chorus in sight. It is refreshingly free from modern fads - but that is not to say that the odd spontaneous, Spirit led 'Hallelujah' (or even the occasional 'Amen') would not go amiss. 
 
   


 
   
Chapter Four
 
   What about the Holy Spirit?
 
    
 
   I now turn my attention towards the second most common concern that has been raised by charismatic friends upon hearing we are attending a Reformed church: 'What about the Holy Spirit?'
 
   One person (a seasoned believer) responded to the news of my transition to the Free Church with the following appeal: "Don't forget about the Holy Spirit." The words were spoken with the deepest sincerity and concern. My response to the statement was mixed, I could understand where the person was coming from, but I was also troubled by just how wrong the statement was. After deliberating about my response for a few seconds, I attempted to assure the fellow believer that, 'The Holy Spirit is present at the Free Church.’ Of course the person I was speaking with knew better than to deny this, 'But there is much more for them, they do not have it all.' he responded firmly. Again, after contemplating whether or not to discuss the theology of the Holy Spirit from a Reformed perspective I sought to give some anecdotal evidence as to how I had observed the Spirit's presence in the ministry of the Word and Sacrament. Still not satisfied, my charismatic friend blurted out, 'But they do not have the gifts!' Now we were getting down to the crux of the matter: The gifts of the Holy Spirit. However, before I explore the issue of spiritual gifts (this is the third concern that I want to address) I want to reflect a little on the question of 'The Holy Spirit.'
 
   The incident described above might be considered peripheral if it were the independent opinion of an individual believer but it is not. The idea that Pentecostals and Charismatics somehow have a monopoly on the Holy Spirit is a belief that is embedded deep within the hearts and minds of pentecostal and charismatic believers. This mind-set is reinforced by preachers, teachers; books and sermons. 
 
   I also remember participating in a charismatic study group and a question arose regarding the difference between charismatic and non-charismatic churches. One believer suggested that 'Non Charismatic churches do not believe in the Holy Spirit.' Granted, such a statement in this instance came from the lips of a very new believer, but when older and younger believers are making similar claims it is evident that we are touching on a core belief that is deeply embedded in the movement. Of course, most able expositors of scripture within the charismatic movement would not make such crude claims about non-charismatic churches. Most leaders are more informed when it comes to theological terminology, however, even among charismatic leadership there is the implicit idea that non Pentecostal and charismatic churches are lacking in both theology and experience of the Holy Spirit. This is inevitable: The foundation of pentecostal and charismatic churches is a distinct doctrine and experience of the Holy Spirit which caused them to split from other churches to form their own distinct church which emphasised the new found doctrine and experience. (This belief is essential in order to justify the existence of the charismatic and pentecostal churches.)
 
    
 
   The above examples are just snap shots of a deeply held belief that Pentecostals and Charismatics believe that they have a monopoly on the Holy Spirit. While this belief could be analysed historically, theologically and scripturally such a study is out with the limitations of this book, instead I want to highlight certain issues surrounding this claim. The first is that such a claim demonstrates a deep ignorance of the theology of the Holy Spirit that is an essential part of Reformed Presbyterian Spirituality. The second is that for all the exaggerated claims about the Holy Spirit, it is actually the charismatic movement which lacks not only a robust theology of the Holy Spirit but also some of the essential marks of genuine Holy Spirit activity (e.g. mainly the work of conviction, regeneration and sanctification). Thirdly having been a part of the Pentecostal and charismatic movements for around twelve years I have to honestly say that that Pentecostals and charismatics overstretch when it comes to their claims about the miraculous activity of the Holy Spirit. Pentecostals and Charismatics are better at preaching about miracles than they are at performing them. The apostles preached Christ and performed miracles; Pentecostals and Charismatics preach miracles but fail to perform them. 
 
   Reformed Presbyterian Spirituality and the theology of the Spirit
 
   While the charismatic is concerned that the Reformed Presbyterian has no real knowledge or experience of the Spirit, a passing glance at Reformed teaching will reveal a movement that is saturated in an understanding and experience of the Holy Spirit. So essential to the Reformed church is the person of the Holy Spirit, that one of its key founders, John Calvin has even been dubbed 'The theologian of the Holy Spirit.' 
 
   However, while he is respected by the Reformed churches, Calvin's works are not the official standard for the Reformed Presbyterian churches. To understand what the Reformed churches are committed to believing about the Holy Spirit, we must turn to their confessions and creeds. The following sections of the Westminster Shorter Catechism reveal a glimpse of the richness and the depth of the Reformed Churches' doctrine of the Holy Spirit, and it is not just a doctrine, each of the following teachings directly relates to the believer's spiritual experience. 
 
   Westminster Shorter Catechism
 
   Q. 6. How many persons are there in the Godhead?
 
   A. There are three persons in the Godhead: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost; and these three are one God, the same in substance, equal in power and glory.
 
   Q. 29. How are we made partakers of the redemption purchased by Christ?
 
   A. We are made partakers of the redemption purchased by Christ, by the effectual application of it to us by his Holy Spirit.
 
   Q. 30. How doth the Spirit apply to us the redemption purchased by Christ?
 
   A. The Spirit applieth to us the redemption purchased by Christ, by working faith in us, and thereby uniting us to Christ in our effectual calling.
 
   


 
    
 
   Q. 31. What is effectual calling?
 
   A. Effectual calling is the work of God’s Spirit, whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel.
 
   Q. 36. What are the benefits which in this life do accompany or flow from justification, adoption, and sanctification?
 
   A. The benefits which in this life do accompany or flow from justification, adoption, and sanctification, are, assurance of God’s love, peace of conscience, joy in the Holy Ghost, increase of grace, and perseverance therein to the end.
 
   Q. 89. How is the Word made effectual to salvation?
 
   A. The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially the preaching, of the Word, an effectual means of convincing and converting sinners, and of building them up in holiness and comfort, through faith, unto salvation.
 
   Q. 91. How do the sacraments become effectual means of salvation?
 
   A. The sacraments become effectual means of salvation, not from any virtue in them, or in him that doth administer them; but only by the blessing of Christ, and the working of his Spirit in them that by faith receive them.
 
   Time does not allow me to expound on these points, but even a passing glance at the catechism reveals that Reformed spirituality is drenched in the theology and experience of the Holy Spirit. There is no stone of the Christian life that is not turned over by the Holy Spirit. Conversion, sanctification, assurance, preaching and even communion is all rooted and grounded in the work of the Holy Spirit. 
 
   Can the same be said for charismatic spirituality? I do not ask this in order to be contentious, but simply as a means of genuine theological analysis. From my experience I would have to say no. For the reformed churches, even conversion to Christ is understood as a work of the Holy Spirit, yet in charismatic circles we seem to revert to decisionalism. John Piper's concern is very relevant in terms of charismatic approaches to evangelism: 
 
   I sometimes fear that we have so redefined conversion in terms of human decisions and have so removed any necessity of the experience of God's Spirit, that many people think they are saved when in fact they only have Christian ideas in their head not spiritual power in their heart. 
 
   From my own observations, evangelism within the Pentecostal and charismatic movements has come to lean very heavily on pragmatic methods. Soft gospel messages have neglected to teach about righteousness and judgement and as a result many people make a 'decision for Christ' without ever having been convicted of their sin or deeply seeing their need of a saviour. Teaching on sanctification leans towards self-improvement and legalism. To me it seems very clear that it is the charismatic movement (and not the Reformed movement) which lacks a robust theology of the Holy Spirit, a theology which is intended to enrich and underpin every area of Christian experience. 
 
   


 
   Spiritual experience
 
   All this doctrine is well and good, but how is it in practice? While the Free Church, like every other church in Scotland, is in desperate need of revival. From my limited experience I have rejoiced at the work of the Spirit in the midst of the meetings. Some of the things that have marked the preachers and pastors is faithfulness, humility and unction (anointing). Sunday mornings are undemonstrative but deeply anointed. My wife left each meeting for a four week period, deeply impacted, as the Lord ministered to her through the various speakers as they magnified the grace of God in humble dependence upon the Spirit. The anointing does not depend upon dynamic personalities: The Spirit of God rests upon the humble preacher who trusts in God and preaches the truth. 
 
   In conclusion: 'What about the Holy Spirit?' He is in the midst of God's people, in all places and in all denominations where the biblical gospel is received by faith alone. This is no less true for the Free Church than it is for the Charismatic church. How is it in practice? On a weekly basis I am convicted, challenged, edified and comforted by the Spirit of God through the preaching of the Word of God and the praising of his name. The truth is that there can be no church without the Holy Spirit, and without the Holy Spirit there is no church. The presence of God's Spirit is God's seal of approval upon those who are His. What is the condition of receiving this seal of approval? Faith in Christ alone:
 
   He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. (Gal 3:14)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
Chapter Five
 
   What about the Gifts of the Holy Spirit?
 
    
 
   The question regarding spiritual gifts is of utmost importance for the charismatic. The movement derives its name from the Greek word for gift. As a movement it stresses the importance of the place of the gifts of the Holy Spirit within the local church. It emphasises the importance of each member participating within the church service and using his or her spiritual gift. 
 
   For the convinced charismatic, the gifts of the Holy Spirit have almost become a mark of orthodoxy. In the same way that the reformed will seek fellowship among other confessional churches and are bound by a common creed, charismatics are bound by a shared experience. Interpretations of this experience are many and varied but the outworking is largely the same: the manifestation of the 'sign gifts' of the Holy Spirit. Charismatics believe that all the gifts of the Holy Spirit outlined in 1 Cor 12 are available today. 
 
   •              A message of wisdom, 
 
   •              A message of knowledge 
 
   •              Faith 
 
   •              Gifts of healing 
 
   •              Miraculous powers, 
 
   •              Prophecy 
 
   •              Distinguishing between spirits
 
   •              Speaking in different kinds of tongues,
 
   •              Interpretation of tongues
 
   The Charismatic fears that the reformed worship environment quenches the Holy Spirit. The service is led by one man who, in the mind of the charismatic, is the only person who is involved. The minister speaks for the church, picks the songs for the church and prays for the church. Everyone else is simply there to spectate: they are 'pew warmers.' 
 
   I do confess that the first few times I visited a Reformed church (a number of years ago) I did find the lack of opportunity to participate quite stifling. I had become so accustomed to the freedom to 'pray from the pew' that it did seem that an important aspect of corporate worship was missing. However in recent times I have come to think quite differently on these matters. 
 
   The idea that church services which are led by a minister causes the rest of the congregation to be passive is not essentially true. Christ is active in the midst of his people through word and sacrament. People's hearts and minds are engaged with the psalms, prayers and preaching of the word. People do not need to be vocal in order to be engaged and likewise just because people are vocal is no guarantee that they are spiritually engaged!
 
   Secondly, not everyone is gifted to lead the congregation in public prayer. I come from a tradition which expects all believers to be able to pray publicly, but the truth is that very few believers are gifted in this area. Just because people are not vocal does not mean that they are not praying neither does it mean that they are not engaged. This fact is a constant difficulty for charismatics who hold an 'open meeting', I doubt there is a charismatic church in the world which has not had that awkward moment in public worship when some poor soul is heading off in some incoherent tangent and consequently worship is suspended as the congregation are left in a spiritual 'no man's land.' On the contrary, there is something very orderly and no less spiritual when the service is led by a minister of the gospel who is both gifted and skilled in leading the congregation in the praise of God. 
 
   This brings me to an essential consideration in regards to the contrast between presbyterian and charismatic worship. This is an issue which I think has become something of the metaphorical 'Elephant in the room' for charismatic churches. Of course, if the music is loud enough, the ministry stirring enough and if enough people fall on the floor during 'ministry time' - then there are enough distractions that most people won't notice the elephant. As charismatic congregations across the world gather and listen to sermons that will often touch on the present day availability of the miraculous power of God - the reality is that no one actually operates in the 'gift of healing' or 'the gift of miraculous powers.' 
 
   Please note what I am not saying, I am not saying that God does not heal or perform miracles. I am saying that in all my time in the charismatic movement I have never once seen the gift of healing or the gift of performing miracles. Some might say to me, 'Just because you haven't seen it, does not mean that it is happening elsewhere.' Granted, but I have read fairly extensively about the charismatic movement, and I have yet to discover a claim of the miraculous gifts that can actually be authenticated. There is of course no shortage of self-proclaimed wonder workers who draw crowds and cash in the hundreds of thousands. Pentecostals themselves are aware of this issue, Regarding the pentecostal and charismatic movements, Pentecostal Scholar Simon Chan says: 
 
   Spiritual power is being manipulated by charismatic gnostics and magicians who seem to have access to privileged information about principalities and powers and how to outmanoeuvre them. Instead of serious discipleship we have virtual fan clubs that revolve around the mega-church leader. Seldom is worship an encounter with an awesome God; it has become an occasion for cheap thrills and continuous festivity dubiously called 'praise and worship'.
 
   Yet for all the froth and bubble, many charismatics are deeply convinced that non charismatics are deeply lacking in their spiritual experience. In the previous chapter I mentioned the person who was convinced that the Reformed Presbyterians needed the Holy Spirit and that 'they do not have it all' (a claim reformed believers ironically would not deny!) When I challenged this and gave evidence of the presence of the Spirit such as: anointed preaching, Christ-like believers, the fruit of the Spirit and a sense of God's Spirit in the meeting - the blunt response was 'but they do not have the gifts!' Again this is not an isolated belief, but a widely held belief (i.e that the gifts of the Spirit are a gateway into a deeper spirituality.) However, there is a deep problem with this: This is a serious misunderstanding about the purpose of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
 
   When I gather on a Sunday morning with a group of people who are broken over their sin; looking to God for grace; demonstrating fruit of the Spirit in their attitudes and actions; when preachers preach with anointing and individual members are strengthened in faith, I have to conclude that the Holy Spirit is at work in all the ways that the bible says we should expect him to be. However, if we conclude that these people are missing out because they do not have 'the gifts' I think we have missed the whole point of spiritual gifts. The gifts of the Holy Spirit are given for the edification of the body of Christ. They are given to the church so that the church will be built up in Christ likeness. Gifts are the servant and not the master, and this is an essential error in the mind of many charismatic believers: Gifts can too easily become the be all and end all. They become the focus. If the Lord has shown me anything in recent months it is this: Church is not primarily about gifts, it is about God. 
 
   In reality, although the charismatic talks a lot about restoration and liberality of gifts, the two most popular gifts are tongues and prophecy. Leaving aside the issue of tongues just now (which is not supposed to function publicly without interpretation anyway) I will consider the gift of prophecy for a few moments. 
 
   For a number of years I have been somewhat concerned by what passes as prophecy within the charismatic movement. At best it is a paraphrase of scripture, at worst heresy, but most of the time it is pretty meaningless. Here is an example from the Glasgow Prophetic centre:
 
   Glasgow Prophetic Centre is passionate about bringing prophecy and the supernatural power of God to the nation and nations. 
 
   Your Lion Bites daily prophetic word for 18 July 2013
 
   ... 
 
   Be alert/Wind of Refreshing
 
   Be on the alert. For you are close to your time of breakthrough, but the enemy would have you partner with defeat.
 
   I hear the words, 'Nearly there. Nearly there!' You have come so far up the mountain - further than you thought you would come. Now is NOT the time to give up!
 
   ‘I am sending my wind of refreshing as you continue to press on. Allow my wind to come behind you to carry you forward. Look up and see your breakthrough!’, says the Lord.
 
   Galatians 6:9
 
   Let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we will reap if we do not grow weary.
 
    
 
   I have to confess, my response to this when I saw it on Facebook was: 'Do you get different ones depending upon which month of the year you were born?' 
 
   So what about Spiritual gifts, when it comes to the Free Church? I have to be honest, although the Sunday mornings are not as demonstrative, when I examine what is claimed to be happening in the contemporary charismatic scene and when I compare that to the bible saturated preaching, singing, and prayers at the Free Church - I have to conclude that when it comes to charismatic claims: 'The Emperor has no clothes.' 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
Chapter Six 
 
   From Strange Fire to Purifying Fire: Why Charismatics Need to Reconsider Cessationism
 
    
 
   In chapter one I concluded with the following statement: 
 
   Rather than rejecting MacArthur's critique on the basis that he is a cessationist . . . it may be time for the charismatics and continuationists to reconsider the case for cessationism in light of the present charismatic crisis. 
 
   As I have continued to follow the Strange Fire debate I am even more convinced that this is true. Therefore in this chapter I intend to both clarify and justify that statement. 
 
   First the clarification, I am not saying that charismatics and continuationists should just blindly embrace or accept cessationism. I am simply saying that many in these camps (especially charismatics) need to reconsider cessationism (or perhaps even consider it for the first time). What is increasingly evident from the multitude of blogs and comments surrounding Strange Fire is the fact that people do not understand the nature of cessationism or its historical significance. 
 
   What Cessationism is not
 
   Cessationism is not a denial of the Holy Spirit. Cessationism is not a denial of the present day ministry, power or ongoing activity of the Holy Spirit. In one of the Strange Fire sessions, Tom Pennington, in his message: ‘The case for cessationism’, clearly stated,
 
    'Cessationism does not mean, as our critics present it, that God no longer does anything miraculous.' 
 
   Yet this is exactly how the critics present it. This is exactly how I presented cessationism whenever I would preach on the present day supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit. I was not intentionally misrepresenting cessationism, I just did not fully understand it. Tom Pennington defines cessationism further: 
 
   Clearly the label we were stuck with, “Cessationism,” is a negative label. It pictures what we don’t believe. The problem with the label, though, is not that it’s negative but that it’s been easily caricatured as meaning that the Spirit has essentially ceased all of His work. Because of that, we are unfairly accused of putting the Spirit in a box, even of embracing an Enlightenment worldview. But those are distortions. In fact, we believe that the Holy Spirit has not only continued his work, but He is displaying in and through us the power of the resurrected Christ. Nothing eternal happens in an individual believer or in a local church apart from the work of the Holy Spirit. You and I can produce temporal effects, but we have no capacity or power to effect eternal reward, eternal events, eternal building edification in the life of the church or individual. It’s a total misrepresentation to say that we believe in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Scripture, as though the Scripture has replaced the Spirit. It’s wrong to refer to us as Bible Deists.
 
   I have to confess that I have used that 'Father, Son and Holy Book' cliche myself when arguing for the continuation of the gifts of the Holy Spirit from the pulpit. However, having studied the subject further, and having observed first-hand the increasing drift from orthodoxy among many charismatics, I would present the following reasons as to why charismatics need to reconsider cessationism. 
 
   1) There is widespread ignorance regarding what cessationism is.
 
   I remember attending a membership course in a charismatic church and one of the new members described non-charismatic churches as churches which 'Do not believe in the Holy Spirit.' When I asked the new member what he meant by not believing in the Holy Spirit, he said, 'People do not speak in tongues and fall over.' This kind of misunderstanding is not an isolated an example, but is characteristic of many people in the pentecostal pew. The tragic irony is the fact that churches which are filled with people who think like this are actually the churches who 'Do not believe in the Holy Spirit' in the biblical sense - that is, they have a sub-standard and extra-biblical view of the Holy Spirit. Charismatics (especially those who are critical of Strange Fire) need to understand what cessationism is. A good starting place would be the conference session on cessationism led by Tom Pennington. 
 
   Strange Fire has brought the cessationist teaching to the doorstep of multitudes of Charismatics. Rather than responding in a hostile and half-thought out manner, charismatics should consider what is being said (by first seeking to understand it) and then measuring it against the scriptures. This is the biblical response. 
 
   Now these Jews were more noble than those in Thessalonica; they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so. (Acts 17:11)
 
   2) The pentecostal and charismatic movement is being severed from its Reformed roots
 
   Assemblies of God Pastor, Harry Letson, in his book on pentecostal church history accurately states that:
 
   It is from the Reformation, with its emphasis on returning to New Testament Christianity and the Word of God, that Pentecostals get their evangelicalism. They preach firmly, with evangelistic fervour, the reformation theology of justification by faith. 
 
   Letson is right to highlight this fact, however there was far more to the reformation than justification by faith. While many pentecostal churches still actively preach and teach justification by faith, many of their pentecostal practices have served to undermine and eclipse this essential doctrine. The reformers were actively involved in restoring the doctrine of justification by faith and they knew its central importance. The doctrine had been lost due to fact that Christ had been eclipsed by the priest and the pope; scripture had given way to superstitious mysticism and faith alone had been traded in for indulgences - in other words God's favour could be bought at a price. Once the gospel had been recovered - the reformers developed confessions of faith which were intended to maintain the purity of the church and to protect the church from slipping back into these errors. Cessationism was part of these confessions - and the reason was simple - cessationism was considered to be the biblical position and the means of preserving the sufficiency of scripture. It is no coincidence that the pursuit of experience and power has caused the charismatic movement to - by and large - return to a pre-reformation state. In comparison to the pre-reformation church: the prophet has eclipsed the Word of God; experience trumps doctrine and God's favour can be bought for the price of a tithe. The charismatics, like Rome, even have relics which can be bought for a price and which are claimed will bring the blessing of God - prayer cloths anyone? 
 
   3) Cessationism is about preserving purity and safeguarding against error through sola scriptura
 
   Cessationism strongly correlates to the reformation tenet of sola-scriptura, the importance of sound doctrine and the supremacy and sufficiency of the gospel. These three areas are without a doubt severely neglected within the modern charismatic movement. The charismatic movement - since its pentecostal inception - has been a breeding ground of false teachers. This is why MacArthur's conference is so important - it is identifying these problems. This is why it is important to understand what cessationists are seeking to preserve by what they deny. Make no mistake about it, they have the high ground. The gospel and the Word of God is far more important than your dreams, visions and impulses. You cannot preserve the church with those - you can however lead the church into apostasy if you put these above scripture, the gospel and sound doctrine. 
 
   Let's seek the scriptures and pray that MacArthur's Strange Fire does not simply fan the flames of further controversy and confusion - let's pray that it leads us to experience the purifying fire of the Holy Spirit which is intended to burn up the dross and error that hinders our spiritual progress. More than ever the church needs discernment and Gospel purity. 
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