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I Disagree!



TRAC President’s Message

By Rev Dr Gordon Wong

No one agrees with everyone on everything.
No one agrees with anyone on everything!

The most loving husband and wife agree on many 
things, but never everything. This lack of total 
agreement on all things is true in all relationships. 
No one agrees with anyone on everything. But since 
that is true, then we must not dream of a unity based 
on everyone in the family agreeing on everything. 
That would be a pipe dream. The challenge is to 
demonstrate how we can remain in harmonious 
relationship  with one another without uniformity of 
belief and practice in everything.

It is a popular saying, but not so popularly practised: 
Everyone has a right to disagree, but no one has a 
right to be disagreeable.

It feels as if more and more of us these days do not 
agree. We think it is our right, even our duty, to be 
disagreeable in campaigning and championing 
our favoured cause. Pro Life, Pro Choice, Pro Gay, 
Pro Family, Pro 377A, and so on. The Church adds 
to the cacophony of vitriolic voices and suffers the 
same within her own walls. Pastors and parishioners 
disagree with each other, often to the point of b eing 
disagreeable.

This issue of OnTRAC reflects on some areas of 
disagreement within the Church today.

Disagreement on whether to organise more 
programmes or less.
Disagreement on the value of public evangelistic 
meetings as opposed to more personal and private 
evangelism.
Disagreement over the best way to conduct worship 
services.
Disagreement on the value and harm of using social 
media today.
Disagreement on whether to pray for healing on earth 
or prepare to pass on.
Disagreement on the value of expository preaching, 
and what it is.

We will not agree with everything the contributors have 
written, but I am grateful that each has shared their 
thoughts on the issues with considered courtesy and 
respect. I pray that we will learn to do the same, “with 
all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with 
one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the 
Spirit in the bond of peace.” (Ephesians 4:2-3 ESV)

I Disagree!
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By Rev David Ho

At a leadership retreat, church leaders discuss the lack of 
growth in the church.

The Discipleship Chairperson proposes to run a two-year 
church-wide bible-study campaign with external ‘expository’ 
preachers conducting teaching sessions on weeknights.

The Outreach Chairperson proposes to organize a 
year-long series of outreach and evangelistic events, 
culminating with a Christmas musical production helmed 
by local celebrities, to reach out to the Eastern part of 
Singapore.  

The Worship Chairperson proposes to hold a series 
of workshops taught by several ‘trendy’ mega-church 
worship pastors to raise the ‘performance-bar’ for the 
worship ministry, with a view to revamping the worship 
services to be more engaging to young adults. 

A heated debate on which initiatives should take priority.
The leadership is split. The various chairpersons eventually 
execute scaled-down versions of their original plans, and 
the congregation is inundated with programs.

The above scenario, albeit exaggerated, is not that 
remote. The local church comprises of leaders and
members with different priorities, perspectives and 
passions. This is exacerbated by the fact that 
chairpersons of different committees are tasked to look 
at different aspects of the life and ministry of the church. 
With the best of intentions, chairpersons seek to grow 
their respective ministry areas, usually through various 
programs and events, believing that these will help the 
church grow. 

However, if the various ministries do not align or 
coordinate their efforts, whether through a clear and 
common vision and/or discipleship philosophy, 3 
unhealthy symptoms might arise:

Firstly, ministry programs compete for the attention and 
participation of the same pool of members. To cast their 
nets wider and deeper, ministries spend more time and 
resources in adding new programs and developing more 
robust publicity and recruitment strategies. 

Secondly, with unbridled expansion of the number and 
variety of programs/activities, the congregation is ‘spoilt 
for choice’ and ‘confused’.  Leaders and their teams 
work harder but participation levels stagnate and even 
dwindles across some ministries.   

Thirdly, the leaders and the congregation feel 
increasingly weary and overwhelmed from organizing 
and attending the numerous programs and activities, on 
top of their other life commitments. Instead of spiritual 
growth, fatigue and dissatisfaction seeps insidiously into 
the church.  

I suspect that the above symptoms might be observable 
in varying degrees in our local churches.  

This is where the findings of the authors of Move: 
What 1,000 Churches Reveal about Spiritual 
Growth1 (“Move”) are helpful for our self-reflection 
and self-evaluation. In 2004, Willow Creek Community 
Church undertook a three-year study to measure spiritual 
growth called the REVEAL Spiritual Life Survey.2  Their 
initial interest in conducting the survey was based on 
their long-held hypothesis that increased participation in 
church activities increases a person’s love of God and 
others.’3

Move presents startling findings from the latest REVEAL 
research, the main one being that:

 Increased participation in church activities by  
  themselves barely moved the congregation   
 to love God and others more.4

Move makes the following observations and 
recommendations from their findings:

• More is not better  

Based on findings from the most effective churches, the 
‘more is better’ way of thinking is not the best route for 
people who are new to a church, and it is particularly 
unsuitable for people who are taking their first steps to 
explore the Christian faith. Instead of offering a ministry 
buffet with multiple tempting choices of activities and 

1 Greg L. Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, Move: What 1000 Churches Reveal About  
 Spiritual Growth, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011.
2  For more information and a brief history of REVEAL, visit www.revealnow.com.   
 The entire story of Willow Creek’s mega-church mistake and what they are doing  
 about it is contained in a 2007 book titled Reveal: Where Are You?

3 Hawkins, Move, p. 16.
4  Hawkins, Move, p. 17.

Discipleship 
BREADTH OR DEPTH? 
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5 Ibid. p. 211-212.
6 Ibid. p. 213-214.
7 Ibid. p. 79.
8 Ibid. p. 117.
9 Ibid. p. 10.

studies, Move discovered that effective churches make 
‘one singular pathway a virtual prerequisite 
for membership and full engagement with the 
church.’5 

This is so that newcomers are clear that the church’s 
agenda for them—their destination—is to know Christ and 
surrender their lives to him, and not to induct them into a 
variety of church activities.6

• Help members to feed on their own; don’t 
just feed them through programs

Move cautions churches against communicating to 
their people, whether directly or indirectly, though their 
multitude of programs or otherwise, that the church 
is to be their ‘central source of spiritual expertise and 
experience.’ This to avoid creating an expectation that it 
will be the church, not their own initiative, that will feed 
their spiritual hunger.7 

Notably, Move reports that the REVEAL study confirms 
the significant impact of personal spiritual practices on 
accelerating growth, especially for members who have 
gone beyond the early phase of their journey.8 
 
• Help members to engage and reflect on the 
Bible on their own; don’t just teach them the Bible 

Move discovered that the most effective strategy for 
moving people forward in their journey of faith is biblical 
engagement. This means not just getting people into the 
Bible when they’re in church; but helping them engage 
the Bible on their own outside of church.9   

Move suggests that nothing has a greater impact on 
spiritual growth than reflection on Scripture: 
  
 

• Focus on who people should become rather 
than on what they should do.

Churches need to help people to see how an activity/
ministry will help them to grow as a disciple of Jesus. 
Move found that churches often make things harder still 
by obscuring the goal—to become more like Christ—with 
a complicated slew of activities in the bulletin: 

 ‘When the church incessantly promotes all the things
 people should do, it’s very easy for them to lose sight of  
  the real goal—which is who they should become.’11 

In conclusion, the findings of Move suggest that spiritual 
growth is not necessarily driven or determined by 
programs and activities. More is not necessarily 
merrier! Also, too many activities and programs could 
also be confusing and distract members from what really 
matters: a growing relationship with Christ and 
active personal discipleship.   

Regardless whether one fully embraces the findings of 
Move in the Singaporean context, we should reflect if 
the slew of programs and frenetic activity in our church 
life is helpful, or not. Rather than embarking on new 
programs too quickly, churches should first evaluate 
how their existing ministry programs and activities have 
helped in their members’ spiritual growth.  

Finally, one should not presume that participation 
necessarily leads or equates to spiritual maturity.  

 

If there is consensus that this, and not program 
generation or participation, is the goal, then perhaps 
there would be greater impetus to work together to slow 
down, take stock, de-clutter and de-conflict, and establish 
clearer and simpler pathways to growing in spiritual 
authenticity and depth as a disciple of Christ.12

10 Ibid. p. 19.
11 Ibid. p. 165.
12 A good resource is Renovation of the Church: What Happens When a Seeker Church Discovers Spiritual Formation, InterVarsity Press,  
 2011. Kent Carlson and Mike Lueken are two pastors who tell the story of the transition of the church they lead from a seeker-friendly   
 mega-church into a congregation focused much more intentionally on forming people spiritually into disciples of Jesus.

What matters is whether members have 
taken greater personal responsibility for 
their own discipleship, where they reflect 
upon, engage with and live out the Word 
daily with increasing Christlikeness in all 
spheres of their lives i.e. marriages, family 
life, school, workplaces, social circles, 
public spaces and church

‘If churches could do only one thing 
to help people at all levels of spiritual 

maturity grow in their relationshipwith 
Christ, their choice is clear. They would 

inspire, encourage, and equip their 
people to read the Bible—specifically, 

to reflect on Scripture for meaning 
in their lives.’10
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By Rev Wendy Sim

Billy Graham has given us a powerful image of what 
evangelism is to be like. It is like a sharp arrow sent 
straight into the heart of humanity. Yet, it is poignant to 
illustrate that at the same time, the arrow splits into many 
different forms to bring the one message across. 

Over the decades many different evangelistic methods 
to bring across the one Gospel have been proposed 
and debated over, such as relational and friendship 
evangelism, web and social media evangelism, door-
to-door evangelism, open-air mass evangelism and the 
like. Some may advocate that the one-to-one method is 
preferred over big scale evangelism in the postmodern 
age. Others may feel that the changing landscape of 
social media and technology makes web evangelism the 
way to go. 

While important, evaluating how we evangelise 
should not miss the heart of evangelism: “To proclaim 
the biography of the deeds of God in terms of one’s 
autobiography with the hope that persons, enabled by 
the power of the Holy Spirit, respond to God’s act of 
forgiveness in Jesus Christ, in repentance and faith, and 
live out the new life in faithfulness to the kingdom of God.”1

This article shares testimonies to testify that witnessing 
matters to God and he inspires different approaches and 
methods to do so. Therefore, the question of witnessing 
and evangelism is not primarily one of method or style 
but rather the call to see God at work in varied ways. 

This calls God’s people to bring the good news to all 
in whatever context or method appropriate. This can 
only be made possible by the leading of the Holy Spirit, 
because evangelism can never be reduced to a “tribute 
to human ingenuity and enterprise”.2

Testimony - One to One Witness
Ms Pauline Tse, Faith Methodist Church

In March 2019, Pauline attended an equipping seminar, 
“Communicating Christ in Asian Culture”, organized by 
the TRAC Board of Witness and Evangelism (BOWE). 

1 Morries, E. George and Fox, H. Eddie, Let the Redeemed of the Lord Say So:   
 Invitational Witnessing for the New Millennium (Franklin, Tennessee: Providence  
 House Publishers, 1999), 13.
2 Ibid, 21.

Pauline shared how God has used her to boldly share 
the gospel to the 91-year-old pre-believing father of 
her friend. She had received a prayer request from this 
friend who was sending her father to hospital in an 
ambulance. 

Although she didn’t know her very well, Pauline felt 
a strong prompting to visit her father three days later 
with two other friends. Her friend’s father was known 
to be resistant to the sharing of the good news. Pauline 
recalled from the BOWE Seminar that it is critical to 
listen to the needs of the person, and that God’s nature 
can be revealed in those felt needs. While talking with 
him, Pauline felt the prompting of the Holy Spirit to share 
the omnipresence of God as she discovered his concerns 
for his loved ones, especially for 
his granddaughter. Speaking in 
an imperfect mix of Mandarin, 
Cantonese, and English, Pauline 
and her friends shared the gospel 
and he accepted Jesus Christ in the 
hospital that day. Pauline and her 
friends were so grateful that God 
has used them and were glad that 
they had heeded the call of the 
Holy Spirit.

Witnessing is God’s Idea
It was the wisdom of the Holy Spirit that enabled Pauline 
to find the right words to engage with her friend’s father. 
It was the prompting of the Spirit that led Pauline to 
make her way down to the hospital to speak to and 
pray for a stranger. Witnessing matters to God, and 
he empowers the sharing. Despite the challenge of 
language limitations, Pauline and her friends shared in 
confidence and boldness. 

As with the book of Jonah, the mission was God’s idea 
and Pauline was sent to proclaim the Word of the Lord to 
somebody who needed to hear it. Our concern should 
not be the search for the “best” method, since God 
chooses how he wishes to reveal himself. What matters 
more is recognizing how God is leading us to speak the 
good news. Obedience is therefore key.

Testimony - A Mass Evangelistic Rally
Mr Bon Zhong, Paya Lebar Methodist Church

Bon Zhong was invited to his wife’s open cell in 2008. 
The Gospel was not shared explicitly but he was invited 

Evangelism–Mass or Personal?
“Evangelism is like an arrow. There’s a sharp point, 
which is the gospel. But then the arrow broadens in 
many different styles. There are many effective methods 
in evangelism. But they all depend on the Holy Spirit.” 
Billy Graham (Christianity Today, November 18, 1988)
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to an evangelistic rally anchored by Kelvin Soh, a 
gospel singer and an ex-offender. During the rally Kelvin 
Soh shared his past and how God redeemed him and 
changed his destiny. Bon Zhong was very encouraged 
and inspired after hearing Kelvin’s testimony and felt 
that if God could save and change Kelvin, he could do 
the same for him too. During the altar call, Bon Zhong 
picked up the courage to go forward and receive Jesus 
Christ as his Saviour.

Bon Zhong’s story witnesses to the power of gathering 
in large-scale evangelism with a visiting speaker. Was it 
merely an emotional moment for Bon Zhong to accept 
Jesus Christ, with great singing sessions and stories? Or 
was it the right time of harvest, where God chose to be 
made known through the verbal witness to the gospel? 
It is as Jesus said, “I testify on my behalf, and the Father 
who sent me testifies on my behalf.” (John 8:18) 

It was the Holy Spirit that invited Bon Zhong to respond 
to Jesus Christ. It was by the power of the Holy Spirit that 
transformation was possible in the life of Kelvin that Bon 
Zhong witnessed. It was the Holy Spirit that gave Bon 
Zhong the courage to respond and accept Jesus Christ 
publicly, in the midst of many “strangers”.
 
The Reality 
Bon Zhong’s testimony highlights a real and undeniable 
challenge of relying on personal evangelism - no one 
shared with him the gospel while he was visiting the 
cell. There could be many reasons for this. Perhaps 
one finds it a challenge to articulate the gospel clearly. 
Another possible struggle is the fear of inadequacy to 
answer difficult questions and objections to the Christian 
faith. These factors contribute to the lack of motivation 
among many Christians to share the Gospel personally. 
Many would prefer to pre-believing friends and relatives 
to evangelistic rallies or events instead. There is thus 
a great need to equip and find ways to encourage 
church members to see that proclaiming the gospel 
is the responsibility of every believer, and not just the 
“professionals”. 

Large-scale evangelistic rallies therefore have their place 
in God’s witness. However, there are many questions 
on their relevancy. Thanks to technology, we can access 
good readings to on various views.

Rev Dr Andrew Peh, a lecturer in Mission and Evangelism 
at Trinity Theological College, has penned some 
considerations and validations.

“It has been more than forty years since the Billy Graham 
Crusade in Singapore, the first of the large-scale evangelistic 
meetings that drew more than 337000 to the National 
Stadium in 1978. Given the increasing postmodern context 
of today, one wonders if another evangelistic gathering of 
such magnitude will be as fruitful. Besides the seemingly 
differing context, two other considerations include the 
financial as well as “follow up” factors. 

Firstly, given the high financial costs involved in hosting 
these large evangelistic rallies, concerns regarding the 
better stewardship of these overhead costs is perhaps not 
without validity.  The more important issue is perhaps the 
coordination of the process of follow up and discipleship 
immediately following the evangelistic initiatives.  Beyond 
a “numbers game”, we need to bear in mind that we 
are in the ministry of making disciples instead of merely 
making converts.  

There are however important validations for such 
evangelistic rallies.  While the costs may indeed be high, 
I am reminded of Mary’s prodigal gift of lavishing on 
Jesus a whole pound of precious nard. Could this not 
be understood in similar mien as a fragrant offering of 
obedience and sacrifice in response to the love which 
Jesus has so beautifully articulated in his life, death and 
resurrection?  Would it be possible to perhaps even put 
a cost with regards to salvation of humanity?  

Another significant consideration is indeed the 
opportunity for local churches from different 
denominations to come together for the mission of God 
- to plan together, to pray together, to put our hands to 
the plough together for the purpose and to the praise of 
God.  It perhaps is one of the significant points that the 
church may beautifully exemplify the priestly prayer of 
Jesus in John 17 - that they may all be one, even as You, 
Father are in me and I in You, that they also may be in 
Us, so that the world may believe that You sent Me.”

The Witness Never Stands Alone
Whatever our considerations for the various methods 
of evangelism may be, be it large-scale evangelism 
or one-to-one evangelism, one important key in our 
effort to spread the Good News is the ministry of the 
community. Witnessing is the ministry of a community 
and the witness should never stand alone. Witnessing 
is meant to incorporate new believers into the family of 
God. Since becoming a follower of Jesus Bon Zhong has 
been attending the Mandarin Service in PLMC regularly 
and settled well in this community. He serves as an Usher 
head and assists his Cell Leader.

As Eddie Fox said, “It is always from within the 
community of faith that we speak, and it is to the 
community of believers that we return to.”

Whatever the methods employed, whether big or small, 
everyone in the community of faith is called to speak 
forth the good news of Jesus Christ.
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By Ps Alex Chew

I recently attended a baptism service, where there 
was no children’s or youth ministry, since it was not a 
regular worship service. Everyone was packed into 
the sanctuary to welcome our new members into the 
community, and I witnessed in their joyful worship a 
wonderful expression of the unity and oneness of the 
church. Ephesians 4:3-5 came to mind, which says “[m]
ake every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the 
bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as 
you were called to one hope when you were called; one 
Lord, one faith, one baptism.” I’m sure the congregation 
present agreed with me.

However, my thoughts were abruptly interrupted by the 
wailing of a baby that was soon followed by a parent 
apologetically scuttling out of the sanctuary with the 
baby in tow. He opened the doors of the sanctuary, 
coming upon a group of children running about and 
making a racket in the porch. Prompted by this series of 
events, someone seated near me commented in irritation, 
“we should’ve locked those children up in Children’s 
Ministry and not let them loose like that!” 

This comical turn of events, where the same group of 
people can enjoy intergenerational worship in one 
breath and call for the segregation of worshippers into 
their age-specific clusters in the 
next, highlights the reality that 
we can disagree on just about 
anything, and our views will 
swing situationally. 

In this article, I address what 
is often called the “worship 
wars,”1 focusing on the debate 
between intergenerational 
versus age-group specific 
worship.

This is So Boring!
This is probably the response teachers in Children’s 
and Youth Ministry fear to hear most, inspiring fear 
and trepidation as they enter classrooms on Sunday 
mornings. Part of this fear arises from the realization 
that youth and children are quite different from us. This 
is backed by twentieth-century developmental theorists 
such as Jean Piaget, Erick Erickson, Lawrence Kohlberg 
and James Fowler who claim that as we grow older, we 
differ cognitively, psychosocially, morally and in our faith 
development.2 

One developmental theorist identifies five benefits of 
age-specific worship, namely: 

(1) Enhancing effectiveness (achieved by concentrating  
    on helping each age group according to their age);
(2) Providing the space for people to think through   
    personal and social issues specific to their age;
(3) People learning best from peers their age;
(4) People enjoying being with peers their age; and
(5) Optimising resources and learning activities by   
    being age-targeted.3

These reasons likely provided the impetus for the highly 
organised and efficient model of worship we see in 
many of our churches today, in which our worshippers 
are categorised into age-specific groups. These groups 
run tight and resource-efficient programmes, ensuring an 
optimal match to the various needs of the worshippers, 
and allowing each generation to shape and take 
ownership of their own worship hours (and styles).
This was an effective strategy during the Industrial 
Revolution of the 1800s, where the changing family 
and cultural patterns caused many youth to fall 
away from church and yield to the temptations of the 
changing world. These trends were countered with 

Intergenerational 
or 

Age-Specific?

1 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian   
 Formation: Bringing the Whole Church Together in Ministry, Community and   
 Worship, 2012, 37.
2 Ibid., 39–40.

3 Allan G. Harkness, “Intergenerational and Homogeneous Education: Mutually   
 Exclusive Strategies for Faith Community,” Religious Education Winter 95, 
 no. 1 (2000): 54–55.



the emergence of many youth ministries such as the 
YMCA, YWCA, Boys’ and Girls’ Brigade, as well as the 
Scouts movement. These movements in turn influenced 
the church in the 1970s, and churches began retaining 
youth and reversing the growing “generational gap” 
by having ministries intentionally targeting age-specific 
needs.4

There therefore seems to be wisdom in pursuing 
homogeneous-age worship. But the picture remains 
incomplete.

Where are you?
In her book, Catterton relates how one of the 
participants in her seminary class sheepishly confessed 
that he “didn’t know what happened with (sic) the 
seniors… [because he] was in the youth group”. This 
anecdote bolstered her argument that ministering by 
age cohort may cause “generational fragmentation, silo 
mentality and… ignorance of [those outside] one’s own 
age bracket.”5 

It is no wonder then that the disappearance of groups 
of people can escape notice, because of the lack 
of interactions and awareness of others beyond our 
immediate groups. This phenomenon is described by 
Peter Menconi as “generations act[ing] like ships in the 
night that pass by one another [without] meaningful 
contact and interaction.”6

This is of concern especially when we take into 
consideration that what we teach goes beyond 
what is explicit, meaning things that are consciously 
and intentionally taught. In truth, what we teach our 
worshippers also come from what is implied by the 
way things are organised or done, and by what is left 
unaddressed. The latter two often have a subtle but 
greater impact.7 In other words, how we segregate 
our worshippers into various categories may send the 
unintended message that there is little one can learn 
from our spiritual siblings of another age group, which is 
untrue.

Interaction across all age groups is essential for 
the holistic development of all Christians, which Ivy 
Beckwith agreed by writing that “faith is not something 
that develops in a vacuum. Having… understanding… 
exploring… and questioning faith are not solo activities… 
[but should be done] with people older… same age… 
and younger than us”.8 I suspect most developmental 
theorists would agree, since social interactions across 
age-groups are essential for a healthy cognitive, social, 
and faith development.9

Furthermore, one often-cited reason for dividing 
the church into various age-groups is because 
intergenerational ministry and worship is messier and 
takes a lot more effort and energy to implement.10 
This should instead give greater motivation to pursue 
intergenerational worship, since we do not want to 
further a misconception that it is alright for the church 
to avoid something messy simply because it takes effort 
and energy to do right.

Finding a Middle Ground
Should we therefore give up age-specific ministries, 
ignoring the pedagogies that resonate with certain age-
groups and support groups that meet specific needs?

I think there is wisdom in not choosing one approach 
over the other, but to find a middle ground in which 
we are able to capitalise on the benefits of having 
age-targeted tools and programs, and yet draw on the 
diverse strengths of intergenerational interactions to 
enrich our church life. This allows worshippers to have 
their needs met holistically, benefiting from belonging 
both to a group of similarly aged persons and the larger 
family of God. 

How this can be practically implemented in the local 
church will need wisdom and creative thinking. Many 
suggestions have been proposed, including having only 
special Sundays in which the whole church worships 
together; or having children and youth worship with the 
adults every Sunday while dispersing for age-specific 
sermons, and everything in between.11 

Regardless of the approach, I think we can agree that 
our disagreements need not divide the church for there 
is room for both intergenerational and age-specific 
worship in our church. The church is indeed much bigger 
than this tension since we are united in One Spirit, One 
Faith and One Baptism. 
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4 Richard R. Dunn and Mark Senter, eds., Reaching a Generation for Christ: 
 A Comprehensive Guide to Youth Ministry (Chicago: Moody Press, 1997), 
 107–109; Daniel G. Reid et al., eds., “Youth Ministry/Minister,” Dictionary of   
 Christianity in America (Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 1990).
5 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian   
 Formation, 29. 
6 Peter Menconi, The Intergenerational Church: Understanding Congregations   
 from WWII to Www.Com (Littleton, CO: Mt. Sage, 2010), 13.

7 Karen B. Tye, Basics of Christian Education, Kindle. (United States: Chalice   
 Press, 2000), l. 376.
8 Ivy Beckwith, Postmodern Children’s Ministry: Ministry to Children in the 21st   
 Century (El Cajon, CA: Youth Specialties, 2004), 73–74.
9 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian   
 Formation, 87–90.
10 Ibid., 35.
11 Ibid., 39–40.
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By Rev Eddie Ho

SOCIAL MEDIA

The Power of Media
In recent months, there have been heated debates 
on the Protection from Online Falsehood and 
Manipulation Act (POFMA) in Singapore. While 
many valid reservations have been shared, the need 
to curb fake news is very real and pressing. The public 
hysteria caused by “The War of the Worlds” stunt    
(see insert story) demonstrates the power of media 
and the danger of unverified content. Fake news could 
potentially hurt national interests and jeopardize 
public safety, akin to waging war without bullets and 
explosives.

Fake news has been in existence for a long time, 
but why is it only now that governments are invoking 
legislation to curb it? Singapore is not the only country 
attempting this, and nations around the globe, such as 
Germany and Australia, are also doing the same.

One reason is the presence of social media.

The Dark Side of Social Media
In the past, information could only spread through 
word of mouth. With the invention of the printing 
press in the 15th century and the radio in the 20th 
century, information could be distributed widely and 
quickly. But up to that point in history, only a select 
few – usually those in authority or professionals like 
academics and reporters - were able to distribute their 
ideas or reports. 

The arrival of social media (tied with traffic and 
advertising algorithms) changed the landscape, 

and virtually anyone can publish and profit from 
their content. The veracity of what you publish is 
secondary, as long as you are able to cause a stir, 
driving traffic to your site and generating an income 
in the process. The more sensational your story, the 
higher your site traffic, and the fatter your wallet.

Unscrupulous people have resorted to spinning half-
truths, generating misinformation and even composing 
outright lies as a means of living. Socio-political 
sites are particularly notorious for these practices. 
One example comes from the 2016 US Presidential 
elections, when fake news websites sprung up from 
the small city of Veles in Macedonia. Journalists 
investigated, uncovering teenagers pumping out 
sensationalist stories to earn cash from advertising. 
Teenagers! Churning fake stories about Donald Trump 
and Hilary Clinton, and making a handsome sum out 
of it.

Besides fake news, a slew of other problems have 
been magnified by the proliferation of social media, 
such as the loss of privacy, identity theft, addiction, 
and cyberbullying.

Social media has also changed the dominant pattern 
of bullying. In the past, a victim could only be beaten 
up when he was physically present. Now, victims can 
be verbally bullied as long as he or she has an online 
presence. This parallels the rise of online vigilantes 
and the practice of doxing – keyboard warriors 
taking justice in their own hands by publicly shaming 
the alleged culprit. Everyone is the arbitrator of truth 

Blessing or Curse?
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within social media, and it brings out the worst of 
mankind. It thus makes a lot of sense to call for heavy 
censorship to shield our children from bad elements.

All Bad?
Nonetheless, there is a good side to social media, 
notably that allows people to connect with other 
people. 

In the wake of the Easter Sunday terror attacks in Sri 
Lanka this year, many Sri Lankans used social media 
to reach out and check on loved ones and family 
members. This was hampered when the Sri Lankan 
government imposed a ban on social media to curb 
the spreading of hatred and misinformation, affecting 
millions. In this case banning social media was 
throwing the baby out with the bath water. 

Jesus’ Solution
Social media is not the problem, falsehood is. It is 
the oldest trick in the book, and is like poison – not 
only hazardous to national security, but treacherous 
to the human soul. The devil is the father of lies, and 
spreading falsehood is his modus operandi. Banning 
or censoring social media will not stop him from 
blinding minds and deceiving souls. 

While falsehood is age-old, so is God’s solution to 
falsehood. Before he was arrested, Jesus did not pray 
for God to take his disciples out of the world, nor did 

he pray for falsehood to be eradicated. He did not 
even pray for immunity from persecution. Instead, 
Jesus prayed that his disciples be sanctified by the 
Word which is the truth (John 17:17). How is this 
possible?

Hebrews 3:13 says, “Exhort one another every day, 
as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you be 
hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” This is not 
a search-and-destroy mission but a call to change 
ourselves by the truth. It is thus important for us to 
keep in fellowship and look out for each other, speak 
to one another in truth and love. Social media is one 
platform that can be used for this purpose. 

The Old Testaments offers a strategy not to miss any 
object lesson in life. Deuteronomy 6 instructs us to 
use every opportunity to talk about God’s truth to our 
children – whether we are at home or walking on 
the streets. In other words, speak truth whenever the 
opportunity arises. Social media may transmit all kinds 
and types of news, but each piece of information is 
an opportunity for God’s truth to shed light on dark 
minds. Each encounter in the social media is an 
opportunity to share kindness. 

Social Media, though powerful and potentially 
harmful, is neither a curse nor blessing. It is after all 
a tool, and it is up to us to employ it for the benefit of 
our souls and for that of humanity. 

30 October 1938.
A typical Sunday in the United States.
At 8 p.m., a regular radio program was interrupted by a series of breaking news announcements. A meteor had 
fallen in New Jersey, killing 15,000 people! 
No, wait … another news flash came in: the meteor was actually a space ship from Mars! Earth has just been 
invaded by strange creatures from Mars! 
The breaking news broadcast was followed by a radio drama adapted from the novel “The War of the Worlds.” 
The dramatic broadcast sounded so realistic that it was reported thousands of people panicked. Some off-duty 
soldiers, doctors and nurses even reported for duty before the program ended, believing there truly was an 
alien invasion.

-- Mars Invades! --
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One of the most challenging circumstances Christians 
face is the act of ministering to somebody terminally 
ill. Should we pray for the person to be healed, or ask 
that God comfort the person and prepare that person 
to cross the river into eternity? It’s a difficult question to 
answer, compounded by the apparent finality of death. 
While there is a life to come after death, one does not 
naturally return after entering that darkest of valleys. If 
the person passes away, those left behind will have to 
carry the burden of many nagging doubts, regardless 
of how we responded. Would that person have lived 
if we had prayed for healing? Or if we did pray for 
healing, did we give the person false hope, and fail to 
adequately prepare that person for death?

While we may not always find ourselves with such 
a dilemma, the issue is a manifestation of a more 
fundamental question – does God heal today? The 
question yields a spectrum of answers, and while it is 
a spectrum bookended between affirming that God 
always heals and that God never heals, we would be 
hard-pressed to find a believer who holds the latter 
position. The abundance of testimonies of supernatural 
healing remains persuasive, despite instances of false 
claims of healing. We therefore cannot create a straw 
man and argue against the idea that God does not 
heal today. Instead, the real tension that Christians 
today wrestle with lies between that of God always 
healing and God sometimes withholding healing.

The position we incline towards will affect the manner 
in which we pray, and this has often proven to be the 
source of much conflict within churches. How would a 
church hold this in tension? 

A good starting point would be to recognise that these 
two positions emphasise a different characteristic of 
God. The confidence that God always heals stems 
from a confidence in his love – surely God does not 
desire for us to be wrecked by disease. The reticence 
to say that God always heals is born from a healthy 
awareness of God’s sovereignty – God’s ways are 
always higher than ours, and we cannot expect God 
to operate based on how we  want him to. God’s love, 
and God’s sovereignty – a dichotomy that (at the risk 
of over-simplification) mirrors the age old tension of 
free will and predestination. 

They are not mutually exclusive positions, however, 
and we must shed our vain attempts to distill a 
singularly critical characteristic of God. It’s is not an 
either/or proposition, but simply one to hold together. 
Such an approach may sound nonsensical to modern 
minds, but there is precedent for this in Scripture, 
within what we refer to as Wisdom Theology.

This is a form of theology that we encounter in the 
“wisdom books” of the Bible: Job, Psalms, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs. Unlike the 
brash confidence that we find in the rest of the Old 
Testament, wisdom theology seeks to understand God 
through the experiences of life – experiences that do 
not align with what we believe about God. We see 
this most noticeably in Job, when Job’s friends rattle 
off all the model answers to explain his pain and 
suffering, but their answers fail to do justice to who 
God really is. In the same way neither position on 
healing is wrong, and each does not negate the other, 
but rather the one who holds both in healthy tension 
begins to see a clearer picture of what a life lived 
before God looks like. 

Healing  

Always  or  Sometimes

Rev Benjamin Fong
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The German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer once 
described life as a polyphony of many voices coming 
together – voices of joy, sorrow, and all that lie 
between. On their own each of these voices sing a 
seemingly different tune, but put together they conjure 
in our senses life in full colour rather than in black 
and white. What holds these voices together in one 
polyphony is the cantus firmus, the primary voice to 
which every other voice is a harmony.

This cantus firmus is none other than Jesus Christ 
himself, the centre of all reality through whom and for 
whom all things were made. His Easter victory has so 
completely overcome death, that old mortal enemy of 
God and humanity, that even death has been tamed 
into becoming a mere harmony to the song of Jesus 
Christ. We must therefore see death, as the logical 
trajectory of all illness, in light of the bigger polyphony 
of life before God. All suffering and pain will remain 
meaningless until they situated in relation to the 
centrality of the death and resurrection of Jesus.

That is not to say that death should be welcomed. 
Death remains the enemy and should not be affirmed, 
but it is a defeated enemy and therefore not to be 
feared. The risen Christ has defanged death, and 
transformed it from something once feared into a mere 
stepping stone into the Land of Rest. The sharp sting of 
death now serves to remind us of the day when every 
tear will be wiped from our eyes, and we join in the 
mocking chorus, “Where O Death, is your sting?”

Until that day comes, we will still face death and 
disease in this world, but listening to the Divine Song 
gives us a renewed perspective as to how we ought 
to pray in such difficult circumstances as that scene 
described at the beginning of this article. A prayer for 
one who is terminally ill is no longer a plea for help 
tossed about in the waves, grasping at anything and 
everything to stay afloat. Instead, prayer becomes the 
means by which we grow in our awareness that Jesus 
is in the boat with us, and that whatever happens, it 
will be well with our souls. 

This is why Paul can say that to live is for Christ and to 
die is gain (Philippians 1:21), because in both states 
we remain safe in the loving arms of God. Rather than 
waste time on a question that essentially compares 
between apples and oranges, perhaps it is time for 
us to listen to the cantus firmus, so that the tension 
between a God who always heals and a God who 
sometimes withholds it moves from dissonance to 
consonance. 

Healing  
Always  
or  
Sometimes
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By Rev Jason Phua

A year ago, Pentecost Methodist Church decided to 
reach out to more people within our community through 
a series of outreach services. As part of the process, we 
evaluated if our current services were welcoming toward 
newcomers, in particular those new to the faith. 

We identified three major areas for improvements. The 
first was the welcoming of newcomers. Should we ask 
them to raise their hands to be acknowledged, since 
some might feel uncomfortable to do so? The pastors 
decided not to ask newcomers to wave their hands but 
instead invited them to our hospitality room for a chat 
over coffee. Our ushers were also reminded to pay 
attention to newcomers in our midst. The second was to 
simplify the terms used during the service and explaining 
essential terms like “doxology”. The third was to watch 
out for words used during sermons. Preachers needed to 
make sure that they could be easily understood, even for 
non-Christians. 

While these are good improvements made, I wonder 
how we can extend these improvements to a typical 
Sunday service. How welcoming and “seeker-friendly” 
should our services be?
The seeker friendly movement, which appears to have 
started at the early turn of the twenty-first century, is 
a response to churches being accused of being too 
inward looking. Churches were so used to their way of 
doing things that they failed to take note of the needs of 
seekers. For example, failing to give an explanation as 
to what Holy Communion means may lead seekers to 
think that Christians are cannibals! As another example, 
believers mingling among themselves before and after 
services can lead to ignoring Jesus’ call for us to love 
those outside our immediate community. 

As a result, churches began to review their worship 
services. Many good things were being done in order 
to be better witnesses of the Gospel. However, some 
may have taken things a bit too far. For example, 
some churches felt that sermons should not be too 
“threatening” and as such simplified their sermons 
to the extent of diluting the Gospel message. As a 
result, the majority of the congregation could not grow 
in the Word of God. Some, in order to attract more 
newcomers, even set up entertainment shows as a 
prelude to worship.

Seeker Sensitive or Gospel Fidelity?W elcome-
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How welcoming should we then be to newcomers? How can we be welcoming and yet continue to be faithful in 
helping our congregation to grow in their faith?

On reflection, I realized I was asking the wrong question. Instead of asking how welcoming our services should 
be for seekers, I should have been asking how joyful or passionate the congregation is in embracing anyone into 
our community of faith. In this way, we are forced to think not so much in terms of the forms of worship services 
and its peripherals, but how we can be equipped to love as Jesus loves. Thinking along these lines, I would like to 
suggest some practical ways in which we can seek to love newcomers in a way more glorifying to God:

1. We should continue to preach messages 
that are faithful to the Scripture text. However, we 
should try to use simple terms. This would not only 
be loving to seekers, but also to any worshippers in 
the community! To be sure, Jesus did not dilute His 
message to the people when He proclaimed the 
kingdom of God; even if many of these messages 
threatened the hearts of his hearers. I also believe 
that many seekers come to church precisely 
because they want to hear the Word of God. If 
they want to hear a message on stay positive, 
for example, they can always attend a workshop 
outside the church. 

 
2. As far as possible, we should explain what 
we are doing during services. There might not be 
a need to do this all the time, but an occasional 
reminder would be good. For example, why do 
we pass the peace of Christ to one another? Why 
do we sing the doxology? Why are we performing 
baptisms? Such explanations benefit not only 
seekers but our congregation as well.

3. I do not have a strong opinion on whether 
we should ask people to raise their hands if they 
are new to the church. Some do not seem to mind it 
at all and will even joyfully do so. Some might not 
want to do that. The more important thing is to train 
our ushers and leaders to watch out for newcomers 
and have a robust system to follow up with them 
closely.

4. We should also disciple the congregation to 
look out for newcomers before and after the services. 
Such practices should not be the sole responsibility 
of pastors, leaders, or ushers. Welcoming seekers 
should be part of our discipleship as followers of 
Christ; just as how he welcomed us. Quite often, I 
hear stories of how somebody decided to remain 
in a church just because a church member cared 
enough to befriend them before or after the service. 

5. Consider stretching the word “welcome” to 
beyond Sunday services. Small Groups can be great 
avenues to show love to seekers. We need to equip 
Small Groups to welcome seekers, especially if they 
are new to the faith. Churches can also have talks 
or activities that address the concerns of the people 
on the street. Believers can also visit and befriend 
residents in the community. In this way, we bring 
“welcome” to where people are. 

May the Lord continue to help us be welcoming 
while not foregoing Jesus’ call for us to make 
disciples. May the Lord grant us grace to extend the 
love of God to those who are seeking and those new 
to our community, that those who come might know 
that we belong to You. Amen. 



Expository 
PREACHING

Topical?

On the other hand, there are others who see topical 
sermons as a valid subset of expository preaching. 

Timothy S. Warran makes a case for what he calls 
“Topical Expository Preaching”, by which he means 
the exploration of a topic through the exposition of 
specific Scripture texts (with anchors coming from the 
meanings of these texts). An example of a topical 
expository sermon that Warran gives is one centred on 
restoration:3

 

Everything in Between?

Suffice to say, there are also others who advocate for 
almost everything else in between as solid ways to 
deliver an expository sermon, ranging from chunk-by-
chunk (an expansion of verse-by-verse), to chapter-by-
chapter, or idea-by-idea, or one main idea. Each comes 
with its own strengths and its dangers.

In his famous book, The Craft of the Sermon, W.E. 
Sangster distinguishes between other kinds of 
preaching, for which he sees three main kinds of 
sermons, those according to (1) subject matter or, (2) 
structural type or (3) psychological method (by which 
he means whether the preacher sees him/herself as 
a teacher, lawyer, perplexed man or even devil’s 
advocate!).4
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By Rev Benjamin Lee

Many of us may laugh at the over-simplistic (mis?)
understanding of what expository preaching is from 
the dialogue above. Who can blame these two church 
goers though? After all, there has always been a lack 
of consensus on what actually constitutes expository 
preaching over the years. Even Jason C. Meyer, a 
professor of homiletics (the study of preaching), writes 
that “there is little agreement among adherents of 
expository preaching concerning the definition or 
practice.”1

Verse-by-Verse?

Some advocate preaching verse-by-verse as the 
defining method expository preaching. 

Steven D. Mathewson, another lecturer of homiletics, 
advocates verse-by-verse sermons because such 
sermons dig deeply into Scripture, ensuring that the 
preacher follows the text and reveals the author’s 
intent more clearly. Yet Mathewson also warns of the 
dangers of verse-by-verse sermons, namely that they 
may not serve all the literary genres of Scripture well, 
that the sermons may end up with no unity of ideas, that 
there are tendencies for preachers to offer too much 
information resulting in data overload, and finally, that 
such sermons may end up with slow pacing.2

Expository 
PREACHING

1 Jason C. Meyer, Preaching – A Biblical Theology, Crossway 2013, 237.
2 Steven D. Mathewson, The Art & Craft of Biblical Preaching, Haddon Robinson &  
 Craig B. Larson (eds), Zondervan 2005,  408-410. 

3 Timothy S. Warren, The Art & Craft of Biblical Preaching, Haddon Robinson &   
 Craig B. Larson (eds), Zondervan 2005, 418-419.
4 W.E. Sangster, The Craft of the Sermon, Baker Books 1972, 92.

Exposed
One day, after a worship service in a church far far 
away…

Church Goer 1:  Well, that was a great expository 
preaching sermon by the pastor just now wasn’t it?
Church Goer 2:  Oh, was that expository 
preaching? 
Church Goer 1:  Sure it was!
Church Goer 2:  What makes you say so?
Church Goer 1:  Well, the pastor exposed the 
Word of God to us! 
Church Goer 2:  He did? 
Church Goer 1:  He sure did! Didn’t you see it? 
Before his sermon started, he held up his bible up 
high over his head, exposed the pages towards us, 
and said “This is the Word of the Lord!”

I.  Restore a sinning brother or sister (James 5:19-20)

 II.  Restore a sinning brother or sister gently and 
   humbly (Gal 6:1)

   III. Follow the Christian steps to restoration 
    (Matt 18:15-17)
    a. If he sins, confront him privately.
    b. If he doesn’t listen, confront him with 
      one or two others.
    c. If he refuses to listen, confront him before 
      the church.
    d. If he refuses to listen, treat him as an 
      outsider.
    e. When he listens, restore him. 
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As we can see therefore, expository preaching cannot 
be defined by just one type/style of preaching.

 What then is Expository Preaching?

Meyer, before offering his own definition of expository 
preaching, offers two extremes to avoid. First, any 
definition cannot be seen as a rigid blueprint for 
preaching that spells out every step in detail, thus 
becoming a new law for preaching, and second, there 
cannot be an “anything goes, everyone does what is 
right in his own eyes” type of definition that gives no 
bounds to what is expository preaching.5 

John Stott, the well-respected Pastor and Theologian, 
also advocates setting boundaries. He writes in his 
oft-quoted book Between Two Worlds, that exposition 
must necessarily set us some limit, demanding an 
integrity of agreement between the Scripture text and 
the preacher, and exposition must identify the pitfalls 
that must be avoided.6

Hence, Haddon Robinson, whose landmark book 
Biblical Preaching every seminary student would likely 
have read, writes that “there are some who think of 
expository preaching as a dull prodding through the 
text that gives out information nobody wants and 
answers questions nobody’s asking… But that’s a 
wrong definition. Expository preaching is more of 
a philosophy than a method. It’s the answer to the 
question: Do you bend your thought to the text, or do 
you bend the text to your thought?”7 

Meyer offers a definition of such a “philosophy” and 
sees expository preaching as that which re-presents 
the word of God in such a way that the preacher 

represents the God of the word so that people respond 
to God.8 

What he means is that the sermon (1) must show what 
the point of the passage is, (2) explain why that point 
is the point from the passage, and then (3) shepherd 
the flock according to where Scripture leads when 
applied to their present circumstances.9 

It is noticeable that the above definition does not offer 
nor advocates a particular “style of structure” for the 
expository sermon, whether verse-by-verse or topical, 
but rather, it offers what ultimately the sermon must set 
out to accomplish. 
  
Stott, in a short article entitled “A Definition of Biblical 
Preaching”, opines that “to expound Scripture is to 
open up the inspired text with such faithfulness and 
sensitivity that God’s voice is heard and his people 
obey him.”10

Ultimately therefore, a preacher who seeks to make a 
faithful re-presentation of the text that helps the people 
to encounter the God-of-the-text and moves them to 
respond to Him is preaching an expository sermon. It 
is when the hearers are prepared for their hearts and 
minds to be exposed to the Word of God, and allow 
that Word to do its work in their lives, that expository 
preaching has accomplished its task. 

May all worshippers be able to say “that was a great 
expository preaching sermon by the pastor just now. 
The pastor has faithfully exposed the Word of God to 
me, and my heart has been exposed to the Work of 
God in faith!” 

5 Jason C. Meyer, Preaching – A Biblical Theology, Crossway 2013, 237-238.
6 John Stott, Between Two World – The Challenge of Preaching Today, Eerdsman  
 Publishing 1982, 129-131. 
7 Haddon Robinson, The Art & Craft of Biblical Preaching, Haddon Robinson 
 & Craig B. Larson (eds), Zondervan 2005, 405.

8 Jason C. Meyer, Preaching – A Biblical Theology, Crossway 2013, 240.
9 Jason C. Meyer, Preaching – A Biblical Theology, Crossway 2013, 258.
10 John Stott, The Art & Craft of Biblical Preaching, Haddon Robinson & Craig B.   
 Larson (eds), Zondervan 2005, 24.
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