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Foreword

When David Watson, evangelist, author, and renewal preacher, died of cancer at the age of 50, a great man fell in Israel, as the thousands who poured into his two memorial services in York and London attested. But David’s ministry is not over; though dead, he still speaks by his books, and not least by this, his final piece of writing. Fear No Evil is, quite simply, marvellous: poignant and radiant, matter-of-fact and sublime, modest and heroic, heart-rending and heart-warming in equal measure, and all the more overwhelming for being understated in David’s very British way. To introduce it, as I have been asked to do, is the privilege of a lifetime. In doing so I want to pinpoint what seems to me to be its real greatness.

‘Our people die well,’ said John Wesley (a leader, incidentally, with whom David bears comparison in a remarkable way). Wesley was celebrating God’s grace among the Methodists. Until recently a good death was seen as the godly man’s crowning achievement, the climax of his good life. That is why tracts on the ‘art’ of dying were among the first printed books in all European languages; that is why William Perkins, the Puritan devotional writer (with whom also David bears comparison, though whereas Wesley died at 88, Perkins died at 44), composed A Salve for a Sicke Man (The Right Way of Dying Well); and that is why from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, when most adults died in the presence of family and friends, great importance was attached to a Christian’s deathbed sayings. Things are, of course, different today: death has replaced sex as the great unmentionable. All stress among Christians is laid on present knowledge and enjoyment of God, and the old awareness that only one who is ready to die can live to God’s praise has been generally forgotten. The discipline of what Alexander Whyte called ‘forefancying your deathbed’ is in abeyance, and anyone who were to hint that he wanted his death to edify others would be thought unbalanced for thinking about his death at all. But we are the unbalanced ones, and there is something here that we need to relearn.

Readers of Pilgrim’s Progress will recall the unforgettable last scene in which the pilgrims crossed the river of death to the Celestial City. Mr Stand-fast, the last to go, experienced ‘a great Calm in the River’: ‘when he was about half-way in, he stood a while and talked to his Companions,’ and this is what he said.

‘This River has been a Terror to many, yea the thoughts of it also have often frighted me. But now methinks I stand easy … The Waters indeed are to the Palate bitter, and to the Stomach cold, yet the thoughts of what I am going to, and of the Conduct that waits for me on the other side, doth lie as a glowing Coal at my Heart.

‘I see myself now at the end of my Journey, my toilsome Days are ended. I am going now to see that Head that was Crowned with Thorns, and that Face that was spit upon, for me.

‘I have formerly lived by Hear-say, and Faith, but now I go where I shall live by sight, and shall be with him, in whose Company I delight myself.

‘I have loved to hear my Lord spoken of … His Voice to me has been most sweet … His Word I did use to gather for my Food, and for Antidotes against my Faintings. He has held me …’

While Mr Stand-fast was saying this, Bunyan tells us, he was taken. ‘But Glorious it was, to see how the open Region was filled with Horses and Chariots, with Trumpeters and Pipers, with Singers and Players on stringed Instruments, to welcome the Pilgrims as they went up, and followed one another in at the beautiful Gate of the City.’

To any Bible lover with a full-grown Christian imagination, Bunyan’s pictures in these paragraphs and those that surround them trigger joy and tears, ardour, adoration, and assurance, with a power that no other Christian literature can match – though some things in Charles Williams and C S Lewis, all modelled (I think) on Bunyan, come close. But few of us in this century know our Bibles very well, nor have we full-grown Christian imaginations, and Bunyan’s diction may strike us as merely quaint. Must we then miss the ministry that his lyrical prose has had to so many in the past? Not necessarily. For God in grace has given us our own Mr Stand-fast, who paused during his own dying to model for us in contemporary terms faith face-to-face with the last enemy. That was David’s final role, and his blow-by-blow record of a losing battle with cancer is his equivalent of Mr Stand-fast’s last speech. The same certainty of God’s love is voiced; the same victory of faith shines forth. That is the greatness of Fear No Evil.

The fact that David, right to his last page, hopes for supernatural healing that never comes is not important. In the providence of God, who does not always show his servants the true point of the books he stirs them to write, the theme of Fear No Evil is the conquest of death – not by looking away from it, nor by being shielded from it, but by facing it squarely and going down into it knowing that for a believer it is the vestibule of glory.

David’s theology led him to believe, right to the end, that God wanted to heal his body. Mine leads me rather to say that God evidently wanted David home, and healed his whole person by taking him to glory in the way that he will one day heal us all. Health and life, I would say, in the full and final sense of those words, are not what we die out of, but what we die into. Whichever notions fit, David’s or mine (and differences will continue about that), there is profound wisdom in David’s maxim that the what-question (what, Lord, are you saying to me, doing for me, asking from me?) gets one further than the why-question (why, Lord, has this happened?). To ask God to give us an account of himself and his actions is a dead-end street, as Job found, for God doesn’t do it. However, to know God in Christ – that is, to know that God is Jesuslike – is to know that he is always ready to tell us how he loves us and how we are to love him, even when he will tell us nothing more about his present plans. But to know this, as David knew it, is to be unsinkable – whatever the enemy, the battle, and the wounds. David lived and modelled this even more tellingly than he verbalised it: read this book, and you will see.

Samson, we are told, did more for God by his death than he had ever done in his life. In character terms, one could hardly imagine a person less like Samson, the lifelong juvenile delinquent as he has been called, than the tidy, disciplined, courteous, poised, genial, and humble Cambridge man that was David. Yet he may well be like Samson in this one regard. Could it be that his dying testament will minister more widely, helping more needy people, and at a deeper level, than anything he wrote before? Could it be that God has accomplished more for his kingdom by taking David home as he did than he would have done by any alternative pattern of events in David’s life? Most certainly it could. I know no book better fitted to impart to Christians in the West the lost wisdom about death than this one. I am more thankful for it than I can say. I must not keep you from it any longer.

James I Packer
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‘Fear No Evil is, quite simply, marvellous:
poignant and radiant, matter-of-fact and

sublime, modest and heroric.’

J.1. PACKER
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