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TRAPPINGS OF POPERY (PART THREE): 

-Repetitive Prayer -


- The Image and Sign of the Cross -

“And I heard another voice from heaven, saying,


Come out of her, my people...” (Rev.18:4).

BY SHAUN WILLCOCK
(From the Introduction at the beginning of Part One)
  Many Christians and Christian churches have retained various trappings of Popery, either out of ignorance, or because they view them as mere trifling matters, or because they simply cannot bear to part with them.  Christian man, Christian woman: you ought never to play the part of ungodly Achan, hiding any “goodly Babylonish garment” in the midst of your tent (Jos.7:21)!  The embellishments of Popery should never be retained by those who, by sovereign grace, have clean escaped the clutches of the mystical harlot.  Rev.18:4 says that the Lord's people must fully “come out” of Popery; but alas! many flee from this “Babylon” like Rachel fleeing from her father's house —  with her father’s gods hidden amongst her possessions (Gen.31:19,34,35).

  We must examine these trappings of Popery.  Come out —  truly out —  of Babylon, have nothing to do with the harlot or her ways!


Repetitive Prayer; Prayer by Rote
  To pray by rote means to pray in a mechanical manner, by routine, rattling off from memory without proper understanding.  The Lord Jesus condemned all such vain repetition in prayer when He said: “But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions, as the heathen do: for they think that they shall be heard for their much speaking.  Be not ye therefore like unto them” (Matt.6:7,8).  This does not mean that Christians must never repeat themselves in their prayers.  They certainly may repeat their requests!  In fact, we see the Lord Jesus doing so Himself, in Matt.26:39,42,44;  and Paul in 2 Cor.12:8.  We may pray many times about the same matter; but praying mechanically, using precisely the same words over and over, words committed to memory, or taken from a book of prayers, and repeated parrot-fashion like some kind of supposedly magic formula —  this was indeed the way the heathen prayed to their gods; and it still is.  And the Papists, ever willing to ape the heathen in everything, adopted the same method of praying.  In direct and blatant contradiction of the words of the Lord Jesus, they brought various repetitive, mechanical prayers into their worship.  Like parrots, they learn to repeat prayers by rote, but there is absolutely nothing in this kind of prayer of true spiritual worship, nor indeed can there be; for the Lord forbade this kind of praying, and besides, the Papists are themselves as lost and dead in their sins as the heathen whose method of praying they copied.

  Roman Catholics, as is well known, make much use of the rosary in their prayers.  The rosary is a string of “prayer beads,”  held in their hands by Papists who use them to assist their memories, to count their prayers, as they recite, mechanically and repetitively, the prayers of the rosary: a form of prayer to Mary, who of course they worship.  Over and over they repeat the same words.  A greater violation of our Lord's prohibition of vain repetitions in prayer can hardly be imagined!  And as the Lord Jesus said, this was the way the heathen prayed; and indeed, the rosary was not invented by the Papists, but is much, much older than Romanism.  The ancient heathen Mexicans used a form of it, as did the Hindus of India, the Buddhists, the ancient Greeks and Romans.  The Muslims used a type of rosary as well.  In fact, the heathen origin of the rosary is so well-established that even the Catholic Encyclopaedia admits that Rome's own version of its origin is fraudulent!

  According to legend, in the thirteenth century Mary appeared to the Roman Catholic “saint,”  Dominic, and gave him the rosary, and told him to preach about it.  The Catholic Encyclopaedia (vol.13, pg.186) admits this apparition was fraudulent —  it was exposed as such by a famous Jesuit scholar, one of Rome's own children! —  and according to ex-priest Peter J. Doeswyck, the fraud was perpetrated by a Dominican named Alain de Rupe in the fifteenth century, who falsely attributed its origin to Dominic in the thirteenth century.  It may, however, have been introduced earlier than this, by one Peter the Hermit, in the year 1090.  Either way, its origin was in heathenism.

  But the rosary is not the only repetitive prayer used by Roman Catholics.  The prayer known as the “Lord’s prayer” is also prayed by them in this mechanical, repetitive fashion!  Jesus taught, in Matt.6:9 and the verses following, “After this manner therefore pray ye: Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name.”  This prayer is known commonly as the Lord’s prayer.  But the Lord was not teaching men to pray the very words of this prayer, over and over, mechanically and lifelessly!  He was merely giving an outline of what true prayer should consist of!  “After this manner therefore pray ye.”  The Roman Catholics, however, turned this example of what true prayer should consist of, into a prayer in itself, to be prayed repetitively.

  And this method of praying is used even by many Protestants!  It is yet another Romish trapping, which they have retained.  Many Protestants would read the words of Matt.6:7 and say to themselves, “Thanks be to God, He has opened our eyes to see the vanity and sinfulness of such empty, repetitive prayers.  We are not like the heathen and the Papists; we don’t use vain repetitions by praying the rosary.”  It is true enough that they do not pray the rosary; but they do not perceive that whenever they repeat the “Lord’s prayer,” or any other prayer from a prayer book or anywhere else, they are as guilty of using vain repetition as any blinded Papist!

  For the plain truth of the matter is that there are more ways to use vain repetitions in prayer, as the heathen do, than simply praying the rosary!  In many Protestant churches, the “Lord’s prayer” is recited by the entire congregation, at a given point in the service, every Sunday.  And many others recite it regularly in private as well.  This is NOT how true Christians ought to pray!  The Lord’s people are to offer up spiritual prayer to the Father: no other prayer is acceptable to Him.  “But the hour cometh, and now is,” Jesus said, “when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him.  God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth” (Jn.4:23,24).  True prayer is in spirit and in truth.  The Bible is full of teaching about prayer; but not once in all its pages are we taught to pray repetitively; to pray by rote; to merely repeat words which are found in a “prayer book,” or anywhere else.  When we pray, it must come from the heart, in our own words.  In prayer, we must converse with our heavenly Father.  A child does not speak to his father in words which he has memorised from a book, but in his own words, coming from the heart.  And this is how we are to speak in prayer to the Father.  Anything other than this is nothing but vain and heathenish repetition.

  And many Christian parents have fallen for the error (for error it most certainly is!) of teaching their children to repeat certain prayers by rote!  They mistakenly assume that in this way, their children will learn to pray.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Christian parent, I must speak plainly, for the sake of the soul of your child: if you are doing this, you are doing wrong, and acting foolishly.  For one thing, you are causing your child to violate the commandment of the Lord in Matt.6:7.  When you get your child to kneel down by his bed, before going to sleep, and “say his prayers” by repeating some so-called “children’s prayer,” or even the “Lord’s prayer,” you are causing him to use vain repetitions.  And for another thing, this gives your children a false sense of assurance —  and this is such a dangerous thing!  When a child is thus taught that his prayers are acceptable to the Lord, even though the Lord has not yet saved him from his sins, and he is still unconverted, it removes any sense of urgency about calling upon the Lord himself for salvation, from the heart.  He is lulled into a false sense of security about the state of his own soul, for if he is taught to believe that the Lord already hears and answers his prayers even though he is not converted, then what urgency is there, and what necessity, of turning from his sins?

  John Bunyan put it this way: “My judgement is that men go the wrong way to teach their children to pray, in going about so soon to teach them any set form of words, as is commonly done.  For to me it seems to be a better way for people betimes to tell their children what cursed creatures they are, and how they are under the wrath of God by reason of original and actual sin; also to tell them of the nature of God’s wrath, and the duration of the misery; which if they conscientiously do, they would sooner teach their children to pray than they do.  Men learn to pray by conviction for sin, and this is the way to make our children do so too.  But the other way, namely, to be busy in teaching children forms of prayer, before they know anything else, it is the way to make them cursed hypocrites, and to puff them up with pride.  Teach your children to know their wretched state and condition; tell them of hell-fire and their sins, of damnation, and salvation; the way to escape the one, and to enjoy the other, and this will bring tears to their eyes, and make hearty groans flow from their hearts; and then also you may tell them to whom they should pray: you may tell them also of God’s promises, and his former grace extended to sinners, according to the Word.

  “Ah! poor sweet babes, the Lord open their eyes, and make them holy Christians!  Says David, ‘Come, ye children, hearken unto me: I will teach you the fear of the Lord’ (Ps.34:11).  He does not say, I will muzzle you up in a form of prayer; but ‘I will teach you the fear of the Lord;’ which is to see their sad state by nature, and to be instructed in the truth of the gospel, which through the Spirit begets prayer in every one that in truth learns it.  And the more you teach them this, the more will their hearts run out to God in prayer.  God never did account Paul a praying man, until he was a convinced and converted man; no more will it be with any else (Acts 9:11).”

  “Come out of her, my people,” means that Christians must come out of all the trappings of the harlot religion.  Using vain repetitions, as the heathen do, or teaching children to do so, are Popish trappings indeed, to be utterly forsaken by all who know and love the Lord Jesus Christ.


The Image of the Cross, and


the Sign of the Cross
  The cross was an instrument of punishment used by the Romans.  And as we all know, the Lord Jesus Christ was crucified; He died upon a cross of wood.  And so, when preaching the Gospel, we preach about the crucifixion, and this is called in Scripture “the preaching of the cross” (1 Cor.1:18), for it is the preaching of salvation by Christ who was crucified.  As believers, we also “suffer persecution for the cross of Christ” (Gal.6:12); and this means we suffer persecution for believing in and preaching the doctrine of salvation by Christ's work upon the cross, in dying for His people.  He has “made peace through the blood of His cross” (Col.1:20).  We must indeed glory in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ (Gal.6:14); but this means we must glory in the Gospel of salvation by His death for us on the cross, and glory in Christ Himself, who died on the cross for His elect.  It does not mean we are to glory in the wood on which Christ was crucified!  Whenever we are directed to “the cross of Christ” in the doctrinal portions of the New Testament, we are directed to the doctrine of salvation by Christ crucified, and to the Lord Christ Himself, who died upon a cross for His chosen people.  We are not directed to any superstitious reverence for the cross of wood itself!

  And yet this superstitious reverence is precisely what the Roman Catholics have made of the actual cross itself, and tragically they have once again been copied by many who go by the name of Protestants.  Millions of people the world over wear ornamental crosses around their necks, either with or without an image of a crucified man on them; countless numbers of church buildings around the world have a cross prominently displayed; crosses are featured on gravestones, and in all kinds of other places; and furthermore, the sign of the cross is made on the foreheads of infants during “infant baptism” ceremonies, it is made in the air at the close of services, it is made at all kinds of other times.  And all of this is justified by saying that Christ died upon the cross, and that the cross is the symbol of Christianity.  Not, let it be said again, by Papists only, but by millions calling themselves Protestants!

  Why this use of ornamental crosses, and of the sign of the cross?  It is yet another trapping of the Papal system.  The use of the cross, and of the sign of the cross, is a part of Popish worship, and the Papists got it from heathenism; and no true Christian should ever make use of this symbol!  We who worship God in spirit and in truth have no need of symbols.

  Alexander Hislop, in his monumental and exhaustive work, The Two Babylons, gives us much detail about this Roman Catholic symbol:

 “In the Papal system, as is well known, the sign of the cross and the image of the cross are all in all.  No prayer can be said, no worship engaged in, no step almost can be taken, without the frequent use of the sign of the cross.  The cross is looked upon as the grand charm, as the great refuge in every season of danger, in every hour of temptation as the infallible preservative from all the powers of darkness.  The cross is adored with all the homage due only to the Most High; and for any one to call it, in the hearing of a genuine Romanist, by the Scriptural term, ‘the accursed tree’ is a mortal offence.  To say that such superstitious feeling for the sign of the cross, such worship as Rome pays to a wooden or a metal cross, ever grew out of the saying of Paul, ‘God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ’ —  that is, in the doctrine of Christ crucified —  is a mere absurdity, a shallow subterfuge and pretence.  The magic virtues attributed to the so-called sign of the cross, the worship bestowed on it, never came from such a source.  The same sign of the cross that Rome now worships was used in the Babylonian Mysteries, was applied by Paganism to the same magic purposes, was honoured with the same honours.  That which is now called the Christian cross was originally no Christian emblem at all, but was the mystic Tau of the Chaldeans and Egyptians —  the true original form of the letter T —  the initial of the name of Tammuz.... That mystic Tau was marked in baptism on the foreheads of those initiated in the Mysteries, and was used in every variety of way as a most sacred symbol.... The mystic Tau, as the symbol of the great divinity, was called ‘the sign of life;’ it was used as an amulet over the heart; it was marked on the official garments of the priests, as on the official garments of the priests of Rome; it was borne by kings in their hand, as a token of their dignity or divinely-conferred authority.  The Vestal virgins of Pagan Rome wore it suspended from their necklaces, as the nuns do now.  The Egyptians did the same, and many of the barbarous nations with whom they had intercourse, as the Egyptian monuments bear witness” (pgs.197-8).

  In Sir G. Wilkinson's Egyptians, the author states that the cross as a symbol was already in use in Egypt as early as the fifteenth century B.C.! (vol.1, pg.376).  And British archaeologist Miranda Green, in her book The Sun Gods of Ancient Europe, stated that the cross was a religious emblem in Europe, associated with sun worship, for 2000 years before Christ lived on earth; and that the ease with which it was accepted as the major symbol of “Christianity” (not true Christianity, but Romanism) owed much to the fact that it had already been a potent religious symbol within paganism for several millennia.

  As Hislop states, “There is hardly a Pagan tribe where the cross has not been found” (pg.199) —  centuries before Christ.  It was used as a symbol in the religion of the ancient Celts; in the religion of ancient Mexico; among the Buddhists; etc., etc.

  Certainly the early Christians did not make any use of the sign of the cross.  There is not a word about it in the New Testament; and the history of true Christianity contains no use of it either.

  It appears that this pagan symbol of the cross was first brought into a so-called “church” in Egypt.  The earliest form of what has been called the cross, which was used on monuments of people who claimed to be Christians in Egypt, was the pagan Tau, also known as the Egyptian “Sign of Life”: a symbol closely associated with the Egyptian deity Osiris and indeed with all the gods of Egypt!  And the reason it was used on the sepulchres of Egyptian “Christians” was that these people had not been truly converted, but although they had the name of “Christians,” they continued to be devoted to the ancient paganism.

  The use of the sign of the cross in the false “Church” was given a great boost when the Roman emperor Constantine, after his conversion to the “Catholic” faith in the early fourth century AD, had this sign placed on the shields of the Roman troops, after claiming to have seen it in a vision.  Constantine made the “Catholic Church” the State Religion of the Roman Empire, and the sign of the cross became one of the most important symbols of this religion.  It has remained so to this day.

  In the Roman Catholic “Office of the Cross,” the cross is actually worshipped with the following words: “Hail, O Cross, triumphal wood, true salvation of the world, among trees there is none like thee in leaf, flower, and bud.... O Cross, our only hope, increase righteousness to the godly and pardon the offences of the guilty” (The Two Babylons, pg.200).  Thus is the blessed Redeemer, Jesus Christ, pushed aside, and the cross of wood worshipped in His place as the Redeemer and Saviour!  What vile blasphemy!

  And yet, this very idolatry, the worship of wood, was carried over into a so-called “Protestant” church! —  the “Church of England,” that daughter harlot of the Mother Whore.  False, Romanizing ministers within the Anglican institution, seeking to move the Anglican institution ever closer to Rome, published a book entitled Devotions on the Passion, in the nineteenth century, in which was contained the following:

“O faithful cross, thou peerless tree,

 No forest yields the like of thee,

 Leaf, flower, and bud;

 Sweet is the wood, and sweet the weight,

 And sweet the nails that penetrate

 Thee, thou sweet wood.”

  Who can deny that these wicked men made direct use of the Papist “Office of the Cross” in composing this verse?

  The sign of the cross is used in the baptismal service of the Anglican institution.  In 1603, justification for using this sign was given, and it was stated that “a reverend estimation” for the sign of the cross existed “even in the Apostles’ times” —  a statement utterly without scriptural support!  

  But let it not be thought that those within the Anglican institution are the only ones, going by the name of Protestants, who make use of this symbol.  It may only be Anglicans and a few others who make use of the sign of the cross; but many Protestants, of various denominations, even those who may be considered soundly evangelical in other ways, make use of the image of the cross!  As pointed out earlier, it is visible around the necks of many who would pride themselves on being free of Romish superstition, and it adorns their places of worship, and the walls of their homes.  My brethren, this should not be!  Forsake it for what it is, flee from it!  You may protest that you do not worship the cross, as the Papists do; but nevertheless, you are holding on to a symbol of heathenism and a trapping of Popery, which has absolutely nothing to do with worship in spirit and in truth.  You would not have within your home a Hindu idol, even though you do not prostrate yourself before it as the benighted Hindu does; you would not argue that it is to you merely a piece of art, and therefore, because you enjoy it for a different reason than the Hindu does, you keep it on your mantelpiece!  You would not argue this way.  Well then, how can you dare to keep upon your person, or in your house, or anywhere else, an idol of ancient heathenism and an idol of Rome?  For this is precisely what the image of the cross is.  Our Lord was crucified, yes, but this does not make the cross any less heathen, or any less idolatrous!  It is most certainly not a Christian symbol.  We have no need of symbols, as believers in the Lord Jesus Christ.  “Come out” of this trapping of Popery no less than all the rest, and be separate, and touch not the unclean thing!  The image of the cross, and the sign of the cross, are unclean things.  Have nothing to do with them.


The Cross-Wearer
I am crucified with Christ -

With Him nailed upon the tree:

Not the cross, then, do I bear,

But the cross it beareth me:

Solemn cross on which I died,

One with Him, the Crucified.

Shall I take that blood-stained cross,

Cross of agony and shame, 

Cross of Him who fought my fight,

Cross of Him who overcame?

Shall I deck myself with thee,

Awful cross of Calvary?

Shall I drag thee through the crowd,

’Mid the laughter that is there;

Whirl thee through the giddy waltz,

Bound upon my neck or hair?

Awful cross of Calvary,

Shall I deck myself with thee?

Shall I make that lowly cross

Minister of woman’s pride;

Drawing eyes to me that should

Fix upon the Crucified?

Awful cross at Calvary,

Shall I deck myself with thee?

Shall I call this glittering gem,

Made for show and vanity;

Shall I call this gaud a cross -

Cross of Him who died for me?

Shall I deck myself with thee,

Awful cross of Calvary?

Cross of man’s device I turn

From thee to Himself, my Lord;

What can this symbolic gem

Do for me? - what peace afford?

Shall I deck myself with thee,

Awful cross of Calvary?

I am crucified with Christ,

Yet I live through Him who died;

Shall that cross of blood and woe

Minister to human pride?

Shall I deck myself with thee,

Awful cross of Calvary?


– Unknown (from The Reformer, July-August 2002)
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