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Rev. Steve  
Swets

“I am the true vine.” 
–John 15:1a

I Am the True Vine:
A Meditation on John 15:1–11

Over the last seven issues we have been looking at the I AM 
statements of Christ as they are found in John’s Gospel. 
Each time we have looked at a new one, we learned not only 
something about Christ and his person and work, and about 
God and what he is doing, but also about ourselves and the 
call to eat the bread of life, walk in the light, follow the good 
shepherd, enter through the gate, look to the resurrection and 
the life, and follow the way, the truth, and the life. In each of 
those statements and commands, the love and grace of God 
was evident, and the glory of our Savior was center stage.

Now we come to the last of these I AM statements, maybe 
the one most debated, and certainly the one most pointed 
and direct. It also has been the case that only two of these I 
AM statements emphasized the corporate, communal aspect 
of the faith, the good shepherd who has a flock, and now the 
true vine who has branches. As we turn to John 15, heed the 
call of the great I AM. Our theme is that the true vine calls the 
branches to abide in him.

The Allegory

John 15 begins with Jesus saying, “I am the true vine, and 
my Father is the gardener.” From Isaiah 5 we know that the 
Jews would have been used to the figure of Israel being either 
a vineyard of a garden or branches on a vine. Jeremiah 2:21 
echoes this as well. Vineyards were very common in Israel. It 
was from the fruit of vineyards that wine was made. Remember 
also, in context, Jesus, as he sat in the upper room, had just 
instituted the Lord’s Supper. They had just drunk the fruit of 
the vine. Now Jesus says, I am the true vine.

This is an allegory, as Jesus has used before. The danger with 
interpreting an allegory is to lose the forest for the trees, to 
focus too much on small details without seeing the larger 
picture. The allegory is about abiding in Christ.

In this allegory, the Father is the vinedresser/gardener. He 
is the one who is ultimately responsible for the outcome of 
the vineyard. We see him cutting off branches that are dead 
wood; they are not producing any fruit, likely having no leaves 

even. He is pruning the fruitful 
branches so that they will be more 
fruitful. If you are not familiar with 
horticulture, the care of plants, 
the idea of pruning might seem 
counterproductive. Take a tomato 
plant, for instance. An indeterminate 
tomato plant will grow probably six 
feet tall. The gardener has to ensure 
that there is a main stem all the way 
up. In the early process, main side 
shoots should be pruned off so that 
the plant can grow. As it grows, the 
plant’s branches should be pruned 
off so that enough light can reach all 
of the leaves—that is what produces 
flowers, which produce tomatoes. If 
a tomato plant is a jumble of leaves 
and tomatoes, the fruit will be small 
and will become susceptible to 
disease. Pruning ensures a fruitful 
harvest. So too in our allegory.

A branch that bears fruit is one that 
is abiding on the vine. The branch 
has no life of its own but depends 
completely upon the vine itself. 
The vine is what receives the water 
and nutrients from the soil. This 
combined with sunlight is what 
produces fruit. We will talk about 
that fruit in a moment.

If a branch does not abide in the 
vine, it withers and is cut off. We 
might ask, How could a branch 
not abide in the vine? To find this 
answer, switch the question around: 
How does a branch abide in the 
vine? John 15:3 mentions that the 
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word that was spoken has made 
them clean. Call that preaching. In 
verse 7 there is another mention 
of Jesus’ words, and there they 
are pictured as remaining in the 
branch. This means they believe. 
Attending church and sitting under 
faithful preaching does not keep one 
abiding in the vine. Rather, believing 
it, trusting not the preaching but the 
object of the preaching, the vine 
itself, keeps one abiding in the vine. 
This, as we will see, will produce 
fruits of obedience. John 15:10 says, 
“If you obey my commands, you 
will remain in my love, just as I have 
obeyed my Father’s commands 
and remain in his love.” To put it 
the other way, if you do not walk in 
God’s commands, you will not stay 
in the Father’s love. This might bring 
a question to mind about falling 
from grace, but we will answer that 
in a moment.

So, to summarize, if you abide in 
Christ, as a branch, if you abide in 
the vine, the source of your life and 
nutrition, you will bear fruit, namely, 
effective prayer, fruit bearing, and 
having your joy fulfilled (John 15:9–
11). If you do not abide in Christ, 
but give in to and live in sin, you 
will wither as a branch and be cut 
off and thrown into the burn pile. 
When Jesus says, I am the true vine, 
we look to him as our source for 
not only physical life, but especially 
here, spiritual life.

Its Teaching

There is much taking place in these 
eleven verses that we can draw 
out. For now, let us look closer at 
five things. First, notice that there 
are two groups. There are fruitful 
branches and there are unfruitful 
branches. Both of these are those 
who have heard the word. In Jesus’ 
day, it was all of Israel. Today, it is all 
of those who grew up in the church 
or are members of the church 
visibly, primarily by baptism. Just as 
Paul told the church in Rome (Rom. 
9) that not all Israel is of Israel, so 
too, not all of the church is truly of 

the church in a believing way. There 
are some in the church who do not 
have a true faith. Their faith is merely 
historical. When Jesus says that he 
is the true vine, the same word is 
used of him as the good shepherd. 
He is the good vine . . . he is the vine 
that, if you abide in it, will produce 
fruit for the glory of God. That, after 
all, is the purpose of our existence 
as branches on the vine: it is to be 
fruitful.

In Abbotsford, British Columbia, 
there are acres and acres of 
blueberries. When a young blueberry 
plant is put into the ground, it takes 
a couple of years to produce a good 
crop. Each year the plant grows, and 
then, three years down the road, 
the bush is fruitful. One farmer in 
Abbotsford accidentally planted his 
field with ornamental blueberries. 
Ornamental blueberry plants look 
nice, they produce berries, but 
you do not want to eat them. The 
problem was for that farmer, he 
didn’t know they were ornamental 
until three years down the road. 
They looked like regular, money-
producing blueberry plants, but 
they did not produce the desired 
fruit. This is how the wicked grow in 
the church. They sit next to fruitful 
plants, but there is a lack of fruit 
evident. At some point, they will 
likely show that they are merely an 
ornamental branch that doesn’t 
produce the desired fruit.

Remember, at this point, Judas has 
left the Twelve. It is as if Jesus is 
saying, Don’t walk the road of Judas. 
He was one of them, but he did 
not abide in Christ. There are two 
groups addressed in the vine.

Second, notice the role of the Word 
in our text. John 15:3 says, “You are 
already clean because of the word I 
have spoken to you.” The word must 
refer to the gospel, and it has made 
them clean. Though likely not used 
in a technical sense, we can draw 
out that this means justification. 
They have been made clean or right 
before God, not because they have 

bore fruit but because they believed 
the Word, the gospel; they trusted 
the Savior. Then, in John 15:7, the 
abiding validity of the words likely 
refers to the commandments of 
Christ, but this doesn’t negate the 
gospel either. John 15:7 is more of 
an emphasis on sanctification, or 
growing in grace, which happens 
throughout one’s life; John 15:3 
deals with justification, which God 
declares once in our lives. This 
doesn’t mean we don’t need to 
continue to hear the gospel. We feed 
on the gospel.

Third, we have to pause a moment 
and answer the Arminian claim that 
this passage teaches that we can 
fall from grace. The Arminians say 
that God can at one time love us 
and at another time he cannot. The 
covenant can also be emphasized 
this way, but that is dangerous as 
well. This passage doesn’t teach 
that you can fall from grace. Those 
who are cut off of the vine never did 
produce fruit. They weren’t a fruitful 
branch that got sick or old. They were 
like an ornamental blueberry plant. 
It seemed like it was the real McCoy, 
but it wasn’t. They are a counterfeit. 
William Hendriksen says, “This 
allegory plainly teaches that the 
branches which are taken away and 
burned represent people who never 
once bore fruit, not even when they 
were ‘in Christ.’ Hence, they never 
were true believers; and for them 
the in-the-vine relationship, though 
close, was merely outward.” John 
10:28 says, “I give them eternal life, 
and they shall never perish; no one 
can snatch them out of my hand.” 
There is no contradiction between 
John 10:28 and John 15:2 or John 
15:6.

Fourth, John 15:9 says, “As the Father 
has loved me, so have I loved you. 
Now remain in my love.” When did 
the Father love the Son? In eternity 
past. When did the Son love the 
elect? From before the foundations 
of the world. First John 1 tells us 
that we love God because God first 
loved us. The love of Jesus to his 
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THE REFORMED BAPTISM FORM 
A COMMENTARY
Brought into English for the first time is this commentary on the 
Reformed baptism form by Bastiaan Wielenga, a prominent minister 
of the word in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (GKN) in the 
early to mid 1900s. This commentary sets forth, defends, and applies the 
creedal Reformed faith concerning the covenant of grace—the foundation 
of baptism. This commentary will be especially helpful to Reformed 
churches, ministers, and other members in its explanation of the baptism 
form’s authoritative treatment of covenant and election in relation to the 
baptism of infants. The faith of every believer concerning the sacrament  
of baptism will be expanded and enriched by the commentary. 

From the author’s preface: “The ardent desire of my heart is that by the 
publication of this writing many people reading this work learn to regard 
baptism more purely, appreciate it more warmly, and more zealously 
plead the covenantal promises on behalf of believers and their children, 
before the throne of him who calls himself I Am That I Am.”

Retail: $39.95  •  Hardcover, 448 pages  •  Also available in ebook format 
To order: call 616-457-5970, email mail@rfpa.org, or visit www.rfpa.org

bride comes before the bride’s love 
for Christ. The perfect love of God 
comes before us, goes along with us, 
and follows up after us. The electing 
love of God, that God chose, from 
before the foundations of the world 
(Eph. 1) a particular people to call 
unto himself in eternal fellowship is 
clearly taught here.

Fifth, notice the communal aspect 
of life in the vineyard. The branches 
are all connected to the same 
vine, which is Christ. In that way, 
it might be better to think of this 
as merely a backyard garden with 
only one vine that climbs a large 
trellis to get sunlight. If this vine is 
growing in the church, which it is, 
and if the cutting off of particular 
unfruitful and spiritually dead 
branches makes the other branches 
more fruitful, what else could this 
be but church discipline? To fail to 
exercise church discipline is sinful. 
The consequences are horrible. Not 
only will the dead branch which is 
not cut off make the fruitful branch 
less fruitful, but also the unfruitful 

branch might be falsely led to think 
that everything is okay. They might 
think that they are just a little weaker 
than others. To be sure, there might 
be more fruitful and less fruitful 
branches, but the branches that are 
cut off do not bear fruit.

Good branches bear fruit, and they 
despise the disease which seeks 
to get them cut off from the vine. 
When someone hears God’s law 
read and thinks, I don’t care, I will 
continue in my sin, that person 
must be fearful. The wicked must 
know that unless they turn in utter 
trust to Christ, unless they give up 
their life of sin, unless they repent 
before God and man, they will be 
cut off of the vine. That must be the 
most soul-troubling thought. The 
Lord Jesus Christ uses means, and 
those means are the consistory. 
Please, please, please, when a fellow 
Christian confronts you about sin, 
even your pastor in the preaching, 
heed the call to repentance and trust 
the Lord to forgive you.
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The Board of Reformed Heritage Christian School is currently accepting applications 
for full-time position. The faculty opening is for any combination of math, science, or language arts for 
junior high and high school for the 2017-18 school year. We are committed to teaching from a distinctively 
Reformed perspective. Our goal is to train covenant children to be servants of Christ in all areas of life. If 
you would like more information about our school visit the website: www.refhcs.org. 

A cover letter and resume can be mailed to: 

Reformed Heritage Christian School 
700 N. Fletcher Ave., Kalamazoo, MI 49006 

Attn: Mr. Dave Vander Meer 
Or email: dnjvm5@att.net

Its Implications

As we work through the teachings, 
let us also see what practically 
flows out of them. First, let us ask, 
What are the results of abiding in 
Christ? There are three mentioned 
in our text, each of which could 
be an article on its own. They are 
effectual prayer (John 15:7), bearing 
much fruit (John 15:8), and having 
joy informed by love (John 15: 
9–11). These three results are pretty 
straightforward, but let’s look for a 
moment at this first one, effectual 
prayer.

Does verse 7 teach that we can ask 
God for whatever we want and he will 
give it to us? It says, “If you remain 
in me and my words remain in you, 
ask whatever you wish, and it will 
be given you.” What if we go home 
and pray for something contrary to 
his will? Will God provide that? No. 
What this means is that abiding in 
Christ informs our prayers to pray 
through Christ, in his name, and 
with the understanding that not my 
will but your will be done.

Second, don’t mix up being made 
clean (v. 3) with bearing fruit (v. 
5). Bearing fruit is a result of being 
made clean. We cannot attempt to 
bear fruit if we have not been made 
clean. A dead branch cannot bear 
fruit; it must be made alive. How do 
we view those outside the church? 
As those, who by faith, must be 
ingrafted onto the vine of Jesus 
Christ by the Holy Spirit. With that 

said, the purpose of the branches 
is to bear fruit. To bear fruit takes 
work. If God doesn’t prune around 
you, how will you be productive? 
Ask yourself, How does God prune 
around you? He teaches you trust, 
humility, faith, and love, but he does 
so through trial, pain, brokenness, 
and sickness. Thank God for those 
things which strengthen faith.

Third, think back again to the 
relationship between the vine and 
the branches. How much do the 
branches depend upon the vine? 
Completely. John 15:4 says you 
cannot bear fruit unless you remain 
united to the vine. Verse 5 says apart 
from Christ you can do nothing. 
Do you know what that blueberry 
farmer in Abbotsford did after he 
realized he had accidently ordered, 
planted, and cared for ornamental 
blueberry plants? He pulled them 
all up and planted new ones. They 
would not have produced any good 
fruit and therefore were unusable 
to him. Don’t be dead wood in the 
church. Ask yourself, How are you 
serving those in the church? In 
Bible study, on a committee, do you 
volunteer, do you offer help, do you 
give faithfully, do you encourage 
the members, do you build up the 
church and pray for her? If you are 
not living as an active member, 
don’t leave, but change what you 
do: repent and get involved. Give of 
yourself to the body of Christ.

Fourth, note the interplay between 

election and the call to abide. An 
emphasis on election which makes 
man passive and lazy is an ungodly 
attitude. An emphasis on the will 
of man who seems to put God to 
his debt because of his faith is also 
living with an ungodly attitude. 
In our text, we see our Savior, the 
great I AM, balance this out. You are 
called to respond to the call of faith 
because God has chosen. “I sought 
the Lord, and afterward I knew, he 
moved my soul to seek him, seeking 
me.” Why is this point being made 
now? Because if that glorious truth 
doesn’t move you to gratitude and 
thanksgiving, faith and repentance, 
saying no to sin and yes to Christ, 
what else would?

Christ is the true vine . . . abide in 
him. As you seek to do so, know 
also that there is a sovereign and 
gracious gardener who helps you 
grow, who provides opportunity to 
bear fruit, and who ultimately will 
care for you into eternity. In the text, 
Jesus is about to go to the cross, he 
knows what the future holds for the 
disciples, and it will be a difficult 
road to walk, and so he tells them 
to abide in him. The same is true 
for us. Our danger and difficulty is 
often our ease of life. Heed the call 
and bear much fruit.

Rev. Steve Swets

is the pastor of Rehoboth United 
Reformed Church in Hamilton, ON. 



Rev. Daniel R. 
Hyde

Reading the Bible

In an article in the Canadian 
newspaper, The Globe and 
Mail, one author described 
“the collapse of the liberal 
church” in Canada and its 
equivalent in America. The 
author spoke of the synod 
of the United Church of 
Canada, at which one of 
its main agenda items was 
a resolution calling for the 
boycott of products from 
Israeli settlements. She 
spoke of the recent Synod 
of The Episcopal Church, at 
which one of its main agenda 
items was allowing the 
transgendered to become 
priests. Her conclusion was 
that “people’s overall belief 
in God hasn’t declined. 
What’s declined is people’s 
participation in religion. With 
so little spiritual nourishment 
to offer, it’s no wonder 
the liberal churches have 
collapsed.”1

If we want to remain relevant 
as churches, the key is to 
continue reading, preaching, 
and believing the Word 
of God. The Word of God 
contains that nourishment 
which our souls need. As 
the ancient preacher, John 
Chrysostom, once said in a 
sermon, “If we must fight, they 
are a sword; if we hunger, they 
are meat; if we thirst, they are 
drink; if we have no dwelling-
place, they are a house; if we 
be naked, they are a garment; 
if we be in darkness, they be 
light unto our going.”2

I want to conclude our series 
on what we believe about 
Scripture with a practical 
article on reading the Bible. In 
Deuteronomy 18 there is a law 
about the king of Israel. One 
requirement for a godly king 
was that he had and utilized 
the law of God. He was to 
obtain a copy of the law from 

the priests and then copy out 

The Word is the Holy Spirit’s 
“love letter.” 

–Watson, Puritan Sermons



by hand his own copy of the law. We 
read later in 2 Kings 11 that the seven-
year-old king of Judah, Joash, was 
crowned by the high priest Jehoida, 
who “gave him the testimony” (2 
Kings 11:12). Then he was to read 
the law even after he entered the 
busyness of his office. He was not 
to be hindered. He was not to come 
up with excuses. He was also to 
meditate upon it, learning the fear of 
God his whole life. Finally, he was to 
practice what he read. In the words 
of James, “Be doers of the word, and 
not hearers only” (James 1:22).

What does this story of the king have 
to do with us? It should strike us as 
how wonderful it is that in Christ we, 
too, are prophets, priests, and kings. 
We, too, are to read the Word of God 
to learn the wisdom of God.

A High Privilege

The first thing I want you to notice 
is that reading the Bible is a high 
privilege. As far as I know, besides 
the Levitical priests, we read of no 
other individual in all of the Old 
Testament being required to obtain 
a copy of the laws of God and to 
privately read them as Deuteronomy 
18:18 describes. What a privilege the 
king had to obtain a copy of the law. 
And notice the privilege of copying 
out the law in his own handwriting. 
How his hand must have trembled 
in awe! How he must have been 
amazed to read God’s very word for 
himself! Gregory the Great, one of 
the great fathers of the church, once 
wrote a letter in which he said to his 
correspondent: “Learn the heart of 
God in the words of God.”3 In reading 
the words of God, we get a glimpse 
into God’s very heart for us his 
people. Not everyone had this high 
privilege then; but we do now.

When children start learning to read, 
they listen to their parents reading 
to them for several years; then they 
start sounding the letters themselves. 
Then they start to learn to sound out 
two- and three-letter words. Then 
they learn to read those words in 

a short sentence. And then after a 
while of doing that, they learn to 
understand what they are reading. 
What’s really amazing is that we get 
to do this with the Bible, God’s own 
Word. We all need to learn how to 
read our Bibles. Step by step like 
little children, we all need to come to 
the Lord in his Word and begin the 
process from learning letter sounds 
to understanding what we are 
reading.

A Habitual Practice

The second point to be learned 
here is that reading the Bible is to 
be a habitual practice. Notice what 
Deuteronomy 18:19 says: “And it shall 
be with him, and he shall read in it all 
the days of his life.” The king was to 
be the blessed man of Psalm 1, who 
shunned the ways of sinners for the 
ways of the Lord by meditating on 
the law of God day and night.

Reading the Bible needs to be a 
daily habit. As we engage in it, over 
the course of our lives as children 
of God, we more and more become 
a walking and talking Bible. In the 
words of Paul, we are to be like a 
living epistle.4 John Chrysostom said 
this in a sermon: “Hearken not hereto 
only here in the church, but also 
at home; let the husband with the 
wife, let the father with the child, talk 
together of these matters, and both 
to and fro let them both inquire and 
give their judgments; and with God 
they would begin this good custom.”5 
When we read the Word all the days 
of our lives, we receive the blessing 
of God, as Revelation 1:3 describes: 
“Blessed is the one who reads aloud 
. . . blessed are those who hear, and 
who keep what is written.”

How are we to read the Word? What 
should be going through our minds 
when we do so? The Westminster 
Larger Catechism gives us several 
ways in which we are to read the 
Word:

The holy Scriptures are to be 
read with an high and reverent 
esteem of them; with a firm 

persuasion that they are the very 
Word of God, and that he only 
can enable us to understand 
them; with desire to know, 
believe, and obey the will of God 
revealed in them; with diligence, 
and attention to the matter and 
scope of them; with meditation, 
application, self-denial, and 
prayer. (Westminster Larger 
Catechism, Q&A 157)

Reverence. Thomas Watson said, 
“Think every line you read God is 
speaking to you.”6 And this thought 
should humble us to the core and 
cause us to be in awe at the fact that 
of the billions of people in the world, 
you—I—have been given the Word!

Persuasiveness that only God can 
make his own words known to us. In 
the Psalms we read again and again 
lines like this: “Open my eyes, that I 
may behold wondrous things out of 
your law” (Ps. 119:18).

Earnestness. It’s so easy for us 
Reformed believers to read the Word 
looking for doctrine. But don’t forget 
that it is the Word of God. The Word 
is the means that God has chosen 
to reveal himself to us. When you sit 
down to read it, then, you are coming 
not to an it but to a him.

Diligence. Children, think about those 
people you see on the beach with 
headphones on and who are waving 
on the ground back and forth a metal 
detector. When they first started 
every little sound made them think 
they found money, and they would 
bend down and dig it up. But over 
time they learned the distinct sounds 
of different kinds of trash, but also 
coins. Children, we need to learn 
how to read because then we can 
learn what it means.7

Personalness. It is not some abstract 
thing “out there.” We need to 
intently and intensely think about 
the Word more than we meditate 
on our fantasy football stats, the 
latest political polls, or our Christmas 
shopping list.
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A Holy Purpose

Finally, reading the Word is a holy 
purpose. At the end of Deuteronomy 
18:19 we learn the purpose of the 
king’s reading the Word: “that he 
may learn to fear the Lord his God 
by keeping all the words of this law 
and these statutes, and doing them, 
that his heart may not be lifted up” 
(vv. 19–20). As we read the Word and 
meditate upon it, we experience the 
sanctifying power of the Word, which 
washes over us like water (Eph. 5:26).

Conclusion: Reading the Word as 
Spiritual Warfare

Let me conclude on that note and 
say that we are to read the Word as 
an act of spiritual warfare. It takes 
discipline and training. It takes 
honing our skills to use the Word. 
The greatest Reformed theologian 
who defended the Word of God 
against the claims of the Roman 

Church was an Englishman, William 
Whitaker. He describes the spiritual 
warfare we enter when we take up 
the Word in these words:

Our arms shall be the sacred 
scriptures, that sword and shield 
of the word, that tower of David, 
upon which a thousand bucklers 
hang, and all the armour of the 
mighty, the sling and the pebbles 
of the brook wherewith David 
stretched upon the ground that 
gigantic and haughty Philistine.8

I want you to be confident that you 
hold the very Word of God in your 
hands. And no church, pope, scholar, 
group of people, or the devil himself 
can change that fact.
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The Reformed Christian School Association in 
Upper Hutt, New Zealand, is seeking a teacher to 
teach at our Composite Christian School. We are 
a small school and teach Year 1 through to year 
12. Our aim is to develop a biblically consistent 
world and life view in our students based on the 
Reformed faith.

Applicants should be committed to the Reformed 
faith and to Christian education. This is an exciting 
opportunity to be part of a small covenant school, 
and we look forward to your application. If you 

have any questions or would like more information 
please do not hesitate to contact us.

Short-term contracts will be considered. Please 
forward your C.V. or any questions you may have to: 
board@silverstreamchristian.school.nz

“The fear of the Lord is the  
  beginning of knowledge.”

—Proverbs 1:7

TEACHING VACANCY – NEW ZEALAND
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Help us get to know you better by telling us about your 
pathway to ministry.

Beginning when I was eleven years old, all I wanted to do was play 
basketball. Even after my conversion at age seventeen, I was driven by 
a passion to earn a scholarship, then play professionally somewhere. 
I played on an AAU team after my junior year that traveled and played 
against many future and even current NBA players (who are about 
ready to retire at their age!). Then I played in Europe and on several all-
star teams and eventually went off to college. I was a young Christian, 
but I idolized basketball.

But the Lord was at work in my heart, and after being introduced to 
Reformation theology, I began to have more and more of a desire to 
serve the Lord and people more than myself and my career aspirations. 
After my junior year in college and ten straight years of basketball, I 
walked into the athletic department and into my coach’s office and 
gave up my basketball scholarship because I had some desire to go to 
grad school/seminary and do something else with my life. But when I 
enrolled at Westminster California, it was as an MA student, as I thought 
I was going to move on to a PhD and then teach or be some kind of 
campus pastor at a Christian college.

The Lord wasn’t done with me, though, and I had the crazy feeling that 
I could be of more use in being a pastor to people like me, who grew 
up and lived in a SoCal beach community but had never heard of the 
Reformation. So I changed my major to MDiv, delivered only a couple 
of sermons and knew I had to figure out if I could preach the Word.

I took a summer assignment at the Doon URC. That convinced me 
I was on the right path, so I began planning a church plant while 
finishing seminary, and here I am, seventeen years later, still loving 
ministry in SoCal.

Being in a very transient area but also near Westminster, tell 
us about your experiences with team ministry.

Over the years the Lord has blessed me with the opportunity to serve 
alongside many elders and deacons as well as associate pastors and 
pastoral interns. The ministry here is always fluid, so the makeup of our 
leadership changes regularly. One of the constants, though, is working 
together with and mentoring men who are following their own path to 
the ministry. As of now, I’ve had thirteen pastoral interns come through 
Westminster Seminary California and Oceanside United Reformed 
Church and who have gone on to do great things for the Lord.
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Clearly you enjoy writing, having 
written sixteen books in seventeen 
years of ministry. Do you have other 
hobbies or interests?

My hobbies and interests are all 
intertwined with my four kids: coaching 
youth basketball, which is also a way to 
publicly display my faith in Jesus Christ; 
riding the waves of the Pacific Ocean; and 
reading classic stories to my kids (right 
now we’re in The Mutiny on the Bounty).

Why did you decide to write your 
first book, Jesus Loves the Little 
Children?

As someone who came into a Reformed 
church, I knew that this doctrine would 
be one of the harder things for people I 
sought to bring in to grasp for themselves. 

Preaching Michael Spotts’ ordinationWith a teenager after his professionRev Hyde, his Bible and old Book of 
Common Prayer at a hospital bedside (the 
wife snapped this for remembrance!)

And since I had two influential professors 
(Robert Strimple and Meredith Kline) whose 
explanations of infant baptism sealed the 
deal for me, I thought I could popularize 
those arguments for newcomers to our 
faith. It’s still being read and being used to 
draw many people into Reformed churches 
not only here but also in Latin America, 
Turkey, and Russia, as it’s been translated 
into their languages.

How in your opinion can this book 
best be used?

We have it out for free on a book rack and 
give away dozens of copies a year. I then 
follow-up and regularly meet with people 
new to our Reformed doctrine to read 
through it and discuss it one on one.
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also need to give thought to the end 
of everything.

We need eschatology. With God’s 
help that snooty, foreign-sounding 
word can introduce to us a world of 
comfort, for this age and the age to 
come.

Eschatology, or the study of the 
last things, is a fancy word for 
something everybody already 
does. All of us think about the 
end. Count on it: At some point in 
your life you are going to agonize 
over what will happen to you after 
you breathe your last. When you 
go to a funeral—of any religious 
or nonreligious person—you will 
hear somebody’s eschatology, their 
concept of what happens after 
death. We are all eschatalogians. But 
that doesn’t mean that we always 
engage the end times well. In at 
least three ways we could go wrong 
in this theological discipline.

First, we are tempted to engage 
in speculative eschatology. When 
end-times study is not rooted 
in Scripture it becomes vain 
dreaming, the dogmatization of our 
wishes. In a time of unfathomable 
suffering and pain Job asked his 
mostly-well-meaning friends, “How 
then will you comfort me with 
empty nothings? There is nothing 
left of your answers but falsehood” 
(Job 21:34, English Standard 
Version). When it comes to matters 
of eternal life and death we need 
more than “empty nothings.” We 
need more than traditional religious 
rituals. We need loftier goals than 
living decent lives. Vague wishes 
of a better life after death are of 

Rev. William 
Boekestein

Basic Eschatology:  
Why Should I Study the End Times?

The Anglican poet John Donne 
(1572–1631) was once ravished 
with a fever that he feared might 
kill him. From his sickbed he could 
hear the sounds of a funeral. In 
fact, his home was close enough to 
the church that he could hear the 
psalm sung by the congregation; 
as best he could, he joined in 
the singing. But the funeral bells 
affected him most. Later he wrote, 
“I hear this dead brother of ours, 
who is now carried out to his burial, 
to speak to me, and to preach my 
funeral sermon in the voice of 
these bells. In him, O God, thou 
hast accomplished to me even 
the request of [the rich man] to 
Abraham; thou hast sent one 
from the dead to speak unto me.” 
Confronted by thoughts of his own 
mortality, Donne prayed to God 
that he if his fever were fatal, he 
would die “drowned . . . in the blood 
of thy Son; and if I live longer, yet 
I may now die the death of the 
righteous, die to sin; which death is 
a resurrection to a new life.”1

Donne illustrates the benefit of 
reflecting on the end of life as we 
know it. Thinking about our end 
can help us to live well—and die 
well. Especially in our day, with 
low infant mortality rates, long 
lifespans, and a medical model that 
typically removes dying people 
from society, we need to seize—and 
sometimes create—opportunities 
to focus on our end. And if we 
understand human death as a sign 
that even “the heavens will pass 
away” and the whole world will be 
laid bare, “all these things will be 
dissolved” (2 Pet. 3:10–11), then we 

no use. Speculative eschatology 
is a sign of biblical illiteracy and 
spiritual immaturity. When it comes 
to the end times we need to put 
childish ways behind us and listen 
to what God says.

Second, we need to avoid 
argumentative eschatology. For 
some of us the very topic of the end 
times is off-putting because it can 
be such a contentious issue. Some 
of us have felt our Christianity 
questioned by those who have a 
different concept of the end. But 
surely, God does not peel back the 
curtains of future history, giving 
us a glimpse into the staggering 
profundity of death and judgment, 
or the glorious return of the King of 
heaven so that we can contend with 
other Christians over how things 
will work out. It is surely possible—
and necessary—to distinguish 
between two conflicting end-times 
views without needlessly bantering 
about the perceived superiority of 
one’s own view.

Third, we must avoid avoiding 
eschatology. It sounds pious to say, 
“I don’t think much about the last 
things. I know God is in control. I’ll 
leave it up to him.” Is eschatology 
necessary? Isn’t enough to trust that 
God will work everything out in the 
end? Should we not approach this 
topic with the attitude of David, 
who said, “Neither do I concern 
myself with great matters, nor with 
things too profound for me” (Ps. 
131:2)? In reality, Scripture teaches 
us to develop what some have 
called an “apocalyptic spirituality”2 
in which we so deeply sense the 
dawning of the age to come that 
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we begin to realize its wonder 
in this present age. The apostle 
Peter captures in a single phrase 
Scripture’s unified application 
of eschatology. In light of God’s 
plan to dissolve and purify the 
cosmos, “What manner of persons 
ought you to be in holy conduct 
and godliness” (2 Pet. 3:11)? Peter, 
Jesus (Mark 13:35–37), and Paul 
(1 Thess. 5:6) call God’s people to 
respond to the coming of the end 
with watchful sobriety. The same 
emphasis is found in Hebrews 
10:25. Seeing “the Day approaching” 
ought to strengthen our hope, 
devote us to worship, and galvanize 
us in our expressions of love and 
good works. If Christ is returning, 
and if his judgment will be eternal, 
and if hell is as terrible as heaven 
is delectable, then knowing the 
end times is eminently practical. 
Those who lose sight of the end can 
become careless in their conduct 
and arrogant in their rejection of 
God (cf. 2 Pet. 3:1–7). By contrast, 
a biblical eschatology provides 
a rationale for ethics that goes 
deeper than pragmatic concerns. 
With God’s help eschatology can 
chill our blood at the thought of 
sin and judgment and warm our 
hearts with God’s gracious work of 
redemption.

God invites us to meditate on the 
future not to speculate or altercate 
but to better share his perspective 
on this life and the life to come. 
And this is how we should study 
the topic. The way Scripture and 
our confessions teach eschatology 
is much more like gazing upon a 
dazzling sunset than analyzing and 
describing the chemical properties 
of the sun.3 We need more than 
a skeletal, technical, clinical 
understanding of the end times. 
We need to sense so deeply the 
dawning of the age to come that it 
radically affects our outlook on all 
of life.

So, how can a believing 
understanding of eschatology 
promote “holy conduct and 
godliness”? Here are ten answers; 
not to prove the validity of the 
study of the end times but to help 
us begin to praise God for the 
beauty of his promise to be with 
his people till the end (Deut. 31:6).

1. Eschatology Personalizes 
and Universalizes End-Times 
Reflection

The study of the last things is 
usually divided into two parts. The 
Bible teaches that the history of this 
age will one day come to an end 

(1 Pet. 4:7). Moreover, this present 
age will not quietly spin itself out 
of existence; it will end in an epic 
crisis and the start of a new age (2 
Pet. 3:10–11). When we think about 
this crisis—the return of Christ, the 
last judgment, the realization of the 
kingdom, and the population of 
heaven and hell—we are studying 
general eschatology. General 
eschatology draws us into thinking 
more than simply about “what 
happens to me when I die.”

But before the coming of these 
great crises, most people will have 
experienced the end of this age 
through death. When we consider 
death, the continued existence of 
the soul, and the intermediate state 
into which the dead enter, we are 
engaged in individual eschatology. 
This discipline can help this-
present-age-focused people 
meditate on their personal eternity.

2. Eschatology Elucidates 
Christian Theology

Eschatology is not an isolated 
doctrine. The last things can 
be studied as a doctrinal unit, 
one of the six heads of sacred 
theology. But the doctrine is also 
“a lens through which we come 
to understand the whole system 

May/June 2017 | 13



of Christian faith and practice.”4 
Studying the last things is like 
getting to the end of a novel; 
now the entire story begins to 
make sense. Abraham Kuyper 
noted that every other division 
of theology “left some question 
unanswered, to which eschatology 
should supply the answer.”5 For 
the doctrine of God, eschatology 
shows the completion of his work 
and providence. For the doctrine 
of man, it punctuates both the 
natural end of sin and God’s work 
of restoration. For the doctrine of 
Christ, it exposits the full meaning 
of Jesus’ words from the cross: It 
is finished (John 19:30). For the 
doctrine of salvation, it reveals how 
the Spirit will finally help bring 
about the deliverance that he has 
been sent to guarantee (1 Cor. 
1:13–14). And for the doctrine of the 
church, it previews the glorious end 
of God’s people who are presently 
embroiled in spiritual conflict. The 
doctrine of the end times is not 
a segregated article of faith but 
the consummation of the Bible’s 
teaching on everything.

3. Eschatology Interprets 
Redemptive History

If we think of world history as a 
four-act drama—creation, fall, 
redemption, and restoration—we 
see how eschatology helps us 
understand each act.6 First, the end 
times help us understand the full 
trajectory of creation. In the early 
chapters of Genesis, we learn that 
God is not only infinitely creative 
but also deeply relational. The 
garden is a picture of God’s desire 
to dwell with his people in the 
beauty of a flawless friendship. But 
from the vantage point of Eden, 
it is not abundantly clear where 
God’s world is heading. Eschatology 
shows us how God leads his people 
from a garden to a city that is 
built around a beautiful and safe 
relationship with him.

Second, concerning the fall, 
everyone can sense the brokenness 

of this present age. Our conflicts 
and tears, bodily deterioration, 
and the certainty of death make 
us groan (2 Cor. 5:1–3). But our 
groaning is not just to escape our 
terrors or the aches and pains of 
our body. We groan to be “further 
clothed, that mortality may be 
swallowed up in life” (2 Cor. 5:4). 
Eschatology helps shape our 
groaning according God’s promise 
of a better life (2 Cor. 5:1–4).

Third, in this present age, God is 
carrying on a work of redemption. 
Christ has come into our world 
offering peace and pardon. He has 
offered his blessed body to satisfy 
the demands of the law’s curse 
(Gal. 3:10). He invites us to believe 
in him and share in the benefits 
of his saving work. He has been 
raised from the dead to assure us 
that death has been swallowed up 
in victory (1 Cor. 15:54). Eschatology 
helps us to rejoice in God’s already-
present gift of salvation while 
reserving abundant hope for the life 
to come.

Fourth, one day God will restore his 
fallen people. Lest we become too 
comfortable or despondent in this 
present age, Scripture confronts 
us with “the glory which shall be 
revealed in us” (Rom. 8:18). Lest we 
dismiss this world as insignificant, 
Scripture insists that the coming 
full restoration will reflect a 
measure of continuity with this 
present age.

4. Eschatology Pinpoints 
Believers’ Current Place in 
History

We daily experience the tension 
of living between two worlds or 
ages. The New Testament regularly 
speaks of two successive ages or 
systems, “this age”7 (cf. Matt. 12:32; 
Rom. 12:2) or “the present age” (Gal. 
1:4; 1 Tim. 6:17), and “that age” (Luke 
20:35) or “the age to come” (Matt. 
12:32; Eph. 1:21). “Believers live in 
the ‘last days,’ upon them ‘the ends 
of the ages are come,’ but ‘the last 
day,’ ‘the consummation of the age,’ 

still lies in the future . . . the contrast 
between these ages is (especially 
with Paul) that between the evil 
and transitory, and the perfect 
and abiding.”8 Understanding our 
place on God’s redemptive timeline 
delivers us from false expectations 
of a utopian age divorced from 
Christ’s second coming. It also 
helps banish nagging fears that 
“all things continue as they were 
from the beginning of creation” (2 
Pet. 3:4). We live in a time of labor 
though we anticipate an eternal 
rest.

5. Eschatology Reinforces a 
Biblical View of Ecology

If this physical world is just a sinking 
ship, waiting to be burned up with 
fire, with no correspondence to the 
life to come, then believers seem 
to have few compelling reasons to 
care for the environment.9 But if not 
only humans but also every square 
inch of God’s creation informs us of 
God’s pattern for the new heavens 
and the new earth, then we can be 
encouraged to care for the earth as if 
it were as special to us as it is to God.

6. Eschatology Offers Hope 
in Suffering

For the believer, reflecting on 
heaven provides an eternal context 
for our pain. This is what Paul 
has in mind when he says, “For I 
consider that the sufferings of this 
present age are not worthy to be 
compared with the glory which 
shall be revealed in us” (Rom. 8:18). 
Jesus makes the same point with 
an illustration, “A woman, when she 
is in labor, has sorrow because her 
hour has come; but as soon as she 
has given birth to the child, she no 
longer remembers the anguish, for 
joy that a human being has been 
born into the world. Therefore you 
now have sorrow; but I will see you 
again and your heart will rejoice, 
and your joy no one will take from 
you” (John 16:21–22). The joy of 
restoration enables believes to face 
trials with unearthly contentment 
(cf. Heb. 12:2). Astoundingly, the 
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Bible teaches that the joy that we 
look forward to in glory begins to 
impinge our hearts even now. In the 
Gospels, and especially in John, “the 
realities of the future life are so vividly 
and intensely felt to be existent in 
heaven and from there operative in 
the believer’s life, that the distinction 
between what is now and what will be 
hereafter enjoyed becomes less sharp.”10

7. Eschatology Moderates the 
Power of Politics

Every election cycle tempts us to 
either embrace the incoming leaders 
as messianic manifestations of God’s 
salvation or cower before the new 
regime as a sure sign of the end of the 
world as we know it. Your current leader 
is neither your savior nor one of the 
riders of the apocalypse; neither was 
the previous leader; neither will be the 
succeeding leader. Daniel’s glimpse into 
the future contrasts the indestructible 
kingdom of the coming savior Jesus 
(Dan. 7:14) with the hosts of rulers 
whose kingdoms are now buried under 
ash and dust. Eschatology does not 
discourage us from political action. But 
it does keep our eyes fixed on the one 
whose kingdom will know no end (Luke 
1:33).

8. Eschatology Urges Personal 
and Vocational Excellence

One of the main purposes of both of 
Paul’s canonical letters to Thessalonica 
was to correct the believers’ faulty 
eschatology. Part of their error seems 
to have been a penchant for laziness 
since, they reasoned, “Jesus is coming 
back, of what account is my work?” Paul 
invokes the returning Christ to urge 
these believers to “work in quietness 
and eat [your] own bread” (2 Thess. 
3:12). Matthew Henry commented on 
Jacob’s skill at the selective breeding 
of sheep in Genesis 30, “It becomes a 
man to be master of his trade, whatever 
it is, and to be not only industrious, but 
ingenious in it, and to be versed in all 
its lawful arts and mysteries.” The truth 
of this statement is magnified by the 
ongoing work of God in salvation and 
the consummation of his work promised 
in the doctrine of the last things.

Peter says that when Christ returns we will be “found by him” (2 Pet. 3:14). 
Each of us will be doing something when we are found by God. No child 
of God wants to be found sinning either through laziness or any other 
vice. And we don’t know when Christ will return (2 Pet. 3:10). So, since we 
will all appear before Christ and his judgment seat “we make it our aim, 
whether present or absent, to be well pleasing to Him” (2 Cor. 5:9).

9. Eschatology Invigorates Missions and Evangelism

When Revelation shows us the redeemed in glory we have to realize 
that they were saved through the witness of believers in this present 
age (Rev. 20:4). God is patient in sending Christ because he is “not 
willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” 
(2 Pet. 3:9). When we share God’s heart we will take up the Great 
Commission with new vigor. “The Church can be rightly understood 
only in an eschatological perspective . . . The meaning of this ‘overlap 
of the ages’ in which we live, the time between the coming of Christ 
and his coming again, is that it is a time given for the witness of the 
apostolic Church to the ends of the earth . . . The implication of a 
true eschatological perspective will be missionary obedience, and 
the eschatology which does not issue in such obedience is a false 
eschatology.”11

10. Eschatology Grounds Us in Christ

The Old Testament emphasis on the end times is largely centered on 
the history of Israel. The big question is, “What is the destiny of God’s 
people?” But the later prophets’ increased focus on the individual, 
masterfully prepares the way for the coming of Christ who at the same 
time, fulfills the calling of Israel to “do justly, love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8) and opens by his blood a new and 
living way for individuals to enter into a restored life with God (Heb. 
10:19–22). The last days began with the first coming of Christ. At the 
coming of Christ, as never before, was the contrast so stark between 
this present age, and the age to come; between this world and the next. 
To think eschatologically is to think Christologically.

One final caution. We need to exercise biblical reserve when we study 
the end times. The Bible hasn’t said nearly enough to satisfy the 
curiosity of the inquisitive. But Scripture has said enough about the 
end times to encourage us to study it. And when studied and believed, 
the doctrines of the last things can inspire us with the joy, patience, 
and holiness of the one whose return we eagerly await.

Questions

1. What is your interest level in the end times? What about the topic 
piques your interest?

2. Are there reasons that might incline you to not be interested in 
studying the end times?

3. What thoughts from this chapter have deepened your desire to 
better understand eschatology?

4. How do the following verses show God’s will for us to develop 
an “apocalyptic spirituality,” a spirituality that is shaped by a right 
reflection on the end times: 2 Corinthians 5:9–11, 1 Thessalonians 
5:1–6, Hebrews 10:23–25, 2 Peter 3:8–9, 2 Peter 3:8–14?

5. In a few sentences, articulate some of the possible end-times 
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One thing that everyone knows for sure is that 
something is terribly wrong with the world; things 
aren’t the way they’re supposed to be. The world is a 
messy place. There are wars, crime, shattered families, 
sickness, suffering, and death. Why is everything 
broken? And why do we naturally hope for something 
better? A human being cannot live without hope. Where 
does that sense of hope come from?

The answers to these questions are found in the biblical 
doctrine of the covenant of works. The covenant of 
works is the original state in which God created the first 
man, Adam. We can define the covenant of works as 
God’s commitment to give Adam and all those whom he 
represented glorified life for his obedience or the curse 
of suffering and death for his disobedience. The sad 
story is that Adam rebelled against God in this covenant, 
falling short of obtaining glorified life. And the whole 
human race fell with him. In Adam, “all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). We were 
meant to live for far more than a brief life in a broken 
world. We were meant to live in glorified life with God, 
enjoying communion and fellowship with him forever. 
The hope of that glory was never realized. Instead, 
we live under the curse of death with frustrated and 
misguided hopes. We live with the expectancy of God’s 
judgment, unless someone rescues us. These are the 
results of Adam’s failure in paradise, the consequences 
of a broken covenant of works.

Yet, it is precisely because of the doctrine of the 
covenant of works that we can appreciate all of God’s 
promises in the covenant of grace. The covenant of 
works announces what God requires of us, namely, 
perfect obedience to his law. The covenant of grace, by 
contrast, proclaims how God fulfilled that requirement 
through the finished work of his Son, Jesus Christ. The 
covenant of works tells us that unless we are righteous 
by God’s standard, we will be punished for our sins. 
The covenant of grace tells us that God provides the 
righteousness of Christ through faith alone. Without 
hearing and understanding the bad news, we won’t 
appreciate the good news.

Although the concept of a covenant of works can 
be found in theologians as early as Augustine (354–
430), it was developed more fully in the sixteenth and 

assumptions of a person who is not steeped in 
the doctrine of Scripture.

6. Reflect on a time when the promise of a 
deadline and subsequent judgment moved 
you to action. Was it a term paper, a final 
exam, tax day? How do these kinds of 
illustrations fall short of describing believers’ 
anticipation of the last day?

7. When you think about the end of all things, 
do you tend to think more about how the 
end affects you in individual terms (death, 
glorification) or about the cosmic implications 
of the end of this present age?

8. How do individual and general eschatology 
balance each other?
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seventeenth centuries by Reformed 
writers as they sought to teach and 
defend the biblical doctrines of 
original sin and justification by faith 
alone. They called the covenant 
of works by various names. Some 
called it the covenant of life, 
emphasizing the covenant’s goal 
of glorified, eternal life contingent 
upon Adam’s obedience. Others 
labeled it the covenant of creation 
because God made it with Adam 
when he created him. Still others 
have referred to it as the covenant 
of nature because of its connection 
to natural law, which fallen man 
suppresses in unrighteousness. The 
name “covenant of works,” however, 
highlights the means whereby 
Adam could merit eternal life. These 
varying names reflect different 
aspects of the same covenant. The 
point of all of them is the same, 
namely, to show how the law and 
the gospel stand upon a covenantal 
foundation.

For example, Zacharias Ursinus 
(1534–1583), the primary author of 
the Heidelberg Catechism, described 
the law of God as an expression of 
the covenant God made with Adam 
in the garden. In Question 10 of his 
Larger Catechism, he asks, “What 
does the divine law teach?” The 
answer is,

It teaches the kind of covenant 
that God established with 
mankind in creation, how he 
managed in keeping it, and 
what God requires of him after 
establishing a new covenant of 
grace with him—that is, what 
kind of person God created, for 
what purpose, into what state 
he has fallen, and how he ought 
to conduct his life after being 
reconciled to God.

Apart from the mediation of 
Jesus Christ, the law condemns 
sinners under the condition of 
a pre-fall covenant of works, a 
“covenant that God established with 

mankind in creation.” Mankind was 
subsumed under Adam’s federal 
headship in this covenant and 
subsequently fell with Adam into 
guilt and condemnation. Ursinus 
sharply contrasted the covenants 
of works and grace, equating the 
former (which he called the natural 
covenant) with the law, and the 
latter with the gospel:

Q. 36. What is the difference 
between the law and the gospel?

A. The law contains the natural 
covenant, established by God 
with humanity in creation, that 
is, it is known by humanity by 
nature, it requires our perfect 
obedience to God, and it 
promises eternal life to those 
who keep it and threatens eternal 
punishment to those who 
do not. The gospel, however, 
contains the covenant of grace, 
that is, although it exists, it is not 
known at all by nature; it shows 
us the fulfillment in Christ of 
the righteousness that the law 
requires and the restoration 
in us of that righteousness by 
Christ’s Spirit; and it promises 
eternal life freely because of 
Christ to those who believe in 
him.

The covenant of works (the law) 
requires perfect obedience to God 
and promises eternal life to those 
who keep it. The covenant of grace 
(the gospel) proclaims Christ’s 
fulfillment of the law and promises 
eternal life to all who receive Christ 
by faith alone.

By the 1640s, the doctrine of the 
covenant of works was codified in 
the confessional standards produced 
by the Westminster Assembly. The 
Westminster Shorter Catechism, 
for example, defines this covenant 
as follows: “When God had created 
man, he entered into a covenant 
of life with him, upon condition of 
perfect obedience; forbidding him 
to eat of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil, upon pain of death” 

(Q&A 12). Likewise, the Westminster 
Confession of Faith asserts, “The 
first covenant made with man was a 
covenant of works, wherein life was 
promised to Adam; and in him to his 
posterity, upon condition of perfect 
and personal obedience” (7.2).

What Does the Bible Teach?

Let’s consider briefly a few passages. 
(For a fuller treatment of biblical 
texts that teach the covenant of 
works, see Sacred Bond: Covenant 
Theology Explored.)

Genesis 2–3. That the word 
covenant does not appear in the first 
three chapters of Genesis should 
not cause us any concern. The 
absence of the word does not mean 
that the covenant itself is absent. 
Have you ever considered the fact 
that the word sin does not appear in 
the first three chapters of Genesis? 
Yet, surely we would all agree that 
sin is very much present in the 
story of Adam’s fall. The Bible often 
describes objects or topics without 
using explicit terms or names. The 
matter is clear from the context of 
the story.

As the scene unfolds, Adam, the tree 
of life, and the tree of knowledge 
are front and center in the narrative. 
God gives Adam work to do. He is 
put in the garden of Eden to work 
it and guard it (Gen. 2:15). He is to 
be faithful in these responsibilities. 
Next, the Lord tells Adam: “You 
may surely eat of every tree of the 
garden, but of the tree of knowledge 
of good and evil you shall not eat, for 
in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die” (2:16–17). The Hebrew 
word for knowledge can also mean 
“choosing.” We could translate it as 
the “tree of choosing good and evil.”1 
Clearly, this prohibition is a test. It 
raises the questions: Will Adam obey 
or disobey? Will he choose good or 
evil?

The prominence of the tree of 
knowledge sheds light on the tree 
of life. If the tree of knowledge is 
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a broken covenant of works. This 
is important to remember, for we 
are prone to look for superficial 
solutions to the deep problem of sin.

Second, the covenant of works 
reveals that heaven must be earned, 
highlighting the active obedience 
of Christ and the doctrine of 
justification by faith alone. The price 
of glorified life, according to the 
justice of God, is perfect obedience 
to his law. After the fall, this did not 
change. One must be righteous in 
order to be accepted by God and 
merit eternal life. The demands of 
God’s justice must be satisfied. This, 
of course, is precisely what Jesus 
did. As we saw in our treatment of 
the covenant of redemption earlier 
in this series, Christ is the one 
who earned heaven for us through 
his active and passive obedience. 
When he said, “It is finished” upon 
the cross, he was speaking of the 
work his Father gave him to do. 
He completed that work, earning 
justification and eternal life for 
us through his obedience. The 
covenant of works, therefore, draws 
our attention to the finished work 
of Christ, which brings us into a 
completely different covenant, a 
covenant of grace.

Ursinus put it this way in his Larger 
Catechism:

Q.135. Why is it necessary 
that the satisfaction and 
righteousness of Christ be 
imputed to us in order for us to 
be righteous before God?

A. Because God, who is 
immutably righteous and true, 
wants to receive us into the 
covenant of grace in such a 
way that he does not go against 
the covenant established in 
creation, that is, that he neither 
treat us as righteous nor give us 
eternal life unless his law has 
been perfectly satisfied, either 
by ourselves or, since that 
cannot happen, by someone in 
our place.

a tree of testing, carrying with it 
the penalty of death, the tree of 
life symbolizes God’s reward to 
Adam for his obedience. One tree 
leads to death, the other to life. The 
latter pointed to a quality of life 
greater than what Adam originally 
possessed in the garden. Although 
God created Adam good, in true 
righteousness and holiness, he 
intended something even greater 
for his people: glorified life in 
which sin and death was no longer 
a possibility. In order to reach that 
goal, however, Adam would need 
to be confirmed in his obedience 
to God’s covenant. Until he was 
confirmed, the possibility of failure 
and death hung over Adam’s head.

The plot thickens as the serpent 
enters the scene. He knows that if 
Adam is confirmed in his obedience 
to the covenant in which God placed 
him, he and all mankind will enter 
in to glorified life, thus reflecting 
God’s glory more fully. The serpent 
sought to derail God’s plan to bring 
his image bearers to glory by getting 
Adam to break the conditions of the 
covenant (obedience) and causing 
God to enact the sanctions of the 
covenant (death). Of course, the 
serpent didn’t know that long before 
creation God had already planned 
to send a second Adam, one who 
would obey God perfectly, pass the 
test that Adam failed, and earn for 
his people the reward of glorified 
life.

Hosea 6:7. The prophet Hosea refers 
to God’s original covenant of works 
with Adam as he laments Israel’s 
disobedience to the Lord: “But 
like Adam they transgressed the 
covenant; there they dealt faithlessly 
with me.” Like Adam, Israel failed 
to obey God’s law. Israel’s constant 
faithlessness to keep the Mosaic 
covenant was similar to Adam’s 
transgression against God in the 
covenant of works. And like Adam, 
Israel suffered the curses of the 
covenant they broke. Just as Adam 
was expelled from the holy garden, 
so Israel was expelled from the 

holy land. Hosea’s interpretation of 
Genesis 2–3 reveals that Adam was 
in a covenant of works with God. 2

Romans 5:12–19 and 1 Corinthians 
15:21–22. In both of these passages, 
the apostle Paul compares Adam 
and Christ as two federal heads 
or representatives: the first Adam 
represented the whole human race, 
while Christ represented the elect. 
In both cases, the performance 
of the federal head would have 
consequences for those whom 
they represented. Paul says that 
the disobedience of the first Adam 
resulted in condemnation and 
death for the whole human race, 
but the obedience of Christ resulted 
in justification and life for all those 
who put their trust in Christ. In 
other words, the means whereby 
the curse and the hope of eternal 
life came into the world are the 
same: the works of the federal head 
determined the outcome. This 
parallel between Adam and Christ 
is so important for Paul that he 
even calls Christ “the last Adam” in 
1 Corinthians 15:45. In one sense, 
the Bible’s whole message is about 
these two Adams: the sin, guilt, and 
condemnation we inherited from 
the first Adam, and the forgiveness, 
righteousness, and eternal life we 
receive from the last Adam. Paul’s 
exegesis of Genesis 2–3 in Romans 
5:12–21 and 1 Corinthians 15:21–22 
reveals the biblical doctrine of the 
covenant of works.

Why Is This Doctrine Impor-
tant for the Christian Life?

First, as mentioned above, the 
doctrine of the covenant of works 
helps us understand why the world 
is filled with suffering, violence, 
and death. The fallen condition 
of human beings, which we call 
“original sin,” is the direct (and 
catastrophic) consequence of Adam’s 
disobedience in the covenant of 
works. Because he refused to obey 
God in this covenant, the sanctions 
of guilt, corruption, and death were 
imputed to the human race. We live 
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What God demands, Christ provides. Although 
we receive this through faith alone as a gift, it 
cost Christ everything. In this way, the covenant 
of works undergirds and supports the gospel 
message and the doctrine of justification. 
Conversely, to deny or redefine the covenant of 
works with Adam inevitably denies or redefines 
the active obedience of Christ imputed to the 
believer.

Finally, the doctrine of the covenant of works 
helps us to see the goal for which God made us 
and why we are creatures who hope. We were 
made for glorified life with God, symbolized in 
the tree of life. Have you ever wondered why 
the tree of life reappears at the end of the Bible, 
in Revelation 22? There John describes his 
vision of the new earth, resurrected in glory. 
He describes it as a place of communion with 
God, a place free from all evil and suffering, and 
a place of consummate joy. We will finally be 
free from all sin, sadness, and suffering. Worry, 
fear, and frustration will forever be things of the 
past. We will enjoy God’s good creation perfectly, 
and we will be constantly filled with wonder and 
contentment in him. Christ himself will be there. 
We “will appear with him in glory” (Col. 3:4), and 
we “will see his face” (Rev. 22:4). We will worship 
him, love him, and always be near him. This is 
the goal for which we were made, and where 
our gaze should be fixed throughout our earthly 
pilgrimage. It is our true home, and we belong 
there, for Christ has prevailed where Adam failed.
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Under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, James is commanding his 
brothers and sisters in Christ to 
consider it all joy whenever they 
face trials. You might ask, “How can I 
obey that command?” Well, in order 
to obey that command, you need to 
be convinced by the following three 
basic truths.

1. God is the one who ultimately 
gives you trials. God is absolutely 
sovereign. He is in control of 
everything. Nothing happens to you 
without his perception, permission, 
and purpose. Are you convinced of 
this reality that whatever trials you 
have today came from God himself?

2. God gives you trials in order to 
test your faith: “the testing of your 
faith” (v. 3). God does not test us 
arbitrarily. He tests us with a purpose. 
His purpose is to examine the 
genuineness of our faith.

“Count it all joy, my brothers, 
when you meet trials of 
various kinds, for you know 
that the testing of your faith 
produces steadfastness.” 

–James 1:2–3

3. The testing of your faith is eventually for your good: “the testing of your 
faith produces steadfastness” (v. 3). God tests your faith in order to purify it. 
He uses sufferings to sanctify you—to conform you to the image of his Son 
Jesus Christ.

Unless you are persuaded that God is the one who ultimately gives you 
trials, and that he gives you trials in order to test your faith, and that testing 
of your faith is eventually for your good, you cannot indeed consider it pure 
joy whenever you face trials. You cannot sing with Horatio Spafford, “It is well 
with my soul” when a great suffering strikes you. Perhaps you are familiar with 
the story behind this hymn. In 1871 Spafford lost his only son. Two years later, 
he lost all of his four daughters, who drowned in a shipwreck. Only his wife 
survived. Yet, listen to his hymn:

When peace like a river, attendeth my way,

When sorrows like sea billows roll;

Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say

It is well, it is well, with my soul.

Or, according to the original manuscript, it is not “to say” but “to know.” Hence, 
“Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to know it is well, it is well, with my 
soul.” This emphasis on knowledge echoes what James writes in verse 3: “for 
you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.” We need to 
know, not just say, that God is ultimately the one who sends trials to our lives, 
that he is giving us trials in order to examine our faith, and that at the end, all 
the testing of our faith is for our good. Stanza 2 of Spafford’s hymn continues:

Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come,

Let this blest assurance control,

That Christ has regarded my helpless estate,

And hath shed His own blood for my soul.

How 
can I 

consider 
it all

when I meet TRIALS
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Here the hymn writer makes the 
gospel of Christ as his supreme 
source of comfort. Let’s admit that 
singing this hymn in the midst of a 
great trial is difficult. How can you 
ever sing, “It is well with my soul,” 
when you lost all your children? How 
can you pray, “May the name of the 
Lord be praised,” when your doctor 
comes to you and says, “I’m sorry. 
You only have a few months to live”? 
In and of ourselves, we cannot. But 
with God’s help, we can. That’s why 
James adds, “If any of you lacks 
wisdom, let him ask God.”

Here’s the point of James. God is our 
teacher and we are in his classroom. 
God wants us to learn. Part of 
learning is testing. That test comes to 
us in various forms. Some tests are 
easy; some are extremely difficult. 
Perhaps this past week, as you were 
driving, one of your tires deflated. 
That was a trial! However, that was 
easy to fix. But what if your physician 
informs you that you have cancer? Or 
what if you are told that you will lose 
your house or your job? These tests 
are very difficult to take. That’s why, 
James declares, “If any of you lacks 
wisdom [to deal with your trial], let 
him ask God” (v. 5).

Note, however, that when James 
states, “if any of you lacks wisdom,” 
he is not suggesting that some of 
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his readers are wise enough to take 
their tests without God’s wisdom! By 
this expression, James is exhorting 
his audience in a pastoral way. He 
is giving them the opportunity to 
examine themselves in order for 
them to realize their great need of 
God’s wisdom in the hour of trial. 
Perhaps you are in a difficult situation 
right now and you do not know what 
to do. Why don’t you ask wisdom 
from God to help you?

Questions for Reflection and 
Discussion

Does “counting it all joy” mean that 
we walk around with a fake smile 
or that we never cry, grieve, or feel 
sorrow? After hearing the death of 
his children, Job “tore his robe and 
shaved his head” to show his deep 
grief and great sorrow (Job 1:20). 
What does it mean then to consider it 
pure joy when we encounter trials of 
many kinds?

Paul writes in Philippians 4:4, “Rejoice 
in the Lord always; again I will say, 
rejoice.” Is it really possible to rejoice 
always? Why and how?

Read 1 Samuel 1:9–18. Despite her 
unchanged bitter circumstances, how 
was Hannah able to rejoice in the 
Lord (1 Sam. 1:18b)?

How do our sufferings conform us 

to the image of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ?

Why is James’s emphasis on 
knowledge so important? Is there 
a difference between saying 
something and knowing something?

What wisdom does God impart to us 
in the midst of trials? In other words, 
what have you learned from God 
through your trials?

In what way did Job’s friends, 
thinking they were imparting wise 
advice, give Job foolish instruction? 
How did they misrepresent the 
character of God? For example, read 
Job 4:7–8 and Job 8:20.

In what practical ways can focusing 
on the gospel comfort us during 
trials?

Introducing Interim Editor Dan VanDyke

In response to a reader inquiry, the Reformed Fellowship board gladly takes this opportunity 
to introduce our interim editor.

Dan VanDyke was in the printing business for 47 years, and the owner of a printing business 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, from which he is retired. Dan was first elected to the board of 
Reformed Fellowship. After being hired as general manager he was obliged to resign from 
the board according to RFI bylaws. Dan’s excellent work on The Outlook, during our recent 
editorial vacancy, earned him the recent appointment as interim editor. He remains the 
general manager of RFI.

Dan and his wife of 45 years, Kathy, have been long time members of Bethany United Reformed 
Church in Wyoming, Michigan. They are the parents of three children and thirteen grandchildren. Their 
son lives in Jordan, Ontario, Canada. Dan lists his hobbies as reading, gardening, walking, and fishing. 
Dan welcomes your comments at dan8vandyke@att.net.
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Bible Studies on Ezra
Lesson 13: A Time of Reformation

Introduction

When Ezra talks about 
intermarriage, he is not making 
distinctions along narrow 
ethnic lines. This book cannot 
be construed as a call for ethnic 
cleansing or for white supremacy 
or anything like that. This is a call 
for religious purity, for marriage 
only between believers, and for 
a rejection of marriage between 
believer and unbeliever. God will 
bless those who fear him. In Ezra 8 
we were reminded of the covenant 
promises to those who fear God. 
Shecaniah reminded Ezra of that 
when he tells Israel, “Let us make 
a covenant with our God to put 
away all these wives and those who 
have been born to them, according 
to the advice of my master” (v. 3). 
The apostle Paul warns us about 
this same sin, telling us to not be 
unequally yoked with unbelievers 
(2 Cor. 6:14). The same apostle 
warns women that new converts 
should not divorce their spouses 
on the grounds that they are 
married to an unbeliever. The 
situation that Paul is addressing 
is significantly different from that 
confronting Ezra. Ezra is concerned 
with believers who knowingly 
violated God’s law by marrying 
pagan women. This is grounds for 
annulment.

If we truly fear God, he will bless us. 
Our options are simple: If we love 
the world, God will be angry. If we 
love God, the world will be angry. 
Which would you prefer? Would 

Scripture Reading: Ezra 10

Background Reading: 2 Chronicles 15; 2 Kings 23:1–27

you rather have God angry at you, 
or have your neighbor angry with 
you?

Discussion Starters

1. What is the response of 
the people to Ezra’s prayer of 
confession and repentance? (See 
Text Note 10:1.)

2. What is the message that 
Shechaniah brings to Ezra? On 
what does he base his hope? (See 
Text Note 10:2.)

3. What is significant about 
Shechaniah’s confronting Ezra 
with his confession that “We have 
trespassed against our God”? Why is 
it important that he is introduced as 
“the son of Jehiel, one of the sons of 
Elam”? (See Text Note 10:2.1; v. 26.)

4. How does Shechaniah propose 
to deal with this crisis? What is his 
attitude toward the Law? (See Text 
Note 10:3–4.)

5. Why does Ezra insist that the 
leaders swear an oath? What is the 
significance of the oath? Was that 
demand contained in Shechaniah’s 
proposal? (See Text Note 10:5; read 
Matt. 5:33–37; Heb. 6:13–18.)

6. What is the nature of the 
proclamation that Ezra and the 
leaders issued throughout Judah 
and Jerusalem? Were its demands 
fair and reasonable? What penalties 
would accrue if the people failed to 
comply? (See Text Note 10:7–8.)

7. What was the nature of the 
response to this proclamation? Who 

came? What inconveniences did 
they experience? Would you have 
complied in the same way, if you 
were summoned that way by your 
leaders? (See Text Note 10:9.)

8. What did Ezra demand as 
conditions of compliance with his 
proclamation? On what basis could 
he make such demands? (See Text 
Note 9:11–12 from Lesson 12.)

9. How much time was involved 
in the investigation of this matter? 
Why did this process take so long? 
(See Text Note 10:9; read vv. 13–17.)

10. What penalties were assessed 
against those who had broken 
God’s law? Are those penalties 
consistent with the advice of Paul 
to the Corinthians? (See Text Note 
10:18–19; read 1 Cor. 7:10–16.)

Text Notes on Discussion 
Starters

[10:1] What we have in Ezra 10 is an 
account of the reformation of Israel 
as conducted by Ezra. Ezra, as God’s 
appointed leader, sets the pace for 
confession and repentance. We are 
all familiar with the Reformation 
that was led by Martin Luther, John 
Knox, and John Calvin, but not as 
familiar with such Old Testament 
reformations as those under 
King Asa (2 Chron. 15) and under 
King Josiah (2 Kings 23:1–30). At 
various points in human history, 
God brings about a revival and a 
reformation.

[10:2] In order for a reformation 
to occur, certain conditions 
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must exist or be in place: a 
knowledge of God’s law; and 
an awareness of a problem 
or an area where God’s law is 
being violated. The problem 
is that many of the men, led 
by the priests and officials, 
had violated God’s commands 
about intermarriage with 
nonbelievers (see Deut. 
7:1–12). There were far 
more men coming back to 
Jerusalem under Zerubbabel 
than there were women. 
Ezra 2 lists 29,818 men out 
of a total of 42,360, so there 
was probably a significant 
shortage of eligible women 
for marriage. During the 
second migration there were 
1,773 men plus “women and 
children.” Shecaniah admits, 
“We have trespassed against 
our God, and have take pagan 
wives from the peoples of the 
land; yet now there is hope 
in Israel in spite of this.” Ezra 
knows that God is merciful 
and gracious to his people, 
that he will forgive them their 
trespasses if they come to 
him in repentance and fear. 
Shecaniah reminds Ezra and 
all the others that there is still 
hope, even if we commit sin. 
There is a way of escape, but it 
must involve repentance and 
genuine sorrow for sin. We 
are saved by faith in Christ’s 
atoning death and shed blood, 
not by strict adherence to 
ethnic bloodlines.

[10:2.1] Shechaniah is 
obviously a God-fearing 
leader who recognizes 
and dares to deal with the 
problem: he is identified as 
“the son of Jehiel,” one of the 
descendants of Elam (vv. 2, 
26), who is listed as one of 
the offenders. He is willing to 

annul the marriage of his own father and mother, because his mother obviously 
is not a believer, a pagan woman. He doesn’t come with excuses or requests for 
exemption but confesses the sin of his own family.

[10:3–4] The important thing is that God had promised to take care of them 
and to bless them, provided that they obeyed his law. He knows, too, that we 
don’t just marry the girl, but we marry into that girl’s family and become friends 
and associates of all her brothers, sisters, and other relatives, thus surrounding 
ourselves with a large collection of evil influences. Shechaniah insists that 
the solution must be found in compliance with God’s law. He addresses those 
remarks directly to Ezra, telling him that this matter is his responsibility. God’s 
appointed leader is responsible for bringing about the solution, even though he 
did not contribute to the problem.

[10:5] Ezra accepts that responsibility and pointedly acknowledges that sin, 
mourning because of the guilt connected with it and requiring “the leaders 
of the priests, the Levites, and all Israel” to swear an oath.” An oath is no slight 
matter, as Jesus warns his audience in the Sermon on the Mount, telling them, 

And Ezra the priest stood up, 
and said unto them, Ye have 

transgressed...

Ezra 10:10



“do not swear at all” (Matt. 5:34). 
The writer to the Hebrews reminds 
us that an oath implies that we are 
calling God to be our witness to the 
truth of what we have sworn and 
that we deserve his just judgment 
if we are not telling the truth. “An 
oath for confirmation . . . is an 
end to all dispute” (Heb. 6:16). Ezra 
is conveying to his listeners the 
gravity of their confession and their 
resolve to correct the problem. He 
is commanding them to take God 
himself as their witness.

[10:7–8] The proclamation is issued 
on short notice. Ezra responds 
immediately to Shecaniah’s 
advice and “issued a proclamation 
throughout Judah and Jerusalem” 
(v. 7). The consequences of 
noncompliance were strict and 
severe: “whoever would not come 
within three days . . . all his property 
would be confiscated and he 
himself would be separated from 
the assembly.” Ezra’s proclamation 
has the force of the Persian 
Empire behind it. Ezra had been 
commissioned by King Artaxerxes 
of Persia to “appoint magistrates 
and judges to administer justice 
. . . to teach any who do not 
know them . . . and to punish by 
death, banishment, confiscation 
of property or imprisonment” 
(Ezra 7:25–26, New International 
Version).

[10:9] There is genuine repentance. 
This is certainly demonstrated by 
Ezra in 9:3–7 and in 10:1. But the 
people also respond, for “a very 
large assembly of men, women and 
children . . . wept very bitterly” (v. 
2). Now, after the proclamation, “all 
the men of Judah and Jerusalem,” 
that is, the husbands and fathers 
of the nation, “sat in the open 
square, . . . trembling because of 
this matter” (v. 9). Why would they 
weep bitterly? It is because they are 
afraid of God, afraid that he will be 
so angry that he will destroy them 
from the face of the earth. They 

are ready to confess that they have 
sinned greatly and that they need 
to act “until the fierce wrath of our 
God is turned away from us” (v. 14). 
They understand that the fear of 
the Lord involves genuine fright, 
terror, fear, and alarm. Both in the 
Old Testament Hebrew and in the 
New Testament Greek the meaning 
is the same: to be alarmed; to 
be exceedingly afraid; to have 
an uncontrollable phobia; to be 
terrified. But their trembling is also 
“because of the heavy rain.” Their 
twentieth day of the ninth month 
would translate into December 19, 
when it is winter in Jerusalem, with 
average temperatures of 40 to 50 
degrees—it is both cold and wet. It 
is the rainy season, so they cannot 
stand outside all of the time that 
would be required.

[10:16] Ezra appoints a special 
blue-ribbon commission of “certain 
heads of the fathers’ households, . . 
. each of them by name,” “together 
with the elders and judges of their 
cities” (v. 14) to adjudicate each 
case individually. This becomes a 
rather long session. “On the first 
day of the tenth month they sat 
down to investigate the cases, and 
by the first day of the first month 
they finished” (vv. 16–17). This 
would carry them from December 
29 until March 27, or three months, 
with approximately seventy-five 
days of hearing and deciding, 
assuming that they did not work 
on the Sabbath but did work the 
other six days of the week. The 
original gathering and the hearings 
were all held in Jerusalem, “in 
the open square of the house 
of God” (v. 9). This is a major 
case of church discipline, which 
needs to be conducted as church 
business, at the house of God. If 
we follow that example, we must 
call people to meet the elders at 
church, should there come a time 
for formal discipline proceedings. 
Only four men protested to this 
whole procedure, one of whom 
was Meshullam, who had married 

a foreign woman (v. 29). The other 
three are also named, with one 
of them being a Levite (v. 15). The 
text does not tell us what their 
objections were or on what grounds 
they opposed this decision. They 
could have argued from precedent 
and cited the cases of Joseph 
marrying an Egyptian (Gen. 41:45), 
of Moses marrying a Midianite 
(Exod. 2:21), of Boaz marrying Ruth, 
a Moabitess (Ruth 4:13), of David 
marrying Maacah, a Geshurite (2 
Sam. 3:3), or of Solomon marrying a 
daughter of Pharaoh (1 Kings 3:1).

[10:18–19] Out of 30,000 men, there 
were only 111 cases where the elders 
and the commission had to judge 
that the men “had taken pagan 
wives . . . and all gave their promise 
that they would put away their 
wives.” What they did in effect is to 
have their marriages annulled on 
the grounds that they were contrary 
to God’s laws. We have situations 
where annulments can occur 
within our legal system (e.g., if a 
person is underage and lies about 
their age, getting married without 
parental consent, when such is 
required). “For their guilt they each 
presented a ram of the flock as 
their trespass offering.” With only 
a minimum of resistance, the men 
of Israel again demonstrate their 
willingness and their desire to serve 
the Lord and to live according to 
his commands. God’s Spirit is truly 
at work in a wonderful way, so that 
they repent of their sins and turn 
back to God. Their names, however, 
are forever emblazoned on the 
pages of Holy Writ as offenders who 
had to be punished. Their disgrace 
is public.

Dr. Norman De Jong
is a semi-retired pastor in the 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church. 
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The Seven Foundational Principles  
Underlying IRBC’s Philosophy of Counseling

We are now ready to discuss 
the third foundational 
principle underlying 
IRBC’s philosophy of 
counseling: God sovereignly 
superintends over the 
Spectrum of Environments,™ 
using them at times to 
specifically create problems 
in people’s lives.

This principle is largely what 
one of the domains within 
the Secondary Dominant 
Domains™ is built upon. The 
domain being referenced is 
the Environmental Domain.™ 
This domain, along with 
the Production Domain,™ 
constitutes the Secondary 
Dominant Domains™ 
(SDDs) in IRBC’s model. 
The SDDs, along with the 
Primary Dominant Domains 
(PDDs). are featured in the 
diagram below. The PDDs 
are, as you will notice, the 
Spiritual Domain,™ the Mental 
Domain,™ the Emotional 
Domain,™ the Social Domain,™ 
and the Bodily Domain.™ 
Please review the following 
diagram, which was featured 
in the previous issue of 
The Outlook, to assist you 
in more firmly grasping 
a philosophical model of 
biblical counseling that will 
enable you to properly view 
man as a complex being.

Introduction to the Environmental Domain

As was said earlier, the foundational principle under our consideration is mostly 
concerned with the Environmental Domain. The Spectrum of Environments introduced 
via this principle has to do with both the type and size of environment God uses 
to bring about problems. IRBC’s conception of the various types of environments 
is similar to what is called the milieu in the world of secular psychology. The term 
“milieu” is defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary as “the physical or social setting 
in which people live or in which something happens or develops.” While we see some 
value in this definition, the spiritual component is not addressed. This is obviously 
problematic, for the astute Christian knows that things do not happen or develop in 
a spiritual vacuum. The spiritual realm has a direct impact upon the other two realms 
which IRBC recognizes within the Environmental Domain.

IRBC’s model of counseling is a balanced approach that takes into account seven 
areas where problems most often arise in people’s lives. We call these the  

7 Dominant Domains of Origin for Human Problems.

These seven dominant domains are divided into the primary and  
secondary dominant domains:

GOD’S GLORY

SPIRITUAL MENTAL EMOTIONAL

PRIMARY DOMINANT DOMAINS

SECONDARY DOMINANT DOMAINS

THE COUNSELEE

ENVIRONMENTAL PRODUCTION

SOCIAL BODILY

THE SPECTACLES OF SCRIPTURE

The Primary Dominant Domains 
(PDD’s) are those associated with the 
permanent inseparable components of 
a human being. They are the Spiritual. 
Mental, Emotional, Social, and Bodily 
Domains. Although the PDD’s are closely 
interconnected and interdependent, 
it is helpful for them to be pictured in 
the counselor’s mind as 5 separate 
capacities.

The Secondary Dominant Domains 
(SDD’s) are the Environmental and 
the Production Domains. Although not 
directly connected to the human entity, 
the SDD’s are important because they 
strike at the core for which mankind 
was created (the glorification of God) 
within the varying environments wherein 
a person develops and performs tasks 
(work) for God’s glory.

May/June 2017 | 25



the times in which we live call for 
Reformed believers to gain a more 
thorough understanding of the 
doctrine of angels (angelology) for 
a couple reasons. First, neither our 
historic, Reformed confessions and 
creeds nor respected Reformed 
systematic theology texts provide a 
thorough treatment of the subject. 
Second, many popular church 
leaders are training the masses to 
deal with the demonic in ways that 
are not prescribed in Scripture. Such 
aberrant teaching has caused a 
great deal of trouble in the lives of 
Christians in our day—trouble that 
may bring some of them to you for 
counseling.

It is our opinion that many of 
the problems within the lives of 
Christians that currently originate 
in this realm are mostly the result 
of aberrant teachings wherein 
misinformed believers interact with 
Satan and the demonic in a way 
that finds no warrant in Scripture. 
In What the Bible Teaches About 
Spiritual Warfare (Grand Rapids: 
Kregel, 2000), authors Robert Dean 
and Thomas Ice suggest that when 
Christians engage in aggressive 
campaigns against Satan they 
open themselves up to demonic 
oppression. They say the following: 
“When believers go on the offensive 
against Satan, they are stepping 
out of their legitimate bounds by 
becoming involved with situations 
that the Lord has never intended for 
them.”

Dean and Ice maintain that the 
proper way for Christians to deal 
with Satan is to function in more of 
a defensive mode. More specifically, 
the believer is to resist the attacks of 
Satan and the demonic by “standing 
firm.” Citing the flight of Israel from 
Egypt as an example, they say the 
following:

As the Israelites followed the 
Lord’s command to leave Egypt, 
they were followed by Pharaoh 
and all of his chariots and 

The three types of environments 
that IRBC’s model takes into 
consideration when discussing this 
domain are the spiritual, natural 
or physical, and social realms, 
respectively. We’ll spend a little time 
getting introduced to these three 
realms.

The Spiritual Realm™ takes into 
account the spiritual condition 
of the home, church, workplace, 
school, state, nation, and various 
environments wherein counselees 
live, work, and regularly interact. 
Particular attention is focused, via 
interviewing, upon the negative 
effects that living or working in 
poor spiritual environments may 
be having on the counselee 
during the data-collecting process. 
Practical prescriptions can later be 
given on how to stand firm without 
compromising one’s faith and/or how 
to properly establish boundaries 
within the associated negative 
environment, if applicable. For 
example, a Christian working in a 
factory where the “spiritual climate” is 
exceptionally poor (i.e., blasphemous) 
may need to establish a boundary 
between himself or herself and fellow 
employees by going to his or her car 
instead of the break room for lunch 
and/or coffee breaks.

While primary consideration is 
given to environments such as the 
home and workplace when making 
counseling-related evaluations 
and applications associated with 
this realm, it is also important that 
counselors look at the broader 
spiritual environment in light of the 
increasingly perilous times in which 
we live.

Satan and his demonic horde are 
actively impacting our culture and 
world and will do so with increasing 
measure the nearer we come to 
the second return of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ. It seems that 

cavalry and infantry. Pharaoh 
represented the greatest military 
establishment at that time, and 
he threw everything he had 
against the Israelites. This threat 
surely overwhelmed them and 
struck fear in their hearts—a 
situation not very different from 
the Christian who is the target 
of Satan. When the Israelites 
in their fear accused Moses of 
bringing them out of Egypt to be 
killed, Moses demonstrated the 
kind of attitude and action that 
Christians are to have in spiritual 
warfare: “Do not fear! Stand by 
(histemi in the LXX) and see the 
salvation of the Lord. . . . The 
Lord will fight for you while you 
keep silent” (Exodus 14:13–14). 
As they obeyed and stood firm, 
the Lord delivered them first 
by opening up the Red Sea as 
a path of escape and then by 
drowning the army of Pharaoh in 
the waters as they closed back 
on them.

They continue:

The Israelites were to stand 
firm; that was their responsibility. 
The Lord would deliver; that 
was His responsibility. In the 
same way believers today are 
to stand firm against Satan; that 
is our responsibility. We are to 
stand our ground in our position 
in Christ. God then deals with 
Satan. (Dean and Ice, 155)

In the December 3, 2010, edition 
of Ligonier Ministries’ Table Talk 
magazine, the author of the 
devotional section touches upon 
an aspect of the subject we have 
embarked upon. In his entry he 
mentions binding demons, a practice 
that is often associated with the 
earlier mentioned “campaigns 
against Satan.” While speaking about 
spiritual warfare in the context of 
the battle that occurred between 
the prince of the kingdom of Persia 
and Michael (one of the chief princes 
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mentioned in Daniel 10:13), he first 
notes that Western Christians have 
become more interested in spiritual 
warfare in the past few decades. 
He writes, “Bestselling novels 
have depicted battles between the 
armies of heaven and the forces of 
hell, and scores of teachers have 
addressed the subject.” He goes on 
to say, “Many of these works refer to 
‘territorial spirits’ who have charge 
over certain countries or empires, 
and Christians are often encouraged 
to ‘bind the demon of [insert name 
of city or country]’ to help advance 
God’s kingdom.” He begins to 
conclude the article by asking, “What 
are we to make of all this?” and then 
provides the following threefold 
answer:

First, we should acknowledge 
that there is real conflict in the 
heavenlies and that we are wise 
to be knowledgeable about 
those areas on earth that suffer 
from spiritual oppression and 

bondage. Second, even though 
there are regions that are 
especially hostile to the gospel 
and likely ruled by particular evil 
beings, demonic powers are no 
match for the hosts of heaven . . 
. Finally, we must recognize the 
reality of spiritual warfare without 
overemphasizing the abilities of 
Satan and his minions. Though 
Scripture might recognize the 
existence of “territorial spirits,” 
we are never told that we must 
“bind them” or pray directly 
against them for the work of the 
gospel to be effectual.

We’ll conclude this section by 
reflecting upon words of wisdom 
from the prince of preachers as they 
apply to the “people piece” of this 
negative component of the spiritual 
realm, for this is the element with 
which will be dealt with most often 
as you counsel. In one of his Faith’s 
Check Book devotional entries 

CHURCHES  
     ARE ENCOURAGED

to apply to Mid-America Reformed 
Seminary for a seminary intern for the 
summer of 2017. Through summer 
internships, godly men acquire valuable 
preparation for gospel ministry. 
Interested church councils should 
contact Rev. Mark Vander Hart, Mid-
America Seminary, 229 Seminary Drive, 
Dyer, IN 46311-1069.

Email: mvanderhart@midamerica.edu  
Or call (219) 864-2400, ext. 408

based on Exodus 23:22, Charles 
Haddon Spurgeon spoke of one of 
the blessings associated with the 
promise God fulfills when his children 
obey his commands:

The Lord enters into a league 
with His people, offensive and 
defensive. He will bless those 
who bless us and curse those 
who curse us. God will go heart 
and soul with His people and 
enter in deepest sympathy 
into their position. What a 
protection this affords us! We 
need not concern ourselves 
about our adversaries when 
we are assured that they have 
become the adversaries of 
God. If Jehovah has taken up 
our quarrel, we may leave the 
foemen in His hands. So far as 
our own interest is concerned 
we have no enemies; but for the 
cause of truth and righteousness 
we take up arms and go forth to 
conflict. In this sacred war we 
are allied with the eternal God, 
and if we carefully obey the law 
of our Lord Jesus, He is engaged 
to put forth all His power on our 
behalf. Wherefore we fear no 
man.

May God give us the grace we 
need to stand firm in the faith 
that was once and for all time 
delivered to the saints, knowing 
that the battle belongs to the 
Lord and He will be victorious!

Dr. Jeff L. Doll
is director at The Institute for 
Reformed Biblical Counseling, 
director at The Shepherd’s Way 
Biblical Counseling Center in 
Holland, MI, and pastor of biblical 
counseling at Cornerstone URC 
in Hudsonville, MI.
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Archaeology: Friend or Foe of Biblical History?
Major Cities Conquered by Joshua

n our last article, we entered into one 
of the more prominent phases of 
biblical history for the archaeologist: 
the period of Israel’s settlement of the 
Promised Land. As we examined the 
Merneptah stela, the debate among 
conservative scholars over the 
date of the exodus and settlement, 
and finally the site of Izbet Sartah, 
we sought to understand how the 
archaeology of this period assisted 
our reading of the Old Testament 
in the following ways: (1) providing 
a context for Old Testament 
passages, (2) complementing the 
text by providing information not 
addressed in the Old Testament, (3) 
responding to challenges by those 
who believe the Old Testament 
to be in error, and (4) providing 
materials that confirm the text in 
several instances. In the case of the 
major cities conquered by Joshua—
Jericho, Ai, and Hazor—a flurry of 
activity has taken place regarding 
the third and fourth items just 
listed. In the wake of alternative 
settlement theories like the “peaceful 
infiltration” or “peasant revolt” 
models (which do not treat the Old 
Testament as historically reliable), 
many conservative writers have 
tried to demonstrate that the Old 
Testament is indeed accurate, and 
have focused on Jericho, Ai, and 
Hazor as places that are especially 
likely to prove the historicity of 
the book of Joshua. Unfortunately, 

since so much is riding on these 
questions, overstatements have 
been made that have not helped 
the believing cause. And so, in 
this article, we will survey the sites 
of biblical Jericho, Ai, and Hazor, 
and articulate a responsible way to 
discuss the array of evidence yielded 
via archaeological excavation. We 
will see that yet again, archaeology 
yields material remains that 
synchronize well with the Bible’s 
description of Israel’s entry into the 
land.

Joshua Fought the Battle of 
Jericho . . .

There is hardly a more well-known 
story in the whole of Scripture than 
that of the spies, Rahab, and Joshua 
in and around the city of Jericho 
(Josh. 2; 6). Because of various 
details of Jericho found in the 
story (e.g., fortification walls, a gate, 
housing built into the city wall), 
finding and excavating Jericho 
has long been viewed as a way to 
correlate the text of Scripture with 
artifacts in the ground. Having said 
this, most critical scholars view 
Jericho as a hallmark example of 
how archaeology disproves the 
Bible. How might we respond to 
such an assertion?

Jericho has traditionally been 
located at the site of Tell es-Sultan, 

and apart from a few alternative 
proposals, scholars of both 
conservative and liberal persuasion 
have accepted this traditional 
location. Though initial excavations 
were done in 1869 and from 1907 
to 1913, the excavations of John 
Garstang from 1930 to 1936 inform 
modern debates about Joshua most 
directly. Garstang found a collapsed 
double wall on the summit of the 
tell and dated it to the late fifteenth 
century BC. He believed that these 
were the fallen walls of Joshua 6. In 
an effort to clarify Garstang’s work 
at the site, Dame Kathleen Kenyon 
excavated from 1952 to 1958, using 
what is called the Wheeler-Kenyon 
method, an excavation technique 
that carefully controls the analysis 
of the different layers of a site so that 
remains from different historical 
periods are not confused with 
one another. She concluded that 
Garstang’s double wall dated from 
the Early Bronze Age and that the city 
fell some one hundred years before 
Joshua could have even arrived. 
Indeed, all that was in existence 
when Joshua arrived (if anything) 
was more of a squatter camp, 
certainly not a walled fortress with 
a king. Kenyon’s work is considered 
the definitive treatment of Jericho’s 
history by nearly everyone who 
denies the historicity of Joshua 6.

Rev. R. Andrew 
Compton

I

Early Roman Pottery excavated from 
NT village at Khirbet el-Maqatir

The fall of jericho

Jericho ruins at Tell es-Sultan
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Believing scholars have responded 
to this in a number of ways. 
Scholars who hold to a fifteenth-
century settlement have generally 
challenged Kenyon’s dating of the 
site. Bryant Wood, a specialist in 
pottery dating, drew attention to 
the fact that Kenyon died before 
completing a final report of her 
excavations. When her final reports 
were posthumously published, they 
lacked Kenyon’s own explanations 
of how she interpreted the pottery 
she uncovered. By piecing together 
“scattered statements in various 
writings,” Wood was able to see 
that Kenyon’s disagreement with 
Garstang’s dating of the site was 
based on the absence of imported 
Cypriote pottery.1 Though the 
absence of Cypriote wares can be an 
important indicator of the date of a 
given archaeological stratum, one 
must always be careful about drawing 
conclusions based on what was not 
found. In fact, once Wood sorted 
through the local pottery types, he 
found that Kenyon not only had 
failed to appreciate the importance 
of the pottery she did uncover but 
also had excavated an unusually 
impoverished area of the site, one 
unlikely to contain imported pottery 
anyway. And though she rightly 
rejected Garstang’s interpretation 
of the double wall, she did unearth 
a stone revetment wall and 
mudbrick parapet wall that would 
have surrounded the city before its 
fifteenth-century destruction.

Critics have responded to Wood 
mostly by ignoring his work. On the 

one hand, some are reticent to give 
credence to a view that supports 
the biblical text, especially when 
it argues for a fifteenth-century 
date. On the other hand, some are 
skeptical of whether Wood’s work 
was sufficiently rigorous since he 
published his study in a popular 
magazine, Biblical Archaeology 
Review, rather than in a peer-
reviewed journal. Nevertheless, 
several scholars, including some 
who disagree with Wood’s fifteenth-
century dating scheme, have 
recognized that Wood has reopened 
the discussion and that he cannot 
be ignored.2

A different approach has been taken 
by those who hold to a thirteenth-
century exodus and settlement. 
Kenneth Kitchen and Ralph 
Hawkins have drawn attention to 
one of Kenyon’s highly significant 
though oft overlooked admissions: 
the possibility that a small town 
may have been built on the ruins of 
the Middle Bronze Age site but had 
since been destroyed by erosion. 
Since Kenyon herself stressed the 
extensive damage caused to the site 
by erosion, critics should be much 
more cautious about denying the 
presence of a thirteenth-century 
city. Kitchen concludes:

If 200 years of erosion sufficed 
to remove most of the later 
Middle Bronze Jericho, it is 
almost a miracle that anything 
on the mound has survived 
at all from the 400 years of 
erosion between 1275 and the 

time of Ahab (875–853), when 
we hear report of Jericho’s 
rebuilding (1 Kings 16:34). . . . It 
is for this reason, and not mere 
harmonization, that this factor 
must be given its due weight. . 
. . There may well have been a 
Jericho during 1275–1220, but 
[it was located] above the tiny 
remains of [the earlier ruins of] 
1400–1275 . . . and all of this has 
long, long since gone. We will 
never find “Joshua’s Jericho” 
for that very simple reason.3

Citing erosion is not special pleading 
by conservatives trying to rescue 
the Joshua story from the critics. 
It is an honest reckoning with all 
the thirteenth-century evidence 
found at Tell es-Sultan. Indeed, to 
ignore the erosion factor is special 
pleading.

In the end, honest critical scholars 
will admit that Tell es-Sultan does 
not disprove the stories of Joshua 
2–6. Even Amihai Mazar, writing in 
the standard archaeology textbook 
used by critical scholars, concludes: 
“[I]n the case of Jericho, the 
archaeological data cannot serve as 
decisive evidence to deny a historical 
nucleus in the Book of Joshua 
concerning the conquest of the 
city.”4 Though we have not sought 
to settle the debate between the 
fifteenth- and thirteenth-century 
date for the exodus and settlement, 
we have shown that in either 
schema, archaeological evidence 
does not undermine the historicity 
of the text. Indeed, the existence of 

Remains of an israelite 
structure at hazor

Joshua 
conquers the 
city of ai

May/June 2017 | 29



this debate makes the task of critical 
scholars that much more daunting. 
For them to argue that they have 
disproved the Bible, first they must 
settle the dating issue, and only then 
can they attempt to muster data in 
support of their position.

Destroying . . . a Ruin?  
The Battle of Ai

In our last article, we mentioned 
briefly the issue of the site 
identification of biblical Ai. Since 
Ai has traditionally been located at 
et-Tell, and since et-Tell shows no 
evidence of burning from either 
the fifteenth or the thirteenth 
century BC, a number of scholars 
have sought an alternative location. 
When Edward Robinson began 
looking at sites near et-Tell, he was 
told about a site ca. 1 mile southeast 
of et-Tell called Khirbet el-Maqatir. 
Though locals claimed it was biblical 
Ai, his initial survey let him to think 
that was just popular lore. In 1981, 
however, this new site was explored 
during a survey of the Benjamanite 
hill country and yielded some 
pottery from the Middle Bronze 
Age. In the early 1990s Bryant Wood 
explored the site and found some 
ancient walls, prompting him to 
begin excavations in 1995. Khirbet 
el-Maqatir was well fortified until 
it was destroyed and burned in 
the fifteenth century; thus Wood 
and others believe that biblical Ai 
should be sought here and not at 
et-Tell. Though Ralph Hawkins 
holds to a thirteenth-century date 
for the Israelite settlement and thus 
would seem to have little interest 
in a site that claims to exhibit 
fifteenth-century destruction, he 
nonetheless admits that Khirbet el-
Maqatir is an “intriguing possibility” 
whose pottery does indeed “cohere 
well with an early-date exodus-
conquest.”5 Scholars, including 
Hawkins, have been slow to 
relinquish et-Tell. After all, making 
the shift to Khirbet el-Maqatir also 
requires one to shift the location of 
biblical Bethel from the site of Beitin 
to el-Bireh, a move that has not 

garnered much support.6 But even 
if unequivocal proof were to emerge 
locating Ai at et-Tell, a close reading 
of Joshua 7–8 still correlates well 
with the archaeological data.

When modern readers hear the word 
city (Hebrew ir), we tend to think of 
a large metropolitan center. But the 
Hebrew word ir does not always 
mean that. It certainly can refer to 
a fortified city, but it can also refer 
to a small village like Bethlehem (1 
Sam. 20:6), or even to something as 
small as a tent encampment (Judg. 
10:4; note that havvoth-jair means 
“tent camp”). Thus though Joshua 
8 regularly refers to Ai as an ir, we 
must not immediately assume that 
it refers to a fortress, especially as 
the Bible says nothing about Ai 
having any walls. Though Joshua 
7:5 and 8:29 make reference to the 
gate of Ai, we must not forget that 
gates were not only for defense; they 
had several functions in ancient 
communal life:

• A receiving place for officials  
(1 Sam. 20:25)

• A general gathering area  
(Ruth 4:1; Ps. 69:12)

• A forum for public discussions  
(2 Chron. 32:6)

• A place for juridical actions  
(Deut. 17:5; Amos 5:10–15)

• A marketplace (Job 31:21–22; 
Prov. 22:22; 31:23; Gen. 23:17–18; 
Ruth 4:1–12)

• A place for cultic activities  
(2 Kings 23:8)

Even the title “king” (Hebrew melek) 
should not automatically make 
us think of a royal acropolis since 
the title is attributed to military 
commanders and administrators in 
other ancient Near Eastern contexts. 
But there are a few more textual 
clues that speak to the size of Ai.

The name Ai in Hebrew literally 
means “the ruin.” Throughout 
Joshua 7–8 it is even written with 
the definite article (ha‘ai) instead 
of without (ai); thus the text would 
seem to be making explicit that Ai 

was a ruin, albeit one that was being 
utilized by a military detachment. It 
is noteworthy that Ai alone is given 
a “locating phrase” in Joshua; it is 
described as being “near Bethel” 
(Josh. 12:9), presumably to prevent 
readers from identifying Ai with 
any of the other ancient ruins that 
dotted the Levantine landscape. 
Nevertheless, Ai’s importance lay not 
in its size but in its strategic location. 
Anyone wishing to invade the hill 
country or the Central Benjamin 
Plateau must capture Bethel, and 
capturing “the ruin” guarding the 
road up to Bethel was an absolute 
prerequisite for capturing Bethel.7 
Ai’s close ties to Bethel are made 
explicit in Joshua 8:17: “Not a man 
was left in Ai or Bethel who did not 
go out after Israel.” That is to say, to 
attack Ai is to attack Bethel.

The text leads us to view Ai as a 
well-defended guard post of sorts, 
though one that was modestly 
staffed. The spies even told Joshua 
this in Joshua 7:3, “Do not make 
the whole people [i.e., the army] 
toil up there for they are few.” And 
though most English translations 
say that Israel sent three thousand 
soldiers up to fight at Ai, the Hebrew 
word elef is often used in military 
contexts to refer to a fighting unit of 
perhaps fifteen to twenty soldiers.8 
This helps to explain why the death 
of thirty-six Israelite soldiers in 
Joshua 7:5 was such a devastating 
defeat. They did not lose a mere .01 
percent of their fighting force in the 
first campaign against Ai. Instead, 
a moderate estimate would be that 
thirty-six deaths from three elefs 
of soldiers would be closer to 60 
percent.

And so in sum we see that when 
we read the Bible carefully and 
avoid romantic overstatements 
often presented in Sunday school 
materials, we find nothing at et-Tell 
that conflicts with the text of Joshua 
7–8. Of course it may still be that Ai 
was located at Khirbet el-Maqatir 
and thus could accommodate an 
interpretation of Joshua 7–8 that 
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envisioned a bigger battle, but the 
key is that the text of Joshua 7–8 
does not demand such a reading. 
Once again, the critics are put on 
the defensive here. Not only must 
they settle the dating debate, they 
must also settle the debate over 
the location of Ai. And once they 
have done that, they must settle the 
debate over the size and scope of the 
confrontation at Ai. At every turn we 
have solid, defensible alternatives, 
all of which continue to affirm the 
historically reliable nature of the Old 
Testament.

The Heat Is Off at Hazor

The final location the Israelites 
were said to have burned turns out 
to be the most straightforward in 
terms of its correlation with the Old 
Testament text. In this sense, it is a 
bit relaxing to enjoy learning about 
Hazor without the heat (or pressure) 
of the critics. This does not mean 
that there are no objections to the 
biblical account. It means that the 
critics are not as outspoken about 
Hazor since their own methods 
make the biblical account the most 
likely explanation for the destruction 
of the site. The relatively sparse 
attention given to Hazor in critical 
writings (as contrasted with Jericho 
and Ai) is revealing. When players 
have a weak hand, they are usually 
slow to up the ante.

Hazor is a remarkable site, located 
at Tell el-Qedeh far in the north of 
the Promised Land. It was a massive 
Canaanite city, one of the largest 
mounds in the Levant, and at its peak 
boasted a population of about forty 
thousand people. Already in the Late 
Bronze Age, Hazor (called Hatsura by 
the local Canaanites) featured in the 
Amarna letters as letters were sent 
to the king of Egypt either written 
by the king of Hazor (EA 227, 228) 
or written about Hazor’s exploits 
(EA 148, 364). Though initially 
excavated by Garstang in 1928, the 
major archaeological investigation 
of the site was conducted by Yigael 
Yadin between 1955 and 1969. The 
layout consisted of an upper city, 

perched on a mound, and a lower 
city stretching to the north.

Though there is considerable 
debate about the stratigraphy of 
the site making it easier to muster 
it in support of a thirteenth-
century BC date for the exodus, it 
is noteworthy that archaeologists 
have nearly unanimously agreed 
on the destroyers of Late Bronze 
Age Hazor: the Israelites. Four 
candidates are usually presented as 
possible conquerors.

• The Sea Peoples (i.e., a group like 
the Philistines). Though the different 
groups of Sea Peoples could have 
rallied and sent a considerable 
fighting force against Hazor, its 
location far inland makes them an 
unlikely candidate. Furthermore, the 
pottery repertoire does not seem to 
reflect the presence of Sea Peoples.

• A rival Canaanite city. Since Hazor 
was by far the largest city in the 
region, one is hard pressed to identify 
a city that could have posed a threat, 
let alone succeeded in conquering 
this massive site. Furthermore, 
the destruction of Hazor showed 
intentional mutilation of Canaanite 
gods found in the city’s sanctuaries, 
an unlikely move by fellow 
Canaanite worshippers.

• The Egyptians. As Egyptian gods 
were also mutilated in the invasion, 
it would also make Egypt an unlikely 
candidate.

• The Israelites. Israel had a large 
enough fighting force, a motive for 
conquering the city, and a motive 
for defacing the pagan sanctuaries 
of Hazor. In fact, choosing anyone 
over Israel seems to reflect an 
intentional bias against the biblical 
account since they are far and away 
the most likely candidate.

Though Joshua 11 records the battle 
with Jabin and his coalition, it does 
not delve into many details about the 
battle for Hazor itself. Nevertheless, 
we have destruction at Hazor with 
evidence of burning, in harmony 
with Joshua 11:11, 13.

In our next article, we will consider 
the period of the united monarchy. 
Especially in recent decades, 
archaeology has begun to fill out 
the biblical portrait of David and 
Solomon all the more.
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A Case for Reformed     
Christian Education

Mr. Dave  
Vander Meer

uring my childhood, a sermon in 
August on Christian education 
was not uncommon. There was 
no doubt that the minister was 
speaking about the local Christian 
school that had the Reformed faith 
as the basis for this education. It 
was preached unashamedly as the 
right thing to do for the training of 
covenant children in the church. 
It was understood that how the 
children were taught to think about 
everything would have an impact 
not only on each individual child 
but also on the future of the church. 
It is hard to believe, but the average 
student will spend somewhere 
around fifteen thousand hours in 
school. Just imagine the influence 
this can have on a child for good or 
bad.

Since the time of my childhood so 
much has changed in Reformed 
circles concerning education. 
Home education has become more 
popular than would have ever been 
imagined years ago. Some of the 
historically Reformed Christian 
schools have morphed into a 
more generic form of Christian 
education for various reasons 
(Reformed people have moved 
out of the community, schools 
want to attract more students, 
Reformed faith is not as 
important anymore). There 
are also schools that have 
continued to stand firm on 
the philosophy of Reformed 
education. New Reformed 
schools have started, some 
taking a classical approach 
to education, others a more 
traditional form. There is also a 
growing trend to use public or 
charter schools or free public 
school curriculum in the 
home.

There once was a uniformity of 
what was being taught to covenant 
children; a relative harmony in the 
three-legged stool of home, church, 
and school. All of this reminds 
me of when Ronald Reagan was 
running for president against 
President Carter in 1980. Reagan 
famously asked Americans about 
their economic condition when he 
said, “Are you better off than you 
were four years ago?” The question 
today for us may be, “Are Reformed 
Christian schools (education), 
Reformed families, and Reformed 
churches better off than they were 
in 1980?” The point of this article 
is not to comment on and critique 
every detail of these different strains 
of education that are being used by 
Reformed people today. Many of 
the following thoughts have been 
articulated in one form or another 
over the years, but it seems that this 
message needs to be reiterated at 
this time. This article summarizes 
some difficulties facing Reformed 
Christian education and argues for 
its necessity.

Some Factors Influencing 
Change in Reformed  
Christian Education

There seem to be a few major 
factors of why Reformed Christian 
education has changed over 
the years. One is traditionalism. 
Sometimes families can get caught 
up in the tradition of a certain 
school rather than what it stands 
for and teaches at present. Gloria 
Stronks put it this way, “They 
[Christian schools] all started 
with a vision but as time went 
by they became more and more 
like public schools in teaching, in 
the textbooks they were using . . . 
Tradition has carried the schools 
along and tradition is a good thing. 
But when all you have is tradition 
and that breaks down, you have 
nothing left.”1 What has happened 
is that the school as an organized 
entity can become more important 
than what it teaches today. If all 
you have is tradition without a 
foundation set in Scripture, what is 
left?

Second, what it means to be 
Reformed has been lost. I see 
Christian schools advertise 
that they are Reformed but no 
longer hold to the doctrinal 
standards in any meaningful 
way. Reformed doctrine is 
held in contempt as outdated 
and out of touch by some. But 
what is Reformed doctrine? It 
is to look at all of Scripture, see 
what it teaches on a particular 
subject, and bring all of these 
verses together in context and 
in an organized (systemized) 
way so we know what 
Scripture actually teaches on 
this subject. Is the Bible out 
of touch? Unfortunately, the 

D
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interpretation of the Bible (or some 
new Bible translations) by some 
seems to twist biblical teachings for 
their own agenda (2 Pet. 3:15–16) 
or use it to give license to be more 
like the world. This has confused 
many, disenfranchised some, and 
infected the thinking and teaching 
of a whole generation. You can call 
something Reformed, but if it is 
not biblical (in its proper context) 
it is not Reformed. Historically 
Reformed doctrine and theology 
made people look at themselves and 
recognize their sinfulness and need 
for the Savior, Jesus Christ. We live 
in a culture that wants Christians 
to accept everything as good. We 
are not to think critically or talk 
about consequences that come with 
sin. These ideas and actions are 
presented often under the guise of 
diversity or plurality, but this leaves 
people in their sin and with no need 
of Christ. This, unfortunately, has 
permeated the world of education, 
even Christian education. To be 
Reformed is not outdated but is 
needed more than ever to combat 
the permissiveness of sin and 
lack of understanding of who God 
is. Our society needs a witness 
consistent with Scripture, and our 
children need to be taught from this 
perspective.

The third reason is cost. Some 
schools have priced covenant 
families right out of being able 
to attend their local Christian 
school. They have become private 
schools with Christian teachings. 
Too many Christian schools act 
as if every new program, piece 
of technology, or a new building 
is needed to give an excellent 
education. There is nothing 
wrong with any of these, but what 
happens to the families who can 
no longer afford this education 
for these reasons? An excellent 
Reformed Christian education is 
not defined by buildings, programs, 
or technology. There seems to be 
waning monetary support by the 
churches for the school and the 
families. I wonder sometimes if 

it is the priority it once was? The 
covenant commitment that once 
tied these institutions together 
has withered away. Money is more 
accessible now than probably in 
any other generation, but the use 
and the attitude toward money have 
changed dramatically. The idea 
of work has shifted from the idea 
of vocation or calling in kingdom 
service to the Lord (Col. 3:23) to 
the worldly notion of a job. Money 
has shifted from a blessing and 
gift from God that is a tool to be 
used, to something the individual 
has earned for himself or herself. 
Christian education comes at a 
financial cost but not without an 
even greater blessing. I rarely hear 
of parents who wished they didn’t 
send their children to a Reformed 
Christian school but many who 
later regret they didn’t. Also, a 
school has to be careful where it 
accepts money. A school can get 
used to receiving money from a 
third party; over time this money 
becomes part of the school’s 
budget. Later, strings may become 
attached to this money and what is 
required to be taught by the school 
with it. What is a school to do: raise 
tuition rates, allow unbelievers or 
students of other religions who can 
afford tuition attend, or give in to 
the strings?

Finally, the doctrine of the 
covenant and what it means 
has been lost or compromised. 
Historically, Reformed Christian 
education was rooted in the 
doctrine of the covenant. A correct 
understanding of the Bible will 
recognize that believers are in a 
relationship with God for their good 
not because of anything they have 
done but out of God’s grace. This 
relationship is total; there is nothing 
that falls outside it. Thus, everything 
has to be explained to children from 
this vantage point. This includes 
that all of creation is God’s (Ps. 24:1) 
and all their education, no matter 
what subject, has to point them 
back to God and Christ as their 
head (Col. 1:16–17). To do otherwise 

is to give a false origin of all facts 
and not give God the glory he 
deserves (1 Cor. 10:31). Reformed 
parents have an obligation to 
provide covenant-grounded 
education to their children, not only 
because they promised to do so at 
their children’s baptisms but also 
because God is a covenant God. 
This is how he deals with us, and we 
are required to teach our children 
in kind (Deut. 6:1–9). Biblical 
covenant education is a divine 
directive for believers’ children. 
This is the foundational reason 
why Reformed schools are not to 
accept children of unbelievers. They 
are outside the covenant and in a 
deadly relationship with the Lord 
and should not be intermingling 
and influencing our children at 
school (2 Cor. 6:14–18). The duty 
of the Reformed school is not 
to evangelize; that is the work 
of the church. Children are not 
missionaries; their minds have 
not been trained yet to take on 
the world and to be discerning of 
every false philosophy that might 
be presented to them under the 
guise of knowledge. I know of no 
Bible passage where children are 
told to experiment in the world, but 
many urging them to be wary of it 
(2 Cor. 6:17; Rev. 18:4). The mission 
of the Reformed Christian school 
is to help covenant parents in the 
instruction, training, and nurturing 
of their children for kingdom 
service (2 Tim. 3:10–17).

Philosophies of Education

The covenant makes us realize 
that Reformed Christian education 
is philosophical. How one thinks 
about and looks at life and this 
world will affect how you come to 
decisions concerning everything 
including education. All true 
knowledge comes from God, and 
because of this God has to be the 
starting point for education (Col. 
1:15–17). Reformed education is 
presuppositional. It assumes that 
the Bible is true in all things and 
has a commitment to its infallibility. 
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John Calvin put it this way: “There 
is no knowing that does not begin 
with knowing God.” God is the 
fountainhead of all knowledge; to 
go anywhere else is foolish. The 
world will look for truth everywhere 
except in Christ but will never find 
it (John 15:18–21; 1 Cor. 3:18–20). 
Christian education must teach that 
knowledge comes from God and 
that we are to use that knowledge 
and our talents to the glory of God 
(Col. 3:16–17). Our education and 
our faith have to be integrated so 
they are able to be acted out in 
pleasing lives to the Lord (James 
1:21–25; Rom. 12:1–2). This 
philosophy of education will never 
be accepted by the world because 
the world is at war with God (1 John 
1–2; James 4:4).

Everyone has a worldview: a 
set of beliefs held consciously 
and unconsciously about the 
most important issues in life. A 
worldview is affected by knowledge, 
experience, convictions, 
interpretation, and for the believer, 
the Holy Spirit. Those who teach 
children will always teach out of a 
world-and-life view. It is what is in 
each teacher’s heart that determines 
how they will teach and how 
they will present the information 
of God’s world (Prov. 4:23). The 
world wants us to conform, not 
to be transformed. The world 
and the devil want education 
to be atheistic, evolutionistic, 
materialistic, humanistic, and 
relativistic. The world wants the 
Christian to accept these premises 
on which facts are to be taught 
and believed. It is a religious way 
of thinking, but it is devoid of any 
influence of the Christian religion. 
This leads us to the fact that 
Reformed education is antithetical 
to the world. It recognizes that 
we are in conflict with Satan and 
the world (Heidelberg Catechism, 
Lord’s Day 48; Westminster Longer 
Catechism Q&A 191). The world 
would argue that the Bible has 
no role in understanding facts or 
in the philosophy of educating 

children. Worldly people by nature 
are unable to understand the 
things of God (1 Cor. 2:14). The 
idea of removing Christ from 
public education in America has 
its roots back in the 1840s with 
Horace Mann in Massachusetts. 
He wanted an education for all the 
children that would have a generic 
form of Christianity that would 
be supported even by Unitarians. 
These changed policies in schools 
of Massachusetts in many ways 
are the forerunners of our secular 
public schools of today. It could 
be argued that the most influential 
educator in the public sector of the 
last hundred years was the atheist 
John Dewey, whose educational 
philosophy believed that man 
is a product of his environment 
because he is an animal. This 
evolutionary philosophy is the 
prominent underlying philosophy 
of the American public school 
system and its curriculum today. 
This means absolutes are out and 
relativism rules. Theologically and 
practically speaking, God’s ways 
are out and man is in charge. Look 
at our society and decide if this 
philosophy is being played out right 
before our eyes.

Education is not just about 
imparting facts to students and their 
ability to repeat them back to the 
teacher. Facts are to be understood 
and interpreted. All facts have to 
be taken in proper context. There 
are no neutral facts in this world 
(Deut. 10:14). You don’t read a 
chapter in the middle of a novel 
and expect to understand what is 
going on in the story. Education 
needs the right context for it to 
make sense. President Lincoln has 
been attributed with saying, “The 
philosophy of the schoolroom 
in one generation will be the 
philosophy of the government in 
the next.” Lincoln understood that 
while the facts may not change, 
the philosophy in how they are 
presented and interpreted affects 
the students’ thinking for the rest of 
their life. This change of philosophy 

affects not only the philosophy 
and actions of the government but 
also society as a whole, down to 
each individual school. This has 
become self-evident; all one has to 
do is look at our government and 
society and see how it has changed. 
Do you think how people are 
acting in society today has a direct 
correlation to how they were taught 
(philosophy) in school? Facts, 
knowledge, and wisdom can 
be related, but they are not the 
same thing. Biblical Reformed 
Christian education gives students 
the foundational context that is 
necessary for true knowledge and 
also wisdom (Prov. 1:1–7). Calvin 
said it this way: “What wisdom can 
we have without the wisdom of 
God.” Godly wisdom allows us to 
interpret the facts, have the correct 
philosophy, and gain knowledge 
in the only correct way (Col. 2:2–4, 
Prov. 3:1–20). Worldly wisdom 
cannot know God and is in a fight 
with God (1 Cor. 2; Prov. 4; James 
4:13–17; Eccl. 12:9–14).

The philosophy of Reformed 
Christian education needs to be 
based on the biblical idea that 
God is sovereign over everything 
(Isa. 46:9–11). This is the point of 
Abraham Kuyper’s famous saying, 
“There is not a square inch in 
the whole domain of our human 
existence over which Christ, who 
is Sovereign over all, does not 
cry, Mine!“ The five solas of the 
Reformation can be helpful in 
understanding this as it relates to 
education: 1. Scripture alone—The 
Bible alone is the ultimate authority 
over all things (2 Tim. 3:14–17). This 
includes the proper interpretation 
of facts and how education is to 
be approached. 2. Christ alone—
salvation is accomplished once 
and for all by the mediatorial and 
sacrificial work of Christ only (1 
Tim. 2:5–6). It is only through a 
relationship with Christ that you 
understand that he is the origin of 
true knowledge. 3. Grace alone—
The Holy Spirit brings us to Christ, 
not out of anything we have done 
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or chosen, and releases us from our 
death into spiritual life (Eph. 1:3–8). 
It is by grace that we can interpret 
facts and information correctly by 
the help of the Holy Spirit. 4. Faith 
alone—We are declared justified by 
God based on the work of Christ. 
Faith is the instrument through 
which we understand and believe 
to be saved (Gal. 3:6–11). It is by 
faith that we look at this world and 
education through the spectacles 
of Scripture. 5. Glory to God alone—
This is all to be believed so that God 
would receive the glory that is due 
him from his creatures (Isa. 43:7; 
Rom. 11:36). Giving proper glory 
to God would absolutely include 
education. God is the one who has 
given us our minds, including the 
ability to think and understand. 
These five points are interwoven 
with each other and cannot be 
separated. These points are a 
good starting point in a Reformed 
teacher’s philosophy. If they are not 
properly understood and believed 
as a whole by the teacher, the 
foundation on which the rest of the 
teacher’s philosophy of education is 
built will be flawed.

God gave parents authority over 
their children (Deut. 6). Wherever 
children are sent to school, 
some of the parents’ authority 
is transferred or given up to the 
board, administration, teachers, 
and curriculum of that particular 
school for that time they are there 
(this is called in loco parentis). God 
also gave parents the responsibility 
to give their children first and 
foremost a biblical education that 
is according to the truth of God’ 
Word (Deut. 11). When that ceases 
to happen, we end up like the 
Israelites of the book of Judges 
who did evil in sight of the Lord 
repeatedly. Why? Because they 
were not educated in the truth 
(Judges 2:10). My former pastor 
reminded our congregation in a 
sermon last year that we are only 
one generation away from unbelief. 
Anything less than standing on 
the Word of God is confusing to a 

child, but worse, it is not giving the 
proper honor to God as these are 
his children (Ps. 127:3). All Christian 
parents have an obligation to make 
sure that is happening wherever 
their children are learning. Parents 
have to understand the curriculum 
being used, with its strengths 
and weaknesses. Parents need 
to make sure that a Reformed 
worldview is the philosophical 
foundation in each subject if they 
are going to provide a proper 
biblical education. Everything 
a child is taught, wherever they 
are, has to go through the grid 
of Scripture. A good Reformed 
teacher will be trained to do this in 
their specialized content area. The 
teacher is intentional in bringing 
the subject content to the student in 
a way that pleases and is honoring 
to God. Good teachers never just 
hand out an assignment, let the 
students interpret, figure things out 
on their own, and never discuss it. 
He or she is guiding the student in 
understanding and wisdom. Just 
as parents have this responsibility 
before God to teach everything 
rightly, so do teachers. They are to 
teach their students to think, speak, 
and act biblically at all times.

The world, the devil, and maybe 
even some people we know may 
want us to give up on this type 
of education for our covenant 
children, but we are obligated to 
God to train children in his ways 
so that they don’t depart from it 
(Prov. 22:6). We want our children 
to have transformed minds (Rom. 
12:2) that are conformed to Christ 
(Rom. 8:29), keeping every thought 
captive (2 Cor. 10:5), acknowledging 
Jesus’ lordship (Phil. 2:11), and 
giving glory to God (1 Cor. 10:31). 
We clothe ourselves in humility in 
this momentous task set before us 
(1 Pet. 5:5). The only way to ever be 
truly edified and sanctified for the 
glory of God is to be educated in the 
light of his Word (Ps. 119:104–106; 
John 17:17). May we persevere in 
this great endeavor to educate in 
the light of divine truth (1 Tim. 

4:16). If Reformed people don’t do 
this, what will our schools, families, 
and churches look like in another 
forty years? If we all are renewed 
in this great task, we will see the 
benefits in all facets of our family 
lives. The three-legged stool will 
once again be working in harmony 
in a God-honoring way and for the 
promotion of his kingdom. God is 
always faithful to his people (Lam. 
3:22–23). May we be faithful to him 
in providing Reformed Christian 
education to our covenant children!
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Does Our General Attitude and Appearance 
Matter While Attending Church?

Mr. Nicholas  
Lindemulder

Let all things be done decently in 
their proper forms; with becoming 
reverence; according to their dignity 
and importance. Everything in the 
church of God should be conducted 
with gravity and composure, suitable 
to the importance of the things, 
the infinite dignity of the object of 
worship, and the necessity of the souls 
on behalf of which those religious 
ordinances are instituted. (Clarke’s 
Commentary)

In the hustle and bustle of modern 
life, where does one go to seek peace 
and tranquility? The church? Shouldn’t 
the church be such a place? In many 
instances it no longer is.

I went online and asked: “What about 
silence in the church?” It was amazing 
how many other folks have an equal 
concern about the widespread 
disregard for the holiness of worship 
and the required respect for God-
ordained church authorities.

This goes along with our modern-
day apparel, what we wear while 
entering the church for worship, noisily 
conversing with one another as we 
enter God’s sanctuary and approach 
the worship service of our most holy 
God.

Contemporary worship services 
are frequently preceded by loud 
introductory music as accompaniment 
to even louder and boisterous so-
called praise teams. While entering 
certain of the emergent churches you 
are informed, “If you have tender ears, 
we offer earplugs.”

Not only the Reformed community 
struggles with this, but, surprisingly, 
much of this exists in the Roman 
Catholic community, along with every 
worship community in between.

This cannot and should never be 
overlooked for the ultimate reason 

that we come to the dedicated 
sanctuary to worship a most holy God 
who demands our undivided and 
absolute respect, awe, and attention 
as we come before him in subdued 
reverence.

At the point of entry, we had best leave 
all our self-satisfying, preconceived 
notions and secular trinkets (by all 
means our cell phones) far behind, 
clearing our mind of all things carnal. 
Our Lord and Savior demands nothing 
less, to the point of telling those who 
would follow him: “Sell all what you 
have, give it to the poor, and follow 
Me!” (Matt. 1:21; Luke 18:22; Mark 
10:21).

In days gone by, when entering the 
church proper, reverent silence was 
a prerequisite, adhered to by all. 
Conversation was at best in low 
tones or a whisper. Now, frequent, 
boisterous, and loud conversation in 
the narthex has become a common 
occurrence, often spilling over into the 
sanctuary itself, immediately prior to 
the commencement of the worship 
service.

A number of churches have reached a 
point of doing something about it, or 
at least are making an attempt. If this 
is to progress, they feel, the ultimate 
result may well be that our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ becomes little 
more than a back-slapping buddy.

A Bulletin Announcement 
About Quiet
Members and attendees are 
encouraged to maintain a respectful 
silence before the worship service 
begins. Traditionally, the time before 

the service begins is not the time to 
visit with friends and greet newcomers 
but rather a time to prepare for 
worship in silence and prayer. 
Newcomers may mistake this practice 
as being unfriendly, but rest assured, 
this is not the case. It is a practice 
that underlines the holiness of God’s 
temple and the reverence we give to 
his holy place of worship. This silence 
begins in the narthex, the entry room 
into the main room (sanctuary) of the 
church.

When you leave the service at the end 
(also, ideally, in silence as the postlude 
plays), all are invited to go to the 
fellowship hall for the coffee time and 
to greet your old and new friends as 
enthusiastically as you wish.

We all know how hard it is at times to 
pray. In the noisy hustle and bustle of 
modern life it is often difficult to find 
the time and a quiet corner to talk to 
our Lord.

In church you would expect to find 
such a place!

However, it is nearly impossible to 
pray when someone in the pew behind 
you, prior to the start of the worship 
service, tells his neighbor, several pews 
ahead, about his car battery giving 
out, or he can’t get a good looking 
front lawn, or the baby has a terrible 
rash.

When we walk into a library it is 
generally quiet because everyone 
knows how hard it is to read when 
it is noisy. Even in movie theaters of 
yesteryear the ushers would go up and 
down the aisles admonishing the noisy 
to tone it down.

Be still, and know that I am God; I will be 
exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in 
the earth! —Psalm 46:10 NKJV
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How much more then should we 
be silent when walking into church, 
even if for no other reason than out 
of common courtesy, allowing people 
to quietly pray? Too often we walk 
into church and it is just as loud 
(and exhausting) as the world. The 
church should be other worldly, and 
this can begin to be accomplished 
only through increased and reverent 
silence.

A Word About Apparel
When we are invited to a wedding 
many of us wonder, “What am I going 
to wear?” We wouldn’t think of showing 
up at a wedding, or any other formal 
event for that matter, in our gym 
clothes. Compare that with how much 
thought we put into what to wear to the 
church service each Sunday.

Simply put, how we dress for an 
occasion indicates the importance we 
place upon that particular celebration. 
Make no mistake, at the worship 
service we encounter our most holy 
God himself by means of his sacred 
Word presented to us by the faithful 
preaching and teaching from week to 
week.

Therefore, by the way we dress while 
attending the worship service of our 
God, we are pretty much displaying our 
level of awe and regard for all things 
holy. Especially when we approach the 
throne of grace, we should be modest 
in dress, clean, and decent. Immodest 
dress, especially for women, distracts 
others and could cause them to sin in 
thought.

Certain churches have felt it necessary 
to be specific:

* Shorts and sweats: not permitted.

* Ties and jackets for men; this is 
considered the mark of a well-dressed 
man.

* Special for women: a dress or a skirt 
is considered most appropriate, but 
with hemlines that cover the knees; 
shoulders should be covered and, no 
plunging necklines. By all means, tight-
fitting clothing should be avoided.

All of the above is why we should not 
conclude too quickly that because 
God looks on the heart, what we 
wear to church doesn’t matter. We 
cannot disentangle our internal and 
external state so easily. Our physical 
appearance is often a clear picture of 
our internal condition. Therefore, what 
we wear for worship may matter a lot 
more than you think.

As a Point of Interest
Certain churches, even to this day, 
maintain a reverent silence upon 
entrance, along with the practice of the 
men standing during congregational 
prayer. Their men, as they enter the 
sanctuary, before the service begins, 
prior to seating, remain standing, 
offering a short silent prayer for the 
pastor and worship service.

This is a most commendable practice 
which tends to lead to a worshipful 
frame of mind, permeating the entire 
congregation, focusing directly on 
the reason for being. It indicates a 

worshipful regard for a most holy God 
and Savior, Jesus Christ. This can never 
be overemphasized.

Make no mistake, as Christ-honoring 
Christians we are to be a “chosen 
generation, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, a peculiar people, that you 
should show forth the praises of Him 
who hath called you out of darkness 
into His marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9, 
King James Version).

Let’s face it, those who wish to worship 
our Lord in spirit and truth are, in today’s 
world, viewed as being very peculiar. 
And most certainly in the minority. Sad 
to say, even in much of today’s modern 
church world this is the case.

When a church seeks to be attractive 
to the world, is it not at the verge of 
wandering into the realm of Paul’s 
comparison between the true and false 
proclamation of God’s holy Word as 
found in 2 Corinthians 2:17? We must 
remember that there are no “seekers” 
after God found among mankind, 
no not even so much as a single one 
(Ps.14:2–3; Rom. 3:11–12).

When even the most ardent and self-
sacrificing promoter of God’s holy 
Word, the apostle Paul, ultimately 
claims, “For what I am doing I do not 
understand, for what I will to do, that 
I do not practice; but what I hate, that 
I do” (Rom. 7:15), should this not lead 
us to a serious reexamination of our 
worship behavior?

WORSHIPChrist honoring Christians
GOD’S TEMPLE
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The Philosophy of Death Mr. Gerry   
Wisz

orrifyingly, some fifty-seven million 
babies were aborted in their mothers’ 
wombs since the passage of Roe v. 
Wade forty-four years ago. There’s 
much that can be said of abortion—
the thinking that justifies it, how it has 
become a stock response among 
many, and the hardening of society’s 
collective conscience because of this.

A voice for pro-abortion policy has 
been Peter Singer, ironically enough 
a moral philosopher and ethicist who 
teaches at Princeton. Singer recently 
gathered his essays in a book, Ethics 
in the Real World: 82 Brief Essays 
on Things That Matter. What matters 
for Singer is what he calls the real 
world and getting along in it without 
reference to God. That’s why his 
view of abortion is pretty much that 
of the pagan Greeks before Christ, 
who held that the life in a mother’s 
womb holds only potential, not 
real, value, since its value is to be 
determined by what he or she would 
have done in the civitas, among 
others, were this person brought into 
the world.

So, if the life is snuffed out before 
the potential is given a chance to 
be realized, no problem. Singer 
takes the same view in regard to 
euthanasia, only on the other side 
of life, at its close rather than its 
beginning. In that case, the potential 
has been realized and there’s 
nothing left going forward, or so 
it’s thought—as if there were no life 
lessons to pass on—and so to snuff 
out oneself is the only good and 
right thing to do.

Singer is interested in this world, and 
this world only, especially quality of 
life, as though that were the highest 
good, and as though we definitively 
know what this quality is. God 
teaches us, however, and amazingly, 

to give thanks for 
trials since these 
strengthen 
our faith and 
make us better 
people, both for 
ourselves and 
our neighbors 
(James 1:2–4). 
But that would 
assume that God, 
not a humanistically 
determined quality of life, is the 
highest good, and that man is made 
in God’s image, with a soul that can 
never die. Talk about potential.

This is a thought that’s reprehensible 
for Singer. In fact, in one of his 
essays, he writes that the notion of 
Adam’s disobedience to God and 
thus of introducing sin into the world 
is triply repellent, since it implies 
knowledge is bad, that disobeying 
God’s will is the greatest sin of all—
which, of course, it is—and that sin is 
carried forward intergenerationally—
which, of course, it is.

This is a high-handed humanism that 
came into vogue in the twentieth 
century from which we’re still tasting 
the bad fruit, though it’s not been 
as openly expressed before as 
this. It presumes there is no limit to 
man’s knowledge except that which 
he imposes on himself. It flaunts 
disobedience to God as a chimera, 
instead, lowering the standard to 
something we in our efforts can 
strive to attain. And it denies original 
sin, a mistake that reverberates into 
future generations who are taught 
to love themselves but live in a way 
that shows they are doing just the 
opposite.

The denial of the truth in Genesis 
has led to repeated treks down 
blind alleys and dead ends, causing 

confusion, misery, 
violence, and 
death. Man, under 
such counsel, 
professes himself 
to be wise only to 
show himself to 
be a fool. Singer 

is an advocate of 
animal rights, which 

initially launched his 
career. Cruelty to animals 

tells us something of a person’s 
character (Prov. 12:10). But what 
about murder of a baby in a mother’s 
womb? What does that tell us? It’s 
only unrealized potential, Singer 
would have us believe.

Singer is concerned with this world, 
the real one, he tells us, and we, as 
men of this world, should know our 
portion is in this life. To paraphrase 
Alvin Plantinga, this is like saying 
that all of reality is circumscribed by 
what I can see under a street light 
when it’s pitch dark outside. Better 
to listen to Psalm 49: “Give ear, all 
inhabitants of the world, both low 
and high . . . Man in his pomp yet 
without understanding is like the 
beasts that perish” (vv. 1–2, 20).
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