
REF
O

R
M

AT
IO

N ANNIVERSARY

Outlook
Dedicated to the Exposition and Defense of the Reformed Faith

The
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2017  |  VOL 67 ISSUE 6  |  66 YEARS: 1951 – 2017

Four Reasons Why Christ Came to Earth

Why the Differences Between Justification  
and Sanctification Matter

The Hands of God

Marks of a Healthy Church: Biblically Grounded

Between Death and the End

I Will Give to You: The Abrahamic Covenant

The Sufficiency of Scripture

Bible Studies on Nehemiah

Remembering Rev. Arthur Besteman

Whose World Is It Anyway?

Letters from Inmates

Outreach Donor Investments  
Influence Many Lives

Book Review



All contributions represent the personal views of the 
writers and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of 
the members of Reformed Fellowship, Inc.

Subscription Policy
The Outlook (USPS 633-980) is published six times per 
year (bi-monthly) by Reformed Fellowship, Inc. Annual 
subscriptions are $27.00 per year in the United States; 
outside the US, $33 per year (foreign subscribers 
please remit payment in US Funds; Canada add GST). 
Digital download subscriptions are $12 annually, and 
are included FREE with a print subscription. Unless a 
definite request for discontinuance is received, it is 
assumed that the subscriber wishes the subscription to 
continue without the formality of a renewal order and 
he will be billed for renewal. Anyone desiring a change 
of address should notify the business office as early as 
possible in order to avoid the inconvenience of delayed 
delivery. Zip Code should be included. Periodicals 
postage paid at Grandville, MI.

POSTMASTER:
Send address changes to The Outlook, 3500 Danube 
Dr. SW, Grandville, MI 49418-8387 

Advertising Policy
1. The Outlook cannot accept announcements or 

advertising copy inconsistent with the stated purpose 
of RFI. All advertisements and announcements must 
be approved by the RFI board prior to publication. 
We reserve the right to reject, edit, or request 
resubmission of announcement text or advertising 
copy. Books, pamphlets, or CDs to be advertised 
are to be screened as to author and content prior 
to publication of the advertisement, and such 
material should not conflict with the stated purpose 
of RFI. We reserve the right to limit the size of all 
announcements and advertisements, and to limit the 
number of issues in which they appear.

2. All advertisements or announcements are 
to be submitted via email to president@
reformedfellowship.net or to the business office at 
3500 Danube Dr SW, Grandville MI 49418-8387, and 
must be received at least two months before the 
publication date. 

(ISSN 8750-5754) (USPS 633-980)

"Exhorting you to contend earnestly for the faith 
which was once for all delivered to the saints."  
—Jude 3

Journal of Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
Send all copy to:
Interim Editor, Dan Van Dyke
3718 Earle S.W. Grandville, Michigan 49418
Email: djvan1951@gmail.com
Website: www.reformedfellowship.net
Board of Trustees
Myron Rau, President, Rev. James Admiraal, Vice 
President; Rev. Corey Dykstra, Secretary; Gaylord Haan, 
Treasurer; Paul Wagenmaker, Vice-all; Rev. William 
Boekestein, Evart Helms, Peter Hoekema, Rev. Jerome 
Julien, Rev. Edward Knott, Dr. Warren Lammers, and 
Bruce Sterk
Interim Editor: Dan Van Dyke
Contributing Editor: Dr. Cornelis P. Venema
General Manager: Dan VanDyke
Business Manager: Shelly Terpstra
Art, Design & Production: Jeff Steenholdt

This periodical is owned and published by Reformed 
Fellowship, Inc., a religious and strictly non-profit 
organization composed of a group of Christian 
believers who hold to the Biblical Reformed faith. 
Its purpose is to advocate and propagate this faith, 
to nurture those who seek to live in obedience to 
it, to give sharpened expression to it, to stimulate 
the doctrinal sensitivities of those who profess it, 
to promote the spiritual welfare and purity of the 
Reformed churches and to encourage Christian action.

The publishers of this journal express their adherence 
to the Calvinistic creeds as formulated in the Belgic 
Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, the Canons of 
Dort, and the Westminster Confession and Catechisms.

Reformed Fellowship holds the copyright to all 
material published in this magazine. 

3. Fees for B&W/grayscale ads: $175 for full-page, $100 
for half-page, $50 for quarter-page.

4. Fees for full-color ads: $220 for full-page, $125 for 
half-page, $65 for quarter-page.

5. Fees for preparing artwork for ads (in addition to 
advertising costs above) are $125 for full-page, $100 
for half-page, $75 for quarter-page. These fees 
are waived if advertising art is print-ready. Please 
submit manuscript in an email or as an MS-Word.doc 
attachment. If you have pictures or images, please 
include as JPG files. 

6. Preferred final file format for print-ready ads: High 
Quality Print PDF.

7. Ad sizes specifications:
 8.75 x 11.25, trim 8.5 x 11" 
 Full page non-bleed: 7.25 x 9.75" 
 Half page horizontal bleed: 8.625 x 5.25" 
 Half page horizontal non-bleed: 7.25 x 4.5"
 Quarter page (non-bleed) 3.5 x 4.5" 
8. This Advertising Policy supersedes all prior policies, 

resolutions, or other statements. 

Interim Editorial Office
Dan VanDyke
3718 Earle S.W. Grandville, Michigan 49418
Email: djvan1951@gmail.com
Circulation Office
3500 Danube Dr. SW 
Grandville, MI 49418-8387
(877) 532-8510 Phone Toll-free in US and Canada
Business Mailing Address
3500 Danube Dr. SW 
Grandville, MI 49418-8387
Email: office@reformedfellowship.net

About the cover: 
Celebrating 500 years of Reformation. The doors  
of Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church, Kalamazoo, 
Michigan. Photography by C.R. McNinch.

Title Author Synopsis

3 Four Reasons Why Christ Came to 
Earth

Rev. William Boekestein Christ came to be human, to bring truth, to bring light, and to save 
sinners.

5 Why the Differences Between 
Justification and Sanctification Matter

Rev. Daniel R. Hyde Justification and sanctification. These are two words we hear a lot, but 
do you know their differences have immense practical benefits for you?

8 The Hands of God Dr. Harry G. Arnold A meditation on the importance and significance of the hands of our 
heavenly Father. 

9 Marks of a Healthy Church:     
Biblically Grounded (3)

Rev. Michael J. Schout Healthy churches are biblically grounded when they prioritize the 
Word, know the Word, and share the Word.

12 Between Death and the End (4) Rev. William Boekestein When a person dies it is clear to everyone that a vital aspect of the 
deceased’s life has ended.

16 I Will Give to You:
The Abrahamic Covenant (6)

Rev. Michael G. Brown Explore the meaning of this covenant is and why this doctrine is 
important for your Christian life.

20 The Sufficiency of Scripture (10) Dr. Jeff L. Doll Learn why this is the most important principle underlying IRBC’s 
Philosophy of Counseling. 

24 Bible Studies on Nehemiah (2) Dr. Norman De Jong Lesson 3 - The King Observes Sadness - Nehemiah 2 
Lesson 4 - Rebuilding for the Glory of God - Nehemiah 3  

29 Remembering Rev. Arthur 
Besteman

Rev. Wybren Oord A fellow pastor and long-time close friend reflects on Rev. Besteman’s 
ministry.

34 Whose World Is It Anyway? Mr. Gerry Wisz A student of the Bible comes to understand that there is nothing  
outside God’s revealed purview.

36 Letters from Inmates ...who receive The Outlook and/or books from Reformed Fellowship.

37 Outreach Donor Investments
Influence Many Lives

Rev. William Boekestein More lives can be influenced with your help.

38 Book Review Mr. Gaylord J. Haan The new Excelling in Relationships book is reviewed.

Outlook
Dedicated to the Exposition and Defense of the Reformed Faith

The November/December 2017
Volume 67 | Issue 6

www.reformedfellowship.net



Rev William 
Boekestein

To Become Like His Brethren

“Inasmuch then as the children 
have partaken of flesh and blood, 
He Himself likewise shared in the 
same” (Heb. 2:14; cf. vv. 15–17). 
Christ came to earth as God to 
partake of our flesh and blood. This 
is a profound statement. The baby 
in the manger had the same human 
nature as you and I, only without 
sin. Christ was born as the perfect 
human. As the perfect man, Christ 
represents the hope of imperfect 
men. Sometimes little babies inspire 
the hope of a fresh start. Much more 
so this little baby.

His incarnation says to us, “You 
cannot solve your problems on your 
own. You cannot attain perfection 
and peace by your own strength. 
I am what you need.” Christ did 
not come to earth simply to be 
our moral example. If he had, he 
could have come as an angelic 
being without our flesh and blood. 
Instead, he came to become like 
one of us so that he could raise us 
up to be like him. This purpose of 
Christ’s coming relates directly to 
his death, as Hebrews 2 says. Christ 
came to be like us so that his death 
would actually accomplish healing 
for us.

By faith, when we think of Christ we 
see ourselves in him. As we glimpse 
into the manger we can say, “There 
is my flesh and my blood.” As he 

grows and matures and continues 
to do the will of God, we can say, 
“There is my flesh and my blood.” As 
he goes to the cross and bleeds and 
dies, we can say, “There is my flesh 
and my blood.” When we see Christ 
seated at the right hand of God 
the Father Almighty, we can say, 
“There is my flesh and my blood” 
(cf. Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 49). 
And when we see Christ return on 
clouds of glory to take us home to 
be with him we can say, “There is 
my flesh and my blood.” None of 
this would be true if Christ had not 
taken on our flesh and our blood 
and been born in a crude stable in 
Bethlehem.

To Bear Witness to the Truth

“Pilate therefore said to Him, ‘Are 
You a king then?’ Jesus answered, 
‘You say rightly that I am a king. 
For this cause I was born, and for 
this cause I have come into the 
world, that I should bear witness to 
the truth. Everyone who is of the 
truth hears my voice’” (John 18:37). 
Christmas is a curious time of year 
because it tends to bring together 
people of various backgrounds. 
Even those who disagree regarding 
significant truth claims seem 
to mutually enjoy the so-called 
“Christmas spirit.” The amazing 
thing is that Jesus declared to Pilate 
on a world stage shortly before his 
death that he came “to bear witness 

Four Reasons Why Christ 
Came to Earth

Rev. William 
Boekestein

Rudyard Kipling called why one of the “six honest serving-men” 
who taught him all he knew. Why is a marvelous teacher because 
it helps us to identify the purposes, reasons, and meaning behind 
events that we observe. Christ himself frequently employed this 
“serving man” as he taught about his first coming. Learning the 
reasons for his advent will help us more deeply celebrate his birth 
and understand how it is connected with the rest of his life and 
why it is important for our lives. So why did Christ come to earth? 
Here are a few reasons.
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to the truth” (and by implication to 
expose falsehood).

We live in a day where the existence 
of truth itself is questioned. 
Sometimes we may even wonder 
whether truth matters. When we 
think about Christ’s coming, we 
should be considering the truth 
claims to which Jesus’ birth testifies. 
He came to testify to the truth 
that all men are sinners and that 
God hates sin. But he also came to 
address the problem of sin through 
his righteous life and redeeming 
death. Notice how freeing this 
truth is. Pilate questions the very 
existence of truth, and his life bore 
the fruit of these doubts. He lived in 
fear of losing his position. He gave 
deference to the mad requests of the 
people against his own conscience. 
He disregarded the sane advice of 
his wife who urged him to have 
nothing to do with Jesus’ death. 
Pilate was in bondage because he 
didn’t know the truth.

When we look to Christ by faith, we 
will be overwhelmed by the radical 
truthfulness of God and the radical 
deception that is found in each of 
us. As Paul says in Romans 3:4, “Let 
God be true but every man a liar.” 
Jesus said, “The truth will set you 
free” (John 8:32). Christ came to 
bear witness to the truth that frees. 
Have you received his testimony?

To Bring Light to a Dark 
World

“I have come as a light into the 
world, that whoever believes in 
me should not abide in darkness” 
(John 12:46). There are few things 
in this world that are more precious 
to us than light. We take light for 
granted, but when it’s gone we 
notice. You may remember the last 
time you tried to find your way in 
the darkness. You probably held 
your arms out in front of you as you 
groped for something to take hold 
of (cf. Acts 17:27).

The world into which Jesus came 
was dark. There was little true 

religion being practiced, even 
by God’s people. The religious 
leaders had become little more 
than legalistic life coaches. A pagan 
nation, Rome, ruled over much of 
the world. Men and women lived 
without a light to guide them.

Every person is conceived into this 
world under this same darkness. We 
can’t see which way to go because 
of our spiritual darkness. We can’t 
make sense of our lives until the 
light of Christ shines into our 
hearts, leading us to God.

How appropriate that the birth of 
Christ was marked by a bright star 
and bright lights. The shepherds 
were watching their flocks by night. 
All of a sudden, in the midst of this 
darkness, “an angel of the Lord 
stood before them, and the glory of 
the Lord shone around them” (Luke 
2:9). Later, the magi were directed to 
Jesus by a bright star (Matt. 2:1–12).

A more glorious light accompanied 
Jesus’ life and ministry. The apostle 
John says that when the Word 
became flesh he beheld his glory 
(John 1:14). Shortly before his death 
Jesus said, “A little while longer 
the light is with you . . . while you 
have the light believe in the light, 
that you may become sons of 
the light” (John 12:35–36). In this 
same context, Jesus says, “If I am 
lifted up I will draw all peoples to 
myself” (John 12:32). When Christ 
was born, the light fell, as it were, 
from heaven. As Christ ministered 
throughout his earthly life, the light 
was held close to the ground. But 
when that light was lifted up, it 
shone for all to see! On the cross the 
spotlight of God was shining on his 
justice and love.

To Save Sinners

“This is a faithful saying and worthy 
of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners, 
of whom I am chief” (1 Tim. 1:15). 
The first coming of Christ was the 
implementation of a rescue plan 
conceived in the mind of God from 
eternity past. He did not come to 

promote holiday cheer. He did not 
come to boost end-of-year sales or 
to be the central figure in a nativity 
scene. He came to save sinners. 
Paul recognizes who that sinner 
is when he says, “I am the chief of 
sinners.” It’s not enough to say that 
Christ came to save sinners. Each of 
us needs to affirm that Christ came 
to save sinners—and that I’m one of 
them!

Several years ago I sat next to the 
bed of a man who was in his last 
years in a nursing home. As we 
talked about his life, he began to 
painfully recall some of the sins he 
had committed. Beginning to weep, 
he blurted out, “I’m such a terrible 
sinner. I’m such a terrible sinner.” 
I said to him, “That’s wonderful!” 
He looked at me as if I had 
misunderstood him so I explained: 
“You are a terrible sinner. But that’s 
wonderful because it was exactly for 
people like you that Christ came to 
earth.”

Paul doesn’t just say that he is a 
terrible sinner. He says he’s the 
worst. Isn’t he exaggerating? 
No. Paul refuses to focus on the 
greatness of the sin of others. He 
will look only at his own sin. If he 
had been the only sinner in the 
world, Christ would still have had 
to shed every drop of that precious 
blood to save him.

Great sinners need a great Savior. 
And that is exactly what Christ is. 
Christ, says Hebrews 7:25, is able 
to save to the uttermost—that is, 
completely! If he can save a Paul 
who was a blasphemer and a 
murderer, then he can be a Savior 
to you. Are you a flesh-and-blood 
sinner in need of the light of God’s 
truth? Then Christmas is for you.

This article appeared in The Outlook, 

Nov/Dec 2012.

Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Immanuel Fellowship 

Church in Kalamazoo, MI.
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Why the Differences Between Justification 
and Sanctification Matter

Rev. Daniel R. 
Hyde

Justification 
Sanctification500

These are two words we 
hear a lot, but do you know 

their differences have 
immense practical benefits 

for you?

and

As we come to the end of this five hundred 
anniversary year of the Protestant 
Reformation, I’d like to delve into a crucial 
theological issue that is so practical for us. If 
you have your Bible you can turn to Paul’s 
letter to the Romans. One of the doctrinal 
issues that is clear in Romans is that what 
he declares us to be (justification) and 
what he makes us to be (sanctification) are 
inseparably joined yet separate benefits. 
These two doctrines are seamlessly described 
to us in Romans as Paul moves in and out 
of God’s declaration that we are righteous 
(justification) and his work of making of 
us righteous (sanctification) in chapters 
4–8. If I can illustrate it, it’s like the work of 
a good seamstress, whose work is noticed 
only when you turn the garment inside out 
and begin to see the threads, patches, and 
places where things are brought together and 
distinguished. In Paul’s letter to the Romans 
we learn that there is one Savior Jesus Christ, 
who has earned for us and communicates 
to us two chief benefits, and that these two 
benefits have three differences.
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Now, whenever we come to 
doctrine, we have to beware of 
falling asleep. And the issue I’m 
raining here may be one that does 
not seem to have any immediate 
benefit for your soul, but let me 
show you that it does. Not only 
does this doctrinal issue aid in 
ever-deepening our understanding 
of what it means to be saved, that 
in turn leads us to living in greater 
confidence before God. Why is it 
that I still sin? Why do I not feel any 
different at this point in time? When 
will God help me stop that sin? 
These are practical questions that 
are rooted in the three differences 
we’ll see here between justification 
and sanctification. Let me quote 
from the Westminster Larger 
Catechism, Q&A 77, on this:

Q. 77. Wherein do justification 
and sanctification differ?

A. Although sanctification 
be inseparably joined with 
justification, yet they differ, 
[1] in that God in justification 
imputeth the righteousness 
of Christ; in sanctification 
of his Spirit infuseth grace, 
and enableth to the exercise 
thereof; [2] in the former, sin 
is pardoned; in the other, it 
is subdued: [3] the one doth 
equally free all believers from 
the revenging wrath of God, 
and that perfectly in this 
life, that they never fall into 
condemnation the other is 
neither equal in all, nor in this 
life perfect in any, but growing 
up to perfection.

A  
Difference in  
Procedure
The first crucial difference between 
how the grace of God operates in 
justification and sanctification is 
the difference in their procedure. 
This means the manner and 
method of grace is different in 

these two benefits. In justification 
God imputes to us the righteous 
works of Jesus Christ while in 
sanctification God infuses grace 
in us. In the one we have been 
declared righteous while in the 
other we are being made righteous. 
In the one we are passive, in the 
other we are active. In the one 
righteousness is credited to us while 
in the other righteousness is created 
within us.

Paul can say so confidently and 
triumphantly in Romans 5:1 (New 
King James Version), “Therefore, 
having been justified by faith, we 
have peace with God,” because of 
all he’s said in chapters 3–4 about 
the imputation of righteousness. 
We are “justified by his grace” (3:24, 
New International Version) because 
like Abraham and David, God 
imputes to us righteousness apart 
from all works. Why else is it that 
one trespass led to condemnation 
and one act of righteousness led to 
justification, that by the one many 
were made sinners and by the other 
many were made righteous in 
5:18–19? Imputation.

Paul can speak forcefully in chapter 
6 about presenting ourselves as 
slaves to righteousness (6:19). How 
can he do this? Grace operates 
differently in justification and 
sanctification.

What does mean for us? It means 
that we need to rest yet be restless. 
We need to cease yet be laboring. 
Be confident about your standing 
with God because of imputation, 
but be active in sanctification 
because of infusing. Anthony 
Burgess wrote in his dedication to 
his magnum opus, “Vindiciae Legis: 
or, A Vindication of the Morall Law 
and the Covenants,” that we are 
“to magnify grace in the highest 
manner, out of the real sense of our 
necessity and unworthiness, yet 
to avoid Antinomianism; and on 
the other side, to be punctual and 
exact in the duties of mortification 
and holiness, yet to take heed of 

Pharisaical Popery.” He then said the 
right relationship between the two 
was this: “when we are diligent in 
working out our salvation with fear 
and trembling, as if there were no 
grace to justify; and yet, so resting 
and believing in the grace of Christ, 
as if no good thing had been done 
by us.”1

A  
Difference in  
Power
This leads to the second crucial 
difference between how the grace 
of God operates in justification 
and sanctification, which is the 
difference in their power. The 
power of God’s grace in justification 
is that our sin is once and for all 
pardoned while in sanctification 
our sin is more and more subdued. 
Listen to the powerful way Paul 
speaks of God’s grace to us in 
justification in chapter 5:

We have been justified (5:1)

We have peace with God (5:1)

We have access to God’s grace (5:2)

We do stand in his grace (5:2)

We do rejoice in the glory of God 
(5:2)

God’s love has been given to us (5:5)

Christ did die for us (5:8)

We have been justified by his blood 
(5:9)

We shall be saved from the wrath of 
God (5:9)

We were reconciled to God (5:10)

In sanctification the power of grace 
operates differently. It more and 
more over time subdues the power 
of sin. This is why Paul still speaks 
of us not letting sin reign in us to 
obey its passion (6:12) and that we 
must continually present ourselves 
to God, which leads to sanctification 
(6:19). “I know, pastor, and here is 
why I’m struggling. I’m mired in a 
morass of my own sins.” We need 
to constantly look forward and look 
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back. When we drive, we are always 
moving our eyes in front and in 
back through the rear view mirror. 
When we only look forward to the 
long road we lose sight of how far 
we’ve come, and from where we 
started. In the same way we have to 
always keep our reference point in 
justification clearly in view. Are you 
doubting? Don’t look inward to your 
thoughts, but look outward to these 
promises in chapter 5. Meditate 
upon these wonderful words.

A  
Difference in 
Perfection
This leads to the third crucial 
difference between how the grace 
of God operates in justification 
and sanctification, which is the 
difference in their perfection. 
In justification all believers are 
equally freed from the wrath of 
God perfectly in this life, while in 
sanctification believers are not 
equally transformed, nor are any 
perfectly sanctified in this life.

In justification we all have peace 
with God: “Therefore, having been 
justified by faith, we have peace 
with God” (Rom. 5:1, New King 
James Version). Yet in sanctification 
we all need to draw upon the 
measure of faith we’ve been given 
in order to die to sin and live for 
righteousness. We have to mature. 
We have to go from drinking milk to 
eating meat. We need to complete 
holiness (2 Cor. 7:1).

All this is so crucial because without 
it you will be in doubt, you will be 
in fear, you will be tossed to and 
fro by the winds of temptation. I 
was. When I was converted at age 
seventeen I was immediately full 
of passion and zeal for the Lord. 
But over time the ordinariness of 
the Christian life set in, sin become 
more real, and temptations now 
were a real choice whether to join in 
or resist. All this led me to despair. 
It led me to doubt. It was only 
when a dear old saint introduced 
me to a doctrine I had read in my 
Bible: justification. I was relying 
too much on my sanctification. 

What I came to see was that 
these two doctrines had various 
differences as the Westminster 
Larger Catechism explains. What 
I came to see was that these two 
were related yet separate benefits. 
And when I came to realize this, it 
led me to an assurance I had lost 
touch with. Why? Because these 
doctrines and their differences 
led me to the Savior, from whom 
they came to me. And that’s what 
this Reformation year is all about: 
recapturing our first love of Jesus 
Christ and this gospel of grace for 
sinners like you and me. Amen?
   

1. Anthony Burgess, “The Epistle 
Dedicatorie,” in Vindiciae Legis, 
Westminster Assembly Facsimile Series 
(1647; reprint, Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2011). Spelling 
modernized.

Rev. Daniel Hyde
is the pastor of Oceanside United 
Reformed Church in Carlsbad, CA. 

Written in 1968 in commemoration of the 350th anniversary of the Synod 
of Dort 1618–1619. At that Synod, Reformation insights were consolidated to 
achieve a more effective and unified ministry by Christ’s church in an age of 
change and challenge.

This book brings a greater understanding of the history and the necessity of 
the Synod of Dort, the key figures involved in the synod, and its application for 
Reformed Christians facing their own crisis in the church militant.

Crisis in the  
Reformed Churches

$6.99
Dr. Peter Y. De Jong, editor
Hardcover, 336 pages

4oo
years

Synod of  
          Dort

16
18

–2018-19

Essays in commemoration of the Great Synod of Dort 

Special “400 year 
anniversary” price

Nov/Dec  2017 | 7



When we think of the hands of God we often think of them as 
upraised in blessing.

Thus, God told Aaron to bless the people in his name: “The 
Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine 
on you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward 
you and give you peace” (Num. 6:24–26, New International 
Version). That the hands were also raised in blessing can be 
gathered from the practice of Aaron in Leviticus 9:22, where 
after offering sacrifice, “Aaron lifted his hands toward the 
people and blessed them.” Our Lord Jesus did the same thing 
upon departing from his disciples: “When he had led them out 
to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed 
them” (Luke 24:50). It is only natural, then, that when we think 
of God’s upraised hands, we think of them as bestowing a 
blessing on us.

However, the hands of God also represent much more than 
blessing people. God’s hands are said to be mighty and 
powerful. That’s how Joshua explains God’s backing up of 
the Jordan River so that Israel could cross over on dry land. 
He declares that “he [God] did this so that all the peoples of 
the earth might know that the hand of the Lord is powerful 
and so that you might always fear the Lord your God” (Josh. 
4:24). God’s mighty acts are not done simply to cause us to be 
filled with wonder and awe at them, though that also happens. 
There is a purpose to what God does with his powerful hands, 
namely, that “you might always fear the Lord your God.”

In contrast to God’s powerful hands being indicative of 
blessing, there is another important aspect which we must 
not fail to observe. The Lord’s hands can also be symbolic of 
opposition to his enemies and of strong punishment upon 
them. That’s how the symbolism is used in regard to the 
Philistines after they had captured the Ark of God and took it to 
Ashdod. Scripture tell us that “the Lord’s hand was heavy upon 
the people of Ashdod and its vicinity; he brought devastation 
on them and afflicted them with tumors” (1 Sam. 5:6). God’s 
hands, therefore, may be conveyors of his opposition to people 
and indicative of judgment to come because of their sins. Such 
a truth is made clear to us by the prophet Isaiah when he relates 
that because the people “rejected the law of the Lord Almighty” 
(Isa. 5:24) and practiced injustice, “therefore the Lord’s anger 
burns against his people; his hand is raised and he strikes them 
down” (Isa. 5:25). Regarding this text, E. J. Young comments: 
“The preceding judgments had all been insufficient. God’s 
outstretched hand, the symbol of His power and strength, will 
still carry out His purposes, inflicting new judgments beyond 
those which had already been executed” (New International 
Commentary on the New Testament, Isaiah I, 226).

Dr. Harry G.   
Arnold

The Hands of God

There is a 

purpose to 

what God 

does with 

his powerful 

hands, 

namely, that 

“you might 

always fear 

the Lord your 

God.”

The Outlook | 8



The same truth is imparted to us in Isaiah 10:4, 
where the prophet, describing the consternation of 
the unjust in the judgment upon them, adds: “Yet 
for all this, his anger is not turned away, his hand 
is still upraised.” Again, Young comments: “This is 
not the end but the prelude to greater judgments” 
(ibid., 358).

When we speak of the hand of the Lord being 
upon one, we must always ask whether it is for 
blessing or for judgment and condemnation for 
sins. We need the Lord’s hand of blessing upon 
us to be the faithful people of God. Without God’s 
hand of blessing upon us, there is nothing that 
we do which will truly be a good work. Yet, thanks 
be to God, there is still hope for us if we detect 
his hand of judgment upon us. God’s purpose in 
punishment is that we may repent of sin and turn 
to him in faith. It is because God’s people “spurned 
the word of the Holy One of Israel” (Isa. 5:24) and 
did not repent when he punished them that “his 
hand [was] still upraised” (Isa. 5:25)

When we think about the hands of God, therefore, 
we must also reflect on our own lives and behavior 
to determine how God’s hands are raised upon us. 
If we sense that his hands are raised upon us in 
condemnation of our sins, then we must heed the 
call to repent of sin and seek him anew. In Jesus, 
God’s hands are outstretched in human form, and 
he calls sinners who are under the judgment of 
God “to come to me, . . . and I will give you rest” 
(Matt. 11:28). It is in returning to Jesus in penitence 
and faith that we “will find rest for our souls” (Matt. 
11:29).

Let us, therefore, consider the hand of God as 
calling us to always fear the Lord. The psalmist says 
that God’s right hand is filled with righteousness. 
That’s why God’s people can rejoice and be glad 
because of his judgments (Ps. 48:10b–11).

Dr. Harry G. Arnold
is a retired minister in the Christian 
Reformed Church and lives in 
Portage, MI. He is a member of 
Grace Christian Reformed Church in 
Kalamazoo, MI.

Rev. Michael J. Schout

Marks of a Healthy Church: 
Biblically Grounded

Introduction

In recent months my wife and I have 
been thinking a lot about healthy eating. 
There is no shortage of information on the 
subject, from Internet blogs and websites 
to magazines, books, and articles. And 
everyone seems to have an opinion! More 
fruits, less meat. More meat, less carbs. 
Coffee is bad, a little coffee is good, coffee 
is great, and so on. It’s all so complex.

Yet one thing every health expert can agree 
on is this: vegetables are important. Really 
important. Especially the green ones. So 
go ahead and help yourself to an unlimited 
heaping plate of Brussels sprouts and your 
doctor will be proud.

And water. Lots of water. I have yet to hear 
someone ask me, “Could it be that you’re 
drinking too much water?”

After extensive research, we have 
discovered that by far and away the two 
most important staples of a healthy diet 
are . . . green vegetables and water (I was 
hoping that Chick-fil-A would crack the 
top two, but it didn’t even make honorable 
mention).

In this series of articles I am attempting 
to highlight some of the most important 
characteristics of a healthy church. But 
don’t worry, they’re more exciting than 
green beans and H20.
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Yet they are basic. No real surprises 
here. There is nothing that I’m going 
to say that hasn’t already been 
said, nor that will surprise you. But 
sometimes, like with physical health, 
it’s helpful to take a step back and 
remember what is most important.

Last time we considered that any 
healthy church must be shaped by 
the glorious gospel of God’s saving 
grace in Jesus Christ. The gospel isn’t 
a slogan we tack on; it’s the essential 
message we preach, teach, and 
celebrate.

But there is more to a healthy 
church than this. In addition to being 
gospel-shaped, our churches must 
be biblically grounded. Of course, 
you could make an excellent claim 
that this should have come first. The 
gospel we treasure is revealed in the 
Word God has given.

What does it mean to be biblically 
grounded? Every Protestant church 
I know claims to be Bible-believing, 
and thanks be to God, many of 
them are. We should praise God 
for the unity we share with other 
denominations that elevate the 
Word of God above tradition and the 
philosophies of this age.

Yet my concern in this article is 
to consider what it means to be 
biblically grounded when it’s easier to 
say it than to be it.

Churches are spiritually healthy 
when the Bible is shaping them in at 
least the following three ways: when 
the Word is prioritized, known, and 
shared.

When the Word Is Prioritized

This year we are celebrating the five 
hundredth anniversary of Martin 
Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses and the 
start of the Protestant Reformation. 
Among the most important reforms 
was a return to the Scriptures as the 
ultimate authority.

Next time we’ll consider the 
importance of our Reformed 
confessions in shaping our identity 
as churches, yet a warning must 
be issued. Our confessions are not 
inerrant, infallible, or inspired by the 
Holy Spirit.

And while we all know this, there is 
a practical danger. This came to my 
attention several years ago when I 
was teaching a new members class. 
One of the attendees was a man who 
grew up in a confessionally Reformed 
church. As I was teaching on the 
relationship between the Scriptures 
and the confessions, he admitted 
that as a kid he was quite confused. 
His church preached through the 
Bible one service, and through the 
catechism the other service, so he 
figured they were equal.

Now I have no doubt that this would 
horrify the church where he grew up. 
I’m certain they had no intention of 
communicating this. Yet, this was his 
perception. He grew up concluding 
that the confessions were just as 
important as the Bible. And that’s a 
problem.

How do we avoid this same trap in 
churches where we use the Reformed 
confessions in our services and in 
our preaching?

Pastors, teachers, and parents 
need to be clear and intentional. 
We need to communicate what 
the confessions aren’t, what the 
Scriptures are, and the difference 
between the two. I’m not suggesting 
that they are pitted against each 
other; this would be a false 
dichotomy. We’ve never said that 
the confessions are authoritative, 
nor do the confessions themselves 
claim to be. Yet we must bend over 
backwards to teach our people, our 
kids, and our visitors that we prioritize 
the Bible. That it, alone, is living and 
active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword.

When Paul addresses Timothy, he 
doesn’t say, “In season and out of 
season, preach the catechism!” He 
says, “Preach the Word.” So as we 
use the catechism as a scaffold, let 
us make sure that it serves the Word, 
not the other way around.

Another way we ought to be 
prioritizing the Word in our churches 
is in our worship and discipleship. 
Our services and studies should be 
robustly scriptural. We should be 
singing Scripture (see the Psalms), 
praying Scripture, preaching 
Scripture, and hearing Scripture. Our 
Bible studies, too. While it might be 
appropriate at times to cover topics, 
there is nothing quite like studying the 
Word together. The Bible transforms 
our minds!

When the Word Is Known

We are living in biblically illiterate 
days, and the church is a big part 
of the problem. Dr. Albert Mohler, 
in “The Scandal of Biblical Illiteracy: 
It’s Our Problem,” writes, “Fewer 
than half of all adults can name 
the four gospels. Many Christians 
cannot identify more than two or 
three of the disciples. According 
to data from the Barna Research 
Group, 60 percent of Americans 
can’t name even five of the Ten 
Commandments.” He continues: 
“Secularized Americans should not 
be expected to be knowledgeable 
about the Bible. The larger scandal is 
biblical ignorance among Christians. 
Choose whichever statistic or survey 
you like, the general pattern is the 
same. America’s Christians know less 
and less about the Bible. It shows.” 
He concludes: “We will not believe 
more than we know, and we will not 
live higher than our beliefs. The many 
fronts of Christian compromise in 
this generation can be directly traced 
to biblical illiteracy in the pews and 
the absence of biblical preaching and 
teaching in our homes and churches.”
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We can hold up sola 
Scriptura all we want, 
but the Bible was never 
meant to collect dust on 
our shelves or in our pews. 
Healthy churches are 
churches where the Bible is 
known, studied, examined, 
discussed, memorized, and 
taught.

To know the Word is to know 
God. If we don’t know the 
Word, we don’t know God. 
And if we don’t know God, we 
can’t be healthy.

Let me press this close to 
home. How well attended 
are our adult Sunday 
school classes? Our adult 
Bible studies? Our evening 
services? Have our adults 
graduated from needing 
to learn more about the 
Word? Or are we on cruise 
control now that we’ve made 
profession of faith? Satan’s 
trickery includes his ability 
to persuade lifelong church 
members that they already 
know enough about the 
Bible.

When the Word Is Shared 
with Others

The final indication that 
a church is truly biblically 
grounded is when the the 
Scriptures are faithfully and 
eagerly shared with others.

The Word has a way of 
multiplying. The more we 
study it, the more we want 
to share it. Like dining at a 
great restaurant or visiting 
the Grand Canyon, we want 
to share our experience with 
others.

Rev. Michael J. Schout
is the pastor of Grace URC in Alto, MI.  
He welcomes your feedback at 
mikeschout@gmail.com.

If the Bible bores us, we’ll have no 
interest in telling others about it. But 
when it interests and captivates us, 
we can’t help but want others to bask 
in its glory.

Healthy churches have fathers 
sharing the Word at home in family 
worship. Healthy churches have 
women gathering around the study 
of the Bible. Healthy churches send 
missionaries who love reaching 
the lost with the gospel. Healthy 
churches have Sunday school 
teachers who are eager to pass 
on the faith to the next generation. 
Healthy churches know the Word, 
and the God of the Word, and want 
others to know God in his Word, too. 
And healthy churches treasure the 
opportunity to make the Word plain 
to visitors, to explain why we do what 
we do as churches, and to point them 
to the hero and center of Scripture, 
Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

We all want to be Bible-believing. 
But these can easily become empty 
words. In churches where Scripture 
grounds everything, the Word is 
prioritized, known, and shared. May 
this be our prayer: “Let the word of 
Christ dwell in [us] richly, teaching 
and admonishing one another in all 
wisdom, singing psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs, with thankfulness 
in [our] hearts to God” (Col. 3:16).
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Between Death and the End

Even those who reject the literal 
notion of life after death still insist 
on the never-dying remembrance 
of the deceased; a hollow comfort 
given the brevity of our individual 
and corporate memories. This very 
expectation of life after death seems 
to be a testimony to the continued 
existence of the soul. Herman 
Bavinck wrote that “in the case of the 
belief of the immortality of the soul . . 
. we are dealing . . . with a conviction 
that was not gained by reflection and 
reasoning but precedes all reflection 
and springs spontaneously from 
human nature as such. It is self-
evident and natural, and is found 
wherever no philosophical doubts 
have undermined it.”3 In Solomon’s 
words, God “has put eternity in [our] 
hearts” (Eccl. 3:11). We sense eternity. 
We yearn for it. We are incomplete 
and our lives are terribly abridged 
without it. Again, Bavinck: “The so-
called arguments for immortality . . . 
are witnesses of, not grounds for, the 
belief in immortality.”4 “The rational, 
moral consciousness of humans 
points to a psychic existence that 
reaches beyond the visible world. 
That which by virtue of its nature 
seeks the eternal must be destined 
for eternity.”5

The Bible confirms that the soul will 
outlive the body of those who die, as 
Jesus’ parable of the rich man and 
Lazarus illustrates (Luke 16:19–31). 
Jesus says that the death of the body 
does not kill the soul (Matt. 10:28). The 
value of a human is not spent simply 
because the body decays (cf. v. 31). A 
person’s soul does not depend on this 
body; it was Adam’s soul, his spirit, 
that made him a living being (cf. 1 
Cor. 15:45).

You have a never-dying soul. A person 

might mistreat his body saying, “After 
all, in a hundred years it won’t make 
any difference.” But we cannot say 
this about our souls. Death cannot 
destroy souls. But death does critically 
affect the eternal well-being of one’s 
body and soul.

Death Ends a Time of 
Decision

Dying is like casting a completed 
ballot into a locked box. Even before 
the vote is counted the choice is 
irretrievable. Death seals the eternal 
destiny of everyone. Paul writes, 
“For we must all appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ, that each 
one may receive the things done 
in the body, according to what he 
has done, whether good or bad” (2 
Cor. 5:10). This life in the body is a 
probation for the life to come. Here 
and now we decide whether we 
desire to spend eternity in God’s 
restored kingdom or if we would 
rather cast our lot with the kingdoms 
of this earth which will one day be 
put under the feet of King Jesus. 
Jesus’ parable of the talents ends 
with this dreadful judgment against 
the one who failed the test to invest 
in eternity: “Cast the unprofitable 
servant into the outer darkness. 
There will be weeping and gnashing 
of teeth” (Matt. 25:30). The fact that 
we have undying souls confirms our 
accountability to the one who has 
given given them to us. We should 
“fear Him who is able to destroy both 
soul and body in hell” (Matt. 10:28).

The Bible knows of no postmortem 
opportunity for an unconverted 
person to be made right with God. 
The medieval Catholic Church 
developed a theory of purgatory 
suggesting that those who were not 
sufficiently prepared to go straight 

poet, writing about the death of 
a fellow man, observed this: “His 
soul is gone, whither? Who saw 

it come in, or who saw it go out? 
Nobody; yet everybody is sure he 
had one, and hath none.”1

When a person dies, it is clear to 
everyone that a vital aspect of the 
deceased’s life has ended. But is it 
possible for a life to truly be over 
at death? Can one’s spirit simply 
terminate? Or, does it live on? In the 
words of Job, “If a man dies, shall 
he live again?” (Job 14:14). On many 
other themes natural theology can be 
tested against experience. But when 
it comes to life after death, without 
revelation we could only answer 
our questions with unsatisfying, 
inconsistent wishes.2

But the Bible gives us answers. Not 
the kind of answers meant to indulge 
all our curiosities. But answers 
sufficient to warn us against living 
aimlessly, adopting the shortsighted 
worldview of the materialist: “Let 
us eat and drink, for tomorrow we 
die!” (1 Cor. 15:32). In the words of 
the Bible, at death “the dust” of our 
bodies “will return to the earth” from 
which they came, “and the spirit[s] 
will return to God who gave” them 
(Eccl. 12:7). Beyond, this, what can we 
say about life after death, but before 
the return of Christ?

Death Cannot Destroy Souls

Not surprisingly, most people, even 
those without a biblical worldview, 
expect life after death. Almost no 
one can look at a dead body and 
conclude that the person’s life has 
been completely extinguished. All 
of us have a sense that life so real, so 
precious, so interconnected cannot 
simply cease when our body stops. 

A
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to God after death could be further 
refined by fire. But Jesus could not 
have been more clear: After death, the 
souls of the deceased are in a place 
either of torment or of blessedness, 
and between the two a great gulf is 
fixed to prevent passage from one 
place to another (Luke 16:26). Further, 
“Purgatory is but an extension of the 
doctrine of penance, which denies 
the sufficiency of Christ’s active and 
passive obedience.”6

Outside the church an even less clear 
notion exists that God’s punishment, 
even the punishment of death, 
is always restorative. The nearly 
ubiquitous belief in our culture is 
that those who die must go on to a 
better place. Sinclair Ferguson has 
said that “the greatest heresy of the 
western world is the heresy that we 
are acceptable to God simply because 
we have died.” The dominant cultural 
assumption is, “We are justified 
by dying.”7 The Bible insists that 
immortality is brought to light only 
through the gospel of Christ (2 Tim. 
1:10), not by the act of dying.

The writer to the Hebrews warns 
against wasting opportunities to 
believe the gospel and enter into 
God’s rest. He forcefully identifies 
the “certain day” on which you shall 
believe as “Today.” “Today, if you will 
hear His voice, do not harden your 
hearts” (Heb. 4:7). The psalm from 

which the writer draws this phrase 
is riddled with the word “come” and 
other similar exhortations to meet 
with God and give him the honor 
due him while life persists (Ps. 95:1, 
2, 6). When the day of grace is over, 
those who come to God will know 
only his wrath (v. 11). If you have not 
yet come to God, seeking and finding 
the gift of eternal life through Christ, 
do so today. Life sometimes offers 
second chances. But at death second 
chances expire without warning.

Death Unites and 
Distinguishes Believers and 
Unbelievers

The modern church might be 
surprised—even unsettled—at the 
historic church’s position that until 
the second coming the dead are 
all united in a common state of 
disembodied waiting. The Bible 
uses the words Sheol (in the Old 
Testament) and Hades (in the 
New Testament) to describe the 
situation of the dead in which “not 
only the wicked but also believers 
find themselves . . . after death.”8 In 
Acts 2:27, for example, Peter quotes 
from Psalm 16:10 in which David 
prophesied of the Christ that God 
would not leave his soul in Sheol/
Hades. Both righteous David and 
Christ, along with unrighteous 
Shimei (1 Kings 2:6, 9) and Korah 
(Num. 16:33) entered Sheol at death. 

In a very general sense, Sheol (and 
Hades) captures the negative aspects 
of losing one’s life. Sheol is not so 
much a place as the state of death, 
the experience of the separation of 
body and soul.9 Sheol is like a city 
that exists outside of the land of the 
living (Ps. 52:5; Prov. 15:24) which is 
barred by massive gates (Matt. 16:18; 
Rev. 1:18) through which no one can 
escape by their own power.10 All the 
dead in Sheol—both the righteous 
and the wicked—have lost the gift 
of life and received the wages of sin 
(Rom. 6:23). The dead experience 
a certain “diminution of life, a 
deprivation of everything in this 
life that makes for its enjoyment.”11 
In this sense, while for believers 
death is “not a satisfaction for our 
sins”12 it is “the culmination of 
the chastisements which God has 
ordained for the sanctification of his 
people.”13

Still, in this intermediate state, the 
believing and unbelieving dead are 
greatly distinguished. Those who die 
enter a common state from which 
they can leave only when death and 
hades deliver up their dead at the 
day of resurrection (Rev. 20:13). But 
those within that state do not share 
an identical lot.

Unbelievers in the Intermediate 
State

Even before they died, because of 

“Every grain in 
the hourglass of 

time is eagerly 
making way 

for the coming 
of Christ, the 

resurrection of 
the body, the 

final judgment, 
and the breaking 

in of the age to 
come.” 
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their persistent unbelief, unbelievers 
are condemned already (John 
3:18, 36). At death condemned, 
unbelieving spirits are locked in 
prison (1 Pet. 3:19) from which they 
await the final judgment. While not 
yet cast into the lake of fire (Rev. 
20:15) those who have died apart 
from Christ begin at death a time of 
torment. So, the rich man in Jesus’ 
parable was not tormented because 
he was in the place of the dead, but 
because for him, the place of the 
dead was the narthex of hell (Luke 
16:23). To die as an unbeliever is to 
lose the best of this life and to enter 
a worse state while awaiting even 
worse things to come.

Believers in the Intermediate State

For those who die in the Lord (Rev. 
14:13), the intermediate state is a 
loss of that which is precious in 
the present life. But this loss is so 
outweighed by the glory of the life to 
come that death can be called great 
gain (Phil. 1:21). The apostle Paul—
persecuted in flesh (2 Cor. 11:22–29), 
frustrated by his sin (Rom. 7:13–25), 
having already tasted paradise (2 Cor. 
12:1–6)—had no doubt: To depart 
from this life and be with Christ is far 
better (Phil. 1:23).14 All believers can 
be “confident, yes, well pleased rather 
to be absent from the body and to be 
present with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8). 
All who trust in Christ can take his 
promise as their last earthly thought: 
“Assuredly, I say to you, today you 
will be with Me in Paradise” (Luke 
23:43). At this very moment, there 
is a “church of the firstborn who are 
registered in heaven” made up of 
“the spirits of just men made perfect” 
(Heb. 12:23). The dead in Christ begin 
to rest from their labors and enjoy 
the fruit of their works (Rev. 14:13; 
6:11; Heb. 4:9–10).

Because of these texts a believer 
can say, “My soul after this life shall 
be immediately taken up to Christ 
its head.”15 “For we believe that the 
faithful, after bodily death, go directly 
unto Christ.”16 Their souls are then 
“made perfect in holiness” and are 
“received into the highest heavens.”17

Death Begins a Time of 
Anticipation

Every grain in the hourglass of time 
is eagerly making way for the coming 
of Christ, the resurrection of the body, 
the final judgment, and the breaking 
in of the age to come. Even those 
in the intermediate state have not 
arrived; they do not know the full 
coming of the future age.

The wicked dead anticipate the 
judgment with unrelenting dread. 
Those who live in unbelief can often 
chase off thoughts of judgment. 
But those who have died in unbelief 
cannot escape “a certain fearful 
expectation of judgment, and fiery 
indignation which will devour the 
adversaries” (Heb. 10:27). When the 
deceased unbeliever realizes he has 
lost his opportunity for repentance 
and awaits dreadful judgment he can 
only cry “to the mountains and the 
rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the 
face of Him who sits on the throne 
and from the wrath of the Lamb!’” 
(Rev. 6:16). For those who die without 
Christ as their mediator the prospect 
of torment is no longer an uncertain 
“if,” but a frightful “when” (Matt. 8:29).

The righteous dead anticipate the 
judgment with inexhaustible delight. 
Prior to the resurrection, the dead, 

even those who have died in Christ, 
are not satisfied. Their souls are 
perfected, but they eagerly wait for the 
resurrection of their bodies and the 
realization of their full deliverance.18 
Those who are in heaven now await 
the Day of Judgment, crying with a 
loud voice, “How long, O Lord, holy 
and true, until You judge and avenge 
our blood on those who dwell on 
earth?” (Rev. 6:10). They await the in-
gathering of all the saints. They await 
full bodily communion with their 
Savior. But even the anticipation 
of the saints in glory does not 
issue from a dominating lack but a 
wholesome desire to be more fully 
clothed (2 Cor. 5:1–5), a joyful desire 
to experience God more deeply. The 
yearning of the blessed in paradise 
is a good yearning, as a group of 
friends eagerly await the arrival of 
other guests to a party.

What is so powerful about Jesus’ 
parable of the rich man and Lazarus 
is that both men, after death, could 
experientially affirm the contents of 
this article. Death doesn’t kill souls, 
but it does seal their destinies. Out of 
their experience both men speak to 
us. The rich man warns the living not 
to undervalue their souls. Lazarus 
encourages God’s people not to 
overvalue their temporary suffering.

Questions

1. Why does Paul warn against the philosophy, “Let us eat and drink, for 
tomorrow we die” (1 Cor. 15:32)?

2. In what ways do we feel pressure to live for today, forgetting about the age 
to come?

3. How can the human sense of eternity (Eccl. 3:11) be used as a way to 
communicate the gospel to our unbelieving friends?

4. Why might “the greatest heresy of the western world” be “the heresy that 
we are acceptable to God simply because we have died”?

5. Read Hebrews 4:1-10. Why is the word “today” so powerful in the passage?

6. How is it that believers and unbelievers can be both united and 
distinguished at death?

7. How might Christians so overly focus on the “gain” of dying that we 
eclipse the idea of anticipation in the intermediate state?

8. It is painful to reflect on the panicked state of unbelievers in Sheol. Why 
might it be beneficial to do so? 
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AD 2017 marks the five-hundredth anniversary of the Reformation of the church 
of Jesus Christ. In 1517 the Reformer Martin Luther affixed the ninety-five theses to 
the door of the church in Wittenberg, Germany, the act by which Jesus Christ began 
his reformation of his church. Essential to this Reformation was the gospel-truth of 
justification by faith alone. This book on justification is intended by the Reformed 
Free Publishing Association and the author to celebrate that glorious work of Christ.

But the purpose is more than a celebration of the beginning of the Reformation.  
It is to maintain, defend, and promote the Reformation in the perilous times for the 
church at present. The doctrine of justification by faith alone is so fundamental to 
the gospel of grace that an exposition and defense of this truth are in order always. 
The true church of Christ in the world simply cannot keep silent about this doctrine. 
To keep silent about justification by faith alone would be to silence the gospel.
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I Will Give to You:        
The Abrahamic Covenant

In the opening scenes of Peter Jackson’s film 
adaptation of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Fellowship of the 
Ring, a narrator sets up the plot of the story by 
giving the viewer a condensed history lesson 
on the mythological world of Middle Earth. The 
movie touches on critical events over thousands 
of years of history, explaining the significance 
of Sauron’s ring and how it fell into the hands 
of a hobbit named Bilbo. Once the prologue is 
complete and the plot is made clear, the speed of 
the story slows down and the central character 
is introduced: Frodo, the nephew of Bilbo, who 
must destroy the ring.

The book of Genesis unfolds in a similar way. 
Although it is true history and not mythology, the 
first eleven chapters are an overview of ancient 
history, a prologue leading up to the central 
character of the story: Abraham. Once Abraham 
is introduced, the speed of the story slows down 
and the narrator focuses on the covenant that 
God made with him and his offspring, a covenant 
that is central to the plot of redemptive history 
and the unity of the Scriptures.

What Is the Abrahamic Covenant?

Although the covenant of grace began with God’s 
promise in Genesis 3:15, it is more fully revealed 
in the Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 12:1–3; 15; 17). 
God promised Abraham an offspring and a land. 
He fulfilled these promises in two stages. The 
first stage of fulfillment is in the old covenant, 
with the nation of Israel and the land of Canaan. 
God fulfilled his promise to give Abraham an 
offspring numbered like the stars (see Deut. 1:10) 
and a land flowing with milk and honey (Josh. 
21:43–45). These promises, however, were not 
an end in themselves, for God also promised 
Abraham that through him God would bless the 
nations.

As marvelous as these fulfilled promises were, 
however, they were only the first level of 
fulfillment. The nation of Israel and the land of 
Canaan were only pictures and foreshadows 
of a far greater fulfillment of God’s promises to 
Abraham. This fulfillment is found in the person 
and work of Jesus Christ and the new covenant 
he mediates. Galatians 3, for example, reveals 
the second stage of fulfillment concerning God’s 

promise to give Abraham offspring. In making his argument 
against the Judaizers that salvation is through faith alone in 
Christ alone, and not by works of the law, the apostle Paul is 
careful to show how one becomes a true descendant of Abraham. 
In Galatians 3:7–9 he says,

Know then that is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. 
And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the 
Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, 
saying, “In you shall all the nations of the earth be blessed.” So 
then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, 
the man of faith.

Justification happens in the same way now to people of every 
tongue, nation, and tribe, as it did to Abraham: by faith alone.

The promise goes out to all the earth because of what Paul says 
in verse 16: “Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his 
offspring. It does not say, ‘And to offsprings,’ referring to many, but 
referring to one, ‘And to your offspring,’ who is Christ.” Paul uses 
a play on words to draw an important conclusion: Christ is the 
offspring of Abraham, through whom all the promises come to us 
who believe. Even the law that was given through Moses 430 years 
later could not annul the covenant previously made to Abraham 
and ratified in blood (see Gal. 3:17). That promise is fulfilled in 
Christ: “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 
according to the promise” (Gal. 3:29). The message of the New 
Testament is clear: the great number of offspring promised to 
Abraham was only foreshadowed in national Israel. Therefore, not 
all of national Israel is of true Israel. Those who are truly offspring 
of Abraham are those who, like Abraham, are justified through 
faith alone in the Offspring (Christ) alone.

But what about the promise of a land? How is that fulfilled on a 
greater level? Again, the New Testament reveals to us a reality that 
is fuller than the type and shadow of the Old Covenant. Notice 
what Hebrews 11 tells us:

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a 
place that he was to receive as an inheritance. And he went 
out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he went to live 
in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents with 
Isaac and Jacob, heirs with him of the same promise. For he 
was looking forward to the city that has foundations, whose 
builder and designer is God . . . These all died in faith, not 
having received the things promised, but having seen them 
and greeted them from afar, and having acknowledged that 
they were strangers and exiles on the earth. For people who 
speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. 
If they had been thinking of that land from which they had 
gone out, they would have had opportunity to return. But 
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as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. 
Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he 
has prepared for them a city. (vv. 8–10, 13–16)

The promised land of Canaan was temporary, not permanent. The 
permanent Promised Land is the heavenly country that still awaits 
us, a land that is infinitely greater than any plot of real estate in 
this present age. What awaits us is the new heaven and new earth. 
While the nation Israel received a good land, ultimately it became 
corrupt and defiled, and it faded away. The greater Promised 
Land, however, is an inheritance that Peter says is “incorruptible, 
undefiled, unfading, kept in heaven for you” (1 Pet. 1:4). And like 
our father Abraham, we look forward to this inheritance with 
hope. A visual sketch of this two-stage fulfillment is shown in 
figure 3.

Figure 3: Fulfillment of Abrahamic Covenant in Two Stages

As this diagram shows, the Abrahamic covenant was not 
interrupted by God’s national covenant with Israel at Sinai 
(typically called the Mosaic or old covenant) but runs continuously 
until its fulfillment in the new covenant. Those promises were 
fulfilled in Christ, who is Abraham’s offspring (Gal. 3:16) and the 
one who inaugurated the new covenant. God made us heirs, 
not because of our obedience to the law but because of Christ’s 
obedience, which is imputed to us freely of his grace. He is the 
one Mediator of the one covenant of grace as it is administered 
in both the Abrahamic and new covenants. As Calvin observed, 
“This covenant [that is, the Abrahamic] is so much like ours [that 
is, the new] in substance and reality, that the two are actually 
one and the same.”1 Both are covenants of promise, not law. In 
both, God promises to give gifts to undeserving sinners on the 
basis of his grace through Christ alone. Thus, Calvin was correct 
to say that “the covenant made with Abraham is no less in force 
today for Christians than it was of old for Jewish people.”2 The 
substance of the covenant has not changed.

The Mosaic covenant, which came after the Abrahamic covenant, 
played an important role in the fulfillment of God’s promises to 
Abraham, yet it was different in administration. While it was still an 
administration of the one covenant of grace, the Mosaic covenant 
had a principle of law. Whereas the Abrahamic covenant promised, 
“I will give to you” (Gen. 15; 17:7–8; 22:16–18; 26:3–4, 24; 28:13–
15), the Mosaic covenant threatened, “Cursed be everyone who 
does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do 
them” (Gal. 3:10b; Lev. 18:5; cf. Deut. 27:26). Whereas faith in the 

promise given in Abraham justified sinners (Gal. 
3:6–9), obedience to the law did not (Gal. 3:11–
12). Those who were justified during the time of 
the Mosaic covenant were so because their faith 
was in the promise of the Abrahamic covenant. 
The Mosaic covenant in no way superseded or 
abrogated the Abrahamic covenant, for “the law,” 
says Paul, “which came 430 years afterward, 
does not annul a covenant previously ratified 
by God, so as to make the promise void. For if 
the inheritance comes by the law, it no longer 
comes by promise; but God gave it to Abraham 
by promise” (Gal. 3:17–18).

This naturally leads one to ask, “Well, why then 
did God give the Mosaic covenant in the first 
place?” This, of course, is precisely the rhetorical 
question that Paul asks in Galatians 3:19: “Why 
then the law?” Paul says it was added to the 
covenant already in place (that is, the Abrahamic 
covenant) because of sin, until the coming of 
Christ. The Mosaic covenant was like a tutor for 
children until those children had grown (see 
Gal. 3:23–26). To put it another way, it was like 
training wheels on a bicycle. Training wheels 
serve the temporary purpose of helping a child 
learn how to ride a bike. Once a child has enough 
balance to keep the bike from tipping over, 
the training wheels come off. As long as those 
training wheels remain on the bike, its intended 
purpose cannot be fulfilled. The fulfillment of 
their intended purpose comes only when they 
are removed and the child moves on to better 
things. Similarly, the Mosaic covenant was 
necessary only for a time. As long as it remained 
in place, God’s promise to Abraham was limited 
to the people of Israel and the land of Canaan. 
The greater fulfillment of these promises could 
not come until Christ fulfilled the Mosaic 
covenant and inaugurated the new.

What does all of this promise and fulfillment 
show us? It shows us that there is continuity 
in the one plan of salvation for the one people 
of God, whom the Bible describes as the seed 
or offspring of Abraham (Gal. 3:29). There is no 
other way to be a child of God than to be included 
into Abraham’s covenant. Thus, when Reformed 
people speak of “the covenant,” we are speaking 
of the one covenant of grace that runs from its 
seed-promise in Genesis 3:15, was expanded 
in detail to Abraham in Genesis 15, fulfilled in 
Christ, and continues throughout time until the 
consummation. Anyone who has or ever will 
be saved—in any period of human history—is a 
member of this one covenant of grace. Salvation 
is always the same: by grace alone, through faith 

NEW COVENANT
Offspring: Believers and 

their children
Land: New heavens and

new earth (future)

THE COVENANT OF GRACE

OLD COVENANT
Offspring: Nation Israel

Land: Canaan

Gen. 3:15 Ex. 19

Abrahamic Covenant 
Genesis 15
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alone, because of the one Mediator of the 
covenant alone, the Lord Jesus Christ.

Because Reformed theology has understood 
that the Abrahamic and new covenants are 
both covenants of promise and that they share 
a tight continuity with one another, it has also 
understood the children of believers to be 
members of the covenant of grace and rightful 
recipients of the covenant sign of baptism. 
The Heidelberg Catechism, for example, after 
its five questions dealing with the sacrament 
of baptism in general, asks in Question 74:

Q: Are infants also to be baptized?

A: Yes. For since they, as well as their 
parents, belong to the covenant and 
people of God, and both redemption 
from sin and the Holy Spirit, who works 
faith, are through the blood of Christ 
promised to them no less than to their 
parents; they are also by baptism, as a sign 
of the covenant, to be ingrafted into the 
Christian Church, and distinguished from 
the children of unbelievers, as was done 
in the Old Covenant by circumcision, 
in place of which in the New Covenant 
baptism is appointed.

Just as God appointed a covenant sign 
of inclusion in the Abrahamic covenant 
(circumcision), so also he appointed a 
covenant sign of inclusion in the new 
covenant (baptism). If God included the 
children of believers into the Abrahamic 
covenant, there is no reason to assume that he 
has not done the same in the new covenant. 
The Reformed theologian B. B. Warfield (1851–
1921) stated this point quite plainly: “The 
argument [of infant baptism] in a nutshell is 
simply this: God established his church in the 

days of Abraham and put children into it. They 
must remain there until he puts them out. He 
has nowhere put them out. They are still then 
members of his church and as such entitled to 
its ordinances.”3

Clearly, the New Testament has no such 
command to remove the children of believers 
from his covenant. On the contrary, we find 
Jesus saying, “Let the little children come to me 
and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 19:14).

The Covenant of Redemption

The Covenant of Works

The Covenant of Grace

The Common Grace Covenant

The Abrahamic Covenant

The Mosaic Covenant

The Davidic Covenant

The New Covenant
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How should we then define the 
Abrahamic covenant? We can define 
it as the covenant of grace established 
with Abraham and his offspring, 
wherein God promised the entire 
future of his covenantal kingdom, 
in both its old covenant and new 
covenant stages.

Why Is This Doctrine Important for 
the Christian Life?

The doctrine of the Abrahamic 
covenant is important for several 
reasons. First, it shows us that God 
is a God of promise. It reveals to 
us what he is like in his nature by 
showing us how he has acted toward 
his people in history. This is vital for 
our faith as we travel through this 
wilderness age like pilgrims, looking 
to the promised land of the new 
heavens and new earth. Often, we 
are like Israel in the desert, tempted 
to disbelieve the Lord’s promises and 
doubt his goodness. We are tempted 
to grumble and complain against the 
Lord for not satisfying our shopping 
list of felt needs. The doctrine of the 
Abrahamic covenant, however, calls 
us out of our self-centeredness and 
disbelief by displaying before our 
eyes the God who keeps his promises 
and has taken us to be his covenant 
people. It directs our faith to Christ, 
in whom all of God’s promises are 
“yes” and “amen” (2 Cor. 1:17), and 
tells us that even though we live 
in a world filled with letdowns and 
broken promises, God will never 
go back on his word. Even though 
we will experience hardship and 
suffering in this life, his promises 
do not change. He will remember 
our sins no more. He will cause us to 
persevere in the faith, finish in us the 
good work he began, and resurrect 
our bodies from the dead. He will 
bring us to that heavenly country to 
which all of God’s saints and spiritual 
descendants of Abraham have 
looked, that country in which only 
righteousness dwells, where there 
is no crying or sadness or pain, and 
nothing evil or corrupt will ever enter 
its gates. We can look with great hope 

to the future and rest in the promises 
of God, for they always come to pass.

Second, the doctrine of the 
Abrahamic covenant assures our 
faith by highlighting the work of 
Christ, the Offspring of Abraham. 
Because Christ was made a curse 
for us and suffered the realities of 
the blood-oath of Genesis 15, we 
have confidence that we are no 
longer under a curse and have been 
redeemed from the curse of the law 
(Gal. 3:13). Knowing this is essential 
to our joy as Christians as well as for 
living a life of grateful obedience. 
If we think we are still under God’s 
curse because of our sin, we will 
inevitably be driven to serve God out 
of servile fear rather than grateful and 
joyful obedience. We will constantly 
relate to God by the law and attempt 
to earn his favor. But the doctrine 
of the Abrahamic covenant shows 
us that, in Christ, we have been 
made Abraham’s offspring and heirs 
according to God’s promise (Gal. 
3:29). It announces good news to us 
by telling us that we have been given 
eternal life and access into the holy 
presence of God. As Hebrews 10:19–
20 says, we now “have confidence 
to enter the holy places by the blood 
of Jesus, by the new and living way 
that he opened for us through the 
curtain, that is, through his flesh.”

Third, the doctrine of the Abrahamic 
covenant declares God’s grace to the 
nations. It tells us that the gospel is 
for people of every race, tribe, and 
nationality. God promised Abraham 
that he would be a light to the 
nations, and indeed that has come to 
pass. It is because of God’s promise 
to Abraham that the apostles were 
sent as Christ’s witnesses not only 
in Jerusalem and in all Judea but 
also in Samaria and to the end of the 
earth (Acts 1:8). It is because of God’s 
promise to Abraham that Christians 
are black, white, Asian, Hispanic, 
and more. The Christian faith is not 
a northern European faith, nor a 
Semitic faith, but an international, 
global faith in which “there is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 
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nor free, there is neither male nor 
female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). In a world that is 
typically segregated by our cultural 
identities, consumer preferences, 
and political affiliations, the doctrine 
of the Abrahamic covenant shows 
us that the church, as it is gathered 
throughout the world, is “a chosen 
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
a people for his own possession” (1 
Pet. 2:9a). Nothing but the gospel can 
create a community like this one.

Fourth, the doctrine of the 
Abrahamic covenant tells us that 
God claims the children of believers 
as part of his covenant community 
and should be regarded as heirs of 
his promises. Baptism, of course, 
does not save them (or anyone), for 
faith, not baptism, is the instrument 
whereby the righteousness of Christ 
is received and imputed to a sinner. 
Yet baptism is God’s sacrament 
of inclusion into his covenant 
of grace, and by it God promises 
salvation to those who believe. The 
doctrine of the Abrahamic covenant 
helps Christian parents view their 
children as rightful recipients of this 
covenant sign and thus God’s heirs 
of his covenant. It helps parents 
understand more clearly their role as 
stewards of these children who must 
be brought up in the training and 
admonition of the Lord.

1. Calvin, Institutes, 2.10.2.

2. Ibid., 4.16.6.

3. B. B. Warfield, “The Polemics of Infant 
Baptism,” in Studies in Theology (1932; 
reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 9.408.
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The Most Important Principle Underlying IRBC’s  
Philosophy of Counseling:  

The Sufficiency of Scripture

n recent articles we have discussed 
some of the foundational principles 
underlying IRBC’s philosophical 
model of counseling. Last time we 
focused our attention on the fact 
that man was created to work. In 
Genesis 1:28 (New International 
Version), God commissions man to 
“be fruitful and increase in number; 
fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over 
the fish in the sea and the birds in 
the sky and over all the creatures 
that move along the ground.” While 
some have associated work with 
the curse, God’s Word is clear: 
the command to work preceded 
the entrance of sin and the curse. 
Additionally, the average person 
spends a significant amount of his 
or her time working. Thus, it should 
not surprise us that disruptions in 
people’s lives that impinge upon 
their work life have the potential of 
negatively affecting their personal 
well-being. These disruptions might 
include retirement, physical inability 
to work, job loss, and under- or 
overemployment.

The principle to which we will direct 
our attention now is one of the most 
important because it expresses 
what we believe concerning the 
sufficiency of Scripture. We firmly 
believe that the truth revealed in 
Holy Scripture is entirely sufficient 
to meaningfully and relevantly 
address and fulfill every person’s 
spiritual needs in every situation, in 
every period of time.

Due to its inspired nature, Scripture 
is “living and active” and therefore 
able to discern “the thoughts and 
intentions of the heart” of every 
living person (Heb. 4:12, New 
American Standard Bible). Whenever 
evil intentions are discerned by 

the Word and properly confessed 
and turned away from, the Spirit 
revives and makes that human heart 
wise with truth contained in the 
Scriptures (Ps. 19:7). This wisdom is 
applied specifically to each person in 
association with the general purpose 
for which mankind was created: the 
glorification and enjoyment of God. 
God is glorified and enjoyed by each 
person as he or she seeks to fulfill all 
of his or her positions and roles in 
accordance with Scripture.

Because the authority of Scripture 
has been brought into question 
by many who profess to be 
Christians in our day, we believe 
it is necessary to declare what we 
believe concerning God’s Holy 
Word itself. This declaration will be 
followed by statements indicating 
what we believe about its sufficiency 
to address man’s spiritual needs, as 
well as its ability to serve as a lens 
to evaluate various propositions 
of truth (knowledge) propagated 
within counseling-related fields. 
The essence of the statements which 
will be shared are not wholly original 
or exhaustive.

Declaration Concerning the Author-
ity of Scripture

•	We	believe	that	each	of	the	sixty-six	
books which comprise the canon 
of Scripture are verbally inspired 
by God in their entirety. Holy 
Scripture is therefore infallible and 
inerrant.

•	We	believe	that	all	of	the	teachings,	
principles, and promises contained 
within Scripture are altogether 
true and without fault. They are 
completely trustworthy and are 
therefore a sure, safe, and reliable 
guide in all matters.

•	We	 believe	 Scripture	 represents	

God’s authority and viewpoint in 
all of the matters it touches upon, 
including its literary origins, 
God’s acts in creation, the people 
spoken about within its pages, and 
the events of world history. It is 
entirely faultless and trustworthy 
in all its assertions.

Transitional Statements

•	 Holy	 Scripture	 can	 be	 inwardly	
authenticated and believed in 
human hearts, as well as properly 
understood and applied to any 
matter, only through the work of 
its divine Author, God the Holy 
Spirit.

•	 Special	 revelation	 (Scripture)	 and	
general revelation are of divine 
origin.

•	 The	 triune	 God	 (Father,	 Son,	 and	
Holy Spirit) of the universe spoke 
everything into existence in the 
span of six days. He sustains and 
governs all things by his Word of 
decree, including the progressive 
insights he allows mankind to 
individually and collectively gain 
concerning his omniscience, 
omnipotence, and omnipresence 
as expressed through the created 
order.

•	 No	 human	 being	 can	 properly	
understand the things revealed 
in general revelation without 
the aid of the Holy Spirit and the 
proper use of his divinely inspired 
instrument, the Holy Scriptures.

Statements About the Sufficiency of 
Scripture

•	 Holy	Scripture	is	entirely	sufficient	
to address meaningfully and 
relevantly all of man’s spiritual 
needs in every situation in every 
period of time.
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•	 Holy	Scripture	is	the	only	sufficient	
means whereby a comprehensive 
system of counseling principles 
and practices that can affect 
genuine change in the human 
heart can be derived.

•	 Holy	 Scripture	 is	 sufficient	 to	 be	
used as a lens to discern truth 
from error in all of the fields of 
knowledge. The spectacles of 
Scripture alone provide for the 
human mind a world and life 
perspective which will enable 
one to think correctly about and 
critically evaluate information and 
actions from any human source, 
whether that be a thought or a 
system of thought derived from an 
individual or a collective entity.

•	 Scriptural	 truth	 is	 timeless	 and	
comprehensive in wisdom and 
is therefore sufficient in its ability 
to aid the regenerated mind in 
understanding, ordering, and 
applying all truth in all places at all 
times.

Concluding Statements About 
God’s Truth as It Specifically Applies 
to Biblical Counseling

•	 All	truth	in	the	realms	of	special	and	
general revelation is God’s truth 
and should be used for the glory 
of God in all of our counseling-
related endeavors.

•	 Jesus	 Christ	 is	 the	 head	 of	 the	
church and the member of the 
Trinity in whom all of the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge 
are revealed (Col. 2:3). Biblical 
counselors are utilized by Jesus 
Christ through the ministry of 
the Holy Spirit to bring the truth 
of Scripture to bear in the lives of 
counselees for their regeneration, 
edification, and particularly 
sanctification. God is glorified 
through the truth of special 
revelation as counselees respond 
to it by faith and are conformed to 
the image of Jesus Christ.

•	 Biblical	 counselors	 are	 used	
by Jesus Christ through the 
ministry of the Holy Spirit to bring 
applicable truths from general 
revelation to bear in the lives of 
counselees, in order to minimize 
the effects of sin and the Fall and/
or restore the bodily components 
of the capacities associated with 
various aspects of the Primary 
Dominant Domains. Such work 
can and often does positively affect 
the regenerated person’s soul, 
thereby enabling it, along with his 
or her body, to be more productive 
in service to God.

The content of some of the preceding 
statements lay the groundwork 
for our discussion on the final two 

foundational principles underlying 
IRBC’s philosophical model of 
counseling. We will look at one of 
them now and the other next time 
(D.V.).

God’s truth revealed through the 
medium of general revelation is 
sufficient to minimize the effects of 
the Fall by providing insights and 
applications connected with the 
general operations of the natural 
capacities associated with the 
Primary Dominant Domains.

Most Christians would agree that 
our first parents’ fall into sin deeply 
affected the world and everything 
in it. Yet, there are some who either 
explicitly or implicitly deny the 
fact that the Fall has affected and 
continues to affect negatively the 
functioning of some of the organs 
(particularly the brain), biological 
systems, and structures associated 
with the main human capacities 
(i.e., intellectual, emotional, social) 
involved with living in communion 
with God and neighbor. It seems that 
if one was to uncover the central 
presupposition undergirding such 
a mindset, it might be expressed as 
follows: “Spiritual rebirth involves an 
automatic and complete renewal or 
instantaneous healing of the central 
nervous system (i.e., the brain and 
spinal cord) and/or other bodily 
systems that are involved with living 
in coherent communion with God 
and neighbor.”

Although I never really explored 
the presuppositions underlying this 
mindset, there was a time when 
I thoroughly and enthusiastically 
ministered under it. My reasons 
were more reactionary than 
philosophical. To explain what I 
mean, I will share with you a little of 
my Christian journey.

When the Lord “removed the scales 
from my eyes” while on the campus 
of Colorado State University, and 
I saw for the first time in my life 
(through the medium of special 
revelation) my precious Savior Jesus 
Christ (Truth incarnate) and the 
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“pure jot and tittle” truth that graces 
every word of every sentence of the 
Sacred Writ, I rejoiced greatly and 
correctly identified special revelation 
as God’s primary source of truth. In 
association with my vocational call 
to the ministry, I shifted the focus of 
my studies from general revelation 
(God’s truth revealed through the 
things he has created and which 
is studied via science) entirely to 
special revelation (God’s infallible 
and inerrant Word).

While serving in the pastoral 
ministry, the Lord providentially 
guided the focus of my theological 
studies toward biblical counseling. 
As I became more engaged in these 
studies, I abandoned all studies in 
science, including the behavioral 
sciences. I also began to look with 
disdain upon most of the branches of 
science because of the suppression 
of truth and the multitude of anti-
Christian philosophies being 
propagated within them. In time, 
however, I came to realize within 
my pastoral counseling experiences 
that not all of the problems with 
which I saw Christians struggling 
were rooted in personal sin—an 
assumption that I used to make, and 
which is made by many within the 
broader field of biblical counseling. 
Some had struggled with problems 
that were the result of functional 
impairments of various elements of 
the mental capacity of the brain (i.e., 
perception, memory, reasoning). 
Others struggled emotionally, apart 
from any recognizable thought, 
behavior, or speech patterns that 
were sinful. Indicating that such 
individuals struggled with emotional 
turmoil does not mean to suggest that 
they were devoid of the underlying 
joy of their salvation. That glorious 
fruit of the Spirit and frame of heart 
was expressed by most of them. Yet, 
some of them experienced severe 
episodes of emotional suffering. It 
seems the suffering some of them 
experienced was similar to the kind 
of struggle that Jesus experienced in 
the Garden of Gethsemane. Scripture 
tells us that “for the joy set before 

Him, [He] endured the cross” (Heb. 
12:2, New American Standard Bible); 
yet in this episode of his life, he was 
emotionally taxed to the point that 
it affected the manner in which his 
human body perspired.

Other emotional strugglers wrestled 
with what appeared to be something 
related to a bodily impairment, 
particularly the brain (i.e., the 
specific area of the brain associated 
with the expression of human 
emotion) failing to properly mediate 
between soul and body. One would 
wrestle with controlling emotion 
after a stroke; another would have 
an ongoing struggle with either 
(severe) anxiety or depression that 
was reflective of similar struggles 
from (Christian) family members 
from prior generations. To assume 
that these strugglers were all 
experiencing problems that were 
directly rooted in personal sin did 
not seem right.

Still others wrestled deeply with 
the pervasively evil speech and/or 
behavior they regularly encountered 
in the home and/or workplace. In 
some cases, the counsel that needed 
to be prescribed was not “respond 
to evil with good” or “endure 
mistreatment viewing it as a means 
God is using to strengthen your 
character.” The appropriate counsel 
was “begin to take the necessary 
steps to bring God’s discipline/
judgement to bear in the situation 
via church office-bearers or the law” 
or “flee from evil.”

As I encountered these and other 
types of problems, the Lord granted 
me the insight necessary to capture 
the basic understanding of the areas 
wherein problems arise in the lives 
of his people. Thus I was enabled to 
give expression to The 7 Dominant 
Domains of Origin for Human 
Problems.

While praying and pondering 
the Mental Domain, it became 
evident that my love and zeal for 
the truth that God reveals through 
the medium of special revelation 

had almost completely eclipsed my 
former love and appreciation for the 
truth he reveals through the medium 
of general revelation. My earlier 
reaction to unbelievers’ suppression 
of the truth within various academic 
fields was, upon further reflection, 
an error rather than a virtue as I 
had originally surmised. Our job as 
Christians is not to become reclusive 
as we encounter people enslaved 
to Satan’s schemes as we sojourn 
on our earthly pilgrimages. We are 
to be the salt of the earth by living 
in accordance with God’s Word, 
sharing the gospel, and correctly 
interpreting and applying the truth 
God reveals through the media of 
special and general revelation for 
the salvation and restoration of soul 
and body—all for his glory. In short, 
we are to be led by Jesus Christ via 
the ministry of the Holy Spirit into 
all academic and vocational fields, 
seeking to obey his commission to 
make disciples of all men. We are not 
to retreat and then complain about 
how bad everything has become. We 
are to be salt and light!

Today, I still greatly rejoice in special 
revelation and view it as God’s 
primary source of truth. Yet, I also 
rejoice in the truth that he reveals 
via general revelation. It truly is 
sad to see the state of the sciences 
today. Christians must, indeed, be 
very discerning as they interact with 
ideas and teachings propagated by 
public as well as private Christian 
institutions. Yet, with the spectacles 
of Scripture we can and must 
take truth discovered from both 
pagan and priest, and profitably 
apply it to those we counsel. To 
be sure, sin often lies at the core 
of most Christians’ personal and 
interpersonal problems and must be 
faithfully confronted. It must not be 
masked or explained away by fine-
sounding arguments. Yet, are we not 
less than wise and compassionate 
counselors if we do not realize that 
the Fall has caused various bodily 
organs, systems, and structures to 
function in impaired or disordered 
ways, thereby causing people to 

The Outlook | 22



suffer and/or be more prone to sin 
in certain ways because of such 
operational deficiencies?

Wise and compassionate counselors 
who genuinely love people will not 
fail to minimize the effects of the Fall. 
Nor will they turn a blind eye or a deaf 
ear to sin. Their love and concern 
for the glory and honor of their God 
and the ultimate good of the sufferer 
they have been called to serve is too 
great to do such an evil and unkind 
thing. Shouldn’t the same love that 
motivates us to be the keeper of our 
brother’s and sister’s souls move us 
to pray compassionately that the 
Great Physician of soul and body 
will provide remedies, cures, and/
or ethically sound techniques that 
will minimize the negative effects of 
the Fall in their lives? For example, 
wouldn’t a compassionate counselor 
who worked with a beloved member 
of Christ’s body with an Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD)—with 
one who struggled with forming 
and maintaining relationships—
desire to know more about this 
neurologically based problem? 
Wouldn’t he or she desire to make 
proper application of research and 
findings that provided insights and 
help into the social aspects of an 
ASD counselee’s struggle? We would 
hope that the answer would be yes 
for any counselor who ministers 
in the name of Jesus Christ. If 
such isn’t the case with you, dear 
reader, we would humbly ask that 
you pray that the Holy Spirit would 
make your heart merciful, as is the 
heart of Jesus Christ. We would 
also urge you to remember that as 
Jesus sojourned on earth, he was 
concerned to minister to people as 
beings comprised of body and soul, 
not disembodied spirits.

While we are on the topic of ASD, 
the question needs to be asked, 
“How will the Reformed segment 
of the visible church respond to the 
explosion of people possessing an 
ASD in our time?” The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) estimate that 1 in 68 children 

has been identified with an Autism 
Spectrum Disorder. This new 
estimate is roughly 30 percent higher 
than previous estimates reported 
in 2012. Will the mainstream of 
the conservative Reformed church 
compassionately address the 
spiritual as well as mental, social, 
and other needs of their existing and 
future members with ASD, should the 
Lord tarry? Or, will we give them pat 
religious answers and sit back and 
watch them quietly suffer? Members 
of Christ’s body who consistently fail 
at relationships are deprived of the 
rich blessings of the communion 
of the saints and do greatly suffer! 
People with ASD are not the only 
ones who suffer; their families do 
as well. Parents of children with 
ASD often suffer from exhaustion 
and burnout. Non-ASD siblings 
are usually deprived of parental 
attention because of the amount of 
time that is necessary to manage 
behavior and attend to the needs of 
their sibling with ASD. It is, therefore, 
absolutely essential that members of 
the covenant community provide 
assistance for families who have 
members with ASD.

The progressive insights into 
general revelation that God is 
pleased to unveil in each generation 
are sufficient to minimize the effects 
of the Fall in the lives of his children. 
As the hands and feet of our merciful 
God, in whom are found all of the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge 
(Col. 2:3), we must be willing to bring 
faithfully and effectively the truth of 
special as well as general revelation 
to bear in the lives of those who 
suffer. May God give us the grace 
to heed the exhortation given in 
Proverbs 3:27 (New American 
Standard Bible) as it applies to the 
subject at hand: “Do not withhold 
good from those to whom it is due, 
when it is in your power to do it.” Our 
business as biblical counselors is to 
observe and apply the precepts of 
Christ as well as imitate his example; 
to do justice, to love mercy, and 
beware of covetousness; to be ready 
for every good work.

Before ending our discussion on 
this underlying principle, a portion 
of IRBC’s greater vision for the 
propagation of the gospel via the 
ministry of biblical counseling, 
along with our associated desire 
to promote academic leadership, 
will be shared. It is hoped that 
the Lord will eventually provide 
opportunities for IRBC to introduce 
lines of inquiry associated with The 
7 Dominant Domains in secondary 
and postsecondary Christian 
schools. The introduction of such 
lines will, we hope, guide students 
into meaningful research aimed 
at glorifying God by discovering 
different facets of his knowledge that 
can be applied to counseling-related 
issues, in such a way as to minimize 
the effects of the Fall. Such guided 
research will be used by the Lord to 
spark interest and provide an added 
sense of relevancy and purpose in 
the pertinent sciences. It will also 
be used to begin a new season of 
Christian leadership in the associated 
fields of knowledge. As the bride of 
Christ, we must remember that all 
of the fields of knowledge rightfully 
belong to Jesus Christ. May God be 
pleased to use small efforts such as 
those proposed here to promote the 
gospel and begin a new chapter of 
Christian leadership in our country 
and around the world. It is time for 
Christians to lead! May the Holy 
Spirit empower us with the courage 
necessary to hold high the torch 
of God’s truth and minister to the 
suffering with Christ-like humility 
and compassion.

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.

Nov/Dec  2017 | 23



Dr. Norman   
De Jong

Bible Studies on Nehemiah
Lesson 3: The King Observes Sadness

In our Bibles, the books of Ezra and 
Nehemiah precede the book of 
Esther. But chronologically, Queen 
Esther came to the throne of Persia 
in 483 B.C., twenty-five years before 
Ezra is sent to Jerusalem and thirty-
eight years before Nehemiah appears 
before King Artaxerxes. During that 
interlude, Mordecai becomes “second 
in rank to King Ahasuerus” and is 
given great authority throughout the 
empire. The Bible is silent about that 
relationship, but it gives us enough 

information to see some significant 
connections. It is possible that King 
Artaxerxes is a son of Esther and 
Ahasuerus. It is also possible that 
Mordecai was instrumental in the 
commissions given to Ezra and 
Nehemiah.

Nehemiah is “cupbearer to the 
king” (Neh. 1:11). The cupbearer is 
a member of the royal court. His 
responsibility is to choose wine for 
festive occasions and to make certain 

that it is safeguarded. The king must 
have implicit trust in that person and 
be assured that he will always be 
protective of the king. Joseph was 
given a similar position in Potiphar’s 
house and was made overseer over 
all that Potiphar had (Gen. 39:5).

Nehemiah offers a caveat, telling the 
reader that he has “not been sad in 
[the king’s] presence.” This suggests 
that Nehemiah has been able to 
control his emotions up to this point, 
since he knew about the deplorable 
conditions in Jerusalem for four 
months. Something triggered this 
demonstration of sadness, possibly 
in response to the festive occasion 
where the court is in a celebratory 
mood.

King Artaxerxes appears to be a 
considerate, thoughtful person who 
understands the needs of his servant. 
He observes that Nehemiah’s 
concern is “a sadness of the heart.” 
That suggests genuine sympathy 
and almost fatherly concern. 
Contrast that with Nebuchadnezzar’s 
mood when his magicians cannot 
perform the impossible task of telling 
him what he dreamed or what it meant 
(Dan. 2:1–12). Artaxerxes has already 
demonstrated tremendous respect 
for Israel’s God by his support of Ezra 
and the assignment he gave him (Ezra 
7:11–26). Based on his commissioning 
of Ezra, we can assume that the king 
is a believer in Jehovah and is anxious 
to see his kingdom prosper. When we 
remember that he is the supreme 
ruler over the kingdom of Persia, we 
have to wonder at the influence of 
God’s children in that expansive land.

Nehemiah is obviously a polite, 
obedient, and trusting servant of 
the king. He expresses not only 
genuine, deep-seated sadness for 
the conditions in Jerusalem but also 
a “fear of the king,” for he knew 
the traditions of the royal court. He 
likely knew the risks that Esther took 
when she went to the king for help. 
Nehemiah brings his needs to the 
throne of grace, praying to the God 
of heaven. He “prayed to the God of 
heaven” (v. 4) and acknowledged that 
“the good hand of my God was upon 
me” (v. 8). Notice how often he adds 
the possessive pronoun “my” to God 
(vv. 8, 11, 18).

Nehemiah requests permission to 
go to Jerusalem with the purpose of 
rebuilding the city. The king asks how 
long he plans to be gone and when 
he will return. The text tells us that 
Nehemiah “gave him a time” but does 
not let the reader know how much time 
was needed or requested. The king 
obviously wants Nehemiah back as 
his cupbearer but grants his request. 
Later we learn that Nehemiah stayed 
in Jerusalem as governor for twelve 
years before returning to the palace 
(Neh. 5:14). We don’t know how long 
Nehemiah originally requested, but it 
was probably not twelve years.

Nehemiah also requests that he be 
given letters to the governors of the 
province beyond the River, so that he 
could travel freely. He also requests 
a letter to Asaph, the keeper of the 
king’s forest, for purposes of obtaining 
timbers for rebuilding the gates of the 
city, and “for the house that I shall 
occupy” (Neh. 2:8). From this, we can 
conclude that Nehemiah expected to 
stay for a considerable time. Building 
a house does not suggest a brief stay. 
The king granted all his requests.

Upon arrival, Nehemiah immediately 

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 2

Background Reading: Esther 9:29–10:3
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presents his letters to the governors 
of the province. This would grant him 
protection and access to important 
sites and places. Notice, too, that King 
Artaxerxes had supplied “officers of 
the army and horsemen.” Compare 
this with the fact that Ezra made 
that same journey thirteen years 
earlier with no military escort. Note 
Ezra’s explanation as to why he did 
not request any military escort (see 
Ezra 8:21–23). Ezra obviously had 
significant spiritual influence on this 
king, for he and his people made that 
trip with vast amounts of money but 
without any protection other than the 
care of God Almighty. That had to 
impress the king.

The two persons who are identified 
as being “greatly concerned” are 
Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the 
Ammonite. Sanballat is a governor 
from the region of Samaria, while 
Tobiah is from the region known as 
Ammon, today’s Jordan. Remember 
the Samaritans’ attempts to stop the 
building of the temple (Ezra 4); these 
people pretend to have theological 
concerns and are desirous to take 
control of the Hebrew people. They 
certainly know about the nullification 
of all the marriages referred to in Ezra 
9–10. That implied an overt rejection 
of them as a people and their religious 
practices. In the light of that history, 
they were displeased that someone, 
with the king’s approval, would come 
on the scene to help their enemies. 
They also would know about the Feast 
of Purim, celebrating the victory of the 
Jews over all their pagan enemies 
(Est. 9:20–32).

Nehemiah does a number of things 
to disguise his purpose for being 
in Jerusalem. He stays there for 
three days without any overt activity. 
Then, under the cover of night, he 
rides his “animal” all around the city 
boundaries to assess the damage and 
the needs for rebuilding. He took only 
“a few men with him” but does not 
tell anyone else what he is doing or 
where he is going (v. 16). He attributes 
this secrecy to what “God had put 
into my heart to do for Jerusalem” 

(v. 12). Nehemiah is in Jerusalem on 
the Lord’s business.

Nehemiah finally shares his plans 
with his fellow believers and asks 
them to commit to the project. Again 
demonstrating his faith, he informs 
them that “the hand of my God had 
been upon me for good” (v. 18). But he 
also adds “the words that the king had 
spoken to me” (v. 18). That is about 
the strongest motivation that could 
be offered. The Jews respond with 
enthusiasm. He adds with a prophetic 
promise: “The God of heaven will 
make us prosper” (v. 20).

The number of enemies has grown, 
for now Geshem the Arab is listed 
among them. These enemies tried 
to humiliate Nehemiah’s people by 
jeering and derision, but that did not 
work. So, they raise the question: 
“Are you rebelling against the king?” 
That kind of implied accusation had 
worked earlier when Jeshua and 
Zerubbabel were trying to rebuild the 
temple (Ezra 4:11–16). That accusation 
became successful because of letters 
they sent to King Ahasuerus, who had 
little or no sympathy for the Jews or 
the worship of God (Ezra 4:6). The 
building of the temple was stopped 
for ten years, from 530 B.C. to 520 
B.C. It was allowed to start again when 
Cyrus’s original edict was discovered 
in the archives at Ecbatana, the 
capital of the province of Media 
(Ezra 6:2). If Sanballat, Tobiah, and 
Geshem had listened to Nehemiah’s 
report or read the letters which he 
carried, they would have known that 
King Artaxerxes had endorsed and 
supported this program. They closed 
their ears to such information. The 
enemies of God often demonstrate 
their stupidity and ignorance.

Discussion Starters

1. In what year does this event take 
place? What is the relationship 
between Queen Esther and King 
Artaxerxes? Who is the older 
person?

2. What role does Nehemiah 
play in the Persian Empire? Is 
that a trivial job or a significant 

assignment? What would that 
suggest about the relationship 
between the king and Nehemiah?

3. What kind of disposition does 
Nehemiah display when he is 
serving the king? What explanation 
does he offer for his sadness? 
How long has he known about the 
terrible conditions in Jerusalem?

4. What kind of person is King 
Artaxerxes? Does he genuinely 
care about Nehemiah? Is he a 
perceptive, caring monarch? Is he 
a believer in Jehovah?

5. How would you describe the 
character of Nehemiah? Is he a 
God-fearing man? From where 
does he get the courage to 
request a leave of absence?

6. What does Nehemiah request 
of the king? What does he hope to 
accomplish by that request?

7. What additional requests does 
Nehemiah make of the king? Is it 
probable that Nehemiah knew the 
kinds of power and authority that 
this same king had conferred on 
Ezra thirteen years prior?

8. What are the first things 
that Nehemiah does upon his 
arrival in Jerusalem? Who are 
accompanying him?

9. Which persons were greatly 
displeased at the arrival of 
Nehemiah? What was their 
concern?

10. Why must Nehemiah practice 
such secrecy? Who has motivated 
him to conduct his business?

11. When Nehemiah finally shares 
his plans with the officials, what 
reaction does he get from his 
fellow Jews? What motivation does 
he provide for them?

12. What is the reaction of his 
enemies to this announcement? 
What accusations are they trying to 
level against Nehemiah? 
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Bible Studies on Nehemiah
Lesson 4: Rebuilding for the Glory of God

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 3

Background Reading: Jeremiah 52:1–14

Rebuilding the Walls

As we begin reading through Nehemiah 3, we are probably 
asking ourselves whether we want to continue, or jump ahead 
to Nehemiah 4. In one sense, we find these names and 
places rather meaningless. Why should we bother learning 
all these names of persons or the names of the gates that 
they fixed? Is there any significance to them? Why did God, 
the primary author of Scripture, allow or inspire Nehemiah 
to include all these names and connections in his Word?

At the most elementary lesson, we know that genealogies 
and family histories were important in Jewish culture. We 
have seen that in the census reported in Numbers 1 and 
in Numbers 26. We have also seen it in 1 Chronicles 1–9, 
where family groups are laid out in seemingly endless 
detail. We have seen it in our study of Ezra 2 and Ezra 8, 
where those returning to Jerusalem are recorded for us. 
From earliest times, the Jews were masters at recording 
genealogical records.

At a more advanced level, we should note that this 
rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem is an event of profound 
historic meaning. This is an event worth recording. God’s 
people had suffered the humiliation of a broken kingdom 
center, without any attempts at restoration. Now, finally, it 
was about to be rebuilt, restored to its original splendor and 
function. To report it without giving recognition to the most 
important helpers would be unthinkable.

On a more profound level, we are reminded that “all 
Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, 
for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 
that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every 
good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). This passage in Nehemiah 3 is 
no exception. God has included it for our instruction. What 
can we learn from it? How will we be edified by it?
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Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 3

Background Reading: Jeremiah 52:1–14

The High Priest Sets the 
Example

As we open Nehemiah 3, we note that 
it is Eliashib, the high priest, who is 
first cited as a builder. How fitting, that 
the high priest should set the example 
and should be the first to respond 
to Nehemiah’s challenge. Matthew 
Henry makes the astute observation, 
“Ministers should be foremost in every 
good work; for their office obliges 
them to teach and quicken by their 
example, as well as by their doctrine. 
If there be labor in it, who so fit as they 
to work? If danger, who so fit as they 
to venture? The dignity of the high 
priest was very great, and obliged him 
to signalize himself in this service.” 
He goes on to focus on their specific 
project, reminding us that “the priests 
repaired the sheep-gate, so called 
because through it were brought the 
sheep that were to be sacrificed in 
the temple; and therefore the priests 
undertook the repair of it because 
the offerings of the Lord made by fire 
were their inheritance. And of this 
gate only it is said that they sanctified 
it with the word and prayer.”

On a broader scale, we need to 
note the number and scope of the 
volunteers who immediately went 
to work on a specific section of the 
wall or on a particular gate. We note 
that there are ten separate gates 
listed, and forty-two sections of the 
wall being repaired. According to 
different estimates, the circumference 
of the wall extended two and one-half 
miles. The wall enclosed an area of 
approximately 220 acres, which was 
the apparent size of Old Jerusalem. If 
we jump ahead to Nehemiah 6:15, we 
note that the entire rebuilding project 
was completed in just fifty-two days. 
At first blush, this seems incredible. 
Was Nehemiah such an outstanding 
organizer? Were all these people 
waiting, with bated breath, to tackle a 
job that had lain dormant for over a 
century? How does one explain such 
a tremendous accomplishment? We 
could, with some legitimacy, argue 

that this is an example of the way 
that church groups should always 
work. We could make this a model 
for all church projects. We could even 
personalize the accomplishments 
by calling attention to strong family 
traditions, citing individuals who 
also appeared in the group listed 
in Ezra 2 and in Ezra 8. We note, for 
example, that Eliashib is the grandson 
of Jeshua, who was the high priest 
in that first migration in 538 B.C. We 
could note other names (Hassenaah, 
Meremoth, Meshullam) that appeared 
earlier in the listing in Ezra 2.

What should amaze us is the speed 
with which this big, important project 
is undertaken. We might surmise 
that Nehemiah is an extremely 
successful motivational speaker. We 
might also conclude that Nehemiah 
is a fantastic community organizer, 
marshaling all these volunteers and 
assigning them work stations near 
their homes. We might want to award 
him the Jewish Medal of Honor. But 
Nehemiah does not want any credit 
for himself. In his motivational speech, 
he declares, “Come, let us build the 
wall of Jerusalem, that we may no 
longer suffer derision” (Neh. 2:17). He 
then goes on to acknowledge both 
the hand of “my God” and the “words 
that the king had spoken to me” (Neh. 
2:18). The only motivational argument 
offered is “that we may no longer 
suffer derision.” That is effective, for 
the Samaritan neighbors have been 
jeering and mocking them for more 
than one hundred years. Ever since 
the first attempts to rebuild the temple 
in 536 B.C., these neighbors have 
been thorns in the Jewish sides (see 
Ezra 4:1–6). Now, at first sight of King 
Artaxerxes’s envoy, the harassment 
continues. Noting the king’s strong 
commitment to this endeavor, God’s 
people quickly respond. A beautiful, 
inspiring reaction.

The Holy Spirit Is at Work

But this is not just a human work. 
The Holy Spirit is at work. God had 
obviously been at work in the heart 
and mind of King Artaxerxes and 
his seven counselors. They are the 

ones who commissioned Nehemiah 
and gave him all the authority and 
resources necessary. They provided 
all the means for its accomplishment, 
but God had moved them to that point. 
But God also uses human agents 
to accomplish his purposes. Two 
people who probably had powerful 
influence on the empire’s leaders 
were Queen Esther and Mordecai, 
the second most powerful person in 
the empire. Scripture is silent on this 
matter, but it is clear in the way that 
God had worked on King Darius, an 
earlier Persian monarch, by shutting 
the mouths of the lions (see Dan. 
6:19–28). That miracle prompted him 
to issue a decree “that in all my royal 
dominion people are to tremble and 
fear before the God of Daniel, for he 
is the living God” (Dan. 6:26). The 
sovereign Lord had previously shown 
King Nebuchadnezzar that his Son, 
“the stone cut out by no human hand” 
(Dan. 2:34), would rule the nation of 
Persia with a rod of iron. He has also 
used the orphan Esther to influence 
the father of King Artaxerxes, who 
now commands that the walls be 
rebuilt. Historical redemptive theology 
is at work in the books of Ezra and 
Nehemiah, even as it is proclaimed in 
the book of Daniel. The linkages have 
to be seen.

There are numerous reasons to 
rejoice as we ponder this passage, 
but there are also areas of concern. 
The Samaritans have once again 
attempted chaos. They had stopped 
the construction of the temple for 
ten years, from 530 to 520 B.C. They 
claimed to be deeply religious people 
and pretended to worship Jehovah. 
Almost all of the inhabitants are willing 
to go to work, but not the Tekoites, 
whose “nobles would not stoop to 
serve their Lord” (Neh. 3:5). Building 
walls and gates was heavy, dirty, 
physical work, which most everyone 
else was willing to do, but not “the 
nobles.” That was too demeaning, 
too lowly an occupation. The scene 
is reminiscent of that experienced 
thirteen years earlier, when Ezra and 
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his entourage came from Persia. They, 
too, found an imperfect society. In that 
case, 111 men, some Levite priests, 
had married pagan women (see 
Ezra 10:18–44). Now, in Nehemiah’s 
experience, there is a class of people 
who think that they are too important 
to engage in physical labor. Life this 
side of heaven is never without its 
challenges. As we progress, we will 
see more evidence of opposition and 
the ways of meeting it.

Why Is a Wall Necessary?

A nagging question remains: Why 
is the wall necessary? Why should 
the king of Persia and his seven 
counselors expend so much effort 
to rebuild a wall that has been in 
ruins for more than 140 years? Why 
did the people of Judah not tackle 
the job sooner? As soon as the first 
exiles returned, they immediately 
constructed the altar and then began 
rebuilding the temple. After much 
difficulty, the temple was finally 
dedicated in 515 B.C. and became the 
center of glorious, inspiring worship. 
Why not begin work on the walls and 
the gates? Was there no threat of 
invasion? Was the Persian monarchy 
practicing a policy of benign neglect? 
Was there no sense of embarrassment 
among the Jews in their royal city?

Scripture gives us but one rationale, 
that coming from the mouth of 
Nehemiah: “That we may no longer 

suffer derision” (Neh. 2:17). The 
conditions in Jerusalem weighed 
heavily upon his heart. When he heard 
Hanani report that the exiles now living 
in Jerusalem are experiencing “great 
trouble and shame,” he was deeply 
affected. Jerusalem was the sacred 
city. That was where God dwelt. That 
was where God’s temple dwelt. If the 
surrounding peoples are mocking and 
ridiculing the people of God, they are 
also mocking and ridiculing God. That 
is intolerable. That must be stopped. 
The way to stop it is to restore the 
walls and the gates. These neighbors, 
who pretend to be so pious, are really 
enemies of God. They have the form 
of godliness, but their hearts are not 
right. They need to be kept out.

When King Artaxerxes commissioned 
Ezra to go to Jerusalem thirteen 
years earlier, he did so with the 
explicit desire to know whether God 
was being worshipped according 
to his law (Ezra 7:14). Ezra was the 
leading scholar whose job it was to 
make sure that worship in the land of 
Judah was in strict compliance with 
divine prescription. He found that to 
be so, even to the extent of Levite 
men having their marriages annulled 
because they conflicted with the 
Lord’s commands. The seventy-year 
exile, forced because of widespread 
disobedience, has had a very positive 
effect. Church discipline worked. 
God’s people had been transformed. 

They wanted the mocking and jeering 
and derision to stop, not because they 
were offended but because their God 
was offended. The wall was a symbol 
of protection. It was also a sign of 
restoration. What had been destroyed 
because of self-imposed punishment 
had to be rebuilt for the glory of God. 
This was his city. This was his home.

Discussion Starters

1. What was the response of Nehemiah 
to the threats of Sanballat, Tobiah, 
and Geshem when they jeered at and 
mocked the Israelites for wanting to 
rebuild the walls of the city (2:20)?

2. What does Nehemiah 3 tell us 
about the response of God’s people 
to the task at hand? Why did they not 
attempt this reconstruction at a much 
earlier date?

3. Did all classes of people volunteer 
their services? Were the priests, the 
temple servants, the government 
officials, and homeowners all willing 
to do the necessary work? Was there 
any group of persons unwilling to get 
involved (3:5)?

4. There are two parts to the rebuilding 
process: the wall itself and the gates. 
What can you learn about the gates 
into the city (3:3, 5, 13, 14, 15, 28, 29, 
31, 32)?

5. What do the names of the various 
gates suggest about their functions 
(3:3, 14, 15, 28, 32)?

6. What is the purpose or function 
of the wall? Since the wall has been 
broken down for approximately 140 
years, why the need to rebuild it now 
(Isa. 44:26; 45:13; 56:6–8)?

7. How did Sanballat and Tobiah react 
to the rebuilding that was going on 
(2:19; 4:1–3)?

Dr. Norman De Jong
is a semi-retired pastor in the 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church.

“

“

To be convinced in our 
hearts that we have 
forgiveness of sins and 
peace with God by grace 
alone is the hardest thing.

Martin Luther,  
Commentary on Galatians
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Rev. Wybren 
Oord

Remembering Rev. Arthur Besteman
May 23, 1933 – October 1, 2017

I first heard of the Rev. Arthur Besteman 
when I was a seminary student more 
than thirty years ago. He had a call to 
First Christian Reformed Church in 
Rock Valley, Iowa, where my wife, Kathy, 
and I were on summer assignment back 
in 1985.

We showed Rev. and Mrs. Besteman the 

parsonage and talked about the wonderful 

people in that wonderful northwest Iowa 

town. Three weeks later, I read his letter of 

 “My God shall supply all 

your needs according 

to His riches in glory by 

Christ Jesus.” 

–Philippians 4:19
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decline to the congregation. His name came 

up again in 1991. After serving a church in 

Ireton, Iowa, for five years, the Lord led me 

to accept a call to western Michigan. While 

still packing all our worldly goods in Ireton, 

the congregation extended a call to Rev. Art 

Besteman. Once again, Kathy and I showed 

Rev. and Mrs. Besteman the parsonage and 

talked about the wonderful people in that 

wonderful northwest Iowa town. Three 

weeks later, I read his letter of decline to the 

congregation.

I still have both of those letters—along with several 

others that I read in various other 

vacant churches that had called Rev. 

Besteman to be their minister. By the 

time I left northwest Iowa, I thought, 

“Who is this man who seems to be 

wallpapering his office with letters of 

call?”

And then we met.

It began simply enough. Road trips with Rev. Besteman 

and his good friend, Rev. Ed Knott, to Dyer, Indiana, 

where Rev. Besteman often served as president of the 

board of trustees for Mid-America Reformed Seminary. 

To listen to those two seasoned ministers talk was 

not only educational; it was absolutely amazing for a 

young man just five or six years in the ministry.

Then there were the Concerned Member meetings, 

Alliance meetings, Reformed Fellowship meetings, 

and more. The knowledge these men had of church 

history, their love for the church of Jesus Christ, and 

their love for the Lord was truly genuine and obvious.

Rev. Besteman frequently served on the board of 

Reformed Fellowship. He began to write in The 

Outlook already in the early 1960s lamenting the lack 

of gospel preaching in many Reformed pulpits. Rev. 

Besteman was instrumental in starting the federation 

of United Reformed Churches in North America 

(URCNA). He was the first minister to be deposed for 

leaving the Christian Reformed Church. Years later, 

he would confide in me his fear that the URCNA was 

slowly becoming more and more legalistic and less 

and less focused upon preaching about God’s grace 

freely given through Christ’s atoning sacrifice.

When Rev. Besteman retired, he served as the interim 

pastor at the Covenant URC in Kalamazoo, Michigan, 

while they were vacant. I followed him to Kalamazoo 

after serving the Faith URC in Holland, Michigan. Rev. 

Besteman followed me to Faith URC as their interim 

pastor during their vacancy.

While we lived in Kalamazoo, Kathy and I would have 

lunch with Rev. and Mrs. Besteman on a regular basis. 

His boisterous laughter would fill the restaurant. He 

would comment on some current event in the local 

and universal church only to receive a mild rebuke 

from his wife, Audrey.

“Art!” she would say, but her shoulders would rise up 

and down as she tried to stifle a giggle.

It didn’t take very long for me to realize that the reason 

that Rev. Besteman had declined all those calls was 

“Wyb,” he would tell me,  
“there’s a heartache in  
  every pew.”
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because he, along with Audrey, had a dear, dear love 

not only for the Lord but also for the people that God 

had called them to undershepherd.

And then there was his preaching.

Readers of this article who heard him preach may 

recall the wonderful catchphrases he used. When he 

was about to make a dramatic point, he would say, 

“Hold on to your pews!” When he proclaimed the 

good news of the gospel—faith alone, by grace alone, 

through Christ alone—he would act startled and then 

add, “I’m not making this up! If I were to say this on my 

own you would accuse me of heresy, but it’s all right 

here! It’s right here in the Bible!”

What made Rev. Besteman an amazing preacher was 

not that he could explain the great doctrines of the 

faith in deep theological terms that no one understood. 

It was not because he was a man of great stature with 

a great imposing pulpit presence. No. It was because 

his preaching was simple. He preached to the seventy-

two-year-old lady in the back pew and 

the seven-year-old child sitting with his 

parents. “Wyb,” he would tell me, “there’s 

a heartache in every pew.”

He met those heartaches head-on. 

He met their concerns, their griefs, 

and their worries and gave the perfect 

answer to them all. He gave them the 

gospel. Straight up, pure and simple, he preached 

the gospel of Jesus Christ. He would bring people in 

need to the cross of Jesus Christ. That was always his 

bottom line.

Ordained in 1959, Rev. Besteman proclaimed the grace 

of God, shown to a sinful human race in the death of 

his Son on the cross, for more than fifty-five years. He 

was emphatic about that. Every sermon would reflect 

that.

His favorite verse was Philippians 4:19, “My God shall 

supply all your needs according to His riches in glory 

by Christ Jesus.”

It was an incredibly fitting verse for a young boy who 

lost his father when he was two years old. After her 

husband’s death, Rev. Besteman’s mother moved back 

to her parents’ home, and little Arthur grew up living 

with his grandfather and grandmother. As a young boy 

who grew up in severe poverty, he saw all his needs 

supplied by the Lord.

The Lord called him to the ministry. While serving in 

Leota, Minnesota, he was in correspondence with a 

minister’s daughter named Audrey Hondred. Soon 

they were married, and the Lord led them to serve 

several churches in western Michigan. They were 

encouraged to buy a condo while serving Beverly 

URC in Wyoming, Michigan. By the time Rev. 

Besteman retired it was pretty much paid for. He would 

frequently remind us that God had supplied his every 

need.

Social Security took care of most of his needs, but he 

would tell me that it was really the income he received 

as interim pastor in Kalamazoo, Holland, Walker, 

and Eastmanville that tided him over from month to 

Through his entire life,  
Rev. Besteman’s constant refrain  
was “God is so good to us.”

When he was about to make a dramatic point, he would say:  
 “Hold on to your pews!”  

When he proclaimed the good news of the gospel—faith alone, by 
grace alone, through Christ alone; he would act startled and then add:   
 “I’m not making this up! If I were to say this on my own you would 
accuse me of heresy, but it’s all right here!  

It’s right here in the Bible!” 
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month. He would add, with tears in his eyes that—

YES—God had supplied his every need.

It wasn’t that he and his wife weren’t frugal. Shortly 

after their forty-fifth wedding anniversary my wife 

and I were visiting at their condo. Even though Rev. 

Besteman didn’t drink coffee, we would have the 

hottest coffee ever. It was made in a coffee percolator 

that he and Audrey had received as a wedding gift.

While we were visiting, the coffee percolator quit 

perking. It had perked its last cup of coffee. Mrs. 

Besteman said, “O dear.” She always said, “O dear.”

Rev. Besteman said “Wait a minute.” He ran downstairs 

and returned with a coffee percolator still in the box. 

“We got two of them as wedding gifts,” he said. We 

had coffee in a brand new forty-five-year-old coffee 

percolator. Rev. Besteman’s comment: “God is so good 

to us.”

Through his entire life, Rev. Besteman’s constant 

refrain was “God is so good to us.”

Rev. Besteman knew that it was not only our physical 

and material needs that God supplied; he faithfully 

proclaimed that our spiritual needs were met by God’s 

Son, as well. He preached it every week not just for 

the seventy-two-year-old lady in the back pew; not 

just for the seven-year-old sitting with his parents; he 

preached it because he knew it was for him, too. He 

needed to be clothed in the righteousness of Jesus 

Christ. And God had supplied that need for him.

Rev. Besteman’s last pulpit appearance was on January 

7, 2016, at the ordination service of Rev. James Oord at 

Community United Reformed Church in Schererville, 

Indiana. His charge to this young man entering the 

ministry was the same advice Rev. Besteman had given 

to ministers young and old for decades: “Jim, I’ve 

been a three-point man all my life. You know that I’m 

a three-point man, but I can only think of two points 

for you to remember: Preach the gospel and love God’s 

people.”

That little sentence—preach the gospel and love God’s 

people—exemplified the life and ministry of Rev. Art 

and Audrey Besteman.

This past May, Kathy and I had the joy of visiting with 

Rev. Besteman at the care facility where he was living. 

He knew this would be his last home and was selling 

his condo. I asked what he was going to do with all 

those wonderful sermons. He said he had told his 

daughters to shred them.

I don’t remember exactly what I said, but my wife 

tells me that the look of horror on my face startled 

Rev. Besteman, and he asked, “Why? Would you want 

them?”

Seriously?

Rev. Besteman was ordained in 1959. More than fifty-

five years of ministry. Fifty-five years of sermons. Two 

boxes. All his sermons were in two boxes. Some of the 

early ones from his first charge in Leota, Minnesota, 

are typed out on paper older than many of our readers. 

Most of his sermons are little one-page or half-page 

outlines. All of them bring the reader to Jesus Christ.

And sometimes, out of these two boxes, when I pick 

up an old sermon or an old outline for my morning 

devotions, I can still hear him say, “Hold on to your 

pews! It’s all right here in the Bible!”

Well done, good and faithful servant.

 “Jim, I’ve been a three-point man all my 

life. You know that I’m a three-point man, 

but I can only think of two points for 

you to remember: Preach the gospel 
and love God’s people.”

Rev. Wybren Oord
is the former editor of The Outlook. He is the pastor 
of Grace Reformed Church in Lethbridge, AB.
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Mr. Gerry  
Wisz

Whose World Is It Anyway?

Recently 
reading a primer 
on biblical studies, I’m reminded 
of the necessity for biblical 
scholarship, knowledge of original 
Hebrew, Greek and maybe even 
Aramaic, the need to read Scripture 
contextually to appreciate its 
nuances over and against pulling 
verses out of context for special 
occasions, and an appreciation for 
Old and New Testament continuity.

Most of us, myself included, rely 
on our pastors for this, as we 
should. There is, however, an anti-
intellectual strain in Christianity 
that disregards biblical scholarship. 
The Bible is about salvation, plain 
and simple. Indeed it is. But there 
are passages even in the New 
Testament that throw us. For 
example, when we say we live by 
faith, do we mean we live, and 
not die eternally, by or through 
our faith in Jesus, the Son of God, 

or that we—day to 
day—we live out of 

the faithfulness 
that we’ve come to 
know as a result of 
having received 
that faith from 
God? Does it 
mean both? If so 
where and how? 

These are the kinds 
of questions biblical 

scholarship helps us 
answer.

But if there’s a tendency 
in some Christian circles 

to abridge the Bible, what 
about the rest of life’s disciplines—

science, economics, the arts, law 
and government? Does the Bible 
have anything to say about these? 
In most cases, not directly, but 
a student of the Bible comes to 
understand that there is nothing 
outside God’s revealed purview. 
The Word of God as it’s worked out 
addresses everything in life, not just 
worship and Christian living, but 
the family, work, and the principles 
undergirding any endeavor or area 
of study.

This takes us beyond biblical 
studies; indeed, it presumes biblical 
studies as a necessity to lay the 
groundwork for life and work, 
in regard to our temperaments 
in such things, yes, but more, in 
our understanding of what these 
things are, why they’re important, 
how they’re to be ordered or 
prioritized, and how they are to be 
explored and yes, dare I use the 
term, beneficially exploited, for 
our benefit and the benefit of our 

fellow man to God’s glory—all with 
the understanding of ourselves as 
stewards of whatever is laid in our 
hands.

The Christian in our world is often 
cast as narrow, unsophisticated, 
and uninterested in the world. This, 
unfortunately, is often true. But it 
doesn’t have to be. The brilliantly 
gifted and faithful early 20th century 
theologian Herman Bavinck wrote 
prolifically, but his systematic 
theology has been abridged under 
the title Our Reasonable Faith, 
which is very much worth reading.

In it, he tells us that there is a sense 
in which the Christian, because he 
sizes up the world in which he lives 
with the knowledge of his Creator 
and his plan for it, has a distinct 
advantage over those who still 
operate in the shadows. Bavinck 
writes: “The Christian looks around 
him, forwards, backwards, to all 
sides, and with the knowledge of 
God that he owes to his creator, 
he lets his eyes linger on nature, 
he discovers traces everywhere of 
that same God that he worships in 
Christ as his father. His faith opens 
a wonderful vista for him, which 
stretches to the ends of the earth. 
By it he looks backwards into the 
true nature of past times, and by it 
he penetrates into the future of all 
things. Ahead of him and behind, 
the horizon is clear, even though 
the sky is often obscured by clouds. 
The Christian who sees everything 
in light of the word of God is 
anything but narrow in his view 
and understanding. He is generous 
in heart and mind. He realizes that 
all around him is his, because he 

The Outlook | 34



is Christ’s, and Christ is God’s. He 
can’t help but comprehend that his 
life in God, to whom he owes his 
very life and salvation, has a special 
character. This does not exclude 
him from the world, but rather 
enables him to trace the revelation 
of God in all of his life and 
experience, and puts the means 
at his disposal by which he can 
recognize the hand of his father in 
all things and circumstances, the 
good, the true and the beautiful, 
and separate this from the false and 
sinful alloys of men.”

Only the Christian, Bavinck is 
saying, has this clear sightedness 
to see things as they are. And this 
clear sightedness, grounded in 
a faith in his Creator and Savior, 

We believe the greatest 
investment you can ever 
make is... 
an investment that affects the hearts and  
minds of your children and grandchildren...  
for eternity. 

Please partner with The Outlook to spread the 
message of biblical authority, reliability and the 
gospel. Now more than ever we need to teach 
young people to stand on the authority of God’s 
Word. Please consider giving a gift of  
The Outlook... the gift with eternal rewards.

You can mail donations to:  
Reformed Fellowship, Inc. 
3500 Danube Drive SW, Grandville MI 49418-8387
or go to: www.reformedfellowship.net/Donate

liberates him. It doesn’t constrict 
him, but liberates him, to pursue 
anything and all things with the 
understanding that he is pursuing 
God’s truth, in God’s world, and for 
God’s glory.

He will not go unopposed. He will 
not remain unchallenged. But he 
can go forward knowing that as he 
both believes and works faithfully 
with his body and his mind, that 
his God shall go before him and 
bless his endeavors, not only for 
his own sake, but for others as well. 
And when his work is done, he will 
hear, “Well done, good and faithful 
servant, with what you have been 
given, you have done much.” May 
we see our Lord’s blessing in this 
way, unafraid as we move ahead 
grounded in God’s revelation, 

among ourselves and our children, 
in his wisdom and grace, both for 
today and for tomorrow.

Mr. Gerry Wisz
and his wife, Betty, live in New Jersey 

and with their children are members 

of Preakness Valley URC in Wayne, 

NJ. Gerry has been a long-time 

contributor to Christian publications, 

including Christian Renewal and 

World Magazine, and is featured on 

Redeemer Broadcasting’s weekend 

show “Holding All Things Together.” 

He has also served as an elder in the 

Orthodox Presbyterian Church. He can 

be reached at gmwisz@optonline.net. 
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Letters from Inmates Who Receive The Outlook 
and/or Books from Reformed Fellowship

Almost three years ago God saved me during a class 
I was taking on the doctrine of grace. In an instant 
I saw how big my sin is to our holy God and how 
much bigger his grace is. Since then God has given 
me a desire to know him and his Word more.”

“Thank you so very much for your letter. I am 
humbled and thankful for the forthcoming books. :).”

Some of my Christian sisters and myself have been 
able to continue to introduce and teach the basics 
to other offenders on a one-on-one basis. My desire 
is to one day help other broken women after my 
release by sharing the hope I have in me, God willing.

An inmate who was transferred to another prison 
facility in the state wrote, Another inmate, a woman, wrote to ask for books that 

would be of help to her. She wrote, 

A letter was sent to her informing her that books are 
being sent along with a subscription to The Outlook, 
thanks to contributors to a designated fund for that 
purpose. She replied,

She added that the class on the doctrine of grace was 
taught by an inmate friend who has since been released. 

I am finally settled in and boy is it hot here. 
No climate control!! But God is going to 
use this too for his glory and my good! :) 
I wanted to let you also know that I just 
received a letter from a pastor down here in 
the OPC. He said that you sent him my way. 
Thanks!! I’ll be sure to let you know how 
things go.”
He added a PS: “Please keep me in prayer for 
the following:
1. That all of those whom I’ve hurt so 

badly over my life will forgive me and be 
reconciled to me.

2. That God helps and allows me to overcome 
all things that are standing in my way to 
being closer to him.

3. That God help me to be the man that he 
wants me to be and grant me the wisdom 
that I need to help those that he has put 
in my path. (So many hurting people.)”

Another inmate describes his sinful past which resulted in losing his family and being sentenced to 
prison for life. He wrote, 

He goes on to say that he met a Reformed Christian inmate and they have become good friends. There 
are 750 inmates in their yard with whom they share Reformed literature, including The Outlook. He says, 

“It so happens my first two Christian friends in that level 4 prison were of the Reformed 
faith and they helped me understand the gospel and discipled me. Once I was saved I began 
to read everything Reformed, especially regarding the atonement. I was introduced to the 
Westminster Confession of Faith in 2010, and the Three Forms of Unity in 2012, and I hold to 
these. In time I grew in Christ and by grace began teaching Reformed Bible study in 2013, and 
have a great love for teaching the truth for God’s people.”

“I am always trying to be a good steward of God’s blessings and hope to use The Outlook, 
not only for my personal edification but as an instrument to bring sound doctrine to many 
men here.”
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Rev. William 
Boekestein

Outreach Donor Investments  
Influence Many Lives

The picture above shows the 
pastors of the RPCCEE (Reformed 
Presbyterian Church of Central 
and Eastern Europe) assembled 
together for a week of prayer, 
teaching, and fellowship during 
which they received books donated 
by Reformed Fellowship, Inc. Pastor 
Peter Szabo (pictured second row, 
third from left) offers this introduction 
to the RPCCEE

The RPCCEE was founded in 1998 
when sixteen young men started 
to plant faithful biblical Reformed 
congregations in fifteen places 
throughout Hungary, Romania, and 
Ukraine. During the 2000s the 
work progressed slowly in the midst 
of spiritual darkness and heavy 
disinterest of the people. By the 
grace of God, our men persevered 

and we rejoice that in recent years 
the work has started to speed up. 
Though half of our congregations 
have severe financial difficulties, 
beginning with 2013 we were able 
to start the first steps toward self-
governance and self-support. Right 
now we are doing church planting 
work in more than 20 places and we 
have 16 men working full-time in this 
ministry.

Besides the church planting 
efforts, we continue to have our 
own theological training program 
at the KGITM for those who are 
called to ministry. We also have 
a small publishing house called 
“Presbiterianus Kiado,” where 
currently we are working on the 
translation of R. C. Sproul’s The 
Holiness of God. (For the already 
published titles see www.reformatus. 

more lives can be influenced with your help

net/en/publications). Moreover, we 
organize church-wide conferences 
and great variety of summer camps 
(evangelistic, youth, family, English-
teaching etc.) Over the years we 
have been blessed to host such 
speakers as Jay E. Adams, Dr. Jack 
Whytock, Maurice Roberts or Pastor 
William Boekestein.

You can find more information about 
this work on the Internet (www.
reformatus.net/en) or through Peter 
Andras Szabo, Pastor of the RPCCEE 
Church in Budapest (peter.a.szabo@
gmail.com).

Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Immanuel Fellowship 

Church in Kalamazoo, MI.
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Excelling in Relationships is suitable for both personal 
study and for group discussions. It is laid out in thirty-two 
short two-page lessons. Each lesson is backed by biblically 
related proof texts. A third page for each lesson is devoted 
to questions for further study and discussion, along with 
scriptural references that are relevant to the questions 
and lesson. Although the author does not state it, I’m sure 
he recognizes that there are times when a competent 
Christian counselor should be engaged for assistance in 
resolving deep-seated problems in relationships.

Throughout the lessons Meengs makes a strong argument 
for following Christ’s directions found in Matthew 25:35–
40 for putting God first, others second, and then self. He 
also emphasizes the need to fix our own hearts through 
confession, forgiveness, and repentance before we can fix 
our own problems properly. The final lesson is devoted to 
a study of Psalm 23.

Some of the topics he covers include:

•	 Why	and	how	you	must	forgive	others

•	 Fear	and	worry	stop	relationships

•	 Addictions	and	idols

•	 Depression

•	 Tests,	trials,	and	temptations

This book belongs on every Christian’s bookshelf. I heartily 
recommend it without reservation.

David Meengs, Excelling in Relationships.  
Distributed by Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
104 pages, paperback, $6.99.

Book Review
David Meengs Excelling in Relationships

Mr. Gaylord J.  
Haan

Everyone is surrounded by relationships. First, and foremost with God, our Creator; then with 
others including family, friends, fellow workers, and casual acquaintances; and finally, ourselves.

David Meengs’s book, Excelling in Relationships, is a clear and simply written guide for daily 
Christian living and a biblical guide for solving and overcoming present and potential pitfalls that 
we all face at some time or another in our everyday interpersonal relationships.

Mr. Gaylord J. Haan
is a retired Christian school 

teacher and guidance counselor.
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Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
3500 Danube Dr. SW  
Grandville, MI 49418-8387  
(877) 532-8510

VISIT our website: www.reformedfellowship.net to view and order our 
publications. You can also subscribe or renew your subscription to the 
OUTLOOK, or give a gift subscription to someone you love!

SACRED 
BOND

COVENANT THEOLOGY 
EXPLORED

SECOND EDITION

MICHAEL G. BROWN 
AND ZACH KEELE

FORWARD BY 
MICHAEL HORTON

10272 Sacred Bond Second Edition Cover-Brown_V1

Bind Them Upon Your Heart Forever

Sacred Bond

New Second Edition!

$8.00

366 Daily Devotionals
David Meengs, missionary to India, has written this daily devotional to 
help you study the most important truths about who God is and about 
living a Christian life that is pleasing to him. Each of these 366 daily 
devotionals focuses on a short Scripture passage and applies it to your 
daily walk. May God bless your study of his Word! 

By David Meengs  
Paperback, 384 pages

Covenant Theology Explored
 “Read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest this wonderful guide. In doing so, 
you will be much better equipped to know what you believe and why 
you believe it.”

Dr. Michael S. Horton, Professor of Theology and Apologetics at 
Westminster Seminary California

By Michael G. Brown and Zach Keele  
Paperback, 172 pages

$11.99


