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The Armor of God: Being
Strong Against Satan

“Why are you called a
Christian?” (Heidelberg
Catechism, Q&A 32). We
are because we bear the
name of Jesus Christ (Acts
11:26; 1 Pet. 4:16). Not only
does this name mark us
out positively as followers
of Jesus Christ, but also it
marks us out negatively—as
targets for Satan’s flaming
arrows. Do you realize you
are at war, Christian? Wake
up! Your enemy is at the gate!
Arise; prepare for battle! Your
manual for battle is found
in Ephesians 6 and Paul’s
description of “the armor
of God.” It’s this manual on
spiritual warfare that we’ll
become familiar with in the
coming articles. Let’s focus
now on verse 10 and the
necessity of being strong
against Satan.
Our Calling
“Be strong in the Lord and in the
strength of his might.” What kind of
verbs are “be strong” here in verse
10 and later in the text: “put on” (v.
11), “take up” (v. 13), and “stand” (vv.
11, 13, 14)? These are imperatives.
That means that they call us to do
something. You are called to “be
strong” and “fight against sin and
the devil in this life” (Heidelberg
Catechism, Q&A 32).

a practice in which the person
being baptized or the parents who
brought their children for baptism
not only pronounced their faith—“I
believe in God the Father Almighty
. . . I believe in Jesus Christ . . . I
believe in the Holy Spirit”—but they
would also renounce the devil.
They were asked, “Do you renounce
the devil and his works,” to which
they were to reply, “I renounce.” In
1561 Zürich’s main pastor, Heinrich
Bullinger, prepared to die by writing
his last will and testament in the

Rev. Daniel R.
Hyde

form of what came to be known as
the Second Helvetic Confession.
In it he said by baptism we have
become “soldiers enlisted for the
holy warfare of Christ, that all our
life long we should fight against the
world, Satan, and our own flesh”
(art. 20.4).
This call is impressed upon us in
the post-baptismal prayer where
we pray the baptized will “manfully
fight against and overcome sin, the
devil, and his whole dominion.”

You are
called
to “be
strong”
and
“fight
against
sin and
the devil
in this
life”

This idea that we are called to be
strong in warfare against sin and
Satan is illustrated wonderfully
from church history. From the
early records we have, they had
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Our Courage
To “be strong” takes spiritual
courage in the face of a formidable
foe. You are called to stand opposite
on the field of battle against Satan.
He is the “prince of the power of
the air” (Eph. 2:2)—a vast army of
fallen, selfish, and wicked demons.
He is like a “roaring lion” (1 Pet.
5:8)—strong, powerful, and fierce.
He is “a great red dragon” (Rev. 12:3)
whose desire is to devour you, his
enemy. And although he disguises
himself as an “angel of light” (2 Cor.
11:14), you know before whom you
stand. Do not be deceived or lulled
to sleep.
Be strong, O church! Have the
courage of Abraham and his 318
trained men, who sought and
fought four great kings to rescue
Lot (Gen. 14). Have the courage of
Joshua, who took up arms against
the armies of the nations. Have
the courage of David, who, though
being young and ill equipped,
stood against Goliath in the name
of the Lord and defeated him. Have
courage against your knowing “we
do not wrestle against flesh and
blood, but against the rulers and,
against the authorities, against the
cosmic powers over this darkness,
against the spiritual forces of evil in
the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12).

Our Confidence

we not be confident, courageous,
and willing to heed the Spirit’s call
to courage when we follow our
victorious captain into battle?
It is this Lord who greets us in
grace and peace (1:2).
It is this Lord in whom we were
chosen from the foundation of the
earth (1:4).
It is this Lord through whom we
were adopted into God the Father’s
heavenly family (1:5).
It is this Lord in whom we have
been blessed (1:6).
It is this Lord who has redeemed us
through his own blood (1:7).
Shall I continue? Are you
confident yet?
It is in this Lord that we have an
eternal inheritance (1:11).
It is with this Lord that we have
been made alive (2:5).
It is with this Lord that we have
been raised to sit in heavenly places
(2:6).
It is in this Lord that we have been
recreated for good works (2:10).
It is by this Lord’s blood’s that we
who were once afar off have been
brought near (2:13).

How dare we stand up to Satan and
his minions? How dare we stand
up to one who deceived sinless
Eve and Adam? How dare we stand
up to the one who has deceived
the nations and led them astray
for generations? John Calvin said
of this passage, “There is always
much to enfeeble us, and we are
ill fitted to resist.” Yet we resist not
in our own names or strength.
Our confidence is in the name of
the Lord and in the strength of his
might.

It is this Lord who is our peace
(2:14).

First, we are to be confident in
the Lord Jesus Christ. How can

It is this Lord whose unsearchable
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It is this Lord who has abolished
the law of commandments against
us (2:15).
It is this Lord who has reconciled
us to God (2:16).
It is through this Lord that we have
access to God (2:18).
It is upon this Lord’s foundation
that we as the household of God are
built (2:20).

riches have been preached to us
(3:8).

Our confidence is in Christ,
beloved. Can you see why? This
is why Paul elsewhere says, “I can
do all things through Christ who
strengthens me” (Phil. 4:13).
Second, we are to be confident in
the strength of the Lord’s might.
What is this strength? It is the
power and might of God in raising
Christ. Listen to Paul’s prayers in
Ephesians. Paul prays that we would
know “what is the immeasurable
greatness of his power toward
us who believe, according to the
working of his great might” (1:19).
What power is that? The power “that
he worked in Christ when he raised
him from the dead and seated him
at his right hand in the heavenly
places” (1:20). How high is that? “Far
above all rule and authority and
power and dominion and above
every name that is named, not only
in this age but also in the one to
come” (1:21). That power, you see,
is toward us who believe! Notice
also Paul’s prayer that we might be
“strengthened with power through
his Spirit in your inner being”
and that we “may have strength
to comprehend with all the saints
what is the breadth and length
and height and depth” of God’s
love in Christ (3:16, 18, 19). And
how can that power cause us to be
confident? “Now to him who is able
to do far more abundantly than all
that we ask or think, according to
the power at work within us” (3:20).
Beloved, there is a spiritual war
raging in this world. Engage
your calling! Be courageous and
confident in the strength of the
Lord and his might.

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

Clarifying “The Log of Hyper-Calvinism”

My intent, rather, was to address the
presentation of the gospel. Or to use
a theological distinction, my aim
was not the hidden will of God but
the revealed. What has God revealed
to us about his disposition toward
sinners? Can we sincerely offer Jesus
to the whole world? Can we make the
claim that “Christ died for sinners,”
that “Christ died for the world,” that

I believe we can. Again, the Canons are
so helpful. “Moreover, the promise of
the gospel is that whosoever believes
in Christ crucified shall not perish,
but have eternal life. This promise,
together with the command to repent
and believe, ought to be declared and
published to all nations, and to all
persons promiscuously and without
distinction, to whom God out of
His good pleasure sends the gospel”
(Second Head, Article 5).
The Scriptures teach that God our
Savior “desires all people to be saved
and to come to the knowledge of the
truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). And that “the
Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise
as some count slowness, but is patient
toward you, not wishing that any
should perish, but that all should
reach repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9).
I believe that God can desire
something that he has not ordained.

In other words, his revealed desire to
save all men in no way conflicts with
his hidden decree to save only the
elect.
To requote Dr. Michael Horton in
“Reformed Theology vs. HyperCalvinism,” “Here once again we are
faced with a mystery—and the two
guardrails that keep us from careening
off the cliff of speculation. God loves
the world and calls everyone in the
world to Christ outwardly through
the Gospel, and yet God loves the
elect with a saving purpose and calls
them by His Spirit inwardly through
the same Gospel (John 6:63–64; 10:3–
5, 11, 14–18, 25–30; Acts 13:48; Rom.
8:28–30; 2 Tim. 1:9).”
The result of God’s saving disposition,
revealed in his Word, should be an
enthusiastic commitment to declare,
“For God so loved the world, that
He gave His only begotten Son, that
whoever believes in Him should not
perish but have everlasting life” (John
3:16).

SPEL

To start, it was never my purpose to
address the issue of the extent of the
atonement. As I affirmed then and do
now, I wholeheartedly agree with the
doctrines of grace, and specifically
the doctrine of limited atonement, as
summarized in the Canons of Dort.
To quote: “For this was the sovereign
counsel and most gracious will and
purpose of God the Father that the
quickening and saving efficacy of the
most precious death of His Son should
extend to all the elect, for bestowing
upon them alone the gift of justifying
faith, thereby to bring them infallibly
to salvation; that is, it was the will of
God that Christ by the blood of the
cross, whereby He confirmed the new
covenant, should effectually redeem
out of every people, tribe, nation,
and language, all those, and those
only, who were from eternity chosen
to salvation and given to Him by the
Father” (Second Head, Article 8).
When Christ died on the cross, he
didn’t just make it possible for men
to be saved. He actually saved every
elect person whom the Father chose
before the foundation of the world
(John 6:37).

“Christ’s death is sufficient for you,”
and that “Christ offers himself to
you”?

THE GO

I’m writing this article out of a desire
to clarify my position and intention in
an article called “The Log of HyperCalvinism” in the March-April 2017
edition of The Outlook.

Rev. Michael J.
Schout
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In my previous article, I made the
following statement: “Christ died for
your sins; believe in the Lord Jesus
Christ, and you will be saved!” My
intention was not to suggest that Jesus
died head for head for every person,
but rather that he offers himself to
every person and promises to save
anyone who exercises saving faith
in him. I affirm wholeheartedly the
doctrine of limited atonement as well
as the free offer of the gospel to all.
God has hidden from our limited
minds who the full number of the

elect are; yet he has clearly revealed
his heart in commanding us to call
all sinners to repentance and faith.
“Therefore, we are ambassadors
for Christ, God making his appeal
through us. We implore you on behalf
of Christ, be reconciled to God. For
our sake he made him to be sin who
knew no sin, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God” (2
Cor. 5:20–21).

presentation) that the good news is
not for him. Rather, may he always
know that Jesus came to save sinners
of every stripe, and salvation is for
any and all who call upon the name
of the Lord!

May Reformed preaching and
evangelism never lead a sinner
to conclude (on account of our

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

T

o talk about the return of Christ is
to invite a torrent of questions—
you know them: questions about
the millennium, the timing of
Christ’s return, and the nature of
the kingdom he will bring. These
questions about Christ’s return
can be helpful, and we will wrestle
carefully with several of them in this
and subsequent articles.
Because these questions are difficult
to answer, they tend to lead to
disagreement. Given our respective
temperaments, conflict tempts us
either to avoid the issue or attack
our opponents. The net result is
that the most significant event of
human history can lose for us its
crowning place in the Bible’s story
of redemption. To say it differently,
if Christ’s return is unimportant to
us, or if we equate Christ’s return
with our theory of the millennium,
for example, we are not properly
reading the climactic chapter of
God’s story.
Recently one of our children
finished a book only to discover that
the last few chapters were missing.
That’s a tragedy! But it would be
equally tragic if, in the place of
the last few chapters, someone
had inserted a highly condensed
summary of the ending followed by
pages of technical literary analysis
and point/counterpoint discussion
of the story’s resolution. That’s
sometimes how Christians reflect
on the return of Christ. “What’s your
view of the millennium?” isn’t a
terrible question. But it is a terrible
replacement for the wonder and
awe we should experience when we
reflect on how God will resolve this
present age.
The return of Jesus as a historical
event—the final historical event

of this present age—cannot be
understood apart from the rest of
the history of this age. To put it
briefly, this present age is a time of
redemption.

The Context of Christ’s
Return
That the present state of things is not
all right does not need to be argued;
we experience this fact in myriad
ways. What is more challenging
is to articulate why everything is
wrong. If we could retell the story of
the world from the beginning until
now we would quickly realize that
the two connected concepts of sin
and God’s presence are at the heart
of that story. Only when we grasp
the relationship between these two
realities can we understand Christ’s
return.
Everything about the first two
chapters of the Bible conveys that
God was intimately present in the
sinless world. God’s Spirit moved
over the canvas of the universe,
forming and filling the budding
world with goodness (Gen. 1:2) So
close was God to the world that his
word produced substance and his
breath brought life (Gen. 2:7). God
made humans sufficiently like him
so that they could uniquely enjoy
his presence and experience his
blessing (Gen. 1:26–28). When God
spoke to Adam, his voice sounded
friendly; everything he said was
good and well-received. The end
of the Bible’s story hints at what the
beginning was like: “Behold, the
dwelling place of God is with man.
He will dwell with them, and they
will be his people, and God himself
will be with them as their God” (Rev.
21:3). History began with the Father,
Son, Holy Spirit, and naked Adam

Rev. William
Boekestein

and Eve, completely at peace with
each other.
Notably, when the first humans
sinned against God they lost the
pleasure of his presence. Now,
when “they heard the sound of the
Lord God walking in the garden, in
the cool of the day” (Gen. 3:8) Adam
and Eve did not run to him. They
ran from him. They “trembling fled
from His presence” having made
1
themselves “wholly miserable.”
Having rejected God’s friendship,
they turned their own way (cf. Isa.
53:6). Ever since then humanity’s
most basic problem has been
alienation from God. But in that dark
moment God began to demonstrate
a divine attribute that man had not
yet known: mercy. God’s love toward
his people never depended on their
love for him but on his untainted
goodness. And so, even when Adam
and Eve began to despise God, he
kept loving them. He pursued them
in love, calling out to Adam (Gen.
3:9) the way a father cries out for
his children who have become lost
in a forest. When he found them he
demonstrated the guilt of their sin
so they would be able to appreciate
the promises he was about to make.
At the devil’s instigation they had
traded their innocence for pain.
Satan had driven the wedge of sin
between God and his people. God
would not overlook this evil. Instead,
he would raise up an heir of Adam
and Eve to destroy the devil and his
works (1 John 3:8). God meant this
promise to bolster Adam and Eve—
and their believing descendants—to
retain hope in a sad new world. Life
would become hard (Gen. 3:16–19);
God would seem less accessible
(Gen. 3:22–24). But he would never
be beyond man’s believing grasp
(Acts 17:27).
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Since the first sin people have
yearned for God’s presence even
when this yearning has become
obscured by distractions. And since
that first promise God has continued
a work of restoration that he will
complete on the day of Christ Jesus
(Phil. 1:6).
The rest of the Bible provides
glimpses into what the restored
presence of God will be like. God
continued to retain a remnant of
people who would “call on the name
of the Lord” (Gen. 4:26) keeping alive
hope that God had not altogether
forsaken his world. God later chose
Abraham to be the father of a special
people who would show “all the
families of the earth” the blessedness
of knowing God (Gen. 12:3). God
promised his people: “I will set
my tabernacle among you, and
My soul shall not abhor you. I will
walk among you and be your God,
and you shall be My people” (Lev.
26:11–12). The physical tabernacle,
and the later temples, were physical
testimonies of God’s promise to be
among his people.
It makes perfect sense, then, that
when God sent his Son—the Word
become flesh, God born of a woman
(Gal. 4:4)—to break the curse and
open up a new and living way to God,
that he “dwelt among us”; literally
“he fixed his tabernacle” among us
(John 1:14). God was again among
men, preaching good news, healing
up broken hearts, announcing
liberty to captives, giving sight to the
blind, and liberating the oppressed
(Luke 4:18).
But God was not yet ready to
restore all things. Christ died like a
sinner (2 Cor. 5:21), was raised in an
imperishable body, and “was taken
up” from his disciples into heaven
(Acts 1:11) to continue working
redemption until the time was
right. In exchange for his physical
presence, Christ left the Holy Spirit
as a guarantee (2 Cor. 5:5) that
when our present tabernacles, our
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bodies, are destroyed we will “have
a building from God, a house not
made with hands, eternal in the
heavens” (2 Cor. 5:1). The Spirit
is God’s guarantee that he will
keep his promise (2 Cor. 1:22) to
again live with us in unrestricted
freedom. The Spirit guarantees
that God’s people will not miss out
on their inheritance; not a legacy
of possessions but a bequest of
belonging, God’s prized possession
is bought back from a foreign land
by the blood of Christ (Eph. 1:14).
In the light of the whole history
of redemption Peter preaches
the return of Christ. “Repent
therefore and be converted,
that your sins may be blotted
out, so that times of refreshing
may come from the presence of
the Lord, and that He may send
Jesus Christ, who was preached
to you before, whom heaven
must receive until the times of
restoration of all things, which
God has spoken by the mouth
of all his holy prophets since the
world began” (Acts 3:19–21).
“Christ,” says John Calvin, “hath
already restored all things by his
death; but the effect doth not yet
2
fully appear.” The barriers between
God and man have not yet been
completely removed. But when
Christ returns he will restore full
fellowship between God and his
people. Toward that end Christ
works from heaven, even now,
restoring spiritual fellowship and
preparing a dwelling place for the
restored family of God (John 14:1–4).
Set within this story, it should be
plain that the return of the King is
not a postscript to the story of this
age; it is the main event toward
which this entire age leans. Neither
is it a theory to debate. It is a reality
that should steel our hope in God’s
reconciling work.
Within this overarching framework
of God’s work of restoration, several
notable characteristics of Christ’s
return emerge.

The Characteristics of
Christ’s Return
A Literal Event
Any attempt to allegorize Jesus’
promise to return to his people
conflicts with the clear words of
Scripture. The Gospel writer Luke,
writing as a historian who had
“perfect understanding of all things
from the very first” (Luke 1:3),
pictures the apostles “gazing up
into heaven” (Acts 1:11) after Jesus
had just been “taken up, and a cloud
received Him out of their sight” (v.
9). The two heavenly messengers
told them, “This same Jesus, who
was taken up from you into heaven,
will so come in like manner as you
saw Him go into heaven” (v. 11). As
physically as Christ had been with
the disciples, and was with them no
more, so would he return again.
At the opening of both his Gospel
and his first epistle John insists that
Jesus, during his incarnation, was
literally, physically with his people
so that he was seen with eyes, looked
upon (1 John 1:1, 2, 3), and beheld
(John 1:14). John likewise expected
a literal, physical return of Jesus;
“Behold, He is coming with clouds,
and every eye will see Him, even
they who pierced Him” (Rev. 1:7).
In Scripture Christ’s return is not a
metaphor for a revival of spirituality
or the advance of Jesus’ kingdom
principles; a shouting, trumpeting
Christ, riding the clouds (1 Thess.
4:16) is an unsuitable metaphor for
a mere symbolic return. The hope
of the gospel is not a restored sense
of closeness with God but the actual
“presence of our Lord Jesus Christ
at His coming” (1 Thess. 3:19). Faith
desires to lay hold not merely of
Jesus’ ideals but of Jesus himself.
The only satisfying and comforting
vision of the end is to “always be
with the Lord” (1 Thess. 4:17). Only
Christ’s literal second coming is
salvation (Heb. 9:28).
A Certain Event
Because of its central place in God’s

“But when Christ returns
he will restore full
fellowship between God
and his people. Toward
that end Christ works
from heaven, even
now, restoring spiritual
fellowship and preparing
a dwelling place for the
restored family of God
(John 14:1–4)”

plan of restoration it is no wonder
that Christ’s return is an event
resolutely and repeatedly promised
by God. Three times in the Bible’s
final chapter Jesus promises, “I
am coming quickly” (Rev. 22:7, 12,
20). Jesus bolstered the faith of his
troubled disciples with this promise:
“And if I go and prepare a place for
you, I will come again and receive
you to Myself; that where I am, there
you may be also” (John 14:3). Not
surprisingly, as the darkness of the
shadow of death deepened, Jesus
increasingly vowed to return after
his departure (cf. Matt. 24:30; 25:19,
31; 26:64).
But even before Jesus’ first advent,
God had promised to come back
to his people. The New Testament
reiterates a theme promoted by the
prophets (e.g., Isa. 13:6; 1 Thess. 5:2;
2 Pet. 3:10): The Day of the Lord will
be a calamitous event for the nations
particularly because the God whom
they assumed to be afar off—never
to return—will come near to avenge
his people and his name (cf. Ps. 10,
esp. vv. 11–12).
God has promised to return to save
his people and judge his enemies.
But he tells no man the day or the
hour (Matt. 24:36). Some assume, by
God’s delay in keeping his promise
to return, that the Lord is “slack
concerning his promise” (2 Pet. 3:9).

They forget that God always keeps
his promises, though they are a long
time coming. They forget that “with
the Lord one day is as a thousand
years, and a thousand years as one
day” (v. 8). “As nothing outlasts God,
so nothing slips away from Him into
3
a past.” God is astonishingly patient.
He is content to allow more time
for the church to fulfill the Great
Commission and for the unreached
4
to repent.
A Calculated Event
While it is not for us to “know times
or seasons which the Father has
put in His own authority” (Acts 1:7),
Scripture does speak of signs of
Christ’s coming. These signs have
always been evident during the last
days, the time between Christ’s two
appearances. But they will culminate
in unmistakable tokens of Christ’s
return immediately prior to the great
day. In this way the signs of the end
affirm that “the coming of our Lord
is approaching” and encourage us
to “be ready at any time to receive
5
him.”
First, before Christ returns “the
gospel must first be preached to all
the nations” (Mark 13:10; cf. Matt.
24:14) to the extent that the good
news becomes “a sign that calls for
6
decision.” Immediately before his
departure Jesus charged the church

to bring his story to the world (Matt.
28:18–20; Mark 16:15–16; Luke
14:46–49; Acts 1:8) so that salvation
might come to “every tribe and
language and people and nation”
(Rev. 5:9).
Second, through worldwide evangelization the fullness of Israel
will be saved. While God began his
work of grace primarily among the
Jewish people, “they have not all
obeyed the gospel” (Rom. 10:16).
With a heart overflowing with love
toward his fellow Jews (Rom. 10:1),
Paul uses Isaiah to express his
disappointment over Israel’s general
unwillingness to believe in Jesus:
They are “a disobedient and contrary
people” (v. 21). Still, insists Paul,
“God has not cast away His people
whom he foreknew” (11:2). Before
Christ’s return God will “turn away
ungodliness” from his first people,
“and so all Israel will be saved” (v. 26).
Despite differing interpretations, it
seems that Paul firmly hoped for a
large-scale conversion of the Jewish
7
people before the return of Christ.
Third, near the end of this age,
God’s restraint of the devil will relax,
resulting in the great apostasy and
tribulation. John saw that, at the end
of this age, “Satan will be released
from his prison and will go out to
deceive the nations,” making war
against God’s people (Rev. 20:7–8).
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Not only Jesus (Matt. 24:9–12, 21–
24; Mark 13:9–22) but also Paul (2
Thess. 2:3; 2 Tim. 3:1–5) and John
(Rev. 6:9; 7:13–14) expected God’s
people, especially near the end, to
enter the kingdom of God through
great tribulation (Acts 14:22).
Fourth, before the true Christ returns
from heaven, the spirit of antichrist,
who has always been in the world (1
John 2:18; 4:3), will be manifested
in a single person. During the
unprecedented tribulation (Mark
13:19), “False christs and false
prophets will rise and show signs
and wonders to deceive, if possible,
even the elect” (v. 22). A single “man
of sin . . . the son of perdition” will be
“revealed” as an imposter; him “the
Lord will consume with the breath
of His mouth and destroy with the
brightness of His coming” (2 Thess.
3:3, 8).
A Relevant Event
Christ’s return is relevant exactly
because it will be powerful and

Helpful
hints:

glorious (Mark 13:24–27). “Power”
and “glory” are biblical shorthand
for what makes God so unlike his
creation; the terms contrast the
weakness (Rom. 6:19) and vanity
(see Ecclesiastes) of human life.
At Christ’s coming believers will
trade dishonor and weakness for
glory and power (1 Cor. 15:43). A
reunion with the God of glory and
power (Rev. 19:1) is good news for
inherently insufficient people.

(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989),
1:153.

Because of Christ’s promise to return
we can face the disappointments of
life with sure hope that God is fixing
the mess we made; he has not given
up on his people. We can wait for
him (1 Thess. 1:10) patiently, trusting
that he is neither impulsive nor
sluggish. “Therefore, we expect that
great day with a most ardent desire,
to the end that we may fully enjoy
the promises of God in Christ Jesus
8
our Lord.”

7. For a brief elaboration on this thesis,
see Cornel Venema, Christ and the Future:
The Bible’s Teaching about the Last Things
(Carlisle, PA.: The Banner of Truth Trust,
2008), 59–65.
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A Spiritual Check-up for the URCNA
(After Twenty-one Years)

It was 1990, and the synod
of the Christian Reformed
Church (CRC) opened all
offices to women. This was the
straw that broke the camel’s
back for many conservatives
who had battled liberalizing
trends for more than twenty
years. One church after another
in North America seceded
from the CRC. The future of
denominational relationships
was unclear, but many thought
they needed to leave their former
denominational home. With
sorrow, tears, and regrets the
exodus began.

evolution, federal vision, ecumenical relations).
Then came a time of settling into a rather steady
existence (for more history, see http://www.
urcna.org/1651/custom/23844).

It has now been twenty-one years since the
URCNA was founded. For some, like myself,
the movement goes back well over thirty
years. Where do we stand as a federation (or
denomination; I will not argue this point)? How
do we stand? Where are we going, if anywhere?
What is our future? More importantly, how is
our spiritual health? Thirty years ago and more
the momentum to secession gained as many
spoke of and identified the spiritual sickness
of our former church affiliation. Laxity and
looseness in doctrine and practice characterized
so much of the denomination’s life. Ultimately
In 1996, after efforts in the
the secession was a move for the health and
intervening years to explore new future viability of the churches. So it is proper in
denominational relationships,
my mind to stop and assess our current health, to
the United Reformed Churches
held their first synod. With
relief, optimism, and a sense
of continuing the confessional
heritage of their prior
denomination, work began on
establishing a new church home
for many congregations. Those
first years were spent seeking
an identity and navigating some
doctrinal issues (e.g., missions,

Rev. Paul T. 		
Murphy

take our spiritual temperature,
to check the barometer of the
atmosphere in the URCNA.
Throughout the Scripture
there are warnings about and
against being deceived about
one’s spiritual condition. One
example (of many) would be 1
Corinthians 6:9–11: “Or do you

not know that the unrighteous will
not inherit the kingdom of God?
Do not be deceived: neither the
sexually immoral, nor idolaters,
nor adulterers, nor men who
practice homosexuality, nor
thieves, nor the greedy, nor
drunkards, nor revilers, nor
swindlers will inherit the kingdom
of God. And such were some of
you. But you were washed, you
were sanctified, you were justified
in the name of the Lord Jesus
Christ and by the Spirit of our
God.”

I am sure you are familiar
with these passages. However,
there is also the danger of
a church (or we might say,
a denomination) being
deceived. We see an example
in Revelation 3:17 of Laodicea
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“For you say, I am rich, I have
prospered, and I need nothing, not
realizing that you are wretched,
pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.”
I am not asserting that the URCNA
is like Laodicea in all respects. I
am saying that for far too many, in
my experience over the years, there
is a blindness about our spiritual
condition and the spiritual dangers
that are in our midst. I write out of
a love for the URCNA and from a
desire that we be a vital and vibrant
body going into the twenty-first
century, that we be used of the Lord
for the gathering in of his elect, the
furthering of his kingdom, and the
glory of our Savior. I value, respect,
and love those things in our heritage
and tradition that make us unique
in the Reformed and Presbyterian
world. But I see and hear too many
who are (apparently) woefully
ignorant of the dangers on our
horizon.
Let me begin with our history.
Many in the conservative movement
of thirty years ago (Concerned
Members, Association of Christian
Reformed Laymen, the Christian
Reformed Alliance) rightly
identified the issues that led to
our separation. Those issues were
numerous as chronicled over the

1970s and 1980s. Issues such as
women in office, theistic evolution,
the authority of Scripture, and
tolerance of homosexuality rose
to the top in prominence. It was
correctly maintained that all the
issues were because of an underlying,
root issue—that is, that decisions
about these matters were no longer
being decided with Scripture as the
ultimate and final authority. That was
true and sad. And so the separation
occurred, and soon the URCNA was
begun. Yet here is where a lot of the
troubles began, in my opinion.
We conservatives mistakenly
identified the symptoms as the
problem. We failed to recognize
that they were but symptoms. They
were not the problem itself. What
was the real problem? Huge spiritual
declension and decay had been going
on for many years of which the issues
were but the symptoms. Hence when
the URCNA was founded we thought
the cure had been found—a new
denominational home. We no longer
faced and fought with the issues that
plagued the churches for so many
years. “Hooray, all is now well.” But
it was not! Why? Because the disease
had been misdiagnosed and hence
the cure was incorrect. It did not heal
and cure the real problem, which was
declension and decay of the spiritual
life of our people.

Please do not misunderstand me.
I believe that our people are some
of the finest Christian people I ever
have or will have the pleasure of
knowing. I will chronicle some of
the reasons why I believe that in this
series. But that does not dismiss the
fact that we mistakenly thought the
issues were the problem rather than
merely the symptoms.
The problem of spiritual declension
and decay are still with us, and the
signs are evident for any with eyes to
see. That is what I want to deal with
in this series. I do so with the goal
of wounding with an eye to healing,
exposing with an eye to edifying. I
pray you will be open to examining
our collective condition in the light
of God’s Word. Jesus spoke to the
church in Revelation, and he speaks
to us today when he says, “Behold,
I stand at the door and knock. If
anyone hears my voice and opens the
door, I will come in to him . . . He
who has an ear, let him hear” (Rev.
3:20–22).

Rev. Paul T. Murphy
is the missionary pastor of Messiah’s
Reformed Fellowship (URCNA) in Hell’s
Kitchen, NYC. He has been an elder and
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Michael G.
Law Serving Grace: 							Rev.
Brown
The Mosaic Covenant

Many are familiar with the story of
the telegram sent by J. Gresham
Machen on the day he died. Machen
was the founder of Westminster
Theological Seminary and a key
player in the establishment of the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church. In
1937, as he lay dying of pneumonia
in a North Dakota hospital bed,
Machen wrote to his friend and
colleague John Murray. His telegram
simply read, “I am so thankful for the
active obedience of Christ. No hope
without it.”
Of all the things one could say from
one’s deathbed to a friend, why this?
Why did Machen go through the
trouble of sending those particular
words to Murray? The answer is that
nothing could possibly give Machen
more comfort as he approached
death than to know that Christ was
obedient in his place and earned
the righteousness he needed to
be accepted by God. Facing the
enemy death, the law can be most
terrifying. Our conscience accuses
us of having grievously sinned
against all the commandments of
God. Troubling thoughts might
assault us: “Will God receive me? I
am such a sinner. Will I enter into
heaven?” Only the gospel can bring
us assurance and relief by telling us
that what God requires of us in his
holy law, he has provided in Jesus
Christ.
The
whole
Mosaic
covenant
functioned to that end. With its
promised blessings for Israel’s
obedience and its threatened curses
for their disobedience, it showed
Israel—and it shows us today that

we need the perfect obedience of
Christ. The Mosaic covenant is
God’s law covenant with Israel, by
which he graciously led sinners to
Christ by showing them the perfect
righteousness that only Christ could
fulfill to redeem sinners.
To understand this covenant more
fully, we should consider four
essential aspects of the Mosaic
covenant, namely, how it is a law
covenant; a national covenant; a
temporary covenant; and a fulfilled
covenant.

A Law Covenant
In the first place, if we want to
understand the Mosaic covenant
properly, we must view it in both
its broad and narrow senses. In its
broad sense, the Mosaic covenant
was an administration of the
covenant of grace. God’s ultimate
purpose for the Mosaic covenant
was to lead his people to Christ for
salvation. Those who were saved
under the Mosaic covenant were
saved by God’s grace alone in Christ
alone as they looked to him through
faith alone. The Israelites in no way
earned their eternal salvation but
received it as a gift through Christ.
In its narrow sense, however, the
Mosaic covenant was a covenant
of law, not gospel. God required the
nation of Israel to fulfill the terms of
the covenant he made with them at
Mount Sinai. If they obeyed these
terms, they would be blessed as a
nation. If they disobeyed, however,
they would be cursed. In order to
interpret the Bible correctly, we
must not overlook this narrow sense

of the Mosaic covenant in light
of its broader sense. We must first
focus on the Mosaic covenant as
a covenant of law to see how it fits
properly into God’s overall purpose
of the covenant of grace.
Law covenants, in their most basic
form, are a common part of everyday life. Parents tell their children,
“If you eat all of your dinner, you
can have dessert.” Employers tell
their employees, “If you perform
well, you will get promoted.” Banks
tell borrowers, “If you make all
your payments on time, you will
earn a good credit score.” These
are conditional agreements that
promise blessing for compliance
but threaten punishment for noncompliance. The Mosaic covenant
functioned in this way. It was a law
covenant.
This made the Mosaic covenant
different from the Abrahamic
covenant.
In
the
Abrahamic
covenant, God made a unilateral
and gracious promise to Abraham:
“I will give to you” (Gen. 15; 17:7–8;
22:16–18; 26:3–4, 24; 28:13–15).
The blessing was not dependent
upon Abraham’s faithfulness but
was received as a gift through faith
(Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:1–8; Gal. 3:10–14).
The Mosaic covenant, by contrast,
promised blessing only on the
condition of Israel’s obedience, and
threatened curses for their failure:
“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).
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This distinction between the
Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants
was impressed deeply on the Israelite
consciousness. In Deuteronomy
5:2–3, Moses says, “The Lord our
God made a covenant with us in
Horeb. Not with our fathers did the
Lord make this covenant, but with
us, who are all of us here alive today.”
Horeb is another name for Sinai.
The phrase “our fathers” refers to
the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob (see Deut. 6:10; 9:5; 29:13).
The patriarchs came long before the
Sinai covenant and were not part of
it. Moses makes a clear distinction
between God’s covenant with Israel
at Sinai and his covenant of grace
with Abraham.
This distinction is why we find
Israel throughout the Old Testament
appealing to Abraham and not
to Moses when they need mercy
and deliverance. For example, in
Deuteronomy 4, God told Israel
that they would break his covenant
and he would send them into exile.
Yet, he also promised to redeem
them for the sake of his oath to
Abraham (Deut. 4:25–31). Strictly
speaking, mercy does not belong
to the Mosaic law. God indeed
showed mercy to Israel during the
period of the Mosaic covenant, but
his mercy to them was because of
his covenant with Abraham. We
see this same distinction in the
apostle Paul’s identification of the
Abrahamic covenant as a covenant
of promise and the Mosaic as one
of law (Gal. 3:17–19; cf. 4:21–31; 2
Cor. 3). Grasping this distinction
between Abraham and Moses is
important to our interpretation of
Scripture and our understanding
of how the Mosaic covenant serves
God’s redemptive purposes.
Historically, Reformed theology has
understood the Mosaic covenant
in this way. For example, Zacharias
Ursinus (1534–1583), the chief
author of the Heidelberg Catechism,
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said that the Mosaic covenant
“teaches what we ought to be in
order that we may be saved” and
“promises eternal life and all good
things on the condition of our
own and perfect righteousness,
and of obedience in us.” This is to
be contrasted to the gospel, which
reveals God’s promised blessings
“upon the condition that we exercise
faith in Christ, by which we embrace
the obedience which another, even
Christ, has performed in our behalf.”1
In other words, the Mosaic covenant
drives us to Christ.
Caspar Olevianus (1536–1587), the
Catechism’s other author, called the
Mosaic covenant a “legal covenant”
that “repeated and renewed” the
covenant of works.2 He correlated
the command in the covenant of
works (that is, “Do this and live”) to
the command in the Mosaic law
(Lev. 18:5). The law, whether in
creation or at Sinai, demands perfect
obedience and drives the repentant
sinner to Christ in preparation to
hear the gospel and to receive it by
faith.
Likewise, Reformed authors such as
Robert Rollock (1555–1599)
William Perkins (1558–1602)
Amandus Polanus (1561–1610)
Johannes Wollebius (1586–1629)
Richard Sibbes (1577–1635)
Samuel Bolton (1606–1654)
William Strong (1575–1654)
James Ussher (1561–1656)
Johannes Cocceius (1603–1669)
Patrick Gillespie (1617–1675)
John Owen (1616–1683)
Francis Turretin (1623–1687)
Herman Witsius (1636–1708)
all taught that the Mosaic covenant
was pedagogical and subservient to
the salvific purposes of the covenant
of grace.3
Some Reformed theologians have
labeled the Mosaic covenant as
a republication of the original

covenant of works. John Owen
concluded, “Now this is no other
but the covenant of works revived.”4
Just as Adam had to obey God’s
commands to earn the reward of
eternal, glorified life, so Israel had to
keep the law to earn the blessings of
the covenant. Obedience to the law
was the means whereby they both
obtained the reward. Nevertheless,
there is also a key difference.
Whereas Adam could obey for
eternal life, Israel was only to earn
an earthly picture of heaven, the
Promised Land. Israel was not saved
by law.

A National Covenant
At Mount Sinai, God constituted
Israel as a nation in covenant with
himself. Throughout the history
of the world, no other geopolitical
nation has had this privilege.
In Exodus 19, we read of Israel
encamped at the foot of Sinai, and
Moses, their mediator, going up the
mountain to receive God’s law. The
Lord says to Moses,
Thus you shall say to the house
of Jacob, and tell the people of
Israel: You yourselves have seen
what I did to the Egyptians, and
how I bore you on eagles’ wings
and brought you to myself.
Now therefore, if you will
indeed obey my voice and keep
my covenant, you shall be my
treasured possession among
all peoples, for all the earth is
mine; and you shall be to me a
kingdom of priests and a holy
nation. These are the words that
you shall speak to the people of
Israel. (vv. 3–6)
The condition is crystal-clear:
if Israel obeys God’s voice and
keeps the conditions of the Sinai
covenant, they will be his treasured
possession and receive a multitude
of blessings. God’s promise to Israel
was conditioned on their national
performance. Moses repeated these
words to Israel, and “all the people

The Covenant of Redemption

OVENAN

The Covenant of Works
The Covenant of Grace
The Common Grace Covenant
The Abrahamic Covenant
The Mosaic Covenant
The Davidic Covenant
The New Covenant
answered together and said, ‘All that the Lord
has spoken we will do.’ And Moses reported
the words of the people to the Lord” (Exod.
19:8). They took this oath again in Exodus 24
after receiving the law: “All the words the Lord
has spoken we will do” (24:3).
God then sealed their national oath with blood
in a covenant ratification ceremony. Moses
built an altar, representing the Lord, and set
up twelve pillars representing the twelve tribes
(24:4). The blood of animal sacrifices, symbolic
of the life-and-death consequences of the
oath, was collected into basins. Moses took
half of the blood and threw it against the altar,
symbolizing the Lord. This communicated
to Israel that God would keep his promise to
bless them or curse them depending on their
performance. The other half of the blood Moses
threw on the people (probably by sprinkling
the twelve stone pillars, symbolizing the
nation). This dramatically certified that both
parties, the Lord and Israel, had taken oaths. A
covenant had been cut. Finally, the ceremony
concluded with a covenant meal as Moses,
Aaron, and the seventy elder-representatives
of the people eat and drink with God on the
mountain (vv. 9–11).
This ceremony demonstrates that the
relationship is dependent on the oaths to
performance by both parties. If God doesn’t
keep his word, the covenant is broken,
which, of course, would never happen. If
Israel doesn’t keep their oath, the covenant
is also broken. The relationship is based on
the nation’s works, and the consequence for
failure is death. God articulated these national
blessings and curses further in Leviticus 26
and Deuteronomy 28. Israel’s well-being as
a nation under God in the Promised Land
depended on their keeping of the law.

A Temporary Covenant
This naturally leads one to ask, “If salvation is
by grace alone through faith alone in Christ
alone, why did God give the Mosaic covenant in
the first place?” This 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
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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.
Samuel Bolton, a member of the
Westminster Assembly, said that the
Mosaic covenant was a covenant
totally subservient to the covenant
of grace. It was “temporary, and
had respect to Canaan and God’s
blessing there, in obedience to it,
and not to heaven, for that was
promised by another Covenant
which God made with [Israel] before
He entered this.”5 The fulfillment of
those promises could not come until
Christ fulfilled the Mosaic covenant
and inaugurated the new.

A Fulfilled Covenant
God gave the Mosaic covenant to
show Israel and all humanity that no
man can be justified by the works
of the law (Rom. 3:19–20). Paul’s
summary of the law is paradigmatic
for us: “The law was our guardian
until Christ came, in order that we
might be justified by faith” (Gal. 3:24).
God’s justice requires that heaven
be earned by perfect obedience to
his law. This is what Christ came to
do as our covenantal representative.
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He obeyed the law in our stead so
that by faith alone we can become
the righteousness of God in him (2
Cor. 5:21). Christ earned the glory
of heaven for his people, which we
receive as a gift through faith.
We should be able to see the obvious
connection between the covenant
of redemption and the Mosaic
covenant. The latter provided Christ
with the temporal and historical
setting necessary to obtain eternal
life for those whom he represented
in the covenant of redemption. As
the Puritan Samuel Petto (c.1624–
1711) noted, “The Covenant of Works
being broken by us in the first Adam,
it was of great concernment to us,
that satisfaction should be given to
it, for unless its righteousness were
performed for us, the Promised Life
was unattainable; and unless its
penalty were undergone for us, the
threatened Death (Gen. 2:17) was
unavoidable.”6
Sinai gave the Son the opportunity
to perform, through his active and
passive obedience, the righteousness
that the original covenant of works
required. This made the Mosaic
covenant a necessary and vital
part of God’s plan of redemption:
“If he had not been born under the
very Law, as a Covenant of Works,
he should not have satisfied it, by
answering the penalty or fulfilling
the righteousness of it, but had only
done and suffered something in
lieu and stead thereof, it would not
have been the idem for us; and this
sheweth how exceedingly necessary
the Sinai Covenant was.”7
Born under the Mosaic law with a
real body and soul, Christ was able
to fulfill what he promised in the
covenant of redemption and earn
for himself and the Father a people
and everlasting glory. Thus, God
is both just and the justifier of the
ungodly in Christ through faith
(Rom. 3:26; 4:5).

Why the Mosaic Covenant Is
Important for the Christian
Life
As fallen humans, we suppress the
painful truth about God’s law and
our sin. We tend to think that we
are good and decent people, and
that God is generally pleased with
us. We fail to grasp and appreciate
the holiness and justice of God.
The Mosaic covenant gives us a
wake-up call. God put Israel in a
temporary law-covenant to reveal
the perfect righteousness his justice
required (Rom. 3:21), as well as the
depths of human depravity that
could not fulfill his requirement.
Generation after generation failed
miserably. While God was making
his covenant with his people, the
people worshiped a golden calf.
In the wilderness, they rebelled
constantly. When they came into the
Promised Land, they intermarried
with the Canaanites and worshiped
false gods. Even King David, the man
after God’s own heart, was guilty of
adultery, murder, conspiracy, and
abuse of power. King Solomon,
despite his wisdom, bowed down to
the pagan gods of his many wives.
Then, every king, one after another,
kept sinning against the Lord. Some
were better than others, but none
of them could prevent the curses of
the Mosaic covenant from coming
upon Israel. The nation could not
stay in God’s presence by means of
the law. Even after such a powerful
lesson as the exile, Jesus came and
found Israel led by a brood of vipers,
where even the teachers of the law
were whitewashed tombs. Without
a doubt, the Mosaic covenant paints
across history in the lives of real
people a picture showing us that
no man can be justified by works
of the law. It shows us that none is
righteous. All have turned aside; no
one does good, not even one (Rom.
3:10).

As the fallen children of Adam, we all
need to become the righteousness
of God to have everlasting life in
heaven with God, but there is no
way we can do this ourselves, even
with help. Rather, we need one to do
it all for us, and this we find in Jesus
Christ. He is the Righteous One,
who was born under the law and of
a woman. He is the true Israel who
remained obedient to death, even
death on a cross.
The Mosaic covenant powerfully
points us to Christ precisely due
to its strictness. He is the One who
fulfilled Sinai’s command, “Do this
and live” (Lev. 18:5). The moment
we begin to water down the law
character of this covenant, the work
of Christ becomes obscured. If we
are blind to the depth of our sin,
we will fail to perceive the grace
of God to save us in Christ. If we
don’t understand sin, we will never
understand grace. So God gives us
the history of Israel to show us our
sinful identity. Through the Mosaic
covenant, we discover our spiritual
poverty, not primarily through
introspection but by looking to
the revelation of God in history as
he deals with his people. As Paul
remarks about the Old Testament
history, “Now, these things happen
to them as types and written down
for our instruction” (1 Cor. 10:11, my
translation). By types, Paul means
that the events Israel experienced
were pictures or models of things to
come. They pictured not only Christ
but also us. This fact reveals that the
law is still the guide for our life in
pleasing God, as the psalmist says:
“Your word is a lamp to my feet and
a light to my path” (Ps. 119:105).
The Mosaic covenant, then, lays the
historical and covenantal context
for Christ. Jesus was born of a
woman and under the law (Gal. 4:4).

Jesus Christ comes as the true Son
of God, who is able to obey perfectly
the law as the kingly representative
of his people, and he thereby earns
not the earthly picture but the
heavenly reality. Jesus makes true
atonement once for all by his blood,
and he provides the necessary
righteousness for us, which we
receive through faith alone.
Moreover, Israel’s constant failure
under Moses shows us that we need
Christ just as they did. The strictness
of the Mosaic covenant reminds us
that we have no hope of salvation
outside of Christ. Obedience for
everlasting life is impossible for
mankind, but with God it is possible,
for he provided Christ. And this is a
true help to our faith. As we go about
our everyday lives, it is easy for us to
think little of Christ and to depend
on our daily performance for our
confidence before God. We suppose
that if we had a good day, God loves
us; but if we had a bad day, God does
not love us. Yet our standing before
God depends on Christ alone. By his
righteousness we are justified. By
his grace we are sanctified. By his
love we are moved to love in return.
By his faithfulness we are brought to
our heavenly home.
Because of the Mosaic covenant,
and Christ’s fulfillment of it, we can
confidently say with Machen, “I am
so thankful for the active obedience
of Christ. No hope without it.”

1. Ursinus, Commentary, 497.
2. Olevianus, A Firm Foundation, 9.
3. Robert Rollock, A Treatise of Our Effectual
Calling in Select Works of Robert Rollock, vol. 1,
ed. W. M. Gunn (Edinburgh: Wodrow Society,
1849), 33–46; William Perkins, A Golden Chaine
(London, 1591), 26; idem, The Workes of That
Famous and Worthy Minister of Christ in the
Universitie of Cambridge, Mr. William Perkins
(London, 1616–1618), 1:154; Amandus Polanus,
The Substance of Christian Religion, trans. E.

W. (London, 1595), 88; Johannes Wollebius,
Compendium Theologiae Christianae (1626) in
Reformed Dogmatics: J. Wollebius, G. Voetius
and F. Turretin. John W. Beardslee, ed. and
trans. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965),
119; Richard Sibbes, The Bruised Reed and
Smoking Flax in The Works of Richard Sibbes
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1973), 1:58–59;
Samuel Bolton, The True Bounds of Christian
Freedome (London, 1645), 145; William Strong, A
Discourse of the Two Covenants (London, 1678),
88; James Ussher, A Body of Divinity Or Summe
and Substance of Religion, 2nd ed. (London:
1653), 123–24, 158; Johannes Cocceius, Summa
doctrinae de foedere et testamento Dei (Leiden,
1660), §13, 334–48; Patrick Gillespie, The Ark
of the Testament Opened (London, 1661), 155;
John Owen, An Exposition of the Epistle to the
Hebrews in Works (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth,
repr.1991), 22:70–78; Francis Turretin, Institutes
of Elenctic Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R,
1994), 2:227–34; Herman Witsius, The Economy
of the Covenants between God and Man (1693,
Escondido: The den Dulk Foundation, 1990),
2:186.
4. Owen, Works, 22:78. Sinai “revived, declared,
and expressed all the commands of that
covenant in the decalogue [sic]; for that is
nothing but a divine summary of the law
written in the heart of man at his creation.” Like
the covenant of works, the Mosaic covenant
required perfect obedience, threatening death
upon failure but eternal life upon fulfillment.
“Yea, in sundry things it re-enforced, established,
and confirmed that covenant.” See Works,
22:70–78.
5. Bolton, True Bounds, 145.
6. Samuel Petto, The Difference Between the Old
and New Covenants (London, 1674), 125.
7. Ibid., 135–36.

Rev. Michael G. Brown
is pastor of Christ United Reformed
Church in Santee, CA. He is the
editor and contributing author of
Called to Serve: Essays for Elders
and Deacons and co-author of
Sacred Bond: Covenant Theology
Explored.

Jan/Feb 2018 | 17

IRBC’s Philosophy of Counseling:
The Spiritual and Mental Domains™

N

ow that we have touched upon some
of the key foundational principles
underlying IRBC’s philosophical model
of counseling, we are ready to take a
closer look at its superstructure: The
7 Dominant Domains of Origin for
Human Problems. Earlier we looked
at the Environmental and Production
Domains which fall into the category
of the Secondary Dominant Domains.
Now we will look at the Primary
Dominant Domains which consist of
the Spiritual, Mental, Emotional,
Social, and Bodily Domains.

assume that all types of depression
are sin-based, it is also important to
realize that a great deal of depression
and other cases are directly related
to sinful attitudes (i.e., pride), as well
as sinful thought, behavior, and word
patterns. The following Classification
Table for Sins Underlying Personal

Although it is of utmost importance
that biblical counselors do not
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of God’s people. John Calvin was
on the mark when he said, “Every
one of us is, even from his mother’s
womb, a master craftsman of idols.”
So under the first category you have
listed various ways sin is manifested
under the heading of “Idolatry-Self.”
This category is followed by IdolatryThings and Idolatry-Others. The final
category listed on the chart (opposite
page) is Defiance.1

The Mental Domain™
When evaluating counselees for
problems originating in the Mental
Domain, one needs to take into
account factors that could be
affecting the function of the
counselee’s brain. Matters
such as brain development,
variables that have an effect on
normal brain function, and brain
injury need to be considered.
Let’s think about each of these
broad categories for just a moment.

The Spiritual Domain™
The Spiritual Domain is
concerned with the human
soul. Problems arising within
this domain often cause or
contribute
to
depression.
This is especially true of those
who labor under the guilt of
unconfessed sin or are continuing
in a way of unrepentant sinning.
Such was certainly the situation with
King David in the case of Bathsheba,
if we are to judge from Psalm 32.
Those who are suffering with spiritual
or sin-based depression may be
either regenerate or unregenerate.
The primary objectives in counseling
believers who are experiencing sinbased depression or other counseling
problems are twofold. First, the
counselor must help the counselee
identify the sin and encourage him
or her to confess it. Second, the
counselor must provide practical
advice on how to put off the bad habits
that have been formed around the sin
(de-habituation) and replace them
with (put on) new wholesome, Godglorifying habits. Unbelievers must be
counseled by way of evangelism.

Dr. Jeff L. 		
Doll

Brain Development

and Interpersonal Problems was
developed with this in mind. As you
use it in connection with your practice
of counseling, I hope it will help you
identify different varieties of common
types of sin you might not otherwise
recognize.
As you glance at the table you will
notice it has seven categories of sin
that are listed in bold print in the left
margin of the table. The first three
categories are Ignorance, Neglect,
and Improper Response. There are
then three categories of Idolatry
which follow. The reason there are
three separate listings in this category
has to do with the many ways that sin
is manifested via idolatry in the lives

Scripture clearly makes a distinction
between the way children and adults
think and reason (1 Cor. 13:11). Some
well-meaning parents cause undue
stress in the lives of their younger
children when they expect them
to think and reason beyond their
developmental capacities. When
prayerfully and properly evaluated
through the lens of Scripture, the
stages of cognitive development
discovered by Jean Piaget in
association with his (biological/
sociological) studies on infants,
children, and teens can provide
helpful insights for parents, teachers,
and counselors who regularly work
with children.

A Classification Table for Sins Underlying Personal and Interpersonal Problems™
Category of Sin

Symbol Variety of Sin (Description of Problem)

Ignorance

(IG)

Sins committed due to one’s lack of biblical knowledge or understanding.
[Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)]:__________________________.

Neglect

(N)

Purposefully neglecting, leaving out, or passing over one of Christ’s commandments and/
or responsibilities associated with home, church, or society [Neglect Commandment/
Responsibilities (NCR)]. Also includes lack of time spent in personal devotional life [Neglect
Devotional Life (NDL)].
A special designation of [Neglect Sluggard (NSL)] should be applied to the counselee who
demonstrates a pattern of habitual laziness in all areas.
[Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)]:__________________________.

Improper
Response

(IR)

Sin associated with unbiblical responses to life’s circumstances, the sins of others, or
the manifestations or results of sin in the world. Common responses include behavior
characterized by intense antagonism or hostility [Bitterness (B)], despair or [Hopelessness
(H)], the suppression of passion, emotion, or excitement [Apathy (A)], and an abnormal and
overwhelming sense of appr hension and fear towards another person [Anxiety (ANP)],
place(s) [Anxiety (ANPL)], or things [Anxiety (ANT)]. Can also include an unbiblical response
to one’s own disabilities, sin, or shortcomings via [Self-Maligning Speech
(SMS)] or, more severely, [Self-Destructive Behavior (SDB)]. This designation also includes
unbiblical patterns of communication in which one cuts down or inappropriately addresses
others [Inappropriate Verbal Communication (IVC).]
[Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)]:__________________________.

Idolatry-Self

(IDS)

Sin related to one’s primary focus being on oneself [Self-Focus (SF)], being overly confident
in one’s intellect or abilities [(Overly Self-Confident (OSC)], expecting others to serve
oneself [Expecting Others’ Service (EOS)], viewing oneself as better or above others
[Self-Importance (SI)], being overly critical of the sins, errors, and ignorance of others
[Self-Righteous (SR)], or expressing excessive pity over one’s mistakes, problems, or
sorrows [Self-Pity (SP)]. Also includes being unbalanced in the fulfilling of legitimate bodily
needs/desires or seeking to have such fulfilled outside of God’s ordained mediums and
boundaries [Eating- Related (ER)], [Sex-Related (SR)], and [Substance-Related (SUR)] which
includes the use of alcohol and other chemicals such as caffeine, nicotine, marijuana,
cocaine, methamphetamine, etc.
[Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)]:__________________________.

Idolatry-Things

(IDT)

Sin related to being overly involved with or concerned about [Material Things (MT)], [Money
(M)], or [Work (W)]. Also includes being more desirous or expressing more confidence in
something other than God—signify under [Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)].
[Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)]:__________________________.

Idolatry-Others

(IDO)

Sin related to being overly concerned about [Pleasing Others (PO)]. Also includes being
[Overly Dependent on Others (ODO)].
[Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)]:__________________________.

Defiance

(D)

Sin which is rooted in an intentionally contemptuous behavior or attitude; an overall
readiness to contend or resist God [Defiance Against God (DAG)], some aspect of God’s
will [Defiance Against God’s Will (DAGW)], a person(s)in authority [Defiance Against
Authority (DAA)], or rules [Defiance Against Rules (DAR)].
[Not Otherwise Specified (NOS)]:__________________________.
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Some people’s brains do not
function properly due to the
improper development of the brain
or the central nervous system. Such
disorders can affect one’s memory
and/or ability to process information.
They can also affect a person’s ability
to appropriately express emotion, a
function that is more fully considered
and evaluated under the heading of
the Emotional Domain.
As was mentioned when the Internal
Dominant Domains were introduced,
each of the domains representing the
various key capacities of the human
entity is closely interconnected and
interdependent. Please pray that the
Lord will grant IRBC the wisdom and
discernment necessary to properly
divide and define each domain for
further curriculum development and
effective research leadership.
Variables That Have an Effect on
Normal Brain Function
Earlier we discussed the fact that
people can experience depressionlike symptoms as a result of seasonal
changes or dwelling in places where
sunlight is limited. It was said that
Vitamin D deficiency can be at the root
of such symptoms. The deficiency of
other vitamins, an improper diet (e.g.,

too much sugar intake), or a lack of
exercise can have significant effects
on the brain and its ability to function
effectively as a mediator between
one’s soul and body.
Brain Injury and Disease
Brain injuries can result from accidents,
personal or parental substance abuse,
and “head-intensive” contact sports
(e.g., football and boxing). Regular
exposure to chemicals (e.g., fuels,
solvents, pesticides, and high levels
of carbon monoxide) can also damage
the brain causing it to malfunction
or function inefficiently. These and
other factors need to be taken into
consideration as we counsel those
whom God brings to us.
Neuro-degenerative diseases such
as Huntington’s disease (which
can produce mood swings and
depression) and Pick’s disease
(frontotemporal dementia), which
can negatively affect one’s overall
personality as well as significantly
impair the function of one’s memory
and overall intellectual ability, are
examples of diseases which can
produce counseling-related problems
in counselees’ lives. These and other
diseases not only remind us of the
pervasiveness of the Fall but also the
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importance of properly determining
what is the primary cause(s) behind
the issues with which our counselees
are struggling. May God give us
the grace and insight necessary to
properly identify the causes as well
as apply the appropriate cures to his
suffering children.

1. The nomenclature included in the
chart was drafted with an eye toward
incorporating some standardized terms
and forms within the field of biblical
counseling. If the field is ever going to
reach its maximum potential, there needs
to be the implementation of consistent
technical terms to help maximize
cooperation among counselors and to
aid in research. I am not suggesting the
categories, terms, and symbols used here
should be those adopted by the field. I am
simply communicating the need for such
standardization.

Dr. Jeff L. Doll
is director at The Institute for
Reformed Biblical Counseling,
director at The Shepherd’s Way
Biblical Counseling Center in
Holland, MI, and pastor of biblical
counseling at Cornerstone URC in
Hudsonville, MI.
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When It Seemed Good to Him

My wife and I recently took a trip out
west. We wanted to see, once again,
some of those majestic national parks
and awesome mountains that we have
come to love. We did Yellowstone
National Park, and, naturally, went
to see Old Faithful. The crowds were
horrendous, with parking spaces
hard to find. We did find a brochure,
though, with the stupendous reminder
that “Yellowstone National Park sits
on top of an enormous super volcano
which powers all the geysers and Old
Faithful. Don’t worry—the volcano’s
last major eruption was 640,000 years
ago.” Really? Must I accept that as
truth?
Our next stop was in Teton National
Park, where we were informed that
“the 2.7 billion-year-old rocks are
some of the oldest in North America.
Beginning 100 million years ago . . .

the collision of tectonic plates bowed
up a vast block of sedimentary rock
deposited by ancient seas. Beginning
10 million years ago, movement on
the Teton fault generated massive
earthquakes causing the current
Teton range.” Really? How did they
arrive at those calculations? What
happened during those missing 90
million years? What happened during
the 2.6 billion years since those rocks
were formed?
Our third park was Arches National
Park in Utah. A fascinating place,
but covered with more evolutionary
gobble-speak. We were told that this
park “lies atop an underground salt
bed that was deposited across the
Colorado Plateau 300 million years
ago when a sea flowed into the region
and eventually evaporated.”

Dr. Norm 		
De Jong

What were we to do with all these
conflicting bits of information? Are
we to believe them as the government
bureaucrats present them? Surely not,
for all of that is fabricated falsehood.
This is fiction presented as reliable
science. At best, this is pseudoscience, heavy on the pseudo. This is
anti-Scripture in its most blatant form.
Should we ignore it, pretend as though
it were all some cruel joke? If we care
at all about truth and falsehood, we
can’t turn a blind eye to it. If we care at
all about our fellow humans, believers
by nature, should we not demand that
they be told the truth? Should we not
expose falsehood for what it is? Do
we have an obligation before God,
to proclaim the truth, even when the
odds are stacked against us? Does it
make much sense to swim upstream
when floodwaters tend to drown us?

Hodafoss, a beautiful Icelandic waterfall located in the north near Lake Myvatn.
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Within our Presbyterian and Reformed
communities, there are relatively few
issues that divide us. We don’t quarrel
about women’s ordination. We don’t
fight about infant baptism. We don’t
argue about covenant theology,
even if we are sometimes unclear
what that means. We should debate,
though, about creation specifics.
The Westminster Confession of
Faith declares: “It pleased God the
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, for the
manifestation of glory of his eternal
power, wisdom, and goodness, in
the beginning, to create, or make of
nothing, the world, and all things
therein, whether visible or invisible,
in the space of six days, and all very
good” (WCF. Chapter IV.I). There are
those, especially persons who may
have been influenced by Meredith
Kline, who want to give a more
flexible twist to that phrase “in the
space of six days.” Looking at some of
the phraseology in Genesis 2, they are
apt to question the literal language of
our Westminster Confession. There
are also some who like to argue for a
“gap theory,” claiming that there are
longer periods of time between those
six days, thus allowing for plants
to mature and animals to produce
their young. With minimal creativity,
people can raise questions that
seemingly beg for answers.
My purpose is not to delve more
deeply into such speculation or
into Kline’s conclusions but to raise
another, broader issue. When did God
create the universe and the world in
which we reside? In many Christian
communities and in a number of
academic institutions, there are some
disturbing conclusions. It is not uncommon for some Christian schools
and colleges and some seminaries to
conclude that we are residents of an
“old earth.” This universe, of which
we are an extremely tiny part, they
claim, is millions of years old. Some
would escalate that number to read
“billions” of years. Calvin College and
many others adopted Howard Van
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Til’s conclusion that our earth was
at least 14.5 billion years old. Almost
any trip to our state or national parks
would confront one with the blatant
evolutionary assumptions about the
formation of our earth and universe.
Both state and federal governments
seem committed to the old earth
idea. They fabricate chronologies to
support their theories.
I grew up in the Dutch, Reformed
tradition and knew little about the
Westminster Confession of Faith. We
had our own confession, nicknamed
the Belgic Confession, because
that was where it was first drafted.
The Belgic Confession avoided the
controversy over “six literal days.”
It simply said, “We believe that the
Father by the Word, that is, by His Son,
has created of nothing the heavens,
the earth, and all creatures, when it
seemed good to Him” (Confession of
Faith, Article XII).
When one is involved heavily in
the Christian school movement,
as I was for decades, it is almost
impossible to escape the creationevolution arguments swirling all
around you. You can try to ignore
them, putting one’s head in the sand,
like the proverbial ostrich, or one
can try to resolve them by appeal to
either science or Scripture. Knowing
that “science” is best defined as
“knowledge,” and knowing that all
knowledge originates with God, the
choice was simple: look to Scripture
for the answers.
Depending on the person(s) who
most influenced your thinking, or
the subject matter you are assigned
to teach, you might find it quite
convenient to adopt a position
called “theistic evolution.” That is the
basic position adopted by both the
Christian Reformed Church and the
Reformed Church of America. That
philosophical position emphasizes
that God is the Creator, but he did
his work by natural processes over
long periods of time. Those natural
processes, they claim, are evolutionary

in nature. By calculating the measurements within the universe, it becomes
necessary, in their estimation, to
advocate the age of the earth in terms
of billions of years. Of course, we want
to acknowledge God as the Creator.
Of course we want to be scientific.
The alternative is to be blind to all
the discoveries of science. Nobody
wants to be characterized as being
unscientific. At the same time we
delight in making public profession
of the Apostles’ Creed, which begins
with that beautiful phrase, “I believe
in God the Father, Almighty, Maker
of heaven and earth.”
But the question continues to provoke
us: If God created the universe in
six twenty-four-hour days, as the
Westminster Confession so boldly
states, why would it take him millions
or billions of years to form this
universe? Does not the argument for
six twenty-four-hour days push us
into the “young earth” camp? If the
language of Genesis 1 and Genesis 2 is
considered to be literal and truthful,
would not that same argument hold
true for Genesis 5 and Genesis 11,
where the genealogies are listed?
When we are told that Adam lived to
be 930 years old, and that the earth
was 930 years old when he died,
would that not prove a young earth?
If the creation account from Genesis
1 and Genesis 2 is truthful, since it
is authored by God himself, would it
not hold true for the genealogies in
Genesis 5 and Genesis 11, since they
are also authored by God himself?
In response to much evolutionary
debate during the 1980s and 1990s,
I argued that “my own conclusion,
after repeated and careful study of the
Genesis account, is that the precise
chronology of God’s creative acts
and/or processes ought not to be our
central concern.”1 Instead of taking a
firm stand for a six-day creation and
a young earth, I fudged. I concluded
that God had not given us such precise
chronological data and had withheld

it from us. The great Synod of Dordt,
in 1619, had embraced that creedal
statement. I felt comfortable taking
such a stand because one of our most
influential creeds had not taken such
a stand. Guido de Bres, the author of
the Belgic Confession, had concluded
that God had created the world “when
it seemed good to Him.”2 If that was to
be the position of the church, should
I not embrace it and proclaim it?
Should I not become comfortable in
telling my students that God has seen
fit not to address the question of the
age of the earth? Such a stance would
leave the scientific community with
the exclusive rights to tell us about
the age of the earth. We would then
have to accept every pronouncement,
no matter how preposterous it might
be. In the process, of course, we
would have to discount the Noahic
flood as a fabrication of ill-informed
traditionalists. We would also have to
conclude that the first eleven chapters
of Genesis are pre-historic!
But that conclusion did not sit right
with me. I could not ignore all the
historical data about those first
families and their unusual life spans.
If the Noahic flood occurred 1,656
years after the creation of Adam and
Eve, should I not embrace the notion
that we live in a young earth? In
search of additional facts, I discovered
that John Calvin had concluded that
the earth was created only 3,943
years before the birth of Christ.3 That
conclusion was in contrast to Martin
Luther, who had stated some years
prior that the earth was only 3,960
years old by the time of Christ. When
we look at other major players in the
Protestant Reformation, we note that
Henry Bullinger, the noted Swiss
theologian, calculated the earth was
2,488 years at the time of Moses’ death.
If we estimate the time of Moses’
death to be 1,500 years before Christ,
we would have the age of the earth to
be 3,988 years at the time of Christ’s
birth. Zacharias Ursinus, the primary

author of the Heidelberg Catechism,
concluded that the earth had aged
1,616 years since the birth of Christ
and that the earth was 5,534 years
old since Adam. Ursinus then tells us
that Melancthon had calculated the
earth to be 3,963 years old at the time
of Christ.4 These scholars obviously
accepted the genealogies of Genesis
5 and Genesis 11 to be accurate,
reliable accounts. When we attempt a
summary of the views held by some
of the major Reformers, we conclude:
Martin Luther

3,960 years old

John Calvin

3,943 years old

Phillip Melancthon

3,963 years old

Henry Bullinger

3,988 years old

Zacharias Ursinus

3,988 years old

Bishop Ussher

4,004 years old

It would take no little effort to analyze
critically the data that went into
each one of these calculations. These
prominent Reformers obviously had
access to slightly different sources
and had arrived at their conclusion
with slightly different results. Given
that, it would have been foolish for
the Synod of Dordt or Guido de Bres
to select one of these dates as the
final one. Much better to conclude,
as did de Bres, that God had the final,
definitive answer. The conclusion
then had to be that God had ”created
it when it seemed good to Him.” The
conclusion reached in the Belgic
Confession was that this universe in
which we live is a relatively young
earth. For all practical purposes,
we can conclude that this world is
approximately 6,000 years old! I have
come to that conclusion a long time
ago, based on my own computations
of these genealogies. But I have been
mocked and ridiculed whenever I
made that conclusion public.

Uscher or any other medieval scholar
had the precisely correct date.
Somewhere in that relatively small
span of years, God spoke the world
into existence. We don’t need to know
the precise year or month or date, but
we need to accept the fact that the
Almighty Creator spoke it all into
existence, out of nothing, ex nihilo!
If that cardinal truth does not
strike you dumb, then what kind
of proclamation would? When you
begin to reflect on the magnitude
of the sun, the moon, the stars, and
the splendor of our earth, you begin
to realize the awesome power of our
God. He is Almighty, worthy of our
highest praise. He simply spoke it
into existence, out of nothing! The
alternative is to reduce him to a slowmoving, dumb, uncreative Being who
took millions and even billions of
years to form a human life or a bird
or an animal. To reduce God to an
evolutionary force is to make him less
than we ourselves. To allow our state
and national governments free rein
on such agendas is a travesty. That we
cannot allow!
1. Norman De Jong, God’s Wedding Band:
Reflections on the Creation-Evolution
Controversy (Winimac, IN, 1990), 44.
2. Confession of Faith, Article XII.
3. John Calvin, Commentaries on the Book of
Moses Called Genesis (Grand Rapids: Baker),
67–100, 224–37.
4. For parallel calculations, see Joel Beeke,
“What Did the Reformers Believe about
the Age of the Earth?” Answers in Genesis,
October 2, 2017, https://answersingenesis.
org/age-of-the-earth/what-did-reformersbelieve-about-age-earth/.
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I happily conclude, along with the
confession, that there is little or no
point in trying to determine whether
Calvin or Luther or Bullinger or
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Bible Studies on Nehemiah

Lesson 5: Opposition to the Work Occurs

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 4
Background Reading: 2 Kings 17:24–34

This chapter should not surprise
us. As soon as plans are laid for the
reconstruction of the walls, that soon
the enemies of the Lord make their
appearance. Nehemiah apparently
anticipated this happening, for he
had demonstrated caution and
secrecy when he did his initial survey.
He probably knew, too, what had
happened earlier in the construction
of the temple. These same enemies,
living in nearby Samaria, had caused
Jeshua and Zerubbabel great
difficulty and delayed construction
of the temple for ten years. Warfare
between God and Satan had already
been declared in the Garden of Eden,
when the Lord declared, “I will put
enmity between you and the woman,
and between your offspring and her
offspring” (Gen. 3:15).
The history of mankind is replete
with hostility between the kingdom
of God and the minions of Satan.
That hostility takes on a variety of
forms, some of it saber rattling, some
of it open warfare, some jeering and
ridicule. In this instance, Sanballat
and Tobiah resort to mocking and
derision. They know that these walls
have been broken and untended for
more than a century. They know that
the inhabitants of Jerusalem have
done nothing to repair them. The
Jews had become an object of scorn.
Now, instead of encouragement, the
neighbors attempt to heap even more
scorn on their heads. If that had been
deemed effective, their objective
would have been achieved at minimal
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cost. Humiliate your enemy, and he
will run away and hide. Maybe he
will even wave the white flag and
surrender.
The Samaritans’ strategy does not
work on Nehemiah. In verse 4, we get
his response. He calls upon God to
take note of their desperate situation
and asks God to “turn back their taunt
on their own heads and give them
up to be plundered in a land where
they are captives” (4:4). This fearless
leader goes on to plead with God, “Do
not cover their guilt, and let not their
sin be blotted out from your sight, for
they have provoked you to anger in
the presence of the builders” (4:5).
This is a prayer for their destruction.
This is a prayer for their guilt to be
compounded. This is an imprecatory
prayer.
How should you and I respond?
Should we condemn Nehemiah for
such a prayer? Should he have asked
God for forgiveness, for not showing
love to his enemies? There are some
commentaries that find this prayer
offensive. Adam Clark concludes:
“A prayer of this kind, understood
literally, is not lawful for any Christian.
Jesus, our great master, has said,
‘Love your enemies; do good to them
that hate you; and pray for them that
despitefully use you.’” Such sayings
as the above, he concludes, are only
“excusable in the mouth of a Jew,
under severe irritation.”
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In contrast to Clark, Matthew Henry
offers a more acceptable comment:
“Doubtless Nehemiah had reason
to think the hearts of those sinners
were desperately hardened, so that
they would never repent of it, else he
would not have prayed that it might
never be blotted out. The reason he
gives is not, They have abused us,
but, They have provoked thee, and
that before the builders, to whom, it
is likely, they sent a spiteful message.
Note, We should be angry at the
malice of persecutors, not because
it is abusive to us, but because it is
offensive to God.”
We should not be embarrassed or
ashamed by Nehemiah’s prayer, for
such prayers occur numerous times in
the book of Psalms. They are called
imprecatory prayers. Such prayers
are reflections of Christ teaching us
to pray: “Thy kingdom come, thy will
be done, on earth as it is in heaven”
(Matt. 6:10). In explaining that petition,
the Heidelberg Catechism reminds
us that it is a prayer to “destroy the
works of the devil, every power that
exalts itself against Thee, and all
wicked counsels conceived against
Thy Holy Word” (Lord’s Day XLVIII, Q.
123). Asking God to deal justly with
his enemies is not offensive to God.
Nehemiah continues this pattern
of total reliance on God when he
declares: “And we prayed to our
God and set a guard as a protection
against them day and night” (4:9).
When it becomes apparent that the
inhabitants of Jerusalem are not
going to be cowed by derision and
mockery, but immediately begin
working, their enemies band together
and prepare for open warfare.
The Samaritans, the Arabs, the
Ammonites, and the Ashdodites form
an alliance and plan an attack. Why

they should be so angered by the
construction of the wall is a mystery
to us, but it was justification for war
to them. To the Jews it was a defense
against invasion. To King Artaxerxes
and to Nehemiah, it was a protective
enclosure for the city of God.

they became much more unified and
much more willing to obey their Lord.
In response to Nehemiah’s orders,
they all gathered as one man, each to
his assigned section and each to his
specific job. “From that day on, half of
my servants worked on construction,

For a brief time, the Jews
lose hope and express
fear. They recognize that,
by themselves, they will
not be able to repair
the wall. In response,
Nehemiah advises them,
“Do not be afraid of them.
Remember the Lord, who
is great and awesome, and
fight for your brothers, your
sons, your daughters, your
wives, and your homes”
(4:14). Trust God, but also
grab your sword, sharpen
your arrows, and be ready
to fight. This is not a time
to turn the other cheek.
This is not the time to love
your enemies. This is a
time to fight for the honor
and glory of God. This is a
time to protect your family.
The response of the Jews
who lived in and around
Jerusalem is positive.
The text tells us, “At that
time the Jews who lived
near them came from all
directions and said to
us ten times, ‘You must
return to us’” (4:12). Some
commentaries
construe
this as a plea from family
members for their loved
ones to forget the wall
and to come back to their
homes in the villages. From
a different perspective,
what this demonstrates
is a spirit of unity which had often
been lacking in earlier times. When
“everyone did what was right in his
own eyes,” chaos often resulted. After
God punished them for their multiple
sins by sending them into captivity,

a spear in the other. Masons carrying
stones and bricks at the same time
they are wielding a sword in its sheath.
The construction crews and their
military defenders were widely
scattered along the two-and-ahalf-mile perimeter of the wall.
With the threat of attack
possible at multiple points,
the
commander
placed
trumpeters at various points,
ready to blast the trumpet and
call to arms. Again, Nehemiah
was not relying on the military
might of his people but on the
protection of their God. He
reminded all of them, “Our
God will fight for us.”
The threat of invasion was
constant and pervasive.
The enemies of God had
expressed their anger and
had marshaled an army ready
to fight. They had expressed
plans for sneak attacks (v.
11), but God’s people had
gotten wind of that. Ready
for warfare, the builders and
their protectors were on
assignment “from the break
of dawn until the stars came
out” (4:21). Expecting the
worst, Nehemiah also posted
guards during the nighttime
hours and mandated that
the workers sleep in their
clothes, dirty and sweaty as
they might be. He concludes
this chapter by confessing,
“So neither I nor my brothers
nor my servants nor the men
of the guard . . . took off
our clothes; each kept his
weapon at his right hand”
(4:23).

and half held the spears, shields,
bows, and coats of mail” (4:16). As
the reader attempts to get a clear
mental image of this construction/
defensive project, one has to marvel
at the images being portrayed. Gate
builders with a saw in one hand and

As we reflect on this chapter
of the Bible, we have to wonder once
again: Why were the neighbors so
hostile to the Jews and their plans
to rebuild the walls of the city? Had
the Jews done something to offend
them? Had the Jews been a military
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threat to the Samaritans? These are
the same people, from Samaria, who
had forced a ten-year delay in the
construction of the temple. Now,
eighty years later, their ancestors are
attempting to prevent the repair of the
broken down walls. Why? How does
one explain such behavior?
Matthew Henry raises the same issue:
“Why, what quarrel had they with
the Jews? Had they done them any
wrong? Or did they design them any?
No, they lived peaceably by them; but
it was merely out of envy and malice;
they hated the Jews’ piety, and were
therefore vexed at their prosperity
and sought their ruin. Observe, How
unanimous they were: They conspired
all of them together, though of
different interests among themselves,
yet one in their opposition to the work
of God.”

Jesus offers us the best explanation.
When he sent out the twelve apostles,
he warned them, “Beware of men, for
they will deliver you over to courts and
flog you in their synagogues, and you
will be dragged before governors and
kings for my sake” (Matt. 10:17). Christ
goes on to inform them, “You will be
hated by all for my name’s sake” (v.
22). In reflecting on Jesus’ words, it is
significant to note that they will do this
“in their synagogues.” The enemies of
Christ are not irreligious persons; they
are misguided and worshipping false
gods. Jesus connects the enmity of
these neighbors with the way he was
treated. In another of his speeches
to the apostles, he informs them: “If
the world hates you, know that it has
hated me before it hated you. If you
were of the world, the world would
love you as its own” (John 15:18–19).

Like the Samaritans of Nehemiah’s
day, the ones who wanted to assist
in the construction of the temple
claimed to be worshipping the God
of the Hebrews. So did Ahab and
Jezebel. In both instances, they tried
to blend sacred and pagan practices.
They claimed to be worshipping God
while also worshipping idols. That is
also true for these enemies who tried
to prevent the walls of Jerusalem
from being built. They hated God
while coming in the garb of selfrighteousness. In today’s world, that is
also true of Mormons and of Muslims,
both of whom claim to be worshipping
the God of the Bible, even when they
grossly distort the messages of Holy
Writ. As Jesus said, “Beware!”

Discussion Starters
How does Sanballat react to reports that the Jews are rebuilding the wall? (4:1)
To whom does he express his anger and frustrations? What is his grievance? (4:2)
How does Tobiah respond to Sanballat’s angry complaint? Where are they? (4:3)
Who is speaking in verse 4? How do you know?
What is the import of this imprecatory prayer? (4:4–5) What is its effect? (4:6)
What are imprecatory prayers? May you and I pray them? (see Pss. 11:5–6; 74:18, 22; 79:12; 94:1–3; 139:19–22)
What is the reaction of the Samaritans and other neighboring tribes to the fact that the Jews went about the rebuilding
process? (4:7–8)
How do Nehemiah and the people of Judah respond to these threats? (4:9–10)
Were the Jews completely surprised by the plans of the Samaritans to attack them? (4:11–12)
How did Nehemiah respond to this threat of attack? What did he do? (4:13–14)
Who gets the credit for frustrating the plans of the Samaritans? How did God do that? (4:12, 15)
How did Nehemiah organize his construction crews for the rebuilding of the wall? (4:16–17)
What ongoing threats caused Nehemiah to worry? What did he do about them? (4:19–23)
Who was the strongest ally that the Jews had? (4:20)
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Bible Studies on Nehemiah
Lesson 6: Internal Trials and Tribulations

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 5
Background Reading: Leviticus 25:35–46

The scene shifts. The previous chapter
is all about the building of the wall
and the opposition of the neighboring
peoples. They represented an external
threat. In response, Nehemiah demonstrated exceptional organizational
genius in meeting that threat. Now,
another threat looms large. This one
is internal. The residents of Judea
come to Nehemiah with a litany of
complaints. The chapter begins: “Now
there arose a great outcry of the
people and their wives against their
Jewish brothers” (v. 1). The timing is
important. Now, while Nehemiah and
all of the builders are trying to repair
the walls, while the neighboring
tribes are waging war against them,
the farmers who are living in the
countryside come with serious
complaints. It is not only the men, but
they are accompanied by their wives.
This is unusual in the books of Ezra
and Nehemiah, for wives are seldom
mentioned. Their concerns are not
about repairing the wall, or even the
attacks of the Samaritans and their
allies. Their complaints are against
“their Jewish brothers.”
There are serious troubles in
Jerusalem, but there are even more
serious troubles throughout Judea.
The people of God are experiencing
a huge financial crisis. There is a
tremendous shortage of food, with
countless children starving. Apparently
some of the exiles who had returned
to Judea have been blessed with large
families, for some called attention to
the fact that they had many sons and
daughters (v. 2). They needed basic

foodstuffs to prevent starvation. One of
the causes, they said, was “the famine.”
Scripture tells us that famines were
often a sign of God’s judgment against
his people. We read such warnings in
Leviticus 19:19–20; in Deuteronomy
11:13–17; in Deuteronomy 28:22–24;
in 1 Chronicles 21:11–12; and in Haggai
1:7–11. We read about it in the story of
Jacob and his family, who had to go
to Egypt to buy grain (Gen. 41:53–57).
We read about it in the story of Ruth,
whose adopted family had to move
to Moab because of famine (Ruth 1:1).
We see it expressed most clearly in
the words of Elijah, who warns King
Ahab, “There shall be neither dew nor
rain these three years, except by my
word” (1 Kings 17:1).
As we read through Nehemiah 5, we
can infer that there is grievous sin in the
land and that God is addressing that
sin by sending a famine. God’s people,
especially those who are farmers and
those who have large families, are
being hurt. They cannot find enough
food to feed their children. Children
are starving, going to bed with empty
stomachs. Are these farmers and
parents being disciplined by God for
some sins that they are practicing? Is
God punishing them for their sins?
The situation becomes more complex
when we hear these persons complain
that their fields, their vineyards, and
their homes are being mortgaged in
attempts “to get grain” (v. 3). Obviously,
there are some parties or persons who
hold those mortgages and are using
them to their personal advantage.
Some parties in the Judean economy
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have enough money to control the
markets. There is a second factor that
also needs our attention: the king’s
taxes have to be paid. This dual liability
is causing families to sell their children
into slavery, presumably to these
wealthy mortgage holders. Wealthy
landowners are enlarging their farms
and enslaving Jewish children to
enhance their own lifestyle.
If this sad series of complaints came
during a time of peace, the resolution
would be simpler. But these complaints
come in the middle of the wall-building
project. All hands need to be on deck
to work on the wall, but families from
Judah are coming to Jerusalem and
demanding that their problems get
priority attention. When Nehemiah
realizes what has been happening,
he says, “I was very angry when I
heard their outcry” (v. 6). Interestingly,
“I took counsel with myself, and I
brought charges against the nobles
and officials” (v. 7). Nehemiah does
not need a parliamentary assembly to
determine what needs to be done. He
knows that this is a clear violation of
God’s law. He knows that the “nobles
and the officials” are in violation and
must be charged. Nehemiah, like Ezra
earlier, knows what the law of God says
about enslaving fellow Jews. He knew
the contents of Leviticus 25, which
spells out the way that God’s people
are to interact with fellow believers.
He probably reflected on that passage
from Leviticus 25:35–38, which said,
“If your brother becomes poor and
cannot maintain himself with you, you
shall support him as though he were a
stranger and a sojourner, and he shall
live with you. Take no interest from him
or profit, but fear your God, that your
brother may live beside you. You shall
not lend him your money at interest,
nor give him your food for profit.”
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The ones who are sinning are the
members of the upper classes, the
nobility and the officials. They are
breaking God’s law. It is because of
their sins that God has sent a famine
in the land. He has withheld the rains.
As a consequence, innocent
people are suffering. Innocent
children are starving. Innocent
young people are being sold
to fellow Jews as indentured
servants. Is this the way that
God’s justice system works?
God works his will through
human agents. God has
obviously known about this
problem and these specific
sins for a long time. That is why
he has withheld the rains. God
could have sent a chorus of
angels to afflict these nobles
and officials, or he could have
planted disturbing dreams in
every one of their heads. He
could have, but he doesn’t. He
has sent a bold, courageous
servant,
Nehemiah,
to
Jerusalem to address the
problem. He has moved the
heart of King Artaxerxes to
release his trusted cupbearer
and give him the authority to
govern the Province Beyond
the River. God uses human
agents to accomplish his
will, not always, but usually.
Nehemiah has the authority
and the courage to charge
the ruling class of people with
serious sins against the law of
God. He also has the power of
demanding that these ruling
dignitaries make immediate
amends. He tells them, “Return
to them this very day their
fields, their vineyards, their
olive orchards, and their houses, and
the percentage of money, grain, wine,
and oil that you have been exacting
from them” (v. 11).
The magnitude and scope of their
greed is thus highlighted. Apparently
this evil practice had been going
on for a long time. The offenders
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are not the Samaritans or any of the
neighboring tribes. The offenders are
the wealthy leaders of the upper class
and the government officials. They
are fellow Jews. They are persons
who had recently met with Ezra and

should have been fearing him.
Of interest is the rationale that
Nehemiah employs to motivate the
people. “Ought you not to walk in
the fear of our God to prevent the
taunts of the nations our
enemies?”(v. 9). In street
parlance, he is asking,
“What will the neighbors
say? What kind of
examples are you setting?
Is that the way that God’s
special people should be
acting?”
Moses had used that
same kind of argument
with God when he
threatened to destroy all
of his own people after the
fiasco of their making and
worshipping the golden
calf. At that point, God tells
Moses, “Now therefore let
me alone, that my wrath
may burn hot against them
and I may consume them”
(Exod. 32:10). In response
to God’s wrath, Moses
asks rhetorically, “Why
should the Egyptians say,
‘With evil intent did he
bring them out to kill them
in the mountains and to
consume them from the
face of the earth?’” (Exod.
32:12).

all the fathers who had lived through
that sad, painful experience of having
the marriages of 111 families annulled
because of intermarriage with
pagan women (see Ezra 9–10). The
knowledge of recent Jewish history
should have been fresh in their minds.
They should have known that God will
not ignore the sins of his people. They

Nehemiah is reminding
the people of why the
walls
of
Jerusalem
have to be built. He
is
reminding
them
about all the mocking
and derision that the
neighboring Samaritans
had heaped upon them.
He was refreshing his
own memory about the visit of his
brother Hanani, who had told him
about all the “great trouble and
shame” that the remnant in Judea
had been experiencing because the
walls continued to lay in ruin (Neh.
1:3). Nehemiah follows that with a

forceful demand of the clergy. He
calls together the priests and makes
them swear an oath that they would
“do as they had promised” (v. 12). The
implication is clear: the priests had
obviously become landowners and
mortgage holders and had abused
the flocks that they were supposed to
shepherd. Upon being charged, they
had promised to return the lands,
tear up the mortgages, reimburse
the interest payments, and make full
restitution. Their promises are not
sufficient, however. They also need
to swear an oath before God that
they will honor the promises that they
have just made. Is Nehemiah being
too harsh? Is Nehemiah reflecting on
the fact that it is the Levitical class of
men who had broken God’s law by
marrying pagan women? Is Nehemiah
telling us that the clergy needs to be
held to a higher standard?
Over
against
those
negative
arguments, Nehemiah offers his own
generous responses to the famine
as a second, compelling argument.
He introduces that argument in
verse 10 but then expands on it in
verses 14–19. He and his brothers
and his servants “are lending them
money and grain. Let us abandon
this exacting of interest” (v. 10). When
we get to verse 14, we realize that
Nehemiah is reflecting on this whole
episode twelve or more years later.
He informs us that he had served as
governor of Judea “from the twentieth
year to the thirty-second year of
Artaxerxes the king, twelve years.”
During that whole time span he had
served in an exemplary fashion and is
able to recall “all that I have done for
this people” (v. 19). It is not because
of self-righteous pride that he recalls
his record of service. It is “because
of fear of God” (v. 15). Nehemiah has
experienced in a personal way that
God has demonstrated his awesome
power. He saw it in the softening of
King Artaxerxes’s heart. He saw it in
the sending of famine. He saw it in the
cooperation of God’s people as they

built the wall in record-setting time. He
saw it in God’s protecting care over all
the workers and their families in the
face of overt hostility against them.
He saw it in the humble responses

of the nobles and clergy who gave
back the wealth that they had wrongly
acquired. He saw it everywhere. He
rightly feared such an awesome God.
He wanted to serve God.

Discussion Starters
What can we infer from verses 1 and 2 about the emotional and social situation
in Jerusalem?
What can we all infer from verses 2–5 about the economic and financial situation
in Jerusalem?
What segment of the population is exasperating (increasing) the plight of the
people? (5:1, 5)
What is the primary cause of this economic stress? (5:3) Was this a sign of God’s
judgment?
How were the Jewish people trying to cope with this very difficult situation?
(5:3–5)
What does Leviticus 25:35–46 teach us about the making of slaves? What
restrictions did God impose?
What was Nehemiah’s response to these conditions? (see 5:6–8)
What does it mean to “bring charges”? Against whom were these charges filed?
(5:7–8)
What is Nehemiah’s official title or role in this situation? How does that affect his
behavior? (5:14)
What was the response of the nobles and officials to Nehemiah’s accusations?
(5:8)
What is Nehemiah’s plea to these officials after they acknowledge their guilt?
(5:9)
What is the general motivation that Nehemiah suggests? (5:9)
What specific actions does Nehemiah recommend? (5:10–11)
What is the response of the nobles and officials? (5:12)
What does Nehemiah demand from the priests? (5:12–13)
How does Nehemiah demonstrate his personal generosity and that of his office?
(5:14, 17)
How does that contrast with the behavior of former governors? (5:15)
What motivated Nehemiah to be different? (5:15, 19)

Dr. Norman De Jong
is a semi-retired pastor in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.
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Pornography: A Practical Perspective

GUARD

Rev. Hank 		
Van der Woerd

Your
Heart

In light of the unbiblical happenings having been
revealed through the U.S. news media regarding
immorality in Hollywood and the entertainment
industry and which has reached even to our
legislators in Washington, D.C., and beyond, the
editor and publishers of The Outlook have felt it
our responsibility to republish an article written
by Rev. Hank Van der Woerd in the July- August
2012 issue of The Outlook entitled “Pornography:
A Practical Perspective.” This article along with
two others is also available in a booklet entitled
“ Guard Your Heart” which is also published by
and is available from Reformed Fellowship, Inc.

This article is intended to
explain various biblical
principles and methods by
which we may seek and
guard sexual purity as we
live before God. These
are compiled under two
basic headings: practical
theology and practical
purity.
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A. Practical Theology
The Scriptures tell us that God
wants His people to remain pure.
Paul wrote, “But among you there
must not be even a hint of sexual
immorality, or of any kind of
impurity, or of greed, because these
are improper for God’s holy people”
(Eph. 5:3). From this we understand
that not a whiff of impurity is to
be traced to the Christian. We also
need to keep in mind that the Lord
does not require from us things
that we are unable to do. He gives
us His Spirit to motivate and help
us fight the temptations that we are
surrounded with. What follows are
basic biblical guidelines where sexual
sin has occurred.

Repent. First things first, before
anything else, we need to own up
to our sin before God and perhaps
others who are directly affected
by our sin. This must be done
by admitting the wrong, taking
ownership of it, expressing genuine
remorse and a desire to turn away
from evil (Acts 2:38).
Confess. Taking ownership of
wrongdoing requires a verbal
outpouring to the offended God and
stop making excuses for yourself.
Sin is not a disease, nor ought we to
lay the blame anywhere else except
at our own doorstep. A good place
to start confession is by learning

Psalm 51 and making it your own.
Reading it daily for a month or so is
one way to impress upon ourselves
the dishonor we have brought on our
God and ourselves.
Pray for the presence of the Holy
Spirit. Ask God to give you His Spirit,
to guide and direct your way, and to
make you strong when temptation
comes. God’s Spirit will convict you
that His forgiveness is not automatic
as we so often wish to think of it.
Rather, it is very costly—Christ died
so you could be forgiven. The Spirit
will help us live out of the Word if we
ask (Eph. 1:17).
Submit. Real change requires
abandonment of pride,
selfishness, and arrogance and
having it replaced with the
ability to change. Our will is
powerless without God. You
absolutely need Him, and you
need to remember that you are
where you are (in sin) because
you thought you could do
without him. Submission will
often include making yourself
vulnerable and open to the
assistance of godly advisors
(James 5:16).

Fighting the Good Fight
When Christians undertake to fight
against and overcome sin in their
lives, they will meet with much

Our procrastination: The
unwillingness to deal with our
condition promptly

The world. The world hates
nonconformists who belong to
Jesus Christ. You can fully expect
ridicule, enticement, and hostility
to be your lot, directed at you from
both outside as well as inside church.
You may be labeled a “prude” or
a “puritan” (that’s not all bad!)
and be regarded as a legalist who
takes God’s Word too seriously.
From the world you can expect the
unexpected. Remember that they
will never give up.

Our laziness: The unwillingness
to expend the energy required
Our reduced zeal: The
unwillingness to maintain a high
level of devotion
Our self-indulgence: The
unwillingness to say no to self
Our hypocrisy: The
unwillingness to admit we have
a problem
Do you recognize the following: “that
they may . . . manfully fight against

Surround yourself with good counselors

Be prepared

Be transparentHave a strategy

Resist. The Christian life requires us
to develop the spirit of a fighter who
is determined to win what he has set
his sights on (1 Tim. 6:12; 2 Tim. 1:7;
Heb. 12:1).
Change. By the grace of God we
may expect to experience positive
change in our lives that comes from
living obediently before God. Over
time temptations can subside and
become easier to conquer as we
gain the confidence we may receive
from God’s Spirit working in us (Ps.
34:14).

resistance. They should expect a fight
from the devil, the world, and their
own selves.

Know your weaknesses

Set a zero-tolerance standard

The devil. Often Christians do not
take the devil and his dominion
seriously enough. We deal with real
spiritual forces of which we have a
poor understanding. Satan is a real
and powerful spiritual being, and we
are engaged in a real life-and-death
battle, which we can only win as
soldiers of Jesus Christ (Eph. 6:12).
The flesh. Our sinful self will try to
lead us astray in any number of ways:
Our weakness: The
unwillingness to mount an
offense and fight
Our ignorance: The
unwillingness we have to learn
ways in which to combat our
sin and become educated
concerning the world we live in

and overcome sin, the devil, and his
whole dominion”? This line comes
from the prayer in the form for
baptism of infants.1 It, or something
like it, was prayed over most of us at
the time of our baptism. The church
did not pray it in vain. Rather, she
trusts that God will answer and give
His power by His Spirit. Not only
that, but the Lord and His church
fully expect from us that we will take
up the challenge and fight valiantly
the battle to which we are called.

B. Practical Purity
Followers of Jesus Christ take the
Word of God seriously and seek to be
mastered by the Author and Finisher
of our faith. They will by definition
be nonconformists who are at odds
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with the world around them, which
seeks to seduce them away from
Christ. To be Christ-like is to be
hated. Many Christians need to grow
up and shed their naïveté. They must
have a strategy for the life-and-death
combat they are engaged in. Proverbs
20:18 teaches “Make plans by seeking
advice; if you wage war, obtain
guidance.”
For purity to be a reality in their
life, their strategy may be shaped as
follows:
Surround yourself with good
counselors (Prov. 15:22).
Encouragement, wisdom, and
assistance are necessary ingredients
to the implementation and longterm outcome of most important life
changes.
Be prepared. You need to be vigilant
and ready for the confrontation when
it strikes. Know what you are dealing
with. Do not be surprised when you
are ambushed by temptation. By
staying close to God’s Word, living
an active prayer life, and guarding
your heart, your attention is directed
godward and away from the world.
Be transparent. Sinful desires can
be held in check through a process
of accountability, first to God, and
also through open and honest
communication with a spouse, family
member, or friend. Knowing that
others care deeply and are prepared
to hold you to account prevents
many urges from seeing the light of
day. Supporting one another keeps us
from falling.
Know your weakness. Understanding
ourselves spiritually as fallen
creatures keeps us humble before
God. Understanding that we have
many biological processes that
make us who we are also helps us to
understand
what is going on inside of us. For
instance, in addition to hormones
that can make us crazy, we have a
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reticular activating system (RAS), a
part of our brain that processes what
we should notice. It makes choices as
to what we recognize, what motivates
us, and what arouses us. In short, it
determines what gets our attention.
The RAS helps a pregnant woman
notice another woman with a similar
condition from one hundred yards
away across a busy mall. If the RAS
has been trained from a young age
to scout out and observe members
of the opposite sex, it will take much
time and patience to retrain.
Have a strategy. It should go without
saying, but avoidance of situations
where temptations lurk is key to a
successful strategy. Strangely, this
piece of the puzzle seems often to
be missing. Inappropriate movies
have ratings, yet these are ignored.
Computers are more often than
not left unguarded for children and
others to view any kind of depravity
at the touch of a button. Paul
commands Christians to flee from
immorality (1 Cor. 6:18). Running
in the opposite direction is a wise
course of action and should not
be confused with cowardice. Just
saying no is an extremely difficult
expression but very necessary. Saying
yes to godly activities distracts us
from the ungodly and grows us in
grace and sanctification.
Set a zero-tolerance standard. The bar
of Christian behavior must be set
according to the Word of God, both
for ourselves and for the broader
community of believers. Standards
and expectations concerning
inappropriate entertainment can be
set by parents, elders, and others in
authority. Where these standards are
violated, some form of discipline can
be applied as needed. Many forms
of dress, where cleavage or curves
are on display, do nothing to help
those engaged in the purity battle.
Members of both sexes may need
to learn more concerning modesty
in church, in school, and at the
workplace.

Personal and group study. Becoming
educated concerning God’s Word
and matters of purity requires time,
commitment, and a willingness
to learn. When it comes to this
aspect of our lives, we have many
good intentions; yet these are not
often realized. A Bible study at the
beginning of the year may be well
attended, but by the end of the
season only the die-hards are left.
Similarly, one can buy all kinds of
books concerning the subject of
purity, but one actually has to read
them to benefit from them. A list of
helpful materials follows at the end
of this article.
Software protection. Two basic
types of computer software are
available to control inappropriate
material. Each has both advantages
and disadvantages and needs to be
assessed on the basis of individual
needs.
Filtering software does what the
name suggests; it filters inappropriate
websites and only allows the user
to access what is considered safe.
Especially for families with small
children, this is a practical option.
The software operates as a watchdog
of sorts. Filtering can at times be too
restrictive, as the software will likely
prevent websites with news items or
other mature themes.
Accountability software does not
prevent access to any site. It is
programmed to send a report to
the parents or another supervisor
concerning the sites visited by the
computer device on which it is
installed. Generally, the awareness
that someone is, as it were, looking
over your shoulder prevents the
temptation of just checking for
a minute an unsuitable site in a
moment of boredom. Knowing that
someone is watching sufficiently
prevents most straying into sinful
territory.

Both filtering and accountability
software are commonly available
and are affordably priced. Families
and congregations may even wish
to check out group pricing, thereby
increasing availability while keeping
costs low.
The writer of Proverbs tells us to:
“Commit to the Lord whatever you

do, and your plans will succeed”
(16:3). As Christians, we must
recognize that for the first time in
history an open sewer has been
installed in the middle our homes
which threatens to pull in many
of the unwary. With God’s help,
becoming knowledgeable, and using
the wisdom we have been given, we

To the grandfathers
(in particular) and others who think this is not their problem,
those who may be saying something like, “This doesn’t affect
me; I don’t have a computer anyway,” or, “These are just a young
man’s problem; I’m too old to be bothered with this; it’s a waste
of time,” let me say respectfully (but forcefully) that you need
to know that the majority around you struggles with issues of
purity. Perhaps this is a subject you are squeamish to speak
about, or you think that if you ignore it long enough it will go
away. However, you need to know that you are threatened by
this epidemic and so is your family.
You are not dead. You are not immune. This issue is all
around you; perhaps you are caught in it yourself. You are not
above this. When one part of the body hurts, the whole body
does. You have a responsibility to your God, your church,
and your household. These are your sons and daughters
and grandchildren who are affected. This problem faces you
whether you like it, want it, or will admit it. And that means
you have to deal with it; ignoring it will not make it go away.
You can be informed. All you have to do is ask. Information has
never been easier to find than today. You can be vigilant; you
can set your radar up and watch for the attack of evil against
your family, seek to prevent it, and take it on as an old, grizzled,
tough soldier of the cross.
You have seen this stuff in your life somewhere. You know—
and you know the dangers and the problems. You know how it
offends the Lord. You have seen the broken marriages; maybe
you even have one yourself. You have seen the dysfunctional
lives; maybe you have one of those too. You know. At the very
least you can stand with the younger men in your family and
community.

There are many things you can do. Sitting and watching
on the sidelines is not an option.

have what we need to remain pure
and undefiled by the world. “For the
Lord watches over the way of the
righteous, but the way of the wicked
will perish” (Ps. 1:6).
			
1. Blue Psalter Hymnal, p. 125.

You can be informed; you add to your

knowledge and to your wisdom. If you
can read this, you are not too old to
learn something new.

You can set a zero-tolerance policy

for your family and for yourself. You
can help to set the standard with your
loved ones.

You can be a mentor to your children

and grandchildren if they trust you.

You can be a monitor, an

accountability partner through
accountability software.

You can be an encourager and a coach.
You can be an investor. Buy the

software for your family; bankroll
whatever it takes.

You can be an elder to them, teaching

them the ways of the Lord concerning
purity.

You can be a protector.
You can be one who prays (most

importantly).

In other words, you can be what God
calls you to be: a grandfather.

Rev. Hank Van der Woerd was co-pastor of Trinity United Reformed Church in Lethbridge, AB.
at the time this article appeared in the July August 2012 Outlook.
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God’s Infinite Mercy

In the book of Lamentations, the prophet
Jeremiah grieves over the fall of Jerusalem
and the loss of the nation of Judah. His grief
seems overwhelming until he recalls God’s
mercies. Then he reflects on another truth:
“Through the Lord’s mercies we are not
consumed, because His compassions fail not.
They are new every morning;
Great is Your faithfulness”
—Lam. 3:22–23, New King James Version
God’s mercy which caused
Jeremiah to have hope was
originally demonstrated to our
first parents in Paradise. The
disobedience of Adam and Eve
demanded a response on God’s
part. He rightly could have
displayed his righteous wrath in
annihilating them. Instead God
chose to show mercy. This is the
marvel of God’s goodness. He
reaches out to show his favor
upon them because of his infinite
mercy toward them. Thus, God
spares them and promises eventual
triumph of the woman’s seed
over the serpent who seduced our
parents to sin (Gen. 3:15).
God’s faithfulness to his promise
can be traced throughout human
history. First of all, God never forsook
his people. They often strayed from
God and turned to idolatry, but God
never left them. He was always
ready to forgive their sin and receive
them again as his people when they
repented and turned to him. As the
angel of the Lord made clear to the
Israelites at Bokim, “I will never
break my covenant with you” (Judg.
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2:1). And that was said to a people of
whom the Angel could lay charge:
“Yet you have disobeyed me” (Judg.
2:2).
Second, as God’s people moved on
in history, the Lord continued to add
promises which revealed a coming
Redeemer. We learn, for example,
that the “seed of the woman” would
be a male descendant, for Isaiah
makes plain that “to us a child is
born, to us a son is given” (Isa.
9:6). Once again, we see that God’s
mercies “never fail.”
Third, as Jeremiah notes, even
in judgment against his people,
“[they] are not consumed, for his
compassions fail not” (Lam. 3:22).
The same is true of God’s people
throughout all ages of history.
While at times his church became
treacherously unfaithful to his Word,
yet God did not destroy it. Instead,
out of his goodness and mercy, he
often sent new leaders to cause his
church to be revived again. Thank
God for men like Luther, Calvin,
Knox, and many more whom God
used to manifest his mercy and
faithfulness to the church in the
sixteenth century.

Dr. Harry G.
Arnold

Finally, we must note that it is because
of God’s unchangeable faithfulness
in himself that we can continue to
have hope. God says through the
prophet Malachi: “I the Lord do
not change. So you, descendants
of Jacob, are not destroyed” (Mal.
3:6).
And
Lamentations
3:23
reminds us that God’s mercies “are
new every morning.” Though his
people sin and stray from him,
God still calls in mercy: “Return to
me, and I will return to you, says
the Lord Almighty” (Mal. 3:7b, New
International Version).
The mercies of the Lord which God’s
people daily experience continue
to prove that God is faithful to his
promises. God even promised Israel
that at a future time when his people
fall into the sin of idolatry and are
being punished with captivity by
their enemies, “when [they] return
to the Lord and obey His voice . . . He
will not forsake nor destroy [them]
nor forget the covenant of [their]
fathers which He swore to them”
(Deut. 4:30–31).
As God assured Israel of his abiding
faithfulness to his promises, so
also he still assures every believer,
“Though my father and mother
forsake me, the Lord will receive
me” (Ps. 27:10), With this kind of
confidence in the Lord’s abiding
faithfulness, the prophet Jeremiah

says, “therefore I will hope in him”
(Lam. 3:24b).
Dear reader, in times of grief
and sorrow, trouble and despair,
heartaches and tragedies, let us
remember God’s abiding mercy and
faithfulness to his promises. Let us
look to him for our help and so have
hope for our future.
God still continues to be active and
faithful in caring for his people. He
daily provides for our physical and
spiritual needs. Our families are
generally well supplied. Even those

Oh, yes, there are times when the
thought of our sinfulness may
overwhelm us, and we may begin to
despair, but a moment’s meditation
on God’s infinite mercy and abiding
faithfulness will restore hope again.
Therefore, keep God’s faithfulness
always before you!
Along the same line of thought,
there may also be times when we
despair at what one might consider
the drifting again of the church from
God’s Word. Yet a consideration of
how God in faithfulness has cared
for his church in past ages should

yesterday, today and forever” (Heb.
13:8). That means that if we would
taste of the riches of God’s mercies,
whether in prosperity or adversity,
then we must be found to be “in
Christ.” As often as we reflect on
our past or present experiences,
we must do so in the light of our
relationship to Jesus Christ, our
Lord. As the writer of Hebrews
exhorts us, “Let us fix our eyes on
Jesus, the author and perfecter of
our faith, who for the joy set before
him endured the cross, scorning its
shame, and sat down at the right

great
b

is your faithfulness
lead us again to have hope. God is
able to revive his church again as he
has done in the past. Remember that
our Lord Jesus said, “I will build my
church” (Matt. 16:18). Even when the
church seems small and declining
in numbers, we can exercise hope,
because Jesus also promised,
“Where two or three come together
in my name, there am I among
them” (Matt. 18:20).
In conclusion, it is important to take
special note of the fact that God’s
mercies are great and unending
because he deals with us through
his Son, “Jesus Christ, the same

o

with meager incomes are usually
able to put adequate food on their
tables. And those with disabilities
have many resources available to
them for some kind of help. Socially
we live in an open society where
we can speak freely and form and
enjoy human relationships. Above
all, in the church of Christ we
have opportunity for the corporate
experience of worship and praise to
the great God of our salvation. What
more could one ask for? When we
consider these things, surely, with
Jeremiah, we can “hope in God.”

hand of the throne of God. Consider
him who endured such opposition
from sinful men, so that you will
not grow weary and lose heart”
(Heb. 12:2–3).

Dr. Harry 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.
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Mr. Gerry 		
Wisz

Book Review
Kuyper in Context,
But Also for Today

Contours of the Kuyperian
Tradition: A Systematic
Introduction
By Craig G. Bartholomew.
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, $40.00, 365 pages.
Reviewed by: Mr. Gerry Wisz
For most reading Christians, whether
Reformed or not, Abraham Kuyper
and his influence are the stuff of
bygone days, when it was still
possible to gain a public hearing as a
Christian holding an openly Christian
world-and-life view. Those days are
gone, many will say. As soon as the
word Christian is summoned, we face
a cavalcade of bombastic accusations
and insults, from being “oppressive”
and “inhumane” to being called
“blockheads” and “fantastical.”
And yet, claims Craig Bartholomew,
this may well be our Kuyperian
moment: though not admitting it, the
world is desperately looking both for
a reason to go on (hope) and for an
undergirding philosophical approach
that could provide this searched-for
hope with genuine traction in any
and all of the affairs of work and
life, even as our society’s cynicism
outpaces its increasing complexity
and sophistication.
It’s not that Kuyper had the definitive
answer to all of our dilemmas, but he
boldly understood biblical Christianity
as all-encompassing in its application,
however difficult that application may
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be to work out, as it affects
every area of life, regardless of
how simple or how complex. He
also had followers, of course,
in theology, philosophy, the
arts, education, politics, and
journalism; many of these,
we know, he took up, not
only theoretically but also
practically, himself.

Famous But Little Known
Most of us who know of
Kuyper know him only through
his Lectures on Calvinism
and possibly some popular,
laudatory biographies. It’s a
great service, then, for Dr.
Bartholomew to have written
a book that takes up all of
Kuyper’s chief concerns, their
development, and their influence
within the context of his times in postEnlightenment
nineteenth-century
Europe. At the same time, he draws
some significant conclusions about
how this work can be—in some cases
already has been—picked up in any
number of public arenas since Kuyper.
Outlook readers may know that most
of Kuyper’s corpus is being translated
and published in English by Lexmark.
That will make accessible Kuyper’s
work as never before, and likely will
pose plenty of reason for arguments
both pro and con. Kuyper’s reputation
has suffered, not only because of
rampant
secularization
pushing
Christian thought to the periphery, but
also because some of his followers

have left the gospel on the shelf when
pursuing their own studies even while
following Kuyper’s method.
Bartholomew ably shows that this was
not the case with Kuyper or Bavinck,
for whom the gospel was the beating
heart that informed their study and
endeavors. Kuyper cannot be accused
of guilt by association with those
who followed in his methodological
footsteps, but not in the one thing
needful—the gospel. There’s the
baby and the bathwater—the baby
needs bathing, but there’s no sense
in having the bathwater if there’s
no baby. Kuyper is mostly about the
bathwater, presuming there is a baby.
As a Reformed Christian, Kuyper
began with God, his sovereignty, and

revelation, and kept these before
him as he teased out and explored
their implications in “spheres” or
areas of life as they existed or were
institutionalized in society. Unlike
other Christian traditions, Reformed
Christianity, quite evident in Kuyper,
gave a prominent place to creation,
though obviously not as prominent
as it did to revelation. This meant
that revelation can and should be
explored as fully as possible in the
creation, which meant not only
in nature but also in all ways that
humanity organized itself.

Reformed Differences
A key insight Bartholomew raises is
that while the Roman church tradition
(per Aquinas) placed grace above
nature, and the Anabaptist view of
the faith placed grace against nature,
the Lutheran tradition placed grace
alongside nature (like a pair of rails
comprising one railroad track, only
to find out later that these were two
separate tracks altogether). Only
Calvinism,
however,
understood
grace as not originating in but
divinely arising from within nature
(the Incarnation) so as to restore it.
This had vast implications for how
the faith was understood in the world,
and rendered broader (though no
less biblically precise) interpretations
of Paul’s words to the Corinthians:
“All things are yours (1 Cor. 3:21)”
accordingly.
It’s in this sense that we can speak
of “redeeming” disciplines such as
science, the arts, business, politics, or
anything else, not in triumphalistically
“claiming” them for Jesus, but in
seeking to apply biblicism in its
principle and fruit to any and all of
our endeavors. This takes dedication,
focus, and trial and error, but it will
never happen if it’s not attempted.
Not all of us are called to be pastors
or missionaries, so then in our callings
the question becomes, How can I
take every thought captive for Christ
here, whether it’s an academic post,
as CEO of a company, as a secretary,

businessman, or workplace employee,
or among any number of other
callings, which also include husband,
wife, son or daughter, church member,
citizen, member of society, voter, etc.
A theme in Kuyper also explored by
Bartholomew is disengagement in
preparation for re-engagement. We
often think in terms of our children
and their Christian and church
schooling before entry into the world
and the responsibilities of life. But
this needn’t be restricted to covenant
youth. We disengage from the world
to engage with God, from where we
then re-enter the world equipped with
godly motives, understanding, and
an interpretive grid to re-engage the
world, though not on its own terms
(like Paul or, in fact, the Lord himself).
This is the antithesis, but the antithesis
in action, not merely theoretically
conceived. It’s the place of battle, but
also the place of kingdom influence
and thereby advance. As such, it can
also be the place of evangelism.

“All Things . . .”
Bartholomew considers Kuyper’s
thought and influence in myriad ways,
including the church, politics, and
how the Christian is to understand
pluralism under the sovereignty of
God, education, mission, and the
need for spiritual formation from the
perspective of worldview study and
application. One really has to read the
book to get a sense of the breadth
and depth Kuyper faithfully attempted
and to a large degree succeeded at
accomplishing, regardless of what
others had done with his legacy.
Herman Bavinck’s theology is also
thoroughly explored as it dovetails
with Kuyper’s thought, as are other
thinkers’ work, such as Dooyeweerd’s
presuppositional philosophy and its
applications.
Despite that this is an academic title,
it’s highly accessible, clearly written,
and chockful of referenced sources
whose titles will appear as appealing
to Christian readers as Bartholomew’s
book itself. Kuyper’s genuine legacy is
rich and vital, both deeply rooted and

overspreading as a canopy of grace
in its many, variegated implications
in this our Father’s world. None of
us can do, even attempt, all of this,
likely not even a significant piece of
it. But the biblically interpretive grid
and accompanying work Kuyper has
shown to be possible provides us
with the realization of the power (not
our own) that sits in our pockets, like
Jack’s beans. Imagine if they were
planted, watered, and tended in a
widespread way.
I’ll end with a quote from Bavinck
that Bartholomew reproduces: “Every
Christian must take into account two
factors: creation and re-creation,
nature and grace, earthly and heavenly
vocation, etc.; and in accordance with
the different relationship in which he
puts these to each other, his religious
life assumes a different character
. . . Whoever breaks the divinely
appointed connection between nature
and grace is led to sacrifice one to the
other.” Grace separated from nature
leads to a narrow fundamentalism
disengaged from the world, while
nature separated from grace (while
still trying to reference grace) leads
to theological liberalism that engages
the world, but always on the world’s
terms. In its God-centeredness, the
Kuyperian tradition has shown us the
better way.

Mr. Gerry Wisz
and his wife, Betty, live in Garfield,
NJ, and are parents to eight children
and grandparents to six. His family
(children still at home) 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 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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The Baptism
Form

The Reformed Baptism Form
—A Commentary.
By Wielenga, Bastiaan
Jenison, MI: Reformed Free
Publishing Association, 2016
425 pp., hardcover.
Reviewed by Rev. J. Julien.
Anyone who reads this fine volume
will never hear the historic Form for
the Baptism of Infants (Form 1) the
same again. Until now this book
has been available only for those
who read Dutch. The first edition
appeared in 1906 and a second
in 1920. It was written because of
the various competing views of the
covenant and baptism in the Dutch
churches in that day.
As a son of the Afscheiding and a
student of Herman Bavinck, Wielenga
believed this book was necessary.
Though he also looked up to
Abraham Kuyper, he was not a fan of
his presumptive regeneration.
Wielenga wrote about these various
views and carefully and lovingly
pointed out what he saw in the
form for baptism. He began by
explaining why there was a form for
baptism. He points out that the Dutch
churches saw the liturgical forms as
secondary confessions—just as this
reviewer learned in seminary. For the
uninitiated, there is quite a history to
our form.
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Then Wielenga proceeds meticulously
to go through each part of the form:
baptism in general, infant baptism, the
admonition to the parents, and the two
prayers. The various views of covenant
and baptism are referred to as they
relate to the form.
The translation was done by the
late Annemie Godbehere of France.
Professor David Engelsma edited
the manuscript and placed in several
footnotes about the view of the
Protestant Reformed churches which
developed after the publication date
(though his view was known among
some of the Afscheiding).
This is not a deep theological treatise.
It was written for the people in the pew.
Anyone who reads this volume will be
greatly benefited. There are times when
it is written in almost devotional style.
An example of this is in the last chapter
regarding the second prayer. The
parents’ obligations which come from
baptism are beautifully laid out.

In many ways the reader’s
attention will be called to see
things we may have overlooked.
Do you realize that the form
says that we are “admonished
to loathe ourselves, humble
ourselves before God”?
Wielenga admonishes ministers
to read the prayers—and the
form—with some slowness and.
to use the prayers as written
because they are all part of the
teaching of baptism. Though
they are the work of men we
must use these prayers and not
push them aside. He quotes
Kuyper: “A minister who regards
his spontaneous prayer as rather
more beautiful and therefore
rattles off the prayer of the form
merely out of duty profanes the
prayer” (196).
Having read this volume, this
reviewer asks if and when we
will be able to read in English
the commentary Wielenga
wrote on the Form for the Lord’s
Supper.
Highly recommended.

Rev. Jerome M. Julien
is a retired pastor and is a
member of Walker United
Reformed Church.
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The GospelDriven Tongue

The Gospel-Driven Tongue,
By Brian G. Najapfour
Reformed Fellowship, Inc., 2017
paperback, 70 pages
Reviewed by Rev. John M. Moes
“And God said . . .” –words. God has
books. God made man in his image.
God made man’s mouth (Exod. 4:11)
with a tongue to say words. God the
Holy Spirit used image-bearers to
write books. One of those imagebearers wrote the book of James
with five chapters. That writer had
in thirty-three years probably heard
directly more words than any other
from the tender tongue of his brother,
the God/man, the Light, the first
recorded spoken word. “The pen is
mightier than the sword,” they say,
but man’s tongue, says James, is set
on fire of hell.
Pastor Najapfour, mining very deep,
found material for a long series of
sermons in James. Of that series, he
chose five dealing with the tongue
for the five chapters of this book.

(A foreword by Geoff Thomas and
an afterword by Rev. Bartel Elshout
add value.) Having heard the spoken
sermons with their inflections, I think
the written words can’t quite move as
well as the spoken. But even these
written words are rich and instructive.
How powerful are spoken words!
How creative in the mouth of God!
How possibly destructive from the
tongues of men! Pastor Najapfour
with great interpretive skill lays this
out in a forceful and organized way.
His words will prick the heart of
any that is alive enough to hear. He
shows from Scripture how destructive
the tongue can be and, therefore,
how necessary it is to bridle it—and

getting down to details, what “bridle”
means. These abundant details
make this book rich.
The book is highly recommended,
not only for its saying in so few
words so much about saying too
much, but also for its good example
of sermon making.

Rev. John M. Moes
is a retired chaplain to the
House of Representatives and a
member of Dutton URC.
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