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 This issue comes to our readers as we enter the months of May and  
 June. What a wonderful time of the year this is, at least in our northern 
hemisphere! After a cold winter and a teasing early spring that tested our 
patience for warmth, we at last see the trees again sporting their bright 
green leaves and the bushes and flowers manifesting their blossoms and 
beauty. And we can go outside in our short sleeves to enjoy it all. It truly 
gives us a new burst of life and energy!

It is ironic, however, that it is 
precisely in this time of year that 
we easily and quickly lose our 
spiritual fervor and commitment. 
This is partly due to the fact 
that many church activities, 
particularly Bible study groups, 
typically end their season in May. 
It is also the result, I believe, 
because those upcoming weeks 
and months of summer relaxation 
and vacations tend to rob of us 
of the desire to maintain a strong 
devotional life. Some Christians 
even think it’s okay to “take a 
break from God and church.” 
Many churches will reduce their 
worship services or combine their 
services with other churches—due 
to the sparse attendance.

In a few words, let me encourage 
all of our readers to resist the 
temptation to slacken our 
devotion to the Lord in the 
summertime. Instead, let us 
take up a good book—the Bible 
itself, first of all—that will draw 
us nearer to God and renew our 
spiritual focus. Or read this issue 
of The Outlook, which contains 
many stimulating articles on a 
variety of subjects, including 
doctrinal instruction and Bible 
book study and some challenging 
exhortations to us personally and 
as church members.

As we see the trees and plants and 
crops and grass grow all around 
us, may we also see our love and 
knowledge of God and his truth 
grow within us and around us. 
How beautiful that would be!

I n  a  F e w 

WORDS

Rev. James Admiraal 
is a member of the board of 
Reformed Fellowship, Inc.

P.S. We hope this brief column will 
become a regular feature in our future 

issues of The Outlook.
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The Armor of God: 
Your Defense Against Satan

Rev. Daniel R. 
Hyde

When a pastor looks out over his 
congregation, he should see not only 
sheep who follow their shepherd 
but also soldiers who follow their 
captain. The devil, though, wants the 
preacher to see his people merely 
through his physical eyes. He wants 
the preacher to see what he know 
so well: a congregation of sinners, a 
church full of problems, people who 
are prone to grumble and murmur 
as in the wilderness, people who lack 
confidence in God against the devil. 
But as we turn again to Ephesians 
6, Paul wants the pastor to see by 
faith what God sees in his people. 
And he wants you, the people, to see 
yourselves for what you truly are: 
soldiers who have been enlisted in 
Christ’s army.

Ephesians 6 exhorts us on our duty 
of dealing with the devil by “fight[ing] 
against sin and the devil in this life” 
(Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 32). 
Ephesians 6 is the field manual for 
this war. In verses 14–17 especially, 
Paul begins to speak of the armor of 
God that the army of God are to wear. 
Here he first speaks of our defensive 
armor piece by piece: the belt, the 
breastplate, the shoes, the shield, 
and the helmet. Here is your defense 
against the devil.

The Belt

Paul calls us to stand and fight “having fastened on the 
belt of truth” (v. 14). What seems to us an insignificant 
piece of clothing was for the Roman legionnaire what 
held everything in place: his undergarments, his 
breastplate, and his leg armor. So it is with our belt, 
which is truth. What is the truth? As our Lord Jesus 
said, “You shall know the truth and the truth shall set 
you free.”

We are to know the truth of the days we live in. 
They are “evil” (v. 14). Paul says in 

Galatians 1:4 that we live in a present 
evil age and in Romans 13:12 that 

these days are darkened by sin.

We are to know the truth of the 
devil: he is our enemy. No matter 
how alluring and appealing he 
and his schemes may look to us, 

we have to remember that he often 
disguises himself as an angel of 

light (2 Cor. 11:14).

We are to know the truth about ourselves. We 
were once dead in sin, children of wrath, separated 
from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of 
Israel, strangers to the covenants of promise, without 
hope and without God in the world (Eph. 2:1–3, 12). 
Yet through the work of the Spirit we have been made 
alive and have been given hope in Christ.

We are to know the deep truths about God, who in 
his great love has made us alive, who in his love 
predestined us to adoption (Eph. 1:3–5).

We are to know the truth about our Lord Jesus Christ. 
He alone is the one who has redeemed us by his blood 
(Eph. 1:7).

Brothers and sisters, the great concern for you in this 
spiritual warfare is to be saturated with the truth of 
God’s Word to hold everything you are have in the 
fight against Satan together.
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Rev. Daniel R. Hyde
is the pastor of Oceanside United Reformed Church in 

Carlsbad/Oceanside, CA.

that it protects us from the 
devil’s fiery darts.

The devil is like an 
enemy archer constantly 
shooting his arrows at us. 
He wants to wound our 
faith, he wants to wound our 
families, he wants to wound 
our marriages, he wants to 
wound our consciences, and everything else about 
us. Hold your shield up high!

The Helmet

Finally, Paul calls us to stand and fight by “tak[ing] 
the helmet of salvation” (v. 17). Obviously, the helmet 
protected the head while our spiritual helmet 
protects our minds. We must be meditating upon our 
salvation constantly. Meditate on the sin you have 
been redeemed from. Meditate on the love of God 
that moved him to save you. Meditate upon God’s 
provision in Christ to save. Meditate upon the work 
of the Holy Spirit to apply that salvation.

Christian, you are named after your Captain Jesus 
Christ. No matter what your enemy throws at you, 
stand firm in your strong defense. What’s really 
amazing about Paul’s description here is that in the 
Old Testament the coming Messiah was described 
as wearing each and every piece of armor that you 
are called to wear. He wore a belt of truth (Isa. 11:5), 
he wore a breastplate of righteousness (Isa. 59:17), he 
wore shoes of the gospel (Isa. 52:7), he wore a helmet 
of salvation (Isa. 59:17), and what is more, the shield 
in the Old Testament was God himself (Gen. 15; Deut. 
33:29; Ps. 3:3). What does this mean? Your defense 
is Jesus Christ. Apply him. Embrace him. 

Cling to him in the battle at 
hand against the serpent, 

and crush his head! “The 
God of peace will soon 
crush Satan under 
your feet” (Rom. 16:20).

The Breastplate

Paul goes on to call us to stand and fight Satan “having 
put on the breastplate of righteousness” (v. 14). The 
breastplate was another key piece of Roman armor 
because it protected the legionnaire’s vital organs. In a 
similar way our spiritual breastplate protects our souls.

So, what is the breastplate? As 
we read the New Testament 
we learn that the breastplate 
stands for two things. First, 
it is the righteousness of 
Jesus Christ imputed to 
us through faith alone. 
All that he accomplished 
for us is ours. He who was 
sinless became sin for us on 
the cross so that by faith we 
might become the righteousness of 
God in him (2 Cor. 5:21). Second, it is the righteousness 
of the Holy Spirit imparted to us that we might be more 
and more holy. Every day we are “being transformed 
into the same image [of Jesus Christ] from one degree 
of glory to another” and “this comes from the Lord who 
is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18).

The Shoes

Again Paul calls us to stand and fight the devil “having 
put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace . . . as 
shoes for your feet” (v. 15). The shoes Roman soldiers 
wore had nails or spikes on the bottom to gave them 
an advantage against their enemies. So it is with the 

gospel that is like a pair of spiritual 
cleats. It’s the gospel or good 

news that Jesus Christ saves 
sinners like us that gives us 
stability and traction amid all 
the shifting sands beneath 
us in the world.

How does the gospel give 
us such traction against the 

devil? By its great effect in our 
relationship with God: peace. 

“Having been justified by faith we 
have peace with God” (Rom. 5:1).

The Shield

The apostle then calls us to stand and fight by “tak[ing] 
up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish 
all the flaming darts of the evil one” (v. 16). The shield, 
of course, was the chief defensive weapon of the 
Roman soldier. Here Paul says faith is our shield and 
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The Dead Will Rise Rev. William 
Boekestein

“Do you believe that, after you 
die, your physical body will be 
resurrected someday?” When asked 
that question a few years ago only 
36 percent of a large survey group 
answered yes. By contrast, 63 
percent were “absolutely certain 
that Jesus died and physically 
rose from the dead.” Statistics 
suggest that a strong majority of 
Americans believe that Jesus rose 
from the dead. But only a minority 
believe that they will experience a 
resurrection. More strikingly, less 
than 60 percent of evangelical 
Protestants who profess a born-
again faith have confidence in a 
personal resurrection. Albert Mohler, 
commenting on these numbers, says 
they are “evidence of the doctrinal 
evasiveness of today’s churches.” 
He goes on to say that “the vast 
majority of Americans simply have 
no idea that the Bible clearly teaches 
a doctrine of personal resurrection 
and that the claim is central to the 
Gospel itself.” 1

The modern misunderstanding 
and underappreciation of the 
resurrection is a tragedy. If Christ 
is not raised, Christianity is empty 
because it cannot deliver the eternal, 
embodied lives that we desire (1 Cor. 
15:14, 17). Those who adhere to the 
Christian religion without expecting 
a personal resurrection “are of all 
men the most pitiable” (v. 19).

For the biblical writers from Moses 
(Ex. 3:6; cf. Matt. 22:29–32), Job (Job 
19:26), and David (2 Sam. 12:23) to 
Peter (1 Pet. 1:3), Paul (Phil. 3:21), and 
Jesus (Luke 20:34–38), fellowship 
with God in resurrected bodies is 
the terminus of God’s promise to 
be with his people. God’s original 
approval of body-and-soul humans 
(Gen. 1:31) makes a strong point: 

full restoration from the fall has not 
happened until God’s children enjoy 
intimate camaraderie with God and 
other humans in the flesh. The 
Bible’s message of hope is grounded 
in the expectation of restored 
humanity, body and soul.

Will the Dead Rise? 

The biblical doctrine of the 
resurrection has always been a 
cultural faux pas. The view of the 
ancient Greeks (Acts 17:32), the 
Sadducees contemporary with Jesus 
(Matt. 22:23; Acts 23:32), and modern 
materialists reflect the assumptions 
many people have about the life 
to come: either the spirit eternally 
outlives the body or both the spirit 
and body are destroyed at death. By 
contrast both the Old Testament (Isa. 
26:19; Dan. 12:2–3), and especially 
the New Testament teach that at 
the return of Jesus the bodies of all 
people will be re-created in order to 
stand before his seat of judgment.2

It is easy to understand why, when 
insisting on a doctrine that was 
unpopular (if not unheard of), 
misunderstood, counter-intuitive, and 
foreign to experience, the biblical 
writers grounded the doctrine of 
the general resurrection in the 
resurrection of Jesus (see 1 Cor. 
15:1–18). God has “begotten us 
again to a living hope through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from 
the dead” (1 Pet. 1:3). To Paul the 
resurrection of Christ was “of first 
importance” (1 Cor. 15:3).

In the classic text on the resurrection, 
1 Corinthians 15, Paul both declares 
and defends the bodily resurrection 
of Jesus. His strongest proof is the 
testimony of still-living witnesses. 
The church at Corinth was quite 
removed from the events of Passion 

Week. Like subsequent Bible readers, 
many Corinthian Christians were 
Gentiles who had never been to 
Jerusalem and had never met Christ 
in the flesh. But Paul doesn’t just 
adjure them (or us) to believe that 
Christ had risen “because I told you 
so.” For those interested in doing 
the research, hundreds of people 
could personally confirm that what 
Jesus announced beforehand had 
indeed come to pass: after dying, 
Christ arose (Matt. 20:19; cf. 27:63). 
These eyewitnesses saw Jesus 
of Nazareth—a man the Roman 
government confirmed to be dead 
(Mark 15:44–45)—walking, talking, 
eating, and teaching. Christ did 
not rise from the dead “in a corner” 
(Acts 26:23, 26)—in the shadows 
of obscurity—but on a public 
stage under Rome’s watchful eye. 
Christ’s death and resurrection 
were a “public spectacle” (Col. 
2:15), an open-door triumph over 
the principalities and powers of 
darkness and death. To Paul, and 
many others of his day, denying the 
resurrection would have been as 
unseemly as denying the Holocaust, 
the stories of thousands of living 
witnesses notwithstanding.

Paul adds to the testimony of the 
eyewitnesses the changed lives of 
himself and the other apostles. Paul 
offers this puzzle over his changed 
behavior: how could a person who 
so vehemently “persecuted the 
church of God” now labor for Christ 
“more abundantly” than anyone else 
(1 Cor. 15:9–10)? The only solution 
is to grant that Jesus—whom Paul 
first believed to have died as an 
antichrist—appeared to him in the 
splendor of resurrection glory (Acts 
26:12–18). The testimony of the 
other apostles was similar (cf. Luke 
24:11 with Luke 24; 36–42). Prior to 
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the resurrection the disciples were 
fearful and reticent. After Jesus arose 
they demonstrated unexpected 
boldness and faithfulness. Only the 
resurrection can explain why Paul 
and the other disciples would “stand 
in jeopardy every hour” (1 Cor. 
15:30), dying daily (v. 31).

As further evidence Paul could have 
mentioned the various resurrections 
in the Old Testament (1 Kings 17:21–
22; 2 Kings 4:32–35; 13:21) and the 
New Testament (Luke 8:49–56; 
John 11:38–44; Matt. 27:50–53), 
the mystery of the empty tomb, 
the otherwise inexplicable advance 
of the church, and the internal 
testimony of the Holy Spirit.3 Beyond 
reasonable doubt, “Christ is risen 
from the dead and has become the 
firstfruits of those who have fallen 
asleep” (1 Cor. 15:20).4 As I write, in 
early spring in the Midwest, most 
trees and shrubs have yet to bloom. 
But some, like the forsythia, are a 
“firstfruit.” Like Christ’s resurrection, 
they pledge that a long, dark winter 
is almost over. A time of new life is 
coming! This is the logic of Jesus’ 
apostles. “If the Spirit of Him who 
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in 

you, He who raised Christ from the 
dead will also give life to your mortal 
bodies through His Spirit who 
dwells in you” (Rom. 8:11). By faith 
“we know that when He is revealed, 
we shall be like Him” (1 John 3:2); he 
will “transform our lowly body that 
it may be conformed to His glorious 
body” (Phil. 3:21).

How Will the Dead Rise? 
The idea of a bodily resurrection 
seems a foreign concept. Calvin 
admits, “There is nothing more at 
variance with human reason than 
this article of faith.”5 And yet, says 
Paul, we see illustrations of the 
resurrection all around us. A sort 
of resurrection happens every time 
a seed is planted. To those who 
make light of the resurrection on 
the ground that “resurrections don’t 
happen,” Paul is strong: “Foolish 
one, what you sow is not made alive 
unless it dies” (1 Cor. 15:36). For a 
seed to become a new plant it must 
not remain as a seed; it must decay 
and undergo a change in attributes. 
In the same way, for a human body 
to become something new it must 
not remain as it is. In the ordinary 
case the body must die. It must be 

planted in the ground and decay. 
With this analogy Paul makes two 
main points.

Resurrection Bodies Will Be Similar 
to the Bodies of This Present Age

Paul writes, “To each seed its own 
body” (v. 38). The body, planted in 
the ground at death, is like a seed. 
The fully mature, flowering tree 
realized at the resurrection will be 
in every way superior to the seed, 
but it will be identifiably based on 
the template of the original body. 
A corn seed does not yield an oak 
tree. Christ’s empty grave indicates 
the “substantial identity between 
His body that was buried and His 
resurrection body.”6

To anticipate material from a 
later chapter, the continuity of 
resurrection bodies with our 
current “natural” bodies (v. 44) 
suggests also a great continuity 
in the age to come with the kinds 
of lives we live now. In the future 
age God’s children will have eyes 
to take in the majesty of the new 
heavens and earth, ears to listen to 
the pleasant sounds of the restored 
creation, and hands and feet to 
cultivate the earth (see Gen. 2:5).

“If the Spirit of Him 
who raised Jesus 

from the dead 
dwells in you, He 
who raised Christ 
from the dead will 

also give life to 
your mortal bodies 
through His Spirit 

who dwells in you.”        
—Rom. 8:11
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Resurrected Bodies Will Be Different 
from Bodies of This Present Age

The dead will be raised according to 
a change in attributes (1 Cor. 15:42–
54). After Christ’s resurrection his 
friends could still tell: “It is the Lord!” 
(John 21:7). But they could not 
doubt that he had changed. He now 
entered rooms through shut doors 
(John 20:26). Paul uses technical, 
often misunderstood language to 
describe this change. “The body is 
sown in corruption, it is raised in 
incorruption. It is sown in dishonor, 
it is raised in glory. It is sown in 
weakness, it is raised in power. It is 
sown a natural body, it is raised a 
spiritual body” (1 Cor. 15:42–44).

The contrast of which Paul speaks 
is precisely not between being 
physical and non-physical. Paul’s 
argument, in fact, is that in the 
age to come resurrected believers 
will be more truly physical than 
they are now, more well-tuned to 
the multifaceted physicality of the 
world, like the body of the second 
Adam (v. 45). In this life, believers 
are governed by an ever-renewing 
spiritual life, but they do not have 
transformed spiritual bodies to 
match. Presently believers live 
transformed spiritual lives in heavy, 
corrupted, dishonorable bodies. In 
the age to come believers’ bodies, 
while physical, will be perfectly 
suited to their spiritual life in Christ. 
When Paul says that “flesh and blood 
cannot inherit the kingdom of God” 
(v. 50), he is not saying that in the 
kingdom of the coming age believers 
will not have flesh and blood. He’s 
saying that our present bodies must 
“all be changed . . . corruptible must 
put on incorruption, and this mortal 
must put on immortality (vv. 51, 53).

We need to be changed. We 
don’t need to prove this. We get 
uncomfortable looking in a mirror; 
how could we look into the blazing 
majesty of God without being first 
changed? God’s Old Testament 
demand of flawless sacrifices 

anticipated the spotless Lamb of 
God who would take away the sin 
of the world. But it also suggests the 
way in which God will transform—
not only through sanctification but 
much more through glorification—
the bodies and souls of believers so 
that in the age to come they will have 
“no spot or wrinkle or any such . . . 
blemish” (Eph. 5:27). Jesus describes 
believers who have “attain[ed] that 
age, and the resurrection from the 
dead” as being “equal to the angels 
and are sons of God, beings sons of 
the resurrection” (Luke 20:35–36). 
By this Jesus meant that resurrected 
bodies are not subject to decay nor 
are they able (for there is no need) 
to sexually reproduce. Their very 
physical bodies will be perfectly 
suited to the blissful conditions of 
eternal shalom.

What Difference Does This 
Make?

The implications of the resurrection 
might seem obvious. But Paul ends 
his grand resurrection chapter with 
a few vital takeaways.

Believers Anticipate a Fully 
Embodied Eternity

Jesus’ teaching on the resurrection 
“is shaped by one great principle, 
that the kingdom of God and the 
salvation it brings cannot stop short 
of the complete reclaiming of men, 
body as well as soul, from death, nor 
of their complete equipment for the 
consummate fellowship with God in 
heaven.”7 God’s promise of eternal 
fellowship is made to humans, not 
merely to souls. The deep desire 
of humanity—the culmination of 
God’s promise—is to commune 
with God to the fullest capacity of 
our humanity. The fulfillment of 
this promise requires resurrected 
bodies. “The raising of the body 
marks, as it were, the final admission 
of the completely restored man into 
the enjoyment of the fatherly love of 
God.”8

The Resurrection Removes Death’s 
Sting and Cancels the Grave’s 
Victory

Death leaves a permanent sting 
when it strikes a person who 
seemed to have no interest in 
Christ and no known aspirations for 
eternal fellowship with God. Hollow 
indeed is the sound of earth striking 
the wooden coffin containing the 
remains of a person who left this life 
negligent of God’s will for happily 
entering the life to come. Hades 
seems victorious.

But when Paul writes about God’s 
promise to resurrect the bodies 
of believers he describes it as a 
victory over death (1 Cor. 15:54), 
an annulling of death’s victory (v. 
55). Christ came to earth to subdue 
enemies, those things which are out 
of order in God’s world, the last of 
which is death (1 Cor. 15:25). In some 
ways Christ has already put death 
under his feet. He has conquered 
it in his own resurrection. He has 
turned death into the servant of 
believers; death for believers is a sort 
of resurrection, an “entering into 
eternal life.”9 When Christ returns 
death itself will be no more.

The Resurrection Steels Believers to 
Persevere in Meaningful Labor

Because of the resurrection life that 
Christ brings, all of our actions have 
implications that outlast this life. 
The resurrection rescues believers 
from the fear that our mundane 
tasks are nothing but vanity (v. 
58). In the age to come, saints will 
rest “from their labors,” but “their 
works follow them” (Rev. 14:13). The 
resurrection urges us to pursue the 
myriad activities we can do “in the 
Lord” while avoiding works that are 
truly vain.

One day our flesh and blood will be 
reunited to the earth; we all will either 
gradually wear out or die suddenly 
and unexpectedly. The only suitable 
redemption from that state is the 
very redemption promised in 
Scripture, the resurrection of the 
body.
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Study Questions

1. What is notable about the data that indicate that people believe in the resurrection of Jesus but not in the 
resurrection of themselves?

2. Why is Paul so negative about a sort of Christianity minus the resurrection of the body? (See, e.g., 1 Cor. 15:14–19.)

3. Why do the biblical authors so closely connect the general resurrection with Jesus’ resurrection?

4. Note how they do so in texts like 1 Peter 1:3, Romans 8:11, 1 John 3:2, and Philippians 3:21.

5. Read 1 Corinthians 15:35–49 and interact with Paul’s illustration of a seed.

6. How does this illustration support our understanding that resurrected bodies will be both similar to and 
different from our current bodies?

7. How does both this similarity and dissimilarity encourage you?

1. Al Mohler, “Do Christians Still Believe in 
the Resurrection of the Body?,” April 7, 2006, 
http://www.albertmohler.com/blog_read.
php?id=600. Other polls show higher 
numbers of belief. “The Ipsos Reid survey 
(2006), commissioned by CanWest and 
Global News, found that a strong majority 
in both Canada (73%) and the United States 
(78%) indicated they believed Jesus Christ 
‘died on the cross and was resurrected 
to eternal life.’” Lifesight News, accessed 
November 6, 2017, http://www.lifesitenews.
com/ldn/2006/apr/06041905.html.

2. While the Bible’s emphasis is on the 
resurrection of the redeemed, it also insists 
that the unsaved too will stand before God 
in the flesh (Mark 9:43–48; Matt. 10:20; John 
5:29).

3. See John Calvin, Institutes, 1.7.4–5.

4. For an excellent, brief defense of the 
resurrection see Timothy Keller’s The Reason 
for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism (New 
York: Riverhead Books, 2008), 209–21.

5. Commentary on the Epistles of Paul the 
Apostle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Book House, 1989), 2:46.

6. Geerhardus Vos, Redemptive History and 
Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings 
of Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin Jr. 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1980), 320.

7. Ibid., 320.

8. Ibid., 320.

9. Heidelberg Catechism, Q/A 42 (cf. John 
5:24; Phil. 1:23; Rom. 7:24–25).
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Turning the Reformed Church Outward
Cultivating an Accessible Community

Rev. Bill  
DeJong

North America today is home to some fascinating 

cultural shifts. As in Europe, there’s been a surge 

of populism generated by a distrust of the liberal 

establishment not simply in politics but in the academy 

and in entertainment as well. The tenets of political 

correctness are being openly spurned (e.g., US 

President Donald Trump), and attempts on the part 

of leftist lobby groups to modify and even coerce 

certain vocabulary under the guise of human rights is 

increasingly being perceived as an infringement on 

freedom of speech at best (e.g., University of Toronto 

professor Jordan Peterson) and incipient totalitarianism 

at worst.

Though much about the surge of populism is odious 

and reprehensible (e.g., alt-right white supremacy), 

there is something salutary occurring within North 

American culture for the church of Jesus Christ. 

Perceiving the intractability of secularist dogma and its 

corresponding inhospitality to free thought, some find 

themselves, often to their own surprise, open to the 

claims of Christ.

Signs of Hope in Reformed Churches

Are confessional Reformed churches ready to 
reach those unchurched neighbors exasperated 
by secularist dogma? There are some 
encouraging signs. Whereas for years Reformed 
churches saw evangelism and outreach as an 
addendum to the church’s ministry, increasingly 
today missions is being seen as the very identity 
of the church. Because of their intention to 

weave the thread of missions through the entire 
fabric of the church, such churches are often 
called missional churches.

In a short series of articles, I want to suggest 
how confessional Reformed churches might turn 
outward and become more missional. In this 
first installment I want to argue in particular for a 
church culture which prizes accessibility to the 
unchurched.

Like a Peach: Hard Core with Soft Exterior

In December 2016 an illuminating study was 
published in the Review of Religious Research 
by two Canadian university professors, David 
Haskell and Kevin Flatt.1 Putting mainline 
Protestant churches in Canada under the 

Hard exterior

Empty in middle

Hard core

Soft exterior
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sociological microscope, Haskell 
and Flatt made some startling 
observations. Churches that 
were growing generally held to 
conservative theology in terms of the 
authority of Scripture, for instance, 
the importance of daily prayer, and 
the conviction that Christ is the 
only way to salvation. In declining 
churches, to illustrate further, clergy 
were far less likely to affirm the 
bodily resurrection of Christ (52%) 
than in growing churches (92%).2 

Moreover, growing (and conservative) 
churches had a much lower mean 
age among attendees than their 
liberal counterparts.

It is especially interesting to note 
how growing and declining churches 
were depicted by the researchers. 
Haskell compared growing churches 
with conservative doctrine with a 
peach—a hard core at the center 
but easy to access: “They’re playing 
contemporary music, it’s family 
friendly, the pastor dresses in casual 
clothes.”3 Declining churches, for 
Haskell, resembled a coconut: “from 
the outside hard to access, and then 
once you were in, there really wasn’t 
anything in the middle.”4

Hardcore Message

Churches intent on reaching their 
communities with the gospel must 
resist the temptation to airbrush or 
soft pedal the radical (if not offensive) 
side to the gospel message. 
In his ministry on earth, Jesus 
routinely spoke words that many 
found demanding, and therefore 
unacceptable. One thinks of Jesus’ 
discourse in John 6 where he 
identifies himself as the Bread of 
Life. After arguing with themselves 
about the meaning, many of Jesus’ 
disciples said, “This is hard teaching. 
Who can accept it?” (John 6:60).5 It 
was a turning point in the ministry of 
Jesus, and the massive crowds that 
once followed him began to shrink.

One can also think of moments in the 
ministry of Jesus when he confronted 

 

people with his radical summons to 
follow him. Though loved by Jesus, 
the rich young ruler was unable to 
forgo his wealth (Mark 10:17–27). 
Prizing family over Jesus (see Luke 
9:57–62), others found the summons 
too demanding.

It is undoubtedly true that many, not 
least in the Western world today, will 
find the gospel message offensive. 
So much of what Jesus teaches flies 
directly in the face of cultural norms. 
It remains the case, however, that 
many who hear the gospel message 
will be “cut to the heart” (Acts 2:37) 
and convicted by its truth. The 
church does not reach the world 
by becoming the world; the church 
reaches the world by remaining the 
church.

Softshell Access

In line with the research of Haskell 
and Flatt, if one were to plot 
churches along two axes, one of 
structure and doctrine and one of 
flexibility and rigidity, one would 
discover that growing churches 
tend to be those that are rigid in 
doctrine and flexible in structure. The 
application for Reformed churches 
should be immediately apparent: 
little in Reformed doctrine needs 
be modified for outreach. However, 
there are modifications in structure 
we should consider. By structure 
I mean the external approach by 
which the church ministers to people 
inclusive of its worship, Bible studies, 
and programs. In what follows I 
will suggest three ways in which a 
church’s external ministry can have a 
soft shell.

Welcoming Environment

Unchurched seekers who find a 
home in a particular church will often 
report that it was the welcoming 
environment of the church that 
encouraged them to return after 
their first visit. The critical ingredient 
in a welcoming environment is 

people who are attentive and kind 
to guests. Assuming guests are 
professing Christians and asking 
them about their home church will 
often cause embarrassment to those 
who are unchurched. It is far better 
to assume that guests are from the 
neighborhood and interact with 
them accordingly. Here churches 
should consider having, in addition 
to greeters, connectors who help 
guests beyond the doorway to find a 
seat and feel at ease. Furthermore, 
the sequence of the liturgy, for 
instance, should be explained in 
the worship bulletin and Scripture 
readings should be projected (or 
page numbers provided).

Casual Dress

Reformed believers typically 
have a mature sense of worship’s 
importance. When the saints 
assemble for worship they are doing 
more than gathering to sing some 
songs and listen to God’s Word. They 
are by the Spirit entering the courts 
of heaven to meet with the holy God 
and Jesus the mediator before an 
innumerable company of angels (see 
Heb. 12:22–24; cf. Rev.1:10).

Some have deduced from this 
biblical axiom that those who worship 
should wear formal attire. What is 
forgotten, however, is that the holy 
God we approach in worship is our 
Father in the Lord Jesus Christ who 
demands of his children no special 
attire or protocol to meet with him. 
In fact, Scripture takes a dim view of 
inordinate attention to fine clothes 
(e.g., Luke 7:25; 16:19; 20:46; 1 Pet. 
3:3). Jesus wanted the sinful woman, 
about whom Simon the Pharisee was 
embarrassed, to feel welcome in his 
presence (Luke 7:36–50), and he 
wants us to show similar hospitality to 
those who come to church in “shabby 
clothes” (James 2:2).

From a missional standpoint it is 
crucial to recognize how a church 
culture of formal attire can make 
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unchurched guests, especially in 
the urban core, feel alienated, if 
not judged. The great fear many 
unchurched guests that they will be 
exposed as moral failures in what 
they perceive to be a morally upright 
community is often confirmed when 
they enter a community of finely 
dressed people.

Intelligible Worship

Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 14 
for privileging the gift of prophecy 
over the gift of tongues is seeker-
sensitive. If everyone is speaking 
in tongues, unchurched guests 
will quickly conclude that “you are 
out of your mind” (1 Cor. 14:22). 
When confronted by intelligible 
worship, however, they will be 
convicted by the gospel and exclaim, 
“God is really among you!” (1 Cor. 
14:25). Here pastors and worship 

leaders should resolve, mindful of 
unchurched guests, to excise clichés, 
Christianese, and church jargon, 
limit assumptions regarding biblical 
literacy, and reduce references to 
in-house matters that will only baffle 
guests.

The Challenge

The fascinating cultural shifts 
underway in North America might 
represent the dawn of a new season 
of openness to the gospel. Is your 
church one to which you would 
readily invite your unchurched 
neighbor? If you answer in the 
negative, ask yourself why. Does 
your church resemble a coconut or 
a peach? Think of ways in which you 
can make your church community 
more accessible to unchurched 
guests.

1. David Haskell and Kevin Flatt, “Theology 
Matters,” Review of Religious Research 
(December 2016).

2. Brian Bethune and Patricia Treble, “It Has 
Risen: Is This the Key to Growing Protestant 
Churches?” Macleans (November 16, 2016).

3. Reported by Beth Van Lingen, “Theology 
Matters,” Resound (December 1, 2016).

4.  Van Lingen, “Theology Matters.”

5. Scripture references are from the New
International Version.

Rev. Bill DeJong 
(PhD, McMaster Divinity) is a pastor 
of Blessings Christian Church, a 
member of the Canadian Reformed 
Churches, in Hamilton, ON. He 
can be reached at pastorbill@
blessingshamilton.ca.

to apply to Mid-America Reformed Seminary for a 
seminary intern for the summer of 2018. Through summer 
internships, godly men acquire valuable preparation for 
gospel ministry.
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Vander Hart, Mid-America Reformed Seminary, 229 
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Orthodusty? Rev. Paul T.   
Murphy

“Tradition. Without our 
traditions, our lives would be 
as shaky as . . . as a fiddler on 
the roof.” So said Tevye, the 
father of five daughters, in the 
1964 musical Fiddler on the 
Roof, about his attempts to 
maintain his Jewish religious 
and cultural traditions as 
outside influences encroach 
upon the family’s lives.

What is orthodusty? It is 
when the vitality of the faith, 
the people, and the church 
becomes fossilized. Jaroslav 
Pelikan, scholar of church 
history at Yale University, put 
it well when he said, “Tradition 
is the living faith of the dead. 
Traditionalism is the dead 
faith of the living.” Hence, 
orthodoxy can shift over time 
into orthodusty.

I am not saying that we as 
Reformed Christians are 
not spiritually minded or 
faithful. I believe the piety 
of our people, especially the 
older generation, is deep and 
exemplary. Nor do I mean 
that the URCNA is becoming 
liberal, as in having forsaken 

the faith. Our commitment to the confessions 
is strong. Furthermore, I do not mean that 
we should dispense with or denigrate our 
traditions. Tradition is indispensable and 
unavoidable. Even contemporary groups and 
spontaneous churches have traditions. Their 
traditions are contemporary and spontaneous, 
but they are traditions nonetheless.

Rather, I maintain that in far too many cases 
our orthodoxy is in our forms. As long as 
it’s “the way we’ve always done it,” then all is 
good; everything looks right. Danger ahead! 
Christianity is a religion of faith, not forms.

Thom Rainer in Autopsy of a Deceased Church1 
lists symptoms of orthodusty. One symptoms 
chapter is titled “The Past As Hero.” In this 
chapter Rainer says, “The most pervasive and 
common thread of our autopsies was that 
the deceased churches lived for a long time 
with the past as hero . . . they were fighting 

for the past. The good old 
days. The way it used to be. 
The way we want it today.” In 
my estimation, far too many 
suffer from this symptom.

While this evidence is 
anecdotal, it is no less true.

I recall once during a song 
service in one of our most 
conservative churches 
enjoying the youth group 
singing psalms from the Blue 
Psalter but with guitars. You 
could’ve heard a pin drop 
(not a commendation) until 
one of the more conservative 
members blurted out, “There 
goes the church!” I wonder 
what his reaction would’ve 
been upon hearing Psalm 
150 in Israel’s worship, 
“Praise him with trumpet, 
lute, harp, tambourine and 
dance (Oops! Happy feet. 
After all, we don’t dance.), 
strings, pipe, loud clashing 
cymbals.” I wonder what 
the reaction would’ve been 
to us here in New York City 
when we began. We had no 
organist or pianist. We used 
an amplified acoustic guitar, 

Churches are  
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or often times only a flute or violin 
to accompany, and we transposed 
the Psalter tunes each week. With 
no previous exposure to the Psalter, 
the congregation nevertheless 
sang with enthusiasm, and it was 
beautiful.

Or another anecdote is the way 
people revere two services on the 
Lord’s day as if it was the sole 
barometer of orthodoxy crying the 
all too familiar complaint, “Once-ers 
become none-cers.” I think two 
services have served the Church 
well over centuries. It has been a 
central means of preserving the 
faith from one generation to the 
next. But when it becomes the sine 
qua non of orthodoxy then we have 
fossilized. As pastor of a fledgling 
church plant, I traveled the country 
seeking support and often the first 
question I was asked was, “Do you 
have two services?” My response? 
“I’m trying to get people to come to 
one!”

A few synods ago, a church seeking 
entry into the URCNA struggled 
with some of our church order 
requirements, one of which was 
two services on the Lord’s day. Not 
only as new believers were they 
unused to two set services, but 
also they would have to rent two 
different locations at additional 
expense to them. In trying to 
comply, they found it difficult in 
many ways. Although they were 
trying, nothing was “good enough.” 
Sensing orthodusty in the air, they 
waved good-bye to the URCNA.

Must every church be a carbon 
copy? Is there no room for honest 
attempts which show progress, 
albeit slowly, or are only clones 

allowed into the URCNA? In order 
to be considered orthodox we all 
must look alike in practice. Why? 
Because that’s the way to do it right. 
This attitude is neither charitable 
nor missional.

The way to do it right is having the 
ability and capacity to meet people 
where they are and lead them to the 
place Christ wants them to be. This 
takes infinite patience and wisdom. 
But if we cannot do it, then we are 
destined to orthodusty. I believe we 
can and will do better. To that end I 
write, hope, pray, and labor.

Another chapter in Rainer’s book is 
“The Church Refused to Look Like 
the Community.” In the good old 
days the church was a part of the 
community. Then the community 
began to change and the members 
moved to another part of town. 
“They were willing to drive into the 
community where they once lived 
because it was after all, their church 
. . . there was almost never any 
effort to go into the community. 
And no one ever mentioned the 
possibility of a willingness to turn 
over the leadership of the church 
to the residents of the community 
. . . After all, it was their church.” 
I have seen this onze kerk (our 
church) mindset too often and 
in too many communities where 
our churches are located. Rainer 
continues, “Vibrant and living 
churches look after the interests 
of others. They are concerned for 
their communities . . . but dying 
churches are concerned with self-
preservation. They are concerned 

with a certain way of doing church 
(read, “we’ve always done it this 
way”). They are all about self.” Let 
him who has ears to hear, listen.

In the chapter titled “The Great 
Commission Becomes the Great 
Omission,” Ranier states, “Members 
of the dying church weren’t 
willing to go into the community 
to reach and minister to people. 
They weren’t willing to invite their 
unchurched friends and relatives 
. . . they just wanted it to happen. 
Without prayer. Without sacrifice. 
Without hard work.” (And, I might 
add, without the messiness that 
new converts make in the church. 
I believe that is a major reason why 
we do not evangelize. It is messy.)

I recall doing an evangelism 
seminar at one of our churches 
and then being asked back to do 
another the next year. When I 
asked what had been done since 
the previous visit the silence was 
deafening. Not one thing had 
been done. When residents in 
the immediate vicinity of this 
church were surveyed and asked, 
“What do you know about that 
church, the one located right over 
there?” the answers were uniform: 
people knew nothing about their 
neighborhood local church.

Rainer correctly assesses the 
damage: “Members of the dying 
churches really didn’t want growth 
unless that growth met their 
preferences and allowed them to 
remain comfortable.” This is when 
the church becomes “a religious 
cushion,” according to C. John 
Miller. Miller, in Outgrowing 

“The way to do it right is having the ability and capacity to meet
people where they are and lead them to the place Christ wants 
them to be. This takes infinite patience and wisdom. But if we 
cannot do it, then we are destined to orthodusty. I believe we can 
and will do better. To that end I write, hope, pray, and labor.”
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Reformed Fellowship (URCNA) in Hell’s 
Kitchen, NYC. He has been an elder and 
pastor for more than thirty years.

the Ingrown Church,2 observes, 
“Among conservatives and 
evangelicals, its primary mission 
all too often is to function as a 
preaching station where Christians 
gather to hear the gospel . . . to be 
reassured that liberals are mistaken 
about God and Hell, and to renew 
one’s sense of well being.” In my 
two-week intensive course on 
evangelism taught to seminarians, 
I have made this book required 
reading. Almost all of them relate 
how this book describes the 
churches they know.

Richard DeRidder (one of our 
own, by the way) comments on 
such a cushioned church: “the 
church becomes only the place 
where certain things are done [he 
is referring to the Belgic XXIX on 
how the confession defines the 
church] and it is not looked upon 
as a group called into existence to 
do something . . . a commissioned 
church with a responsibility 
to bring in the harvest of non-
Christians from the field of the 
world.”3 While wanting to be 
confessionally Reformed churches, 
we must never lose sight of the 
reason for our existence. We have 
not been called out of darkness into 
the light for the sake of ourselves. 
Called to worship God, we are called 
to bring others along to worship 
him also.

Change must begin in our pulpits, 
the steering rudder of any church. 
Yet here too, orthodusty can be 
found. I recall talking to Reverend 
Peter DeJong, former editor of this 
publication, about a funeral he 
attended some years ago. “How did 
the service go, sir?” I inquired. “Well, 
you wouldn’t disagree with a word 
the man said. But you wouldn’t 
know he believed a word of it.” A 
funeral sermon intended to afflict 
the comfortable and comfort the 
afflicted lacked heart and passion—
orthodusty once more. This is the 
reputation we have gained among 
many. A good friend was recently 
asked, “What comes to mind when 

describing Reformed/Presbyterian 
preaching?” His reply:

I’m being clear and I’m not 
joking, It’s terrible! When I go 
to the average, run-of-the-mill 
Presbyterian/Reformed/Dutch 
churches (pick from the 
alphabet soup of conservative 
denominations: OPC, PCA, 
CRE, ARP, URC, CRC, Free 
Reformed, Heritage Reformed, 
etc.), you get a lecture with an 
academic-type exposition of 
the Word and usually, if one 
was honest, you find yourself 
hard pressed not to fall asleep. 
Usually the lecture is devoid of 
real-world metaphors/
imagery/example, no less a 
coherent theme or thought that 
is etched across the lecture (it’s 
hard to call it a sermon). It is 
generally uncontextualized so 
as to galvanize the conscience 
into action that is consistent 
with biblical obedience. As 
such, it doesn’t create a 
connection between the 
twenty-first-century listener 
and the writer of the text 
(whatever it may be), and the 
thrust of what is being 
communicated from the Word. 
In this sense it’s hard to be 
edified. My experience is that 
men have a difficult time 
crafting a simple and 
compelling introduction to a 
sermon/lecture, and often 
times they present incongruent 
musings that in reality reflect 
the ramblings of one 
wandering in the theological 
wilderness ranging from Dan 
to Beersheba.

Ouch.

What is the cure for our orthodusty? 
Spiritual problems call for spiritual 
solutions. I suggest the following:

Serious, prayerful self-examination. 
Just as this needs to be done prior 
to communion, so it should be 
done periodically as a church, 

especially the leaders. I suggest 
regular review of the church’s 
mission, purpose, and how its 
ministries are or are not serving 
those ends.

Pray for the Head of the church to 
lead, feed, and guide you to his 
intended purposes.

Repent of any and all forms of 
traditionalism that impede your 
mission. Confess them to the Lord 
who is ready to forgive us all our 
sins.

Seek counsel. Proverbs tells us this 
is wise. I suggest reading Rainer, 
Miller, and others. As Bereans, 
search yourselves in light of the 
Scriptures they reference.

Be willing to change, radically if 
necessary, and reform according to 
the Scriptures. Practice semper 
reformanda.

Allow change to lead to action and 
a new upward and outward focus.

When these steps are followed you 
will have become a new, truly 
orthodox church.

1. Thom Rainer, Autopsy of a Deceased 
Church (Nashville, TN: B & H, 2014). This 
book is the result of analyzing fourteen 
churches that closed their doors.

2. C. John Miller, Outgrowing the 
Ingrown Church (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1986), 20.

3. Richard DeRidder, Discipling the 
Nations (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1971), 213.
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Dawn of the New Creation:
The New Covenant

King Solomon’s reign initially 
seemed to fulfill God’s promises 
in the Davidic covenant. David’s 
son was seated on his father’s 
throne, had built the temple, and 
was ruling over Israel in a period 
of unprecedented peace and 
prosperity. Under Solomon, Israel 
was at the top of her game (see 1 
Kings 4:20–25). The sad saga, of 
course, is that their good times 
came to an end with Solomon’s fall. 
Although he began well, Solomon 
was not faithful in walking before 
the Lord in obedience. He turned 
to foreign gods and failed to fulfill 
the conditional element of the 
Davidic covenant. After Solomon’s 
downfall and death, Israel split into 
two kingdoms, with Rehoboam 
ruling over Judah in the south and 
Jeroboam ruling Israel in the north. 
The books of 1 and 2 Kings (along 
with their counterpart, 2 Chronicles) 
describe the dark and dismal days 
of these two kingdoms and their 
downward spiral in disobedience 
and idolatry. King after king walked 
in defiance to the Lord and led the 
people into flagrant violation of the 
Mosaic covenant.

During this period of redemptive 
history the Lord raised up a long 
line of prophets, a series of covenant 
attorneys sent to prosecute his 
lawsuit against his unfaithful people. 
While Judah and Israel continued 
down the path of apostasy, the 
prophets reminded them of the 
conditions of the Mosaic covenant 
(cf. Lev. 26 and Deut. 28). They 
warned them of imminent doom 
and destruction if they did not 
repent. Their disobedience would 
lead to economic and political 
disaster, culminating in exile from 
the land.

With their message of judgment, 
however, the prophets also brought 
a message of hope. They foretold of a 
time of renewal that would come by 
God’s grace through the promised 
Messiah. Although the people had 
broken the Mosaic covenant, God 
would not forget the unconditional 
promises and oath he made to 
Abraham. The prophets saw on the 
horizon a new covenant in which 
the blessings of the Abrahamic 
covenant would finally be realized. 
By the work of the Messiah and the 
power of the Spirit, there would be 
a new humanity and new creation. 
It would not merely be a restoration 
of the Mosaic covenant but also 
something altogether new, like new 
wine that must be placed in new 
wineskins (Matt. 9:14–17).

This is the context of Jeremiah’s 
classic prophecy about the new 
covenant:

Behold, the days are coming, 
declares the LORD, when I will 
make a new covenant with the 
house of Israel and the house 
of Judah, not like the covenant 
that I made with their fathers on 
the day when I took them by the 
hand to bring them out of the 
land of Egypt, my covenant that 
they broke, though I was their 
husband, declares the LORD. But 
this is the covenant that I will 
make with the house of Israel 
after those days, declares the 
LORD: I will put my law within 
them, and I will write it on their 
hearts. And I will be their God, 
and they shall be my people. 
And no longer shall each one 
teach his neighbor and each 
his brother, saying, ‘Know the 
LORD,’ for they shall all know 

me, from the least of them to 
the greatest, declares the LORD. 
For I will forgive their iniquity, 
and I will remember their sin no 
more. (Jer. 31:31–34)

Even though the Israelites failed to 
fulfill the oath they made at Sinai, 
God promised a new covenant in 
which his sacred bond with his 
people would not be broken.

This hope of the new covenant 
continued even after the hammer 
of God’s judgment fell on the 
Israelites. In 722 BC the Lord sent 
the Assyrians to conquer and carry 
away the northern kingdom of 
Israel. Their capital, Samaria, was 
destroyed, and the people were 
scattered throughout the Assyrian 
Empire, never to return. Then, in 586 
BC, the Lord sent the Babylonians to 
invade and decimate the southern 
kingdom of Judah. They sacked 
Jerusalem, destroyed the temple, 
and took the people into exile, where 
they remained for seventy years. 
Upon Judah’s return to the land, 
the remnant continued to wait for 
the promised Messiah who would 
inaugurate the new covenant.

Then, some five hundred years later, 
while eating the Passover meal with 
his disciples on the night before 
his crucifixion, Jesus of Nazareth 
made a deliberate reference to the 
new covenant. Taking bread and 
wine, he said: “This is my body, 
which is given for you. Do this in 
remembrance of me . . . This cup 
that is poured out for you is the new 
covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:19b, 
20b). With the coming of Christ—the 
offspring of Abraham and the true 
Israel—the new covenant and new 
creation had arrived. C
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T The Covenant of Redemption

The Covenant of Works

The Covenant of Grace

The Common Grace Covenant

The Abrahamic Covenant

The Mosaic Covenant

The Davidic Covenant

The New Covenant

What Is the New Covenant?

Perhaps a better way of asking that 
question is, “What’s new about the new 
covenant?” Since the covenant of grace 
is the one covenant through which all 
believers are saved, why did God bother 
making a new covenant? There are at 
least six main differences between the old 
and new covenants that are important to 
understand.

First, the new covenant is new only in 
relation to the Mosaic covenant, not 
the Abrahamic. As we learned, God’s 
unconditional covenant of grace with 
Abraham was not interrupted by the 
conditional covenant he made with Israel 
430 years later (Gal. 3:16–18). In fact, the 
continuity between the Abrahamic and 
new covenants is so strong that New 
Testament writers call all believers—
whether Jew or Gentile—the offspring of 
Abraham (Gal. 3:29; Heb. 2:16; cf. Rom. 
4:11). Both are covenants of promise, not 
law. In both, God unconditionally promises 
to give gifts to undeserving sinners on the 
basis of his grace alone, because of Christ 
alone. John Calvin’s observation of this 
continuity is worth quoting again: “This 
covenant [i.e., the Abrahamic] is so much 
like ours [i.e., the new] in substance and 
reality, that the two are actually one and 
the same.”1 When the Bible speaks of the 
new covenant, then, it speaks of a covenant 
that is new in relationship to what it calls 
the old covenant, that is, the Mosaic 

covenant (2 Cor. 3:4–14; Heb. 8:6–13; cf. 9:1, 
15). The newness of the new covenant, while 
highlighting its discontinuity with the Mosaic 
covenant, does not create discontinuity with 
the Abrahamic covenant.

Second, the new covenant is mediated by 
Christ rather than Moses. Another important 
distinction between the old and new 

May/June  2018 | 17



Fifth, the new covenant includes the nations. The old covenant 
confined the covenant of grace to one particular nation, but 
the new covenant expands Israel’s borders to ends of the earth, 
making one new man between believing Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 
2:14). This, of course, involves a change in the visible nature of 
the covenant community. As Owen noted, the kingdom of God 
in the old covenant was geopolitical and earthly, “consisting in 
empire, power, victory, wealth,” but in the new covenant it is 
“internal, spiritual, and heavenly.”5

Sixth, the new covenant is permanent. Whereas the old covenant 
was temporary and designed to be replaced, the new covenant 
is final and irreplaceable. Because it is not mediated by a mere 
human but by God incarnate, who continues as our priest 
forever, the new covenant is permanent (Heb. 8). Recognizing 
this permanency, O. Palmer Robertson points out why there is 
no need for another covenant: “It is not only the new covenant; 
it is the last covenant. Because it shall bring to full fruition that 
which God intends in redemption, it never shall be superseded 
by a subsequent  covenant.” 

Figure 1 shows these distinctions side by side.

Figure 1: The Distinction between the Old and New Covenants

We may define the new covenant, therefore, as God bringing 
forth the new creation in his people through the finished work 
of Christ, in fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant.

Why is This Doctrine Important for the 
Christian Life?

The doctrine of the new covenant is important for daily 
Christian living for several reasons. First, it protects us from 
trying to live by the old covenant. Because we were hardwired 
in creation for the purpose of living righteous lives by loving 
God and neighbor, our natural tendency is to turn to the law 
to find power for pursuing righteousness. So, for example, if 
a Christian is grieved by the fact that he struggles with anger 

covenants is the difference in their mediators. 
While Moses was the mediator of the old 
covenant at Sinai, Christ is the Mediator of the 
one covenant of grace (John 1:17; Heb. 3:1–6; 
8:1–6). This makes the nature of the old and new 
covenants different from one another. In the 
new covenant, belonging to God is centered on 
Christ rather than on Sinai.

Third, the new covenant blesses rather than 
curses. The new covenant provides the believing 
sinner with something the old covenant 
was incapable of giving: righteousness and 
the forgiveness of sins; as Paul says, “The 
righteousness of God has been manifested 
apart from the law” (Rom. 3:21; cf. Matt. 26:27–
28; 2 Cor. 3; Gal. 3–4; Heb. 8–10). The old 
covenant was based on law and required the 
national obedience of Israel in order to receive 
blessings. Its condition was, “Do this and you 
will be blessed” (Deut. 28:2). The new covenant, 
by contrast, is based on God’s promise to save 
sinners. Its condition is, “Believe in the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31; cf. 
Rom. 10:6–13; Gal. 2:16). In his commentary on 
Hebrews, John Owen underlined this distinction 
between old and new: “The old [covenant], 
absolutely considered, had no promise of grace 
to communicate spiritual strength, or to assist us 
in obedience.” What it promised had to do with 
“temporal things in the land of Canaan.”2 The 
law given in the old covenant had no power to 
produce righteousness (1 Cor. 15:56). It could 
only discover, condemn, and set bounds to sin. 
Conversely, the new covenant declares “the love, 
grace, and mercy of God; and therewith to give 
repentance, remission of sin, and life eternal.”3 
Whereas the old covenant could only reinforce 
the curse of sin, the new covenant reverses it.

Fourth, the new covenant provides an internal 
renewal by the Holy Spirit. In the Old Testament, 
God promised a great outpouring of his Spirit 
on his people in the latter days (Ezek. 36:25–
28; 39:29; Joel 2:28–29; Zech. 12:10). Although 
Israel failed to bear fruits of righteousness, God’s 
people would be abundantly fruitful in the new 
covenant because of the work of the Holy Spirit. 
The Spirit would produce in his people what 
they were incapable of producing themselves, 
causing them to walk in new obedience (Ezek. 
36:27). With the new covenant, the Spirit brings 
the new creation into the present (2 Cor 5:17; Gal. 
5:5). “The New Covenant, then, coincides with 
the age to come,” said Geerhardus Vos. “It brings 
the good things to come.”4

OLD COVENANT NEW COVENANT

Parties God and Israel God and believers 
(Jew and Gentile) 
with their children

Time made Mt. Sinai Death and resurrection 
of Christ

Condition National obedience Faith in Christ, the One 
who was perfectly obedient

Mediator Moses Christ

Promise National blessings Justification, indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit, and glorified life

Nature Temporary Permanent
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and impatience toward others, he 
might resolve to try harder at being 
kind and tenderhearted toward 
his neighbor, as God commands. 
In other words, in order to be 
more righteous, he focuses on the 
command rather than on Christ, 
who supplies us with his Spirit in 
order to obey his commands. The 
problem with this approach is that 
it assumes righteousness comes 
by the law rather than the Spirit, 
which is really no different from the 
unbeliever’s approach.

The contrast between the old and 
new covenants, however, teaches 
us the essential lesson that the law 
cannot produce righteousness. It is 
incapable of changing the human 
heart. As Paul said in Galatians 3:21, 
“For if a law had been given that 
could give life, then righteousness 
would indeed be by the law.”

Recently, Paul’s point was powerfully 
illustrated to the present writer when 
his son came home from the San 
Diego Zoo and retold what he saw 
that day at the tiger exhibit. While 
watching a Malayan tiger through 
a window in its large, walled-in 
enclosure, he noticed a wild duck 
land within the confines of the 
tiger’s domain. The duck appeared 
unaware that it had landed in a 
tiger’s exhibit. For all the duck knew, 
it had found a lovely and lush part 
of San Diego, a wonderful place 
to take a rest. But the tiger’s eye 
caught the duck’s landing and was 
watching its every move. Oblivious 
to the presence of the tiger, the duck 
waddled over to the stream to take 
a drink. The tiger instinctively and 
quietly assumed an attack position 
and then bolted for the duck in a 
flash. Before the duck even saw the 
tiger coming, it was in the jaws of 
the powerful creature, which tore it 
to shreds and consumed it as a meal. 
Although the tiger lived within the 
civilized walls of the San Diego Zoo, 
it could not cease from doing what 
came naturally. The walls could 

restrain the tiger, at least to a certain 
extent, and defined its boundaries 
of living, but they were powerless 
to change the tiger’s nature. They 
could not keep the tiger from being 
a tiger. Just ask the duck.

The law is similar to the walls of 
the tiger’s exhibit. The law defines 
the boundaries within which we 
are to live, and to a certain extent it 
can restrain sin. But it is powerless 
to change our hearts. For that, we 
need the recreative power of the 
Spirit, who has been given to us in 
the new covenant. As members of 
God’s redeemed people, we are not 
under the powerless guardian of 
the old covenant but rather under 
the power of the Spirit, who causes 
us to walk in newness of life and in 
grateful obedience to God. The new 
covenant tells us that the dawn of 
the new creation has arrived, even 
in our own lives that often seem 
so messy. The Holy Spirit not only 
has imputed Christ’s righteousness 
to us in justification but also is 
imparting Christ’s righteousness to 
us in sanctification. As we pursue 
righteousness, therefore, laying 
aside “every weight, and sin which 
clings so closely,” we must look, 
not to the law for strength to live 
in obedience, but to the mediator 
of the new covenant, “to Jesus, the 
founder and perfecter of our faith” 
(Heb. 12:1–2).

Second, the doctrine of the new 
covenant guards us against 
triumphalism. The new covenant 
shows us that the kingdom of God 
is no longer identified with any 
geopolitical nation on earth. This 
is particularly critical to grasp in 
American culture, where there is a 
tendency to confuse the kingdom of 
God with the United States. America, 
however, is not in covenant 
with God as a nation. It had no 
representative on Mount Sinai. The 
only nation in covenant with God is 
God’s new global nation, that is, his 
new covenant church. “But you are a 
chosen race,” says the apostle Peter, 

“a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
people for his own possession, that 
you may proclaim the excellencies 
of him who called you out of 
darkness into his marvelous light” 
(1 Pet. 2:9). In the new covenant, the 
church is no longer limited to the 
physical descendants of Abraham 
but is made up of all the nations 
of the earth, people of every race, 
color, and language. While the old 
covenant was an era of driving the 
nations out of God’s holy land, the 
new covenant is an era of believers 
living side by side with unbelievers 
in patience and love. Today is the 
day of salvation, not judgment. 
God’s judgment is delayed until his 
return.

Third, the new covenant causes us 
to commune with God in worship. 
The ancient promise, “I will be 
your God, and you shall be my 
people” (Gen. 17:7; Exod. 6:7; Lev. 
26:11–12; Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 34:23–24; 
37:26–27), has been fulfilled in the 
new covenant (2 Cor. 6:16) and is 
enjoyed most fully in the present 
age as God meets with his people 
in corporate worship each week. 
Gathering for worship, we do not 
come “to what may be touched, a 
blazing fire and darkness and gloom 
and a tempest and the sound of a 
trumpet and a voice whose words 
made the hearers beg that no further 
messages be spoken to them” (Heb. 
12:18–19). In other words, we do 
not gather as those under the old 
covenant. Rather, we come “to 
Mount Zion and to the city of the 
living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, 
and to innumerable angels in festal 
gathering, and to the assembly of 
the firstborn who are enrolled in 
heaven, and to God, the judge of all, 
and to the spirits of the righteous 
made perfect, and to Jesus, the 
mediator of a new covenant” (Heb. 
12:22–24). The Holy Spirit descends 
to feed our souls through the means 
he has promised to bless: Christ’s 
preached Word and administered 
sacraments.
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Above all, however, the doctrine of the new covenant assures us that Christ 
has satisfied the demands of the law on our behalf. More than any other 
covenant in Scripture, the new covenant highlights the good news that 
God pronounces sinners justified and righteous on the basis of the alien 
righteousness of Christ, imputed to them and received through faith alone. 
The fact that God abolished the old covenant and replaced it with the new 
gives us assurance that we belong to God as his children and that he accepts 
us in Christ. Because the Mediator of the new covenant has reconciled us to 
God forever, we do not find God’s wrath when we come to him. Rather, we 
have his favor. In the place of fear we have been given a living hope, because 
we do not relate to God on the basis of our performance but on the basis of 
Christ’s performance.

Having been liberated from the power of sin and the bondage of the law, we 
can now serve the Lord in freedom by loving our neighbor in a life of good 
works. We can travel through the wilderness of this present evil age, led by 
the Spirit who fixes our eyes on our Good Shepherd. Even in the midst of our 
tears and pain we can lift up our voices and sing of God’s sacred bond with 
us in Christ, which will never be broken:

Let us love and sing and wonder, 

let us praise the Savior’s name!

He has hushed the law’s loud thunder,

he has quenched Mount Sinai’s flame:

He has washed us with His blood,

he has brought us nigh to God.

Let us wonder;

grace and justice join and point to mercy’s store;

when through grace in Christ our trust is,

justice smiles and asks no more:

he who washed us with His blood,

has secured our way to God.8

1. Institutes, 2.10.2.

2. Owen, Works, 22:89–90.

3. Ibid., 94. 

4. Geerhardus Vos, The Teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews (reprint; Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 1998), 194.

5. Owen, Works, 22:96.

6. O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
1980), 277.

7. Heidelberg Catechism Q.75.

8. John Newton, “Let Us Love and Sing and Wonder,” Trinity Hymnal (Atlanta: 
Great Commission Publications, 1990), 172.

By the proclamation of his gospel in 
the public assembly of his people, 
God reassures us of his covenant of 
grace, telling us what our own hearts 
cannot: that his Son has satisfied 
the demands of his law in the old 
covenant and redeemed us from its 
curse. He kills us with his law, as it 
were, and raises us up again with his 
gospel. By the power of his preached 
Word, he refreshes our souls with 
the living water of Christ (John 4:14; 
7:37–38), nourishes us so that we 
may “grow up into salvation” (1 Pet. 
2:2), and causes our hearts to rejoice 
in his promise of glorified life (1 Pet. 
1:8).

He also causes us to commune with 
him by feeding us with the body 
and blood of Christ in heaven, who 
secured for us a new and living 
way into the Holy of Holies. “The 
cup of blessing that we bless,” says 
Paul, “is it not a participation in 
the blood of Christ? The bread that 
we break, is it not a participation 
in the body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 
10:16). Receiving it in faith, as the 
Heidelberg Catechism says, Christ 
“himself feeds and nourishes my 
soul to everlasting life, as certainly 
as I receive from the hand of the 
minister and taste with my mouth 
the bread and cup of the Lord, 
which are given to me as certain 
tokens of the body and blood of 
Christ.”7 Just as the preached gospel 
is God’s new covenant promise, the 
Lord’s Supper is his new covenant 
meal. Truly, we are assured of his 
promise and pledge that we are his 
people and he is our God.

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.
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We at Reformed Fellowship think it would 
be nice for readers to get to know the regular 
writers of The Outlook.

Q. Explain your path to the ministry.

A. My path to the ministry is closely connected to 
my path of walking in fellowship with the Lord. I 
grew up in a covenant home in northwest Indiana. I 
was fourteen years old when the Christian Reformed 
church I grew up in split. That split began a new 
congregation (now Community URC, Schererville), 
but it also made me ask questions of theology. With 
this going on in my mind, my lifestyle took a turn for 
the worse as I rejected godliness and lived a rebellious 
life for three years. During that time, I still attended 
worship and catechism, I still debated theology, but my 
heart was far from God.

God in his providence used a discussion brought on 
by an unbelieving friend to make me question what I 
was doing in life. He told me that there was really no 
difference between us, because we both were living the 
“party life.” I rejected his statement. However, a couple 
of days later, in a discussion with my parents, the 

subject came up again. I remember my father asking 
me about how I thought I was living my life. All of a 
sudden, the feeling of sin, shame, and sorrow came 
upon me. I realized for the first time how wicked I had 
been. However, another feeling accompanied that 
conversation. It was the recognition of the love and 
grace of God. I went up to my room, and I took out my 
Bible, which I had greatly neglected over the previous 
three years. I opened to Ephesians 2, and I remember 
reading verses 3–5, “All of us lived among them at one 
time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and 
following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we 
were by nature objects of wrath. But because of his 
great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us 
alive together with Christ even when we were dead in 
transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.” 
That was an eye-opening passage, and it is still my 
favorite passage.

Over the coming months, as people in my school got 
used to the “new Steve,” I could not stop speaking 
about the grace of God. I began to have the desire to 
spend my life speaking of that grace. God confirmed 
this call through my parents, pastor, and elders, 
among others. As I attended college in Grand Rapids, 
I transferred from Reformed Bible College to Calvin 
College in preparation for Mid-America Reformed 
Seminary. As time continued on in my studies, God 
continued to confirm my internal desire to enter 
the ministry. Though any man seeking to enter the 
ministry knows his own weaknesses and sin, God 
continued to lay before me his plan for my life.

Q. Has your past life, which involved three 
years of rebellion, impacted your ministry?

A. Yes, it has. Not only has it made experientially clear 
in my own mind how great and glorious is the grace 
of God, but also I have had opportunity to share my 
story with other young people who were struggling. 
Though it is a common blessing that covenant youth 
grow up never knowing a day where they did not love 
God, everyone has a different story. It is not the case 
that someone has to have experienced something 
in order to help someone else who is experiencing 
the same thing. But God certainly uses our trials as 
blessings in the future.

Compiled by 
the EditorGetting to Know 

Pastor Steve Swets
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Not all of my friends from that time of rebellion turned 
their life around. A couple of them have now passed 
away as young men, and I sometimes think that that 
could have been me. “But for the grace of God . . .”

Q. Two years ago you moved from pastoring 
a URC in Abbotsford, British Columbia, to 
pastoring a URC in Hamilton, Ontario. What 
advice would you give to young pastors or to 
consistories from what you have learned?

A. For young pastors, I would remind them that God 
is the one who calls us to the ministry. The One who 
calls will certainly provide us all we need. It is Christ’s 
church. One difficulty of the ministry is that people 
change and grow slowly. A sermon preached on 

Sunday might show no visible result or change. But 
this is not how God always works. Change begins in 
the heart, and discipleship is a long process. Be patient; 
it is the Holy Spirit’s work anyway.

For consistories, I would encourage them to support 
their pastor. I have been privileged to pastor in 
two congregations who had a consistory that was 
supportive. I always knew that, I never had a doubt 
about that. That is helpful, because the ministry can be 
lonely. In a sense, the elders are the first line of defense. 
Elders can protect the pastor by ensuring he is not 
overworking, wasting his time, that he is being a good 
husband and father by taking a day off and spending 
time with the family and being home for as many 

New!
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meals as possible. It takes only a member or two of a 
congregation who can really lead a minister to burn 
out. Elders must beware of who the pastor is speaking 
with and how often.

Q. What do you see as the greatest strengths of 
the church today?

A. As a URC pastor, I will focus on my own federation. 
We have a great history and heritage of discipling our 
children. Raising youth in the covenant is something 
we do well. Weekly catechism, daily family worship, 
teaching by example, children attending corporate 
worship are all ways of teaching our children. As we 
look outward in terms of outreach efforts, we must 
never neglect our children.

In the URC there is beautiful emphasis on church 
planting. Churches are working together on many of 
these works, and support is coming from many places. 
I think it was an excellent idea to hire a missions 
coordinator. Church planting is not easy work, but God 
is blessing it.

Worship is another area of strength. Though there 
might be pockets of unrest, from my experience, I see 
a love for Reformed worship, centered on the reading 
and preaching of the Word, singing the Word, praying 
the Word, seeing the Word in the sacraments. The 
church exists to worship, and our churches have a love 
for corporate worship as a whole. This is encouraging. 
The means of grace ministry is the way God builds his 
church.

Q. What do you see as the greatest dangers to 
the church today?

A. I see a great danger in the way that the church 
interacts with the culture around her. What it means to 
be in the world but not of the world is beginning to get 

more and more blurred. The secular North American 
culture is having a greater and greater impact on the 
church and how the church operates.

A second great danger is a growing frown upon 
theology. The things in the past which were the 
greatest opportunities to grow in this area are not 
as common as they once were. We can see this in 
evening worship attendance, less reading, especially 
by office bearers, less of a desire for lectures and 
teaching, less of an emphasis on the catechism. As 
someone with experience in the US and Canada I see 
the same dangers in churches in both countries.

Q. You have written on and off for a number of 
years for The Outlook and more now in the last 
two years. Why do you like to write?

A. Writing is a way for me to think. It permits me to 
express myself. It also permits me to adapt something 
I have written or spoken for one context and apply it to 
another context.

I like writing for The Outlook partly because I think that 
periodicals like this are extremely important in the life 
of the church. A believer who stops reading will lose a 
tremendous opportunity for growth. A magazine like 
The Outlook, with its devotional and biblical emphasis, 
is a gold mine.

Q. Tell us about your family.

A. I am married to my wife, Rachel, now for twelve 
years. We have four wonderful children, Madeline 
(nine), Calvin (eight), Benjamin (five), and Hannah 
(three). We enjoy playing games, going for hikes, 
camping, reading, and playing sports. My wife is also 
from Chicagoland, and now that we live in Ontario, we 
are much closer to head down to see our family.

DID YOU KNOW... you can search for any word used in any 
Outlook article posted in our NEW article webpage by using 
the Advanced search?

Type in your search “keyword” in the Search in articles box 
at top left on webpage, then click on Advanced search. 
Activate the 2 check box options and add your keyword. 
There is a drop down menu for narrowing down your search 
if desired.

NOW... there are YEARLY INDEXES available from 2017 
back to 2010! And more coming!

All articles are now online from Outlooks 2014 back to 2009. 
More postings are being added for 2009 and older!

New! Outlook Online Indexes!  
ReformedFellowship.net



Dr. Jeff L.   
Doll

IRBC’s Counseling Methodology

Preliminary Considerations

Counselors should view the process of counseling 
as one which is both linear and variegated.

Having discussed IRBC’s philosophy of counseling, we 
are now ready to begin discussing the methodology of 
biblical counseling. The first thing we want to note about 
IRBC’s methodology, and that of the broader field of biblical 
counseling, is that it is objective versus subjective in nature. 
The process involves observing a number of steps to 
accomplish specific objectives in the life of the counselee.

Even though there are some slight variances in the number 
of steps and the way they are ordered and defined, the 
essence of the process is similar among counselors within 
the biblical counseling tradition. The person who should be 

rightfully credited for ascertaining the underlying principles 
for the basic counseling methodology employed by most 
biblical counselors is Dr. Jay Adams.

In IRBC’s counseling training courses we utilize a seven-
step model which includes the following steps: 1) Provide 
Perspective, 2) Collect Data, 3) Identify/Prioritize Problems, 
4) Direct or Confront the Counselee, 5) Establish Directives/
Secure Commitment, 6) Provide Hope, and 7) Assign and 
Evaluate Homework.

In their model for biblical counseling, Eyrich and Hines 
recommend that counselors view the process of biblical 
counseling as one which is both linear (i.e., represented by 
a line) and variegated (i.e., diverse) in nature (see Eyrich and 
Hines, 2007, 77–78).

Linear

Viewing the process as one which is linear in nature provides the counselor with a framework which is structured. This 
structure helps him or her continue moving forward in the counseling process with each session.

Variegated

Viewing the process as one which is 
variegated provides the counselor with the 
flexibility he or she needs to move from one 
step to another in a non-sequential manner as 
necessary. For example, if while in the pursuit 
of collecting data the counselee becomes 
overcome with sorrow and a sense of 
hopelessness, the counselor should provide 
hope. In the same vein, it might become 
necessary to confront the counselee while in 
the process of collecting data, and to collect 
more data while in the process of confronting 
the counselee.

A Word About Prayer

Before we begin focusing our attention on 
each of the steps of counseling, a couple 
of things will be shared that are specific to 
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the first session and generally apply 
to all sessions. Concerning the latter, 
it is important to ensure that prayer is 
a part of each session. Prayer not only 
reminds the counselor and counselee 
of their dependence upon God but 
also is the means by which God brings 
his wisdom to bear in the lives of all 
involved. James 1:5 (New King James 
Version) says, “If any of you lacks 
wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to 
all liberally and without reproach, and it 
will be given to him.” Both the counselor 
and counselee need to receive wisdom 
from God, regardless of how well 
versed either is in knowledge of the 
Scriptures, for wisdom involves being 
given the ability to apply knowledge 
to the best advantage in real-life 
situations. It utilizes the most effective 
means in order to achieve the highest 
goal. Only God ultimately possesses 
the wisdom that is necessary to apply 
correctly the knowledge of his Word 
to the life of the counselee in light of 
all of the personal and interpersonal 
variables that surround each case.

Furthermore, only God possesses the 
power that is necessary to direct the 
lives of both counselor and counselee 
in the way of truth. Prayer is an essential 
part of counseling. It greatly grieves our 
hearts to hear reports from counselees 
who speak of meeting with “Christian” 
counselors who rarely, if ever, look to 
God in prayer.

The IRBC director shares an instance 
when he met with a couple who came 
for marital counseling and had earlier 
met with a counselor from a well-
known Christian counseling clinic. The 
couple had met with a counselor from 
this establishment for nine months. In 
the initial phase of collecting data the 
couple was asked how many times their 
counselor prayed with them during their 
time with him. They responded, “Not 
once.” When asked how many times he 
quoted Scripture or made reference to 
the Bible while meeting with them, their 
reply was the same. They were then 
asked if their counselor ever mentioned 
the name of God or Jesus Christ. Their 
reply was yes, but the number of times 
could be counted on a single hand. The 

director’s reply was, “My friends, you 
did not receive Christian counseling 
regardless of the sign that was posted 
in front of the building.”

True Christian counseling involves 
looking to Christ and his Word for 
wisdom, knowledge, discernment, 
and help. All other forms of Christian 
counseling are Christian in name only. 
Nine months of counseling under the 
banner of Christ without a single prayer 
being offered or a Scripture verse 
shared is shameful! It reflects dishonesty 
in advertising on behalf of the Christian 
organization and counselor negligence. 
How sad it is to receive such a report. 
As counselors who are dependent 
upon God for receiving insight into 
the counselee’s problems, along with 
the wisdom necessary to understand 
properly, explain, and apply the Word 
to effect positive change in their lives, 
we must include prayer as an integral 
part of every one of our sessions.

Having discussed IRBC’s philosophy of 
counseling, we are now ready to look 
at the seven practical steps we teach 
our counselor trainees to use when 
counseling.

Step 1: Provide Perspective

Although not listed as an individual 
step, we believe it is important to offer 
prayer at or toward the beginning 
of each session. It is best to employ 
a method wherein you are praying 
with the counselee about his or her 
problems versus for him or her.

Oftentimes when people come for 
counseling, they are anxious, confused, 
depressed, or a combination of them 
all. One of the reasons their lives are 
in a state of disequilibrium is usually 
related to the fact that they have lost 
sight of God’s sovereignty. This is 
to say that they have lost a sense of 
knowing that God is in control. Because 
counselees often lose this important 
vantage point, the counselor must work 
to help counselees regain it. Regaining 
perspective not only will provide the 
counselee with hope at the onset of 
counseling but also will provide for him 
or her a meaningful context in which 
to deal with the problems he or she is 

facing. Regaining a perspective which 
properly recognizes the sovereignty 
of God involves touching upon the 
omnipresence, omniscience, and 
omnipotence of God.

The Omnipresence of God (Ps. 139:7–
12; Prov. 15:3; Jer. 23:23–24)

Reassuring the counselee that God 
is everywhere present can be a great 
comfort. God’s omnipresence is 
closely related to his omniscience and 
omnipotence.

The Omniscience of God (Lam. 3:37–
38; Ps. 139; 145:5; Rom. 11:33–36)

The counselee needs to be reminded 
that God has always known and will 
always know all things. Before he 
laid the foundations of the world and 
set the hands of time in motion, he 
already knew everything that would 
come to pass throughout time. In fact, 
he predetermined everything that 
comes to pass in time. Most Reformed 
believers usually possess a fairly 
good understanding of the doctrine of 
predestination, wherein they recognize 
the fact that God predestined the 
adoption of each one of his children 
before the world was created (Eph. 1:5). 
There is often a disconnect, however, in 
their taking notice of the fact that he not 
only preordained their adoptions but 
also all of the happenings preceding 
and following them. In other words, 
there is not a thing that happens in 
the life of a Christian that has not 
been predetermined by God. All of the 
things, both good and bad, that occur 
in the life of a believer at any given 
point in time have been preordained 
by God. In relation to the problems that 
the counselee is experiencing, they 
have been designed to bring glory 
to God and do the person good, not 
harm (Rom. 8:28). This does not make 
God guilty for the sins that might lie at 
the root of the spiritual problems the 
counselee is facing. Nor does it make 
him guilty for the evil-producing hard 
heart of the unbelieving family member, 
workmate, or church member who may 
serve as the primary source of the 
trouble the counselee is experiencing 
in his or her life. It does, however, 
recognize God’s superintendence over 
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the sinful nature of the counselee and 
all other human beings to accomplish 
his perfect will which was determined 
before time began. Ursinus touched 
upon this truth while writing about the 
providence of God in his commentary 
on the Heidelberg Catechism when he 
gave the following summary:

[W]e must admit that God does 
execute his just and holy judgments 
and works by instruments that 
are evil and sinful. It was thus 
that he sent Joseph into Egypt 
through his wicked brothers and 
the Midianites, blessed Israel 
through the false prophet Balaam, 
tempted the people through false 
prophets, vexed Saul through 
Satan, punished David through 
Absalom and the blasphemies of 
Shemei, chastised Solomon by 
the sedition of Jeroboam, tried 
Job by Satan, carried Judah and 
Jerusalem into captivity by the 
hands of Nebuchadnezzar. (See 
Ursinus, 1851, 153)

Whether or not the counselee’s 
problems are rooted in personal sin, 
the sins of others, or unfavorable 
events or circumstances that occur as 
a result of sickness, adverse natural 
causes (storms, droughts, pestilences), 
or difficulties related to finance, 
God is superintending over them in 
accordance with his perfect will which 
was determined before the beginning 
of time. The problems (trials) the person 
is experiencing have not come into his 
or her life via chance; they are there in 
accordance with God’s good, pleasing, 
and perfect will. Ursinus and Olivianus 
remind us of this in a general sense in 
their discourse on the providence of 
God in Answer 27 of Lord’s Day 10 of 
the Heidelberg Catechism:

Providence is the almighty and 
ever present power of God by 
which he upholds, as with his 
hand, heaven and earth and all 
creatures, and so rules them that 
leaf and blade, rain and drought, 
fruitful and lean years, food 
and drink, health and sickness, 
prosperity and poverty—all things, 
in fact, come to us not by chance 

but from his fatherly hand. (See 
Zondervan edition, 2003, 2145)

The Omnipotence of God (Jer. 32:17; 
Job 42:2; Luke 1:37; Matt. 19:26)

When speaking of God’s omnipotence 
in this context, the counselor should 
emphasize two things. The first is that 
God’s power, which is unequaled and 
unstoppable, is at work in association 
with the unfolding of every detail of 
the problem that is coming to pass in 
the life of the counselee. By God’s 
power, all of the people, conditions, 
and circumstances that constitute 
the counselee’s trial are like pieces 
that have been arranged on a chess 
board to create a stale or checkmate 
scenario in which the counselee is in an 
inescapable and indefensible situation, 
or one wherein no productive action 
can be taken or forward progress 
made. There are a number of biblical 
examples that one can utilize while 
sharing this explanation.

One of the most familiar is the Israelites 
and their experience at the Red Sea. 
Bounded by the Red Sea in the front 
and Pharaoh’s oncoming army in the 
rear, God’s people were providentially 
placed in a checkmate. They could 
not take an alternate course that 
would enable them to flee from the 
unpleasant situation in which they 
found themselves (they were trapped), 
and they could not defend themselves 
against their enemies who were hotly 
pursuing them (their destruction 
appeared to be inevitable). They, along 
with their leaders, could only look to God 
in faith, lest they perish. You know how 
the story goes from there. Moses was 
told by the Lord to order the children 
of Israel to go forward; if they did the 
sea would be divided and they would 
cross over on dry land. And when, in 
compliance with the divine command, 
Moses stretched out his hand over the 
sea, we see what happened:

[T]he Lord caused the sea to go 
back by a strong east wind all 
that night, and made the sea into 
dry land, and the waters were 
divided. So the children of Israel 
went into the midst of the sea on 
the dry ground, and the waters 

were a wall to them on their right 
hand and on their left. And the 
Egyptians pursued and went after 
them into the midst of the sea, all 
Pharaoh’s horses, his chariots, and 
his horsemen . . . Then the waters 
returned and covered the chariots, 
the horsemen, and all the army of 
Pharaoh that came into the sea 
after them. Not so much as one of 
them remained. (Exod. 14:21–23, 
28, New King James Version)

As you explain to the counselee that 
God has providentially moved each 
piece into its respective position to 
create a scenario in which he or she 
is in a check or stalemate, emphasize 
the fact that God has not done this 
to destroy him or her. Rather, the trial 
has been tailor-made by our loving 
heavenly Father either to correct and/
or test his or her faith, as well as to 
provide an opportunity to express 
his or her faith in connection with 
the divine commands and promises 
revealed in Scripture. As the counselee 
expresses his or her faith in connection 
with Christ’s commands and promises, 
he or she will experience the power of 
God at work in the appointed trial.

This leads us to consider the second 
thing that should be discussed when 
speaking of God’s omnipotence in 
this context: the divine power that is 
both at work in and reserved for the 
believing counselee in the midst of 
trials and temptations. The apostle Paul 
possessed a desire that the Christians 
in Ephesus should know something 
of this power. After praying that God 
would give them a spirit of wisdom, he 
said the following in Ephesians 1:18–21 
(New American Standard Bible):

I pray that the eyes of your heart 
may be enlightened, so that you 
will know what is the hope of His 
calling, what are the riches of the 
glory of His inheritance in the 
saints, and what is the surpassing 
greatness of His power toward 
us who believe. These are in 
accordance with the working of 
the strength of His might which 
He brought about in Christ, when 
He raised Him from the dead and 
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seated Him at His right hand in 
the heavenly places, far above all 
rule and authority and power and 
dominion, and every name that is 
named, not only in this age but 
also in the one to come. 

After praying that they would know 
something of the exceeding greatness 
of God’s power available to them (Eph. 
1), we find him on his knees again (Eph. 
3). This time he prays that God would 
grant them inward strengthening 
through this incomparably great power:

For this reason, I bow my knees 
before the Father, from whom 
every family in heaven and on 
earth derives its name, that He 
would grant you, according to 
the riches of His glory, to be 
strengthened with power through 
His Spirit in the inner man; so that 
Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith; and that you, being 
rooted and grounded in love, may 
be able to comprehend with all 
the saints what is the breadth and 
length and height and depth, and 
to know the love of Christ which 
surpasses knowledge, that you 
may be filled up to all the fullness of 
God. Now to Him who is able to do 
exceeding abundantly beyond all 
that we ask or think, according to 
the power that works within us, to 
Him be the glory in the church and 
in Christ Jesus to all generations 
forever and ever. Amen. (Eph. 
3:14–21, New American Standard 
Bible)

We understand, then, that the wonderful 
power of God is manifested both 
outwardly and inwardly via the trials 
that God has lovingly designed for 
his children. Outwardly, it is working 
to bring all of the scenes, characters, 
situations, and circumstances (outward 
variables) together that constitute the 
trial. Inwardly, it is working to correct 
(sanctify), strengthen, and instruct 
the inner man to respond to the trial 
or temptation by faith in accordance 
with the commands and promises of 
God. Sometimes it is God’s will that 
the length of a particular trial is short; 
at other times, it is long. Regardless 

of the length, God will provide for his 
child the measure of strength he or she 
needs to endure the trial as he or she 
looks to our heavenly Father in faith. 
Along with encouraging the counselee 
to look to God for strength as he or 
she deals with life’s trials (problems) is 
the need to instruct him or her of the 
importance of learning to possess a 
correct disposition of mind throughout 
its duration; that is, one of humility and 
contentment.

The apostle Paul unites the inward 
strength available to the Christian 
in difficult situations to the matter of 
contentment in Philippians 4:12–13 
(English Standard Version) when he 
writes: “I know how to be brought low, 
and I know how to abound. In any and 
every circumstance, I have learned the 
secret of facing plenty and hunger, 
abundance and need. I can do all things 
through him who strengthens me.” Of 
course, interceding for the counselee 
by praying that the Lord will strengthen 
or empower his or her inner person and 
keep him or her content in the midst of 
his or her trial(s) is an important activity 
in the ministry of biblical counseling. 
The broader context of God’s plan 
and the associated problems he has 
lovingly designed for his children is, 
obviously, his glory (Isa. 43:6–7). God is 
glorified as his children look to him for 
the wisdom, knowledge, promises, and 
strength they need to stand up under 
or be delivered from their problems.

We will close this section featuring 
applicable words from the “prince of 
preachers,” Charles Haddon Spurgeon, 
which summarize well the content 
that has been shared concerning the 
first step of counseling. In his timeless 
morning and evening devotional, 
Spurgeon comments on Acts 14:2:

God’s people have their trials. 
It was never designed by God, 
when He chose His people, 
that they should be an untried 
people. They were chosen in the 
furnace of affliction; they were 
never chosen to worldly peace 
and earthly joy. Freedom from 
sickness and the pains of mortality 
was never promised them; but 
when their Lord drew up the 

charter of privileges, He included 
chastisements amongst the things 
to which they should inevitably be 
heirs. Trials are a part of our lot; 
they were predestinated for us in 
Christ’s last legacy. So surely as the 
stars are fashioned by his hands, 
and their orbits fixed by Him, so 
surely are our trials allotted to us: 
He has ordained their season and 
their place, their intensity and the 
effect they shall have upon us. 
Good men must never expect to 
escape troubles; if they do, they 
will be disappointed, for none of 
their predecessors have been 
without them. Mark the patience 
of Job; remember Abraham, for he 
had his trials, and by his faith under 
them, he became the “Father 
of the faithful.” Note well the 
biographies of all the patriarchs, 
prophets, apostles, and martyrs, 
and you shall discover none of 
those whom God made vessels 
of mercy, who were not made to 
pass through the fire of affliction. 
It is ordained of old that the cross 
of trouble should be engraved on 
every vessel of mercy, as the royal 
mark whereby the King’s vessels 
of honor are distinguished. But 
although tribulation is thus the 
path of God’s children, they have 
the comfort of knowing that their 
Master has traversed it before 
them; they have His presence and 
sympathy to cheer them, His grace 
to support them, and His example 
to teach them how to endure; and 
when they reach ‘the kingdom,’ 
it will more than make amends 
for the ‘much tribulation’ through 
which they passed to enter it. 
(March 8 morning entry)

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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Bible Studies on Nehemiah
Lesson 9: Ezra Reads the Law

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 8

Background Reading: Ezra 7:1–6, 11–20;    

Leviticus 23:33–43

This chapter begins by calling attention 
to a dramatic shift of locations. 
Nehemiah 7 informs us that “when the 
seventh month had come, the people 
of Israel were in their towns” (7:73). 
Earlier in that same verse we were told 
that “all Israel, lived in their towns.” 
Obviously, the attempts to repopulate 
the city of Jerusalem had not yet met 
with success. Nehemiah had reviewed 
the listing of exiles who had returned, 
all with an eye to having some of them 
moving from their historic villages to 
the city of Jerusalem, but all to no 
avail, at least not yet. Jerusalem was 
still a concentration of burned-out 
houses, empty lots, and scattered 
inhabitants.

But that is not the end of the matter. 
Nehemiah had earlier demonstrated 
that he was a bold, imaginative leader 
committed to restoring Jerusalem 
to its position of prominence in 
the world. He invites Ezra, that 
outstanding theologian of great fame, 
to come to Jerusalem for a reading 
of the law of God. On the first day of 
the seventh month, “all the people 
gathered as one man into the square 
before the Water Gate. And they told 
Ezra the scribe to bring the Book 
of the Law of Moses” (8:1). We are 
reminded that this same Ezra, “the 
one skilled in the Law of God,” was 
commissioned by King Artaxerxes 
in 458 BC to go to Jerusalem with 
the express assignment of making 
“inquiries about Judah and Jerusalem 

according to the Law of your God” 
(Ezra 7:14). For thirteen years, he 
has been functioning not only as the 
chief priest to the nation but also as 
the Persian governor of the province 
of Judea. He had been given explicit 
authority to rule this Persian province 
in whatever way he chose.

There is no reference in the text to 
an order from either Nehemiah or 
Ezra, but “all the people gathered as 
one man into the square before the 
Water Gate” (8:1). The wall is finished. 
The gates are in place. The city is 
secure. But the family of God is in a 
shambles. They were “in great trouble 
and shame.” Hanani had so informed 
Nehemiah at that first visit in Shushan 
the palace (Neh.1:3). That had caused 
Nehemiah to weep and mourn for four 
to five months, confessing his and 
their sins before God.

Now, on the first day of the seventh 
month, they could address that 
situation directly. How does one 
overcome “great trouble and shame”? 
The answer is simple: turn to the law 
of God! You need to hear God remind 
you, through the law, what he demands 
and expects of you. Obedience will 
bring blessings, but disobedience will 
bring curses. Nehemiah reminds us 
of that in his opening prayer (1:8). The 
leader of this massive worship service 
is none other than Ezra, an older man 
by now, but deeply respected as the 
best authority on the law. God the 
Holy Spirit is obviously at work, for 

“the ears of all were attentive to the 
Book of the Law” (8:3). Of interest 
is the fact that when Ezra “opened 
it, all the people stood.” There is no 
evidence that this was a divinely 
ordered standing, but an indication 
of profound respect. The people’s 
response is also of interest, since they 
“lifted up their hands, bowed their 
heads, and worshipped the Lord with 
their faces to the ground” (8:6).

The crowd that gathered on this first 
day of the seventh month could have 
numbered in the thousands. The text 
tells us that it included “men and 
the women and those who could 
understand” (8:3). That, presumably, 
was a reference to children, younger 
and older, who had been taught in 
their homes the essence of proper 
worship. In anticipation, the men 
constructed a wooden platform that 
they had made for this purpose. 
Alongside of Ezra stood thirteen men, 
six on his right hand and seven on his 
left hand. In addition to those thirteen, 
there is another group of thirteen, 
all of whom are identified as Levites. 
True to their historic assignment, 
the Levites “helped the people to 
understand the Law . . . , and they 
gave the sense, so that the people 
understood the reading” (8:8).

As we reflect on God’s instructions 
concerning the six cities of refuge, 
we are reminded that God had 
deliberately scattered the tribe of 
Levi throughout the country for the 
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specific purpose of teaching and 
explaining his laws (see Num. 
35). In addition to those six cities 
with specific duties, there were to 
be an additional forty-two cities 
reserved for the Levites, scattered 
proportionately throughout the 
twelve tribes (Num. 35:7). God 
knew that some of his laws 
would be confusing to the 
average citizen, so he equipped 
the Levites to be teachers of the 
law. When we peruse some of the 
contemporary commentaries on 
the cities of refuge, it becomes 
apparent that divine insight is 
badly needed, especially for 
that chapter. For example, the 
“avenger of blood” cited seven 
times in Numbers 35 is a source 
of much confusion in the minds 
of some commentators.

In some of our churches today 
there is no longer a regular 
reading of the law. Historic 
Reformed church orders required 
that as a part of worship. God 
had also specified such practice 
for his people Israel. Every 
Sabbath was to be reserved for 
public worship, complete with 
specified offerings, sacrifices, 
and ceremonies. Sometimes 
God’s people were responsive. 
At other times they acted 
like rebellious, undisciplined 
children. During the forty years 
of wandering in the wilderness, 
for example, no young men 
had been circumcised who had 
been born during the forty years 
of wandering. This was a clear 
violation of God’s law, which 
required male circumcision at 
eight days of age (Josh. 5:5–9). 
Before they could enter the 
Promised Land, all those men, 
some as old as sixty years, 
had to be circumcised. There, 

at the city of Gilgal, in the shadow of Jericho, 
God commanded all the men to be circumcised. 
Since every adult over the age of twenty years 
was to die in the wilderness, with the exceptions 
of Joshua and Caleb, that number totaled in the 
hundreds of thousands. That painful experience 
meant that they were defenseless other than 
under God’s protective care. The law of God 
was meant to be obeyed.

Now, more than a thousand years later, there is 
again an awareness of historic disobedience. 

The text tells us that the Jews 
had not celebrated the Feast 
of Booths since “the days of 
Jeshua the son of Nun to that 
day” (8:18). This raises some 
significant questions: Does 
that refer to the Joshua who 
led the Israelites into Canaan 
a thousand years before? The 
Geneva Bible Notes adopts 
that position. But that implies 
that Samuel, David, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, and all of God’s other 
leaders were willing to ignore or 
excuse such lack of obedience. 
Why would they not observe 
this important command? 
What excuses might they have 
offered? Or, is this Jeshua the 
high priest who accompanied 
Zerubbabel in 538 BC and who 
was responsible for spiritual 
worship in that first wave of 
returning exiles? Is this Jeshua 
the son of Nun, or is he the son 
of Jozadak, as Ezra calls him 
(Ezra 3:2)? If it refers to him, the 
time lag is much less, 107 years 
rather than one thousand.

Matthew Henry adopts the 
latter position and then informs 
us, “This feast had usually been 
observed (II Chron. 5:3; Ezra 3:4), 
but never with such solemnity as 
now since Joshua’s time, when 
they were newly settled, as 
they were now newly re-settled 
in Canaan.” When those texts 
clearly state that “they kept the 
Feast of Booths, as it is written,” 
we have to interpret our passage 
in Nehemiah differently. The 
difference comes in the way 
that this feast was celebrated on 
this occasion. As we know from 
earlier portions of this book and 
from the book of Ezra, there is a 
perpetual tendency on the part of 
God’s people to drift away from 
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the law and to compromise with their 
evil neighbors. This will become even 
more apparent as we read through 
Nehemiah 9–13. Human beings, 
born in original sin, are inclined to all 
manner of evil. But God, in his grace 
and mercy, works in their hearts to 
bring them to repentance. Often they 
adamantly refuse, as did Pharaoh. But 
when God’s chosen people realize 
their sins and are forced to confess 
them, they will weep and mourn as 
the remnant did on this occasion: “for 
all the people wept as they heard 
the words of the Law” (8:9). That is 
genuine sorrow for sin. When we 
reflect on David’s confessions after he 
has been confronted by Nathan, we 
hear his sorrowful laments in Psalm 51. 
That is the kind of reaction expressed 
by the remnant in Jerusalem on this 
occasion.

Yet, continued weeping is not an 
appropriate response. Nehemiah, 
Ezra, and the Levites “said to all the 
people, ‘This day is holy to the Lord 
your God, do not mourn or weep’” (8:9). 
The Lord’s desire is that all men come 
to repentance. But true repentance 
brings freedom and joy. That is the 
message that Ezekiel preached with 
such passion (Ezek. 18:23, 31; 33:11). 
That is also the message that Malachi 
brings to the remnant in Jerusalem 
when he warns his readers that the 
Messiah would appear “like a refiners 
fire and like fullers’ soap” (Mal. 3:2). 
That will be the message of John the 
Baptist (Matt. 3:2). That will also be 
the primary message of Jesus Christ, 
“who began to preach saying, ‘Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’” 
(Matt. 4:17). True confession brings 
great joy and genuine freedom. Christ 
promised that in John 8:32, 36. Now, 
in Jerusalem, Ezra, Nehemiah, and the 
Levites understand that and promote 
celebration rather than sadness.

Notice the precise chronology of 
this chapter. On the first day of 
the seventh month, all the people 
devoted themselves to listening to 
the reading of the law. That afternoon, 
after being reminded about their 
proper response, they all went around 
celebrating, rejoicing, and sharing 
with those who had less (8:12). On the 
second day of that month, the heads 
of the fathers’ houses, the priests, 
and the Levites gather again, this 
time to study the law more deeply. 
With Ezra’s leading, they come across 
that passage in Leviticus 23. They 
realize that the calendar stipulated 
in that passage is the same day that 
they are now experiencing. The law 
requires them to celebrate the Feast 
of Booths (also known as the Feast of 
Tabernacles), not next month or next 
year, but right now.

In another demonstration of prompt 
obedience, the people go out into 
the hills around Jerusalem and start 
gathering leafy branches of all sorts 
and then construct booths (tents) on 
the roofs, their courts, in the temple 
square, and multiple other places. 
Being thus reminded of their release 
from slavery in Egypt, one thousand 
years before, they rejoiced greatly 
and celebrated for one whole week, 
just as Jehovah had specified. Day 
by day, for one solid week, Ezra read 
portions of the law for their instruction 
(8:18). Obedient people were rejoicing, 
and the Lord must have been smiling. 
Nehemiah’s prayers were being 
answered.

Discussion Starters

1. Try to picture the stage and pulpit 
that Ezra and his helpers occupied. 
How large would that be?

2. Do the responses of the remnant 
to the reading of the law justify 
the Muslims’ attitude when they 
pray to Allah? Are they copying 
the responses of the Israelites 
at this occasion? Is it probable 
that Muhammad was familiar with 
Nehemiah 8?

3. What indications are there in the 
text of Nehemiah 8 that God the Holy 
Spirit is actively at work?

4. Our reading of Leviticus 23:33–43 
tells us that God wanted his people 
to celebrate this Feast of Booths “for 
seven days in the year. It is a statute 
forever throughout your generations” 
(Lev. 23:40–41). It was also specified 
that “all males of Israel were required 
to travel to the Temple in Jerusalem 
every year for this feast” (Exod. 
23:14–17). What was the purpose of 
that feast? Why go to Jerusalem to 
celebrate it?

5. The text tells us that the Jews had 
not celebrated the Feast of Booths 
since “the days of Jeshua the son of 
Nun to that day” (8:18). That covers a 
span of approximately one thousand 
years. Why not? What excuses might 
they have offered? Is that a proper 
interpretation of this text?

6. Is there a better explanation of that 
particular verse?

7. Why did the people of God weep 
and mourn when they heard the 
Word of God being read?

8. Why did Ezra, Nehemiah, and the 
Levites tell them to rejoice instead?

9. As you try to put yourself into that 
celebration, what kinds of activities 
would occupy the eight days of this 
feast?
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Dr. Norman   
De Jong

Bible Studies on Nehemiah
Lesson 10: A Continuing Response to the Law

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 9

Background Reading: Malachi 2:10–3:5 

As we open the ninth chapter 
of Nehemiah, the first thing 
that we note is the date on the 
calendar. This event occurs on 
the twenty-fourth day of the 
seventh month. That connects us 
to the last reference in Nehemiah 
8, which occurred on the eighth 
day of the Feast of Booths (8:18). 
Assuming that the Israelites had 
been closely adhering to the 
Mosaic law, that would have 
been the twenty-second day of 
the seventh month. That would 
also imply that on the tenth day 
of that month, they would have 
observed the Day of Atonement 
(Lev. 23:26–29). In response 
to the reading of the law, they 
would have celebrated the 
Feast of Booths. That feast was 
designed by God to remind the 
Israelites of the forty years of 
wandering in the wilderness. 
That unusual experience of 
leaving their paneled homes and 
moving into a temporary shelter 
made of tree branches, for a 
total of eight days, was a graphic 
reminder of their being rescued 
from slavery in Egypt but also of 
their punishment for not trusting 
God. In one sense, this is a 
painful lesson to learn. Because 
they did not trust God, they had 
to live in the wilderness for forty 
years. Now, as a reminder, they 

have to live in booths for eight days (see 
Num. 14:20–38).

In response to that eight-day celebration 
of the Feast of Booths, the reaction of 
the people is most gratifying. They “were 
assembled with fasting and in sackcloth, and 
with dirt on their heads” (9:1). In addition, they 
“separated themselves from all foreigners 

and stood and confessed their 
sins and the iniquities of their 
fathers” (9:2). That separation 
probably occurred on the twenty-
third day of the month. If one 
projects himself into that scene, 
it is a potentially explosive event, 
with godly believers saying to 
their ungodly spouses, “You have 
to leave. We can no longer be 
married because our God forbids 
it.” A similar exercise occurred 
some years before when Ezra 
uncovered this sin among many 
Levites (see Ezra 10:9–17). God’s 
law was specific: you shall not 
marry your pagan neighbors.

In a wonderful demonstration 
of true obedience, “they stood 
in their place and read from the 
Book of the Law of the Lord their 
God for a quarter of the day; for 
another quarter of it they made 
confession and worshipped the 
Lord their God” (9:3). This was a 
powerful and painful expression 
of church discipline, but it 
produced gracious results. This 
response had to be most pleasing 
to God but also gratifying to Ezra 
and to Nehemiah. They had been 
sent by God and commissioned 
by King Artaxerxes to accomplish 
this very type of thing. They were 
being blessed.

But there is another factor which 
must be considered. At this time 
in history, God had also sent 
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another one of his prophets, Malachi,1 
to warn his people about their sins 
and disobedience. It may not be 
conventional wisdom to link the book 
of Malachi with the books of Ezra and 
Nehemiah, given their respective 
positions in the Old Testament canon. 
But any cursory examination of the 
three books will demonstrate that 
Malachi is concerned about the same 
sins that Ezra and Nehemiah had 
encountered: intermarriage between 
Levites and pagan spouses; willful 
neglect of the tithe; the evils of a 
degenerate priesthood; and societal 
injustices.

The prophet Malachi comes to the 
tribes of Judah, Benjamin, and Levi, 
now living in Jerusalem, and upbraids 
them in stern, powerful terms, warning 
them about their recurring sins. 
Nehemiah himself grieves over their 
disobedience and does what he can to 
set a godly example as governor. He 
does what he can, by administrative 
actions, to correct the problems. Ezra, 
as the talented scribe, acquaints 
them with the law and leads them in 
worship. In contrast, Malachi comes 
with stinging criticisms, warning the 
people that the Messiah, whom they 
desire, is not going to appear as milk 
toast or a doting grandfather but as “a 
refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap. He 
will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver 
and he will purify the sons of Levi 
and refine them like gold and silver” 
(Mal. 3:2–3). Furthermore, “the day is 
coming, burning like an oven, when 
all the arrogant and all evildoers will 
be stubble” (Mal. 4:1).

Whether that kind of prophetic 
preaching occurred in the immediate 
context of the celebration of the Feast 
of Booths must be left to conjecture, 
for the book of Malachi does not give 
us the kind of calendar specifics that 
we find in Ezra and Nehemiah. The 
results, though, are most gratifying. 
What we have in Nehemiah 9 is a 
lengthy recounting by Nehemiah 
of the worship service held on that 
twenty-fourth day of the seventh 
month. Leading that prolonged 
service were a number of Levites, 

named by Nehemiah. Since they had 
been singled out by Ezra (Ezra 10:18–
44) and by Malachi (2:7–9) for specific 
sins, it is gratifying now to see them 
leading this lengthy, most appropriate 
worship service. It is also fitting that 
they be named, even though one like 
Jeshua, the high priest, had earlier 
been identified as an offender (Ezra 
10:18). Confession brings restoration 
and renewal. God forgives sinners 
who repent!

The worship service being recounted 
for us by Nehemiah is organized in 
fitting fashion. From verses 6 to 15 
the priests recited some of the great 
events of history, all attributed directly 
to God. They begin with recognition of 
God’s creative power, asserting that it 
was Jehovah God who had created 
the entire universe. They go on to 
focus briefly on God’s covenant with 
Abram and them being reminded that 
God had fulfilled his promise that the 
land of Canaan would be given to his 
descendants. From there they digress 
to remember the centuries of slavery 
in Egypt and how God had rescued 
them from that prolonged period of 
servitude. From verses 9 to 15 they 
recount the forty years of wandering 
in the wilderness, focusing on God’s 
goodness and mercy to them. This 
litany of events is another reminder 
that the Word of God is primarily 
historical, redemptive theology. When 
God’s control of history is so clearly 
demonstrated, the only appropriate 
response is worship and praise. 
The psalmist picks up that theme in 
a number of the psalms, where he 
calls the reader to “declare his glory 
among the nations, his marvelous 
works among all the peoples” (Ps. 
96:3; see also Ps. 105:1–2; 106:1–2; 1 
Chron. 16:8).

Those expressions of gratitude are 
suddenly suspended by a confession 
of sin and disobedience. In the 
presence of all those blessings, “they 
and our fathers acted presumptuously 
and stiffened their neck and did not 
obey your commandments” (9:16). In 
contrast with Nehemiah’s prayer of 
confession in Nehemiah 2, where the 

pronoun “we” is very pronounced, in 
this segment the pronoun is “they.” 
The Levites are not inclined to be 
convicted by those historic sins but 
prefer to dwell on the mercies and 
grace of God. The Levites, as God’s 
chosen ministers, are calling the 
people to repentance. They are not 
ashamed to remind God’s people of 
specific sins done along the way.

Interspersed with those reminders 
of sinful behavior, the Levites call 
to mind the mercies of God. In 
direct conversation with God, they 
acknowledge that “you are a God 
ready to forgive, gracious and 
merciful, slow to anger and abounding 
in steadfast love, and did not forsake 
them” (9:17). In addition, they called 
to mind the many ways that God had 
blessed their nation, defeating their 
enemies and providing them “houses 
full of good things, cisterns already 
hewn, vineyards, olive orchards and 
fruit trees in abundance” (9:25).

“Nevertheless, they were disobedient 
and rebelled against you and cast 
your law behind their back and killed 
your prophets who had warned 
them” (9:26). As we reflect on such 
statements, which appear frequently 
in this lengthy chapter, we see a sharp, 
distinctive contrast: God is gracious 
and forgiving; we are stubborn and 
rebellious. That spirit of contrition 
permeates this chapter, with repeated 
confessions of sin by God’s people. As 
that pattern becomes more obvious, 
it should persuade the reader of the 
doctrines of original sin and total 
depravity. Nehemiah concludes that 
this pattern of repeated rebellion has 
produced nothing but more slavery. 
In verse 36, he admits, “Behold, we 
are slaves this day; in the land that 
you gave to our fathers to enjoy its 
fruit and its good gifts, behold, we 
are slaves.” That same confession 
was made thirteen years earlier by 
Ezra, who made an almost identical 
statement (Ezra 9:9).

When put into historical perspective, 
the punishment from God which 
resulted in the seventy years of exile 
continues down through the centuries, 
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extending even into the era of the 
Roman Empire. For seventy years the 
Israelites were in bondage under the 
Babylonians. Then, under Cyrus, king 
of the Persians, they are allowed to go 
back to Jerusalem and Judah, not as 
freedmen but as slaves in bondage to 
the Persians. That bondage continues 
from 539 BC, when Persia conquered 
Babylon, through the Greek and 
Roman empires that followed. That 
acknowledgement is what both Ezra 
and Nehemiah are publicizing. That 
is not grounds for complaint but a 
confession of repeated rebellion 
which needed to be curbed. That is 
a confession of inherent wickedness.

That confession necessitates the 
strong language of Malachi. By 
using an analogy of refiner’s fire and 
fullers’ soap, Malachi is comparing 
his readers with raw earth and dirty 
laundry. There is gold and silver 
embedded in that ground, but it 
needs to be blasted with fire. There 
is some salvageable clothing that is 
worth saving, but it needs to have the 
grease and grime removed. Some 
mild dish soap will not do the job. 
That will require the power of lye. Your 
Savior is coming, but do not expect 
him to be a mild-mannered, timid soul 

who will take you by the hand and 
wash your patties. He is coming like a 
refiner’s fire. You are acting wickedly 
and need to be purified. You are evil 
and you need to be made holy. That is 
the message that Malachi brings.

Discussion Starters

1. In order to understand this chapter, 
we need to see its chronological 
sequence with the previous chapter. 
What events filled the seventh month 
on the Jewish calendar?

2. Why did the Israelites separate 
themselves from all foreigners? What 
kinds of actions and decisions did 
this involve? Why did they do that?

3. What reactions did “the foreigners” 
have to this separation? Does the 
text tell us? Would we expect them 
to accept this graciously, without 
malice?

4. What is meant by the phrase 
“historical, redemptive theology”? 
How does this chapter illustrate that?

5. The Levites who were on the stairs 
are named not once but twice. The 
name of Jeshua is listed first on both 
lists. Why would that be significant?

6. A number of commentaries, 
including that by John Calvin, see the 

prophet Malachi as a contemporary 
of both Ezra and Nehemiah. Does 
that surprise you? Why?

7. The language of Malachi is sharp 
and abrasive. Assuming that he 
confronted the people with such 
language, how did the people 
respond? Does the book of Malachi 
give us a clue?

8. What are the implications of 
Nehemiah and Ezra both admitting 
that “we are slaves.” Were the 
Persians cruel taskmasters? Or, were 
they sympathetic and caring?

1. The name Malachi means “My 
Messenger” and is not a person’s name. 
Most commentaries correctly place this 
last of God’s prophets in Jerusalem 
during the time of Ezra and Nehemiah 
but do not give precise dates for his 
service. John Calvin concludes “that the 
people should be summoned before 
God’s tribunal, inasmuch as many sins 
had again begun to prevail among them” 
(Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. XV, p. 461).
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Rev. Jerome M. 
Julien

Supervising the Lord’s Table

It appears that many congregations calling themselves Reformed have come 
to a point where they do not know how or why to practice close, or supervised 
communion. Historically, it was not just Reformed congregations that had 
this practice. Years ago, both Baptist and Presbyterian churches practiced 
this. However, many ceased after the Second Great Awakening in the early 
1800s, because of its revivalism, the resulting Arminianism, and individualistic 
Congregationalism in many congregations. In spite of this, many Scottish 
Presbyterians held on to the old practice of fencing, or guarding the 
Table, and granting communion tokens to those who had attended 
preparatory services. These tokens gave them the right to sit at the 
Lord’s Table. (Today, believe it or not, these communion tokens 
have their own place in the antique market.)

In the 1700s, it was the practice in 
the Reformed Church in America 
to give letters of attestation to 
members who would be traveling 
so that they could be admitted to 
the Table in churches where they 
were worshiping. This was also 
the early practice of the Christian 
Reformed churches, and it is still the 
practice in the Canadian Reformed 
churches. These certificates of 
attestation state that the bearer is 
in good and regular standing in his 
own congregation.

However, we live in a new age in 
which men of the church seem 
to take ecclesiastical rules and 
practices with some freedom. The 
general membership has also begun 
to view freely church procedure. It 
is not uncommon for visitors at a 
particular congregation to decide 
suddenly that since the Lord’s 
Supper is being served, “it would 
be nice” if they could partake, too. 
It has even become common in 
places to serve the Lord’s Supper 
in services where professions of 
faith have just taken place. All 
present are invited to partake, and 
sadly, sometimes those who refuse 

are criticized by members of that 
congregation.

It has become common in some 
congregations for the minister 
to make a verbal announcement 
inviting all who are members of 
some Bible-believing congregation 
to come to the Table. In other 
congregations it is common for 
an elder to be near the entrance to 
invite any guests to come to the 
Table. Really, these are just ways 
allowing anyone who desires to 
come to the Table—this has always 
been, and still is, open communion.

Perhaps all of this is related to a 
declining church consciousness, 
the growth of an unhealthy 
sentimentalism, or a lack of 
understanding of the biblical office 
of elder. Certainly, it is the result of 
individualism and Arminianism in 
the church and its members.

Those who think in individualistic 
terms become upset by churches 
that still practice close or supervised 
communion. How often we hear 
comments like, “You think you are 
better than others.” After all, they 
think that attendance at the Table 

is only a personal matter. Indeed, 
there is a personal element in 
preparing to come. Yet, after the 
explanation of the Lord’s Supper 
in question 79, the Heidelberg 
Catechism goes on in Lord’s Day 30 
to explain the error of Rome (q. 80), 
and then in question 81, to show 
who may come: those who know 
their sins and who have professed 
a living faith in Jesus Christ. Then 
we read, “But hypocrites and such 
as turn not to God with sincere 
hearts eat and drink judgment to 
themselves.”

Still our Instructor is not finished 
with the subject, for in question 
82, we are asked: “Are they also to 
be admitted to this supper who, 
by their profession and life, show 
themselves to be unbelieving 
and ungodly?” In one word, the 
answer is no. This would profane 
God’s covenant, and God’s “wrath 
would be kindled against the 
whole congregation.” Then some 
very important words appear: 
“Wherefore the Christian Church 
is in duty bound, according to 
the ordinance of Christ and His 
apostles, to exclude such persons by 
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the keys of the kingdom of heaven, 
until they show amendment of life.”

The Christian church is to exclude! 
In what way?

The twelfth principle of Reformed 
church government appended to 
our United Reformed Church Order 
states: “Christ cares for His church 
through the office-bearers whom 
He chooses. Acts 6:2–3; I Timothy 
3:1, 8; 5:17.”

Further, our church order indicates: 
“The Consistory shall supervise 
participation at the Lord’s Table. 
. . . Visitors may be admitted 
provided that, as much as possible, 
the Consistory is assured of their 
Biblical church membership, of 
their proper confession of faith, and 
their godly life” (Art. 45).

This supervision is not fulfilled by 
simply asking, “As a visitor, would 
you like to participate at the Lord’s 
Table?” This is not supervision.

The consistory is defined in 
Article 21 as being comprised of 
the minister of the Word and the 
elders. Further, it is stated that the 
consistory receives its authority 
directly from Christ, and therefore, 
the elders are accountable to Christ 
(Art. 21).

In God’s great love for his 
covenant people he provided 
some organization and some 
responsibilities in the church. How 
beautifully this is laid out to Ezekiel 
as he ministers in the name of the 
Lord:

Son of man, I have made you 
a watchman for the house of 
Israel: therefore hear a word 
from My mouth, and give them 
warning from Me: when I say 
to the wicked, “You shall surely 
die,” and you give him no 
warning, nor speak to warn the 
wicked from his wicked way, to 
save his life, that same wicked 
man shall die in his iniquity; 
but his blood I will require at 
your hand. Yet, if you warn the 
wicked, and he does not turn 

from his wickedness, nor from 
his wicked way, he shall die in 
his iniquity: but you shall have 
delivered your soul. (Ezek. 3:17–
19, New King James Version)

Elders have a calling! They are not 
simply board members. God has 
called them out of love for us. They 
are to guard the Table out of love for 
us. They watch for our souls (Heb. 
13:7, 17).

Certainly, we are to be prepared to 
come. Our time-honored practice 
of preparation has a real place in 
our worship.

In the early days of the Reformation, 
the congregation would be told of 
the upcoming Lord’s Supper on 
the Lord’s Day, and then on the 
Saturday before the sacrament the 
congregation would gather for a 
service of preparation.

This was not so that they would 
engage in questioning if they had 
faith, but rather, so they could be 
reminded that they were to live out 
of faith. Was the fruit of knowing 
Christ in their lives (2 Cor. 13:5)? 
Meanwhile, the elders were visiting 
each family—often once a week. 
Why? Because the elders were 
concerned about the souls of the 
congregation. How seriously the 
elders took being accountable to 
Christ!

True, we live in a different age. The 
congregation is spread out and no 
longer in the shadow of the steeple. 
We travel more, and farther. But 
the principle still applies regarding 
the holiness of worship and of the 
Lord’s Table. Unfortunately, we 
do not always think of this. It is 
so easy to forget that the Supper 
is coming up. Once, a lady in 
one of our churches was upset 
because she had forgotten that the 
Table would be prepared on that 
Sunday. Does this happen today? 
That is why some elders make a 
point of providing Lord’s Supper 
meditations for preparation, and 
why older church orders include 

a word requiring services of 
preparation.

Still the question remains: How do 
elders supervise the Lord’s Supper?

The key word is “supervise.” 
Certainly they demand profession 
of faith, and they demand a godly 
life. They have that authority. 
Therefore, immediately following 
the catechism’s treatment of the 
Holy Supper, we have a Lord’s Day 
on church discipline. In this day 
when we no longer hear warnings 
about cults and questionable sects, 
but are inclined to view all groups 
as acceptable religious groups, this 
supervision is very important.

Always there has been a problem 
with carelessness at the Table. 
The apostle had to deal with 
this in Corinth. He rebuked the 
congregation for this (1 Cor. 11:18). 
While there were a number of issues 
in Corinth, he addressed especially 
the problem at the Lord’s Table with 
these words: “For this reason many 
are weak and sick among you, and 
many sleep” (1 Cor. 11:30, New King 
James Version).

God was chastening his people.

Calvin also had to struggle with this 
carelessness at the Table in Geneva. 
It was during his second stay—the 
long and profitable one—that a man 
was placed under church discipline. 
He was a morally weak man with 
whom the elders had worked 
hard. The man was determined 
to participate at the sacrament, 
and so he went to the city council 
requesting they intervene with the 
discipline of the church. The city 
council granted him the right to 
go to the Lord’s Table. While this 
may sound strange to our ears, 
in those early days the council 
members believed they had to rule 
the church, too. The man, one of 
Calvin’s opponents who thought 
they could continue to live unholy 
lives and have the blessings of 
church membership, came forward 
to the sacrament. Calvin would have 
nothing of it, and so he stretched 

The Outlook | 36



forth his arms and said he would 
rather die than allow this man to 
partake.

Calvin knew who was coming in 
his day, but today when guests take 
Communion on their own, a big 
question looms: Who is this who 
takes, and what is his life like? What 
are the watchmen doing today?

Our elders are to know something 
about the guests. They must answer 
to Christ, who gives them authority 
(Church Order 21). Historically, it 
has always been that Reformed 
guests may ask. But elders must 
know something about them. The 
guests are in a good position if 
either an elder or someone in the 
congregation knows them. But once 
a Roman Catholic made a request 
through a member of a prominent 
family in a particular congregation. 
The elders said that while there 
may be believers in the Roman 
church (for God looks on the heart), 
yet on the basis of question 80 in 
the Heidelberg Catechism, they 
could not grant his request. These 
elders were watchmen! There are 
consistories will allow only guests 
who have made profession in a 
Reformed congregation.

Of course, it is true that sometimes 
an almost split-second decision 
has to be made. The request comes 
as someone is walking into the 
church. The consistory must 
make a decision about granting 
permission. Would it not be in 
order to make an announcement 
of guests who have been approved, 
and from where they have come? 
This would solve the problem of 
letting someone know if permission 
has been granted, and save the one 
who has not been permitted some 
embarrassment. Further, it would 
make the congregation aware of 
brothers and sisters who have come 
from elsewhere, and emphasize the 
body of Christ in that place.

Supervision involves active 
participation on the part of the 
elders.

While our Church Order does not 
describe this supervision, it does 
demand it.

It involves more than a note in 
the minutes that there have been 
requests made and granted. It 
involves, rather, an approval before 
the service of communion by the 
consistory.

No one questions if visitors may 
request. But this must be dealt with 
in good order. Perhaps they are in 
town the week before. A consistory, 
or at least a delegated committee, 
should be willing to meet with them 
earlier than on Sunday. But if they 
cannot be present until Sunday 
morning, the proper questions can 
still be asked—and a statement of 
faith can be signed.

God grant that we may see more 
spiritual blessing, not just as 
individuals but as the body of 
Christ, as the holiness of the 
sacrament is remembered and 
this time-honored practice of 
supervision is followed with 
renewed zeal.
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The author quotes a sobering Japanese proverb, 
“The tongue is but three inches long, yet it can kill a 
man six feet high” (p. 55). We do so much talking, yet 
little thinking about our talking. I know this to be true 
in my own life. How many times have I put my foot in 
my mouth, spoken harshly to my wife and children, 
said something I immediately regretted, or alienated 
friends by unkind words? Here is a book that can help 
us all think about our speech. Rev. Brian Najapfour 
reminds us in five practical lessons from the letter of 
James that we are citizens of heaven, and thus we 
need to have a “heavenly accent,” that is, we must 

speak in such a way that “reflects our Lord and our true 
eternal home” (p. 32).

What we learn in these lessons is that we must be quick 
to listen to God’s Word and slow to use our speech (chap. 
1). We must, through prayer and reliance upon Christ, 
control our tongue lest we destroy our Christian witness 
and ourselves (chap. 2). We must realize that we all are 
vulnerable to sinning with our tongues; that the tongue, 
which forms our speech, is one of the most important parts 
of the body; and that our inclination is to use the tongue 
for evil (chap. 3). We must understand the sinful nature 
of the tongue. It is a “fire,” a “world of unrighteousness,” 
“untamable,” a “restless evil,” and “full of deadly poison” 
(chap. 4). We must realize the inconsistency of the tongue 
(chap. 5). We use it to bless as well as to curse, but we must 
learn to be consistent with our speech, for it is “an excellent 
indicator of what is in our hearts” (p. 62). Honest Christians 
will admit that they need to learn these lessons.

Rev. Najapfour notes that it is the heart, not the tongue, that 
is ultimately to blame. If we are to speak with the “heavenly 
accent,” our hearts need to be regenerated and sanctified. 
We cannot become consistently Christian in our speech 
patterns in our own strength. Thus he not only gives 
practical advice throughout on how to use our speech for 
the glory of God and for good, but also shows that “only the 
cross of Christ can make our bitter tongues sweet again—
and only the cross can make our sinful hearts pure” (p. 63). 
He goes on to say, “In fact, without the cross of Christ, there 
would be nothing that we could do to address sufficiently 
the sin problem in our lives. However, we can give thanks 
to God, for the gospel of Jesus Christ is absolutely true, and 
through Him our hearts may be eternally changed” (p. 63).

I heartily recommend this book for private devotions or a 
group study. Each chapter is short, yet packed with practical 
instruction, and has questions to facilitate further discussion. 
May this book be used to challenge many Christians to 
control their tongues and use them consistently for the glory 
of God and the edification of one another.
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