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In a Few

WORDS

A

remnant is that which remains from a larger original
piece, amount, or group. In reference to God’s people, it is
those who remain faithful to his Word even through opposition
and while others follow into apostasy. “Though the number of
the children of Israel be as the sand of the sea, a remnant shall
be saved” (Rom. 9:27, New King James Version). It is reported
that there are well over thirty thousand Christian denominations
in the world. Out of all the continual schism and apostasy God
preserves a remnant unto himself.

In 1951, Reformed Fellowship was
organized to unite like-minded
Christians for the positive and
militant defense of the Reformed
faith. This was motivated out of
alarm for a shift being observed in
teachings and developments within
the church. By means of a monthly
publication, Torch and Trumpet,
the warning and call to vigilance
was sounded. The magazine’s verse
was Judges 7:20, “And the three
companies blew the trumpets and
. . . held the torches in their left
hands, and the trumpets in their
right hands . . . and they cried, The
sword of Jehovah and of Gideon.”
The name of the periodical was later
changed to The Outlook, and the
verse was changed to “exhorting you
to contend earnestly for the faith
which was once for all delivered to
the saints” (Jude 3). Through the
efforts of Reformed Fellowship, God’s
people were encouraged and called
to remain faithful to the Scriptures.
By God’s grace it was and continues
to be used as a means to preserve a
remnant of Reformed believers.
The Reformed confessions were
gradually further undermined, and
in 1985, another organization, The
Committee of Concerned Members,

was organized. The leadership
of this organization consisted of
many from among the leadership
and membership of Reformed
Fellowship. Their purpose was
similar: to unite, as like-minded
Christians, concerned members of
the denomination, for the positive
and militant defense of the Reformed
faith. The two organizations worked
tirelessly in defending the faith.
Ultimately, losing the battle, in 1995,
a new federation of churches was
established, determined to remain
faithful to the Scriptures and the
Reformed confessions. Again, a
remnant was preserved.
The North American Presbyterian
and Reformed Churches
(NAPARC) is made up of thirteen
denominations and federations. Each
one has its own history in having
to make the decision to go with the
flow or to remain faithful. Within the
Reformed context, they too are a part
of the remnant.

Mr. Myron Rau
is president of the Reformed
Fellowship board, and a member at
Covenant URC in Kalamazoo, MI

Concern about the church and
the Reformed faith ran high from
the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s.
Local chapter meetings and annual
conferences brought together large
attendances even from distant places.
Since then, lethargy and indifference
seem to have set in again. Reformed
Fellowship would hardly dare to
sponsor an annual conference and
expect a similar attendance as those
former conferences.
It seems in our day some among
us so easily give up their Reformed
heritage and go off somewhere else.
As they abandon their rich heritage,
God brings the message to others
who receive it enthusiastically. The
publications of Reformed Fellowship
are being used at home, abroad,
and in the prisons. We often receive
inquiries from different parts of the
world who find us on the Internet.
Some of our publications continue to
be translated into different languages.
God builds his church and adds to
the remnant. In our feeble efforts,
God is using Reformed Fellowship to
defend and preserve the Reformed
faith thereby preserving to himself a
remnant.
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The Armor of God:
Your Offense Against Satan

At

any given point in
time, I have several
members of the United
States Marine Corps under my care
as pastor. Their strength never
ceases to amaze me. They carry
the equivalent of a large child on
their backs. They join up for a job
that pays little, takes them away
from their families for long periods
of time, and puts them in the
most intense situations you can
imagine. They are able to bear up
this physical and emotional weight
because they’re soldiers, they’re
Marines.
Christian, you are a soldier. And
Paul prepares you for the war in
Ephesians 6. Like a Marine Paul
has preached being strong against
Satan in verse 10, to heed the call to
arms in verse 11, and that we must
wake up to the reality of whom we
fight in verse 12. He’s told you to put
on your defensive armor in verses
14–17 to withstand any assault.
Finally, he calls you to utilize your
two offensive weapons in this
spiritual fight: your sword, which
is God’s Word, and your prayers to
God.
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Rev. Daniel R.
Hyde

The Word
Look at how the Word of God is described with a
similitude: “the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word
of God.” All armies used the sword because it was the
most devastating piece of weaponry in the ancient
world. In the ancient world there were all kinds of
swords: long swords, short swords, straight swords,
and curved swords. The sword that was the central
piece of offensive armor a Roman legionnaire soldier
had was called a gladius. What made it so effective
was that it was short and double-edged, allowing the
Roman to fight at close quarters, jabbing, slashing, and
hacking at his enemy.
So why does Paul describe the Word of God as such
a devastating weapon like the gladius? Like a sword,
the Word of God slays its enemies. The ancient
prophet Hosea even described the Lord’s using the
sword of his Word against his own people: “I have
hewn them by the prophets; I have slain them by the
words of my mouth” (6:5). Are you using God’s Word
to slay your enemies outside of you: the world and
the devil? In Ephesians 6 Paul especially focuses on
the devil because he too knows the Word of God. And
if he tempted our first father (Gen. 3) and the Wordmade-flesh with the Word (Matt. 4), know he certainly
will tempt you with it. He does so by twisting it. This
means like our Lord’s example you are called to know
the Word so well that you can detect its false use! As
well, Paul uses the image of a sword to describe the
Word because like a sword the Word of God penetrates
the outer man: “The word of God is living and active,
sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the
division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow,
and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the
heart” (Heb. 4:12). Are you using this sword to slay
the enemy within you: your own fallen and sinful
flesh? Are you mortifying your thought life? Are you
mortifying what you allow into your eyes? Are you
mortifying what you allow into your ears?
In meditating on Ephesians 6:17 and the sword of the
Word, notice how Paul also describes its source. The

Word is “the sword of the Spirit.” All
Scripture has been breathed out
or spoken by God himself (2 Tim.
3:16). But why is it called the sword
of the Spirit? Because from the
very beginning of human history
the Holy Spirit
has been the
powerful
agent of
the Word
of God.
When
God
spoke
in the
beginning,
that speech
was mysteriously
the eternal Word (John 1). And the
means of that Word executing the
work of creation was the Spirit, who
hovered over the face of the deep
(Gen. 1:2). He also hovered over
the womb of the Virgin, causing
the Son of God to come into our
world (Luke 1). And this same Spirit
powerfully works in and through
the written Word of God today. So
if the Word is the Word of the Spirit,
this means that for us to be more
spiritual in our spiritual warfare
against the world, the flesh, and the
devil, we must be more and more
saturated by the Spirit’s Word. “Let
the word of Christ dwell in you
richly, teaching and admonishing
one another in all wisdom, singing
psalms and hymns and spiritual
songs” (Col. 3:16).

Prayer
Since we are engaged in a spiritual
war, our weapons are spiritual: the
Word of God and our prayers to
God. Paul says more about prayer
in Ephesians 6:18–20 than he did
about the devastating weapon of
the Word in just verse 17!
What is prayer? We can continue
to think of it simplistically as we
teach children that it is “talking
with God,” or we can grow deeper
in our understanding. One example
of this is the Westminster Larger

Catechism, which says “prayer
is an offering up of our desires
unto God, in the name of Christ,
by the help of his Spirit; with
confession of our sins, and thankful
acknowledgement of his mercies”
(Q&A 178). In the context of our
spiritual battle in Ephesians 6, this
means we need to expand our
understanding of prayer to mean
the means by which we petition
God to strengthen us in Christ by
the Spirit to fight and win against
the devil.
He speaks here of the timing of
prayer. We are to pray “at all times”
(v. 18). Why? Because the devil is
relentless! First Peter 5:8 says he
“prowls around,” and the story of
Job says he goes “to and fro on the
earth” (Job 1:7). We have to pray
at all times because the battle is
relentless. All the spiritual hosts of
wickedness assail us at all times
(v. 12). We have to pray at all times
because of our own nature: the
spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.
To state the obvious, you can’t pray
“at all times” unless you’re actually
praying! Pray, beloved!
Paul also speaks of the location of
this persevering prayer: it is to be
done “in the Spirit.” This is not a
proof text for praying in tongues in
our day or having some emotional
experience in prayer. Instead, the
language of the Larger Catechism
explains it best: “Prayer is an
offering up of our desires unto God,
in the name of Christ, by the help
of his Spirit.” You are not praying
against armies of this world.
Because you’re praying against the
armies of darkness you need to
pray for strength from the world to
come. This means that you must
rely on the Spirit and seek his help

often. But is it legitimate to pray
so directly to the Holy Spirit for his
help? Is he God? Then yes, you can
cultivate a relationship with the
Holy Spirit in prayer.
Finally, look also here at how
Paul speaks of the subjects of
persevering prayer: “for all the
saints” (v. 18). If you need to pray for
the help of the Spirit against your
enemies, know that your brothers
and sisters in Christ need prayer for
his help too. One particular saint
Paul asks prayer for in verse 19 is
himself: “and also for me.” Why?
He was imprisoned and needed
boldness in proclaiming the gospel
(vv. 19–20). Do you realize how
much your prayers
are needed for
your minister
and the
ministry of
the Word
in your
place of
worship?
There’s
an old story
of a visitor to
the Metropolitan
Tabernacle in London back in the
days of C. H. Spurgeon. This visitor
came to find out the secret of his
ministry success. Spurgeon took
this visitor down into the boiler
room basement, opened a door,
and showed him the women’s
prayer group, active at prayer.
Prayer for the Spirit help was the
secret to success: nothing else! It
still is in all our skirmishes against
our ancient foe. May God help us to
use his armor in the battle!

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

T

here are few less popular
emphases in Christianity
today than that of judgment.
The church, the Bible—even God
himself—seem given to a policy of
discrimination against those who
might not even share a common
standard of conduct. Nowhere is
Christianity’s “judgmentalism” seen
more sharply than in the doctrine
of final judgment. To many, the
conclusion of one of Jesus’ final
parables is obnoxious: the wicked
“will go away into everlasting
punishment, but the righteous into
eternal life” (Matt. 25:46).
At first glance any notion of
judgment seems very unwelcome;
we want to believe and behave
without censure or consequence.
Judgment is unwelcome . . . until
we need our day in court. When a
district attorney pledges to bring a
serial rapist to justice, nobody says,
“Don’t judge.” The quest of every
person to be vindicated; our desire
for vengeance when we’ve been
wronged and our pleas for leniency
when we’ve been wrong testify to
a grander scheme of morality. Our
inner delight in justice—though
often fueled by selfishness and
betraying gross inconsistency—is
irrepressible.
Christians naturally accept Christ’s
prerogative to judge the world. For
two millennia believers have expressed this biblical truth: Christ is
coming again to judge the living
and the dead. But non-Christians
too can easily reason that if there
is a God “who made the world and
everything in it,” including “every
nation of men,” and if he has determined that “they should seek
the Lord . . . and find Him,” then he
has every right to appoint a day on
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which to “judge the world in righteousness by the Man whom He has
ordained” (Acts 17:24–31). This is exactly Paul’s message to a non-Christian audience in Athens. Paul could
have added that if this God wanted
to assure his creatures that he was
fully capable of judging the human
condition it would make sense for
him to walk this earth in human
flesh, experiencing first-hand unkindness, oppression, and injustice.
To fully appreciate inequity it would
be good for him to be arraigned by
jealous prosecutors using fallacious
evidence, condemned by a dishonest judge, and publicly executed for
crimes he didn’t commit. Such was
the experience of Jesus. Paul does
say this: God “has given assurance
of this to all by raising Him from the
dead” (v. 31).1

The Bible’s Program for Final
Judgment
Scripture
communicates
a
very simple program for the
conquest of justice. Under God’s
superintendence a “shadow” of
justice operates now. God often
uses human instruments “to
execute wrath on him who practices
evil” (Rom. 13:4). At the end of this
present age, “justice” will “run down
like water, and righteousness like
a mighty stream” (Amos 5:24). On
“that day” not everyone shall enter
the kingdom of heaven. The Father
has given authority to the Son to
“execute judgment . . . for the hour is
coming in which all who are in the
graves will hear His voice and come
forth” (John 5:27–29). Those who
did justly, loved mercy, and walked
humbly with their God (Mic. 6:8) will
be raised to life and hear him say,
“Come, you blessed of My Father,

Rev. William
Boekestein

inherit the kingdom prepared
for you from the foundation of
the world” (Matt. 25:34). On the
same day, those who have done
evil, “ungodly men,” will taste the
“resurrection of condemnation” and
enter into “perdition” (2 Pet. 3:7, John
5:27–29). Those who had practiced
lawlessness will be sent away from
God’s good presence (Matt. 7:21–23).
On that day even the heavens and
earth will be judged and given over
to purifying fire (2 Pet. 3:7). The
heavens and earth will be remade
into a dwelling place for God’s
redeemed people while the rest
remain “outside” (Rev. 22:15).2

The Reason for Final
Judgment
The Day of Judgment Will Glorify
Christ
The day of judgment is rightly called
the day of the Lord (Acts 2:20, 1
Thess. 5:10) because on that day
as never before God will be all in
all (1 Cor. 15:28). The judgment is
committed to Christ “as one of the
crowning honors of his kingship.”3
He will judge—finally and fully—
every power that has challenged his
majesty including fallen angels and
the devil and his demons. The final
judgment is a vindication of God
which will display before “all rational
creatures the declarative glory of
God in a formal, forensic act, which
magnifies on the one hand His
holiness and righteousness, and
on the other hand His grace and
mercy.”4 On that day “every knee
shall bow . . . and every tongue
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to
the glory of God the Father” (Phil.
2:10–11). Thomas Watson wrote that
at the final judgment “Sinners will be
so clearly convicted that they shall

On that day
“every knee shall
bow . . . and every
tongue confess
that Jesus Christ is
Lord, to the glory
of God the Father”
—Philippians 2:10–11

hold up their hand at the bar and cry
‘guilty’ . . . the sinner himself shall
clear God of injustice.”5 Every sin of
believers will be publicly pardoned
for the sake of Jesus. Christ’s reward
to believers (Matt. 25:34; 2 John
1:8) will unquestionably testify of
God’s amazing, unmerited favor. As
Matthew Henry wrote, the reward
for the works of believers “will be far
above the merit of all their services
and sufferings.”6
The Day of Judgment Warns
Unbelievers
Pending judgment is a threat to
the guilty. Jesus often described
the day of judgment as a warning
against religious people who reject
his invitation to enter his kingdom
(Matt. 10:5–15), ignore his mighty
works (Matt. 11:20–24), and fail to
bear good fruit (Matt. 12:33–37). The
day of judgment is “especially” for
the “unjust . . . who walk according to
the flesh in the lust of uncleanness
and despise authority. They are
presumptuous, self-willed” (2 Pet.
2:9–10). Paul warns those who have
hard and impenitent hearts: “You
are treasuring up for yourself wrath
in the day of wrath and revelation of
the righteous judgment of God, who

‘will render to each one according
to his deeds’: . . . to those who are
self-seeking and do not obey the
truth, but obey unrighteousness—
indignation and wrath, tribulation
and anguish, on every soul of man
who does evil” (Rom. 2:5–9). Jesus
commanded the apostles “to preach
to the people, and to testify that it
is He who was ordained by God to
be Judge of the living and the dead”
(Acts 10:34–43). Those who “destroy
the earth” shall be destroyed by the
anger of God in the judgment (Rev.
11:18).
Coupled with this warning is an
invitation: “Cast away from you all
the transgressions which you have
committed, and get yourselves a
new heart and a new spirit. For why
should you die?” (Ezek. 18:31). The
age leading up to the final judgment
is a time of grace in which God
refrains from judgment, showcasing
his “goodness, forbearance, and
longsuffering” so that people would
repent and be saved from the
coming wrath (Rom. 2:4).
Pending Judgment Is a Comfort to
the Pardoned
Even an innocent person might
feel anxious about going to court

and standing before a judge. So
too, Christians might fear to stand
before God’s “great white throne”
and him who sits on it, “from whose
face the earth and the heaven” fly
away (Rev. 20:11). To assuage our
fears John Calvin asks the following
pastoral questions: “How could a
most merciful prince destroy his
own people? How could the head
disperse its own members? How
could the advocate condemn his
clients?”7 The judge of believers
is the “very One who has already
stood trial in [their] place before
God and so has removed the whole
curse from [them].”8 Because there
is “no condemnation to those who
are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1), to
those among whom “love has been
perfected,” believers “may have
boldness in the day of judgment;
because as He is, so are we in
this world” (1 John 4:17). By faith
in the Son of God, believers have
“already, under the soteriological
regime of grace, received absolute,
eternal acquittal in justification.”9
To “those who have loved His
appearing” Christ, the “righteous
Judge,” will certainly give a “crown
of righteousness” (2 Tim. 4:8). God
can disapprove of some of the works
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of his children (1 Cor. 3:15) and still
judge them kindly on the basis of
the merits of Jesus’ faithfulness.
The Westminster Confession of
Faith ends on this urgent note: “As
Christ would have us to be certainly
persuaded that there shall be a day of
judgment, both to deter all men from
sin; and for the greater consolation
of the godly in their adversity (2
Peter 3:11, 14; 2 Cor. 5:10–11; 2 Thess.
1:5–7; Luke 21:7, 28; Rom. 8:23–25):
so will He have that day unknown
to men, that they may shake off
all carnal security, and be always
watchful, because they know not at
what hour the Lord will come; and
may be ever prepared to say, Come
Lord Jesus, come quickly. Amen
(Matt. 24:36, 42–44; Mark 13:35–37;
Luke 12:35–36; Rev. 22:20).”10

The Cosmic Implications of
Final Judgment
The earth was cursed because of the
sin of man (Gen. 3:17–19). In the same
way, the earth’s hope for renewal
is tied to the renewal of its keepers,
God’s people. Like men, “heaven and
earth will pass away” (Luke 21:33).
But as with God’s judgment against
people, the judgment against the
world is not an annihilation of the
world.11 Peter, writing to correct those
who scoff that “all things continue
as they were from the beginning of
creation,” compares the deluge of
the ancient world (Gen. 7) with the
burning of the present world at the
last day (2 Pet. 3:6–13). According
to Peter “the world that then existed
perished, being flooded with water”
(v. 6), that is, “the continuity of nature,
was broken up by the flood.”12 “The
world that perished is said to be a
different world from that which rose
out of the flood, not by a reduction
to nothing, but by a [purging].”13 The
fires of the last judgment “cleanse”
this “old world.”14 So it will be at the
last day.
We often impulsively imagine that
fire is only destructive, especially
when the Bible uses it to describe a
judgment. But fire is also a means of

The Outlook | 8

renewal; one of the best ways to rid a
property of unusable bramble and to
prepare the earth for new growth is a
controlled burn. Scripture elsewhere
describes the “destruction” of this
earth as “regeneration” (Matt. 19:28)
and a “restoration” (Acts 3:21). The
“whole creation groans and labors,”
says Paul, not to be annihilated but
to give birth to something new.
So creation will be “delivered from
the bondage of corruption into . . .
glorious liberty” (Rom. 8:22, 21). The
psalmist wrote that God will change
the heavens and earth like a garment
that has grown old; they will not be
destroyed but “they will be changed”
(Ps. 102:25–26). Luther put it this way:
today “the heavens have their workday clothes on; hereafter they will
have on their Sunday garments.”15
When God re-forms 16 the new
heavens and a new earth, they will be
so superior to the old that “the former
shall not be remembered or come to
mind” (Isa. 65:17).
To illustrate this thorough transformation Scripture uses the eschatological category of “new heavens”
and “new earth” (2 Pet. 3:13) as if it
were a single new creation mirroring the God-indwelt world of Genesis 1. The phrase portrays the coming together of the special sphere of
men and the special sphere of God
in answer to the words Jesus taught
his people to pray: “Your kingdom
come. Your will be done on earth as it
is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10). That these
two spheres should become one,
though still called by two names,
is perfectly consistent with the fact
that the restored dwelling place
of God has many names: the New
Jerusalem (Rev. 21:2), Mount Zion
(Rev. 14:1), the heavenly Jerusalem
(Heb. 12:22), the city of God (Ps. 46:4;
87:3). When God makes all things
new (Rev. 21:5), the “New Jerusalem”
will come “down out of heaven from
God, prepared as a bride adorned for
her husband.” John heard a voice
speaking about that day: “‘Behold
the tabernacle of God is with men,
and He will dwell with them, and
they shall be His people. God Him-

self will be with them and be their
God’” (Rev. 21:2–3).

Appropriate Reactions to
Final Judgment
Trust God to Do What Is Right
The great existential problem many
people face in reflecting on the final
judgment is that it necessarily leaves
some people out. “For all those who
appear in judgment entrance into, or
exclusion from, heaven, will depend
on the question, whether they are
clothed with the righteousness of
Jesus Christ.”17 And Paul bluntly
observes, “Not all have faith” (2 Thess.
3:2). But the Bible does not insist
that explicit, self-conscious faith in
Christ is necessary to endure the
judgment.18 Precisely how God will
judge those who did not live long
enough to believe, or who lacked the
capacity for conscious faith, or who
lacked any access to the gospel is not
told us. “Whatever God might choose
to do in any given case, he has
promised to save all of those—and
only those—who call on the name of
his Son.” Still, “It is precisely because
God is sovereign and free in his grace
that he can have mercy on whomever
he chooses.”19 He who knows the
bitterness of false judgment can be
trusted to judge fairly. Indeed, the
Judge of all the earth shall do right
(Gen. 18:25). The avenger of the poor
and the persecuted (Ps. 109:31; cf.
Deut. 15:11) will not err on the great
day.
Exercise Modesty in Judging Others
God’s abeyance of the judgment
until the last day (Matt. 13:37–43)
should caution believers about
judging others hastily (1 Cor. 4:5).
Paul says that believers will judge the
world (1 Cor. 6:2; Ps. 49:14), but only
after the dimness is removed from
our eyes and we will know with a
perception now unfathomed (1 Cor.
13:12). In the meantime, in light of
the fact that “we shall all stand before
the judgment seat of Christ . . . let
us not judge one another anymore,
but rather resolve this, not to put a
stumbling block or a cause to fall in

our brother’s way” (Rom. 14:10–13).20 The final judgment helps us especially resist the judgment of vengeance. “If we
have known real evil, we will want a divine judge who will take up the sword, so that we can refrain from doing so.”21
If we truly understand the dreadfulness of falling into the hands of the living God (Heb. 10:31) we will not avenge
ourselves but rather give place to the wrath of God (Rom. 12:17–19). Today is the day, not for praying spiteful curses
against those who curse us, but “the time of prayer for our enemies and bringing the good news to the ends of the
earth” (Matt. 5:43–44).22
Live Circumspectly
Believers are forever free from the condemnation of God (John 3:18). This profound reality promotes a careful piety,
a commitment to walk in the light that our “deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in God” (John 3:21).
To the redeemed believer every deed matters, even our pre-deeds matter; God discerns even the secret “thoughts
and intents of the hearts” (Heb. 4:12). Believers recognize that they will stand in the judgment individually, not based
on family connections or the orthodoxy of the church they had attended. “Each of us shall give account of himself
to God” (Rom. 14:12). The careful piety of the final-judgment-conscious believer does not, however, degrade his
concept of God’s love. In fact, it is the very opposite! It was expressly during the Reformation, under the ministry of
the gospel, that Christian people were delivered from a pervasive, even oppressive, sense that God is only a judge, or
a judge without feeling, without love. Because God loves his children with a never-ending, sacrificial affection the
final judgment can deepen our trust in him, helping the believer to say, “In all my sorrows and persecutions, I, with
uplifted head look for the very One, who offered Himself for me to the judgment of God, and removed all curse from
me, to come as Judge from heaven (Luke 21:28; Rom. 8:23–24; Phil. 3:20–21; Titus 2:13), who shall cast all His and
my enemies into everlasting condemnation (2 Thess. 1:6, 10; 1 Thess. 4:16–18; Matt. 25:41), but shall take me with all
His chosen ones to Himself into heavenly joy and glory.”23

Study Questions
Do you sense that the final judgment is one of the least “appealing” traits of Christianity? Why or why not?
If only conceptually, what about the final judgment could be appealing even for non-Christians?
How do the following texts ground the final judgment in the moral lives of people: Matthew 25:31–46, 2 Peter 3:7,
John 5:27–29?
How does the final judgment glorify Christ?
Jesus often directs the day of judgment as a warning against insincere religious people (see Matt. 10:5–15; 11:20–24;
12:33–37). What application can we glean from this fact?
How should believers face the prospect of being judged by Jesus?
How does the restoration of heaven and earth challenge your previous notions about the new heaven and earth?
What is appealing about a restoration (rather than an annihilation) of this present earth?
Reflect on some appropriate responses to the final judgment (e.g., trust God, be careful about judging others, live
carefully before God’s face).
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Higher Education and the Harvest
of Righteousness

“Not many of you should become teachers,
my brothers,” said the apostle James, “for you
know that we who teach will be judged with
greater strictness.”
(James 3:1, English Standard Version)
In college, I marveled at this statement. Having graduated,
I now tremble at it. During four years I enjoyed the blessing
of teachers who guided me, challenged me, and inspired
me to want to share in their craft. But as I continue my
education with the eventual goal of instructing others, the
apostle’s warning lurks in the back of my mind. James calls
into question not only my personal desire to teach but also
the very nature of college-level instruction as a whole. Is
there biblical justification for the system of learning that we
call “higher education”? If so, what would a biblical model of
higher education look like? My purpose in these pages is to
press into that question.

Mr. Michael R.
Kearney

Christian Concerns
When it comes to academia, we Christians
in the Reformed tradition have a lot to be
concerned about. We have seen historic
institutions drift away from their biblical
moorings, first in search of scientific
objectivity and later under the guise of
relativism and open-mindedness. The
questions that form the backbone of
education have turned sour: “How can a
young man keep his way pure?” has been
replaced with, “Did God really say?” And
that troubling shift has taken place not only
in the big names like Harvard and Yale, but
closer to home as well. Even at Reformed
colleges today, pinning down a theology
department on the inerrancy and infallibility
of the Scriptures can be a daunting task.
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Christ’s claim to be “the way, the
truth, and the life” is offensive to the
postmodern attitude that claims all
viewpoints as equally tenable. The Bible
may be an interesting cultural artifact,
a collection of inspiring stories, or a
sacred text from one religious tradition
among a host of alternatives. But those
who claim that it is anything more are
labeled ignorant fundamentalists.
Then, too, we reflect on how the
slippage of Reformed doctrine in
our schools has affected the life of
the churches, and we remember the
old saying, “As the college goes, so
goes the church.” How many of the
theological battles of the last three
or four decades began with liberal
leanings in the classroom? And even
aside from the specific preparation that
our future church leaders are receiving,
many Christian college graduates
seem ill-prepared to articulate their
faith in the growing hostility of a postChristian culture. It’s unsurprising, then,
that many of us view the condition
of the university in the twenty-first
century with a combination of concern
and cynicism. We ask the same
question posed by the psalmist: “If the
foundations are destroyed, what can
the righteous do” (Ps. 11:3)?

Cultural Concerns
Of course, it’s not surprising that
we Reformed Christians should find
ourselves at odds with the unbelieving
world’s educational system. What’s
surprising is how many people within
that system are expressing similar
concerns. William Pannapacker, a
professor of English at Hope College,
has published several deeply critical
essays on academia in The Chronicle of
Higher Education. Under the penname
Thomas H. Benton, Pannapacker
writes that he is “quite sure that higher
education in the humanities as we
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know it is not even likely to last out
the careers of the younger tenuretrack faculty members” (2003), that
universities treat the enthusiasm
of naïve students as “an exploitable
resource” (2009), and that lofty talk
about “the life of the mind” is empty
and deceptive (2010). And the fact that
Pannapacker—himself a professor at a
well-known college—writes these lines
is troubling indeed!
Pannapacker’s voice joins a chorus
of criticism from concerned parents,
professionals, and even professors who
worry that a liberal arts education is no
longer effective preparation for today’s
marketplace. Instead, they fear that
universities are merely spewing a new
generation of poorly prepared students
out of a self-serving and utterly useless
academic machine. Liberal arts
graduates may dream of transforming
the world, but their professional
expertise doesn’t extend far beyond
flipping burgers at the local fast food
joint. Meanwhile, technical schools
offer real-world skills and better job
security at a lower cost. What option
seems more reasonable? When the
supposed friends of higher education
are this cynical, who needs enemies?

A Biblical Beginning
Christians’ serious and legitimate
objections to the liberal agendas of
many universities, combined with the
practical concerns I just mentioned,
may look like final nails in the coffin of
higher education. But what does the
Bible have to say about all this?
When it comes to the subject of
philosophy—the love of wisdom, the
center (supposedly) of a liberal arts
education—there are plenty of Scripture
passages that echo the same cautions
I described above. Paul writes to the
Colossians, “See to it that no one takes
you captive by philosophy and empty
deceit, according to human tradition”
(Col. 2:8). And in his first letter to the

Corinthians, he contrasts “words of
eloquent wisdom” with the power
of “the cross of Christ” (1 Cor. 1:17).
Paul knows the deadly haughtiness
of human wisdom that sets itself up
against God, and he urges believers
to take no part in it. As James warns,
“Friendship with the world is enmity
with God” (James 4:4).
But is it possible that the Bible also
offers hope for higher education—a
hope grounded in the total authority
of God’s Word over every area of life?
If these verses marked the end of the
apostles’ arguments, the question
would be settled. However, each
passage makes a broader point that
affirms the possibility of pursuing
biblical wisdom. Paul goes on to exhort
the Colossians, “If then you have been
raised with Christ, seek the things that
are above, where Christ is, seated at
the right hand of God” (Col. 3:1). To
the Corinthians, he says, “Yet among
the mature we do impart wisdom . . .
a secret and hidden wisdom of God,
which God decreed before the ages
for our glory” (1 Cor. 2:6–7). James
writes, “God opposes the proud, but
gives grace to the humble” (James
4:6). To those who discard prideful
self-certainty and presumptuous
agnosticism—to the humble—God
reveals the depths of his wisdom.
We return once again to the advice
of James: “Not many of you should
become teachers, my brothers.” The
apostle proceeds to tell us that the
presence of bitter jealousy and selfish
ambition in our hearts signifies wisdom
that is earthly, unspiritual, and demonic.
Earthly wisdom arouses lust for power,
money, and recognition. Unspiritual
wisdom refuses to look beyond the
visible, denying the possibility of
revealed truth. Demonic wisdom places
the mind and heart of the learner in
bondage to powers that deny God and

his authority. Wisdom of this kind is transient, deceitful,
and oppressive. And we can tell it by its fruits: jealousy
and selfish ambition, along with “disorder and every vile
practice” (James 3:16).
But there is a second kind of wisdom as well. “The
wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle,
open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial
and sincere” (James 3:17). This kind of wisdom seeks to
know God in his purity, with the sincerity and meekness
that should characterize the student of the Scriptures.
This second kind of wisdom justifies—no, it demands—a
Christian approach to higher education, in pursuit of
truth that can come from God alone.
In today’s academic context, it’s easy to think of learning
as something that can be bought. But we have too easily
forgotten a fundamental principle: We learn from people.
Learning is not a process of accumulating information
into mental data banks the way your smartphone
downloads an app. Rather, learning is spending time
with wiser people. Information can be found in books,
charts, and theories. Wisdom cannot. The only way
to develop wisdom is to spend time with people who
already possess it. If this is the case, the primary
concern of college is not what you are studying, but with
whom you are studying it.
Notice Paul’s words to the Corinthians: Christ
“became to us wisdom from God, righteousness and
sanctification and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30). Jesus
Christ personifies the “wisdom from above” of which
James spoke. Developing godly wisdom requires
nothing more and nothing less than spending time with
Christ—in his Word, in prayer, in his church, and in the
sacraments. If he truly is “the way, the truth, and the
life,” we can do no better than to learn from him. With
this view, the purpose of a Christian college is not to
encourage its students to study Christian information
and Christian ideas. Rather, its purpose is to encourage
students to spend time with Christ. The kind of wisdom
that we learn from the Lord, James says, will yield a
“harvest of righteousness” (James 3:18).
It is far easier to find a university that supports the
first type of wisdom than to find one that supports
the second. But this ought to be a call to action rather
than a call to cynicism. The most important facet of a
thoroughly Reformed view of higher education is that all
learning must take place under Christ. If we set our eyes
on that vision, we will find that there is much good work
to be done.
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Turning the Reformed Church Outward:
The Character of Missional Worship

T

he Great Commission Jesus issued to the church
involves making disciples of all nations. It’s clear
from the book of Acts that the disciples engaged
this mandate chiefly through preaching and the
subsequent establishment of churches. Once
constituted, these churches were then, as they are
today, to reengage the Great Commission by making
disciples of Christ through baptism and instruction.
The question we want to pose in this article is, How
should contemporary Reformed churches be missional
in their worship?
Seeker-Sensitive Worship Critiqued
For years many church growth theorists recommended what
were called seeker-sensitive worship services. Worship services,
for such theorists, were regarded as a product that could be
marketed to the felt needs of the unchurched consumer. Not
surprisingly, promotional literature for these services often looked
suspiciously like shopping-mall advertisements. In fact, the
buildings of some mega churches, whose growth is predicated
on such marketing initiatives, began to look like shopping malls,
complete with a Starbucks café (e.g., Prestonwood Baptist Church
in Plano, Texas) or even a McDonalds with a drive-through option
(e.g., Brentwood Baptist Church in Houston, Texas).
The seeker-sensitive strategy was hard to criticize. Churches
were growing at unprecedented rates, and people were being
introduced to Jesus. It didn’t take long, however, for the fault lines
of the approach to become apparent. Churches were attractive
largely because of selling features like ample parking, exceptional
programs for children, sports leagues for youth in state-of-theart gymnasiums, great coffee. It seemed people were flocking
to church for everything but the gospel, that is, the message of
sin and salvation in Christ. Moreover, the dumbed-down, seekersensitive Sunday messages made it difficult for those who came
to faith in Christ to grow in faith.

The Outlook | 14

Rev. Bill
DeJong

Perhaps most importantly, many became
convinced that worship should be informed
primarily by divine revelation and not
simply human preferences. They realized
that though the Bible gives few explicit
instructions regarding worship in the
new covenant, it does provide us more
information than we often realize. It could
be argued, for instance, that the sequence
of sacrifices in the temple liturgy informs the
sequence of liturgy today. The movement
in the temple sacrifices from sin offering to
whole burnt offering to tribute offering and
concluding with the peace offering translates
well into a liturgical movement in new
covenant worship from confession of sin to
sermon to offering to the Lord’s Supper.
Furthermore, some scholars began to
champion the notion that the church is an
alternative culture.1 As a nation or a kingdom
whose King is Jesus, the church has its
own pledge of allegiance (the creeds), its
own anthems (hymns), its own constitution
(Scripture), its own rituals (the sacraments),
its own symbols (the cross), its own
embassies (local congregations). From this
perspective the church does not reach the
world by accommodating the preferences
of the world but by remaining distinctively
the church. The unchurched should expect
to hear messages unlike anything else
you would hear elsewhere in the world.
Worship should not be fully intelligible to the
unchurched because the church is so distinct
from prevailing culture.
Seeker-Sensitive Worship Refined
Reformed church leaders were initially
critical of seeker-sensitive worship and
sometimes excessively so. After all, Scripture
does enjoin believers to be attentive to the

unchurched all the time. The
apostle Paul, for example, was
consistently mindful of those he
dubbed “outsiders.”
Consider these
examples: “Be wise in
the way you act toward
outsiders; make the most of
every opportunity” (Col.4:5,
New International Version)
and “You should mind
your own business and
work with your hands, just
as we told you, so that your
daily life may win the respect
of outsiders” (1 Thess.4:11b–12a).
Paul even includes this outlook
in his qualifications for church
leaders: “He must also have a good
reputation with outsiders, so that he
will not fall into disgrace and into the
devil’s trap” (1 Tim. 3:7).
This attentiveness to outsiders is
underscored by the Heidelberg
Catechism when it teaches that by
“our godly walk of life we may win
our neighbors for Christ” (Lord’s
Day 32). Whereas some are called
to present the gospel, all Christian
believers are called to promote the
gospel.2 If we are to promote the
gospel and have a winsome walk of
life we must always be mindful of our
unchurched neighbors.
This general principle applies
explicitly to worship. In the previous
article I referred to the apostle
Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 14.
The unintelligibility of speaking in
tongues made this gift less desirable
for worship than the gift of prophecy
largely because of the unfavorable
conclusions the unchurched might
reach. Paul’s general principle about
mindfulness of outsiders, therefore,
relates specifically to worship
services. In what follows I will provide
a few practical suggestions to apply
this principle.
Practical Suggestions for Missional
Worship
Guests should be warmly welcomed
to worship and provided information

regarding what to do if one has
questions about the church. Here
one could consider having visitor
information cards and/or a welcome
table. At Blessings Christian Church,
where I pastor, our small groups
take turns hosting luncheons for
guests after the morning service in
the church basement. This is a great
opportunity for unchurched guests to
meet and engage church members.
As I indicated in my previous article,
it’s great to have greeters at the
door and connectors to guide guests
beyond the door. Greeters, however,
must be conscious not simply to put
a bulletin in the hands of guests but
ask them whether they would like
one. Some guests will be offended
by unsolicited information put in their
hands.
As far as I’m concerned little
in traditional Reformed liturgy
(variations of Calvin’s liturgies)

needs to be modified. Terms not
immediately accessible to the
unchurched like “salutation” and
“benediction” need not be excised
but should be explained, preferably
in the printed bulletin. One should
not expect the unchurched to
understand immediately the
vocabulary of the church, but
attempts should be made to define
and clarify.
The traditional liturgical forms used
in continental Reformed churches
were not written with an unchurched
audience in mind, and therefore
the content should be thoughtfully
contextualized. Whereas most
people in the time the forms were
written had some familiarity with
the sacraments, twenty-first-century
North Americans often don’t. Using
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the term “ritual,” for example, to
describe the sacraments helpfully
conveys something understandable.
The term “covenant” is so important
to know and understand, but it
must be explained and perhaps
distinguished from “contract,” for
example. Though not a liturgical
form, the form for marriage cannot
include terms like “headship”
and “submission” without careful
nuancing. Last, these forms should
be abbreviated and crystallized lest
the message is lost in the verbiage.
Furthermore, when the Lord’s
Supper is celebrated the invitation
for believers to partake should be
prominent, though a verbal warning
should be issued for the unbelieving
and unrepentant. Here it is important,
however, to invite those asked
to abstain to use the time when

Dear

the elements are distributed and
consumed to reflect on their lives in
relation to God and to understand
what is required of an individual
should he or she want to partake.
Last, when the offering is announced,
guests ought to be invited to pass
the collection plate along without
feeling an obligation to contribute.
Unchurched people sometimes
suspect that they are warmly
welcomed at church only for their
money, and efforts must be made to
disabuse them of this suspicion.
Conclusion
Some of the early critiques of
seeker-sensitive worship, though
fundamentally sound, were
excessive. There is an important
sense in which we ought to be
sensitive to seekers and therefore
modifications must be made, not
least in our worship services, to

Reader

turn Reformed churches outward.
Because of their rich theology,
Reformed churches are poised for
missional fruitfulness.
1. This position was capably promoted
by, among others, Stanley Hauerwas and
William Willimon.
2. This distinction is derived from John
Dickson, The Best Kept Secret of Christian
Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010).

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.

The Outlook wants to
hear from YOU!

Tell us about your thoughts about the contents and views expressed
by our writers. The Outlook will try to be fair and judicious in selecting
responses to be printed. We will print comments that are in agreement, show
reservations, or point out different opinions or interpretations. We expect that
all responses will be expressed in both a gracious and courteous manner.
Because of limited space we may not be able to print all responses and ask
that they be limited to a maximum of 150 words. Please note that all printed
responses become the property of Reformed Fellowship. We truly hope to
make this new page a vibrant part of future issues of The Outlook and look
forward to hearing from you.
Please email your response to the editor at: djvan1951@gmail.com
or send in mail to: Reformed Fellowship, Inc. 3500 Danube Dr. SW
Grandville, MI 49418-8387

The Outlook | 16

A Spiritual Check-Up for the URCNA:
The Elders

T

ake heed therefore
unto yourselves, and
to all the flock, over
which the Holy Spirit hath
made you overseers, to feed
the church of God, which he
hath purchased with his own
blood. (Acts 20:28, King James
Version)
How healthy is the URCNA?
We have been considering
two barometers of spiritual
health so far—love for the lost
and traditionalism.
In this article I will consider
the eldership and the elders
in our churches. Although
reformation does not always
start with the leaders of the
church, it necessarily must
involve the leadership of the
church, and that means the
elders especially. This is not
to neglect the diaconate,
but theirs is a separate issue
in role and function. David
Dickson says, “The eldership
is absolutely necessary for a
healthy and useful church”
(The Elder and His Work
[Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2004],
26). John Sittema echoes
the concern in our modern
context: “the raging spiritual

infection within the fevered body of Christ that
has left so many churches weak, flaccid, and
ineffective, can be traced directly to the loss of
the Biblical understanding and practice of the
office of elder” (With a Shepherd’s Heart [Grand
Rapids: Reformed Fellowship, 1996], 3). Recall
that John Sittema is a son of our churches and
speaks of what he knows personally.
What are the areas in need of reformation?

Pastoral
Let us first recall and emphasize that the
office of elder is pastoral, or a shepherding
office. Part of the declension in the church
has been that elders have (as a generalization)
abdicated this specific responsibility and
become administrators, not shepherds. They
chair committees, attend meetings, and make
decisions about the life of the congregation,
but the flock suffers a loss of pastoral care.
Often, that responsibility is left to the minister,
and only the minister (after all, “That’s his
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job, right?”). Granted that he
is full time and the elders
are not, nevertheless the
office is inherently pastoral.
Sittema again notes, “What
we see in today’s churches
are administrators. The
pastor functions like a CEO
who ‘markets the vision’; the
deacons are the CFO (Chief
Financial Officer); and the
elders become the Board of
Directors. To them falls the
administrative responsibility
of setting direction for the
life of the corporation. They
commission or develop a
‘marketing plan’ for church
growth, and hold the CEO
accountable . . . They oversee
and direct . . . programs
for building or operation
budgets. They delegate any
and all pastoral duties to
the professionals trained to
handle such contingencies”
(With a Shepherd’s Heart, 7).
Tim Witmer, in The Shepherd
Leader, mentions the four
shepherding functions of
knowing, feeding, leading
and protecting. In the opinion
of this writer we suffer ill
spiritual health due to a lack
or absence of these functions
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in our midst. I hasten to add that
there are many exceptionally fine,
outstanding, and godly men in our
circles who exemplify these traits.
My comments are intended to
make these traits normative rather
than exceptional.

Ecclesiastical
Our church polity instructs us that
the minister, elder, and deacon
are on a par but serve different
functions within the congregation.
However, our practice often fails to
reflect this. This is seen in the men
themselves, the ministers, and the
congregants.
Elders rarely perceive themselves to
be on par with the minister. They
have a low view of themselves both
intellectually and spiritually (at
times justifiably so). This should not
be. If our theology teaches equality
in the offices, then it must be
reflected in reality and in practice.
Ministers also neglect this parity
with such talk as “my elders.” The
elders are under-shepherds of
the Lord Jesus Christ and not the
minister. Far too often the default
position is one of abdicating to or
deferring to the minister, which
is a serious problem (more on this
below). This should be neither
encouraged nor allowed but
reformed.

If men are not qualified it is better
to have fewer elders than to have
unqualified men in the consistory
room. Unqualified men serving in
office lowers the office in the eyes
of our people and often results in
poor-quality work on the part of
those men while they serve.
One more ecclesiastical concern.
I suggest elders share the lead
in corporate worship by leading,
singing, and praying. As ordained
servants they are suitable for such
tasks. I believe it would go a long
way to restoring the esteem of the
office in the eyes of the people for
them to see their elders share these
efforts, and as ordained men, there
is no reason for them not to do so.
It would also remove the idea of
it being the minister’s church (as
in “Oh, that’s Murphy’s church”).
An additional benefit of this
would be to promote among the
people the modeling of such tasks.
Congregations will sing and pray
better if their leaders are visibly
leading them to do it.

especially local evangelism, trends
toward fading in the life of the
congregation. Elders are called to
steer the ship and to stay on course.
I believe we would have a more
vibrant and healthy outward focus
if that emphasis was constantly
held before us in corporate prayer,
house visiting, discipleship (familial
and ecclesiastical), as well as in
the consistory room. Years ago
the mission of the church was
integrated into the local church in
our church order; the 1917 church
order of the Christian Reformed
Church had five articles on
missions and evangelism (Howard
Spaan, Christian Reformed Church
Government [Grand Rapids: Kregel,
1968], 27–28, 173–204).
I suggest we would quickly lose
the default operating distinction
among us of maintenance
churches versus mission churches
if elders were leading the flock in
its mission and especially in local
evangelism. Every church is a
mission church!

Missional

Educational

Congregations view the elders
beneath the minister and rarely
would acknowledge that elders
should and can give spiritual
guidance. Too often I have heard
from folks, even after numerous
elder visits, “ . . . but pastor never
came.”

Elders are to be examples for the
flock, and this should be seen in
the mission of the church. It used
to be the case that when credential
questions were sent to the churches
prior to classis, one of the inquiries
was whether or not the elders were
“engaged in the task of evangelism.”
That question is now conspicuously
absent from credentials in the
URCNA (we have added it in Classis
Eastern US). The flock needs to see
elders taking the lead in love for the
lost and efforts to reach them with
the gospel.

Here I do not mean that elders
are to be educators. But here I am
suggesting that elders need to be
educated prior to being nominated,
ordained, and serving in office.
Consistent with reforming the
eldership is elder training and
testing. Elders are entrusted with
the never-dying souls of men,
women, and children. Such a high
and holy calling cannot and should
not be underestimated, but rather
it calls for equipping men to serve
capably and effectively.

Additionally we should cease
the practice of having to fill a
certain number of seats each year.
Due to rotation of elders with
term eldership, it has become a
routine ritual to fill vacated seats. I
submit that the Bible teaches that
qualifications are the prerequisite
for service and not vacant seats.

Furthermore, elders have the
primary responsibility to see that
the congregation stays on mission
regarding the mission of the
church. Recognizing that we are
all sinners, our inherent tendency
is to slack off. Sometimes this is
referred to as mission creep, that
is, the mission of the church,

The Outlook | 18

This begins with only considering
men who evidence the biblical
qualifications. One often-neglected
qualification is hospitality, literally
a love for strangers. How many
homes of elders have you been in?
I suspect that a man who does not
open his home will not be able to
open his heart to shepherd God’s
people in a Christ-like manner.

“The prescription for change is for
elders to assume and exercise their
responsibilities, not abdicate them.”
How Did We Get Here?
While there are many factors
contributing to this decline in
the eldership, no doubt one of
the biggest factors has been term
“eldership.” As one seasoned,
godly elder comments, “We elders
have allowed ourselves to be
marginalized by term limits. Just
as a shepherd cannot care for the
sheep by interrupted terms of
service, so also the elders cannot
care for the congregation by three
years on and three years off. Term
limits effectively kill the idea that
‘I know my sheep and my sheep
know me.’ This practice, more than
any other, has hurt the church.
It creates a mindset in the elders,
ministers, and congregations that
the office of elder is less than what
the New Testament teaches and
requires. Christ would have his
elders be fully committed all the
time to the whole congregation.
The office of elder is a lifetime
ordination on par and equal to the
office of minister.”

situation, this is regrettable and
is an indictment of the elders
themselves. How so? First, that
situation can develop only where
and when the elders have abdicated
their responsibilities. The minister
is under the authority of the elders,
not over them like a pope, and it
is their job to check the minister if
he is out of line. Second, a minister
is to preside, which means he
ostensibly does not have a voice
in deliberations and decisions. If
an elder assumes the president’s
position, then he loses his voice
and the minister gains it. Thus what
is feared often becomes status quo.
The prescription for change is for
elders to assume and exercise their
responsibilities, not abdicate them.

What to Do and Where to Go?

I share that sentiment. This writer
believes term “eldership” inherently
leads to ministers dominating
the affairs of the church both
locally and in broader assemblies.
Consider that if the minister is
the only one who has continuity
in office, then he alone knows
the history of business and he
alone knows and is enabled and
encouraged to exercise his voice. I
have seen this many times at classis
where often only ministers speak to
address matters.

Spiritual problems call for spiritual
solutions. I suggest the following.
As for the pastoral call of the
office of elder, I would encourage
consistories to get and study The
Shepherd Leader by Tim Witmer,
along with John Sittema’s With
a Shepherd’s Heart, and Called
to Serve, edited by Mike Brown
(the last two available through
the publisher of this magazine). I
have used these books profitably
for years, and they have borne
good fruit in the church. Another
resource is Ordained Servant
magazine published online
by the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church (http://www.opc.org/
os.html?target=archive), which
includes suggested training
courses.

Often this leads to an anti-clerical
disposition. Elders prohibit the
minister from being president
of consistory or from serving on
the executive committee (so that
“he can’t run the show”). While
understandable, given the above

I would also encourage elders’
training prior to any nomination
and election. In my experience
this is not only necessary but
welcomed by men who are usually
overwhelmed by the demands
of office and most often think

themselves unfit for such duty.
Encourage the men! Even Paul
thought himself unfit, saying, “Who
is sufficient for these things?” But
that same apostle reminded us all,
“our sufficiency is of Christ.” The
Great Shepherd calls and equips his
under-shepherds to care for His
flock.
Training should include theological
study of the doctrinal standards,
but we must not neglect the biblical
emphasis on the character of the
man who serves. Almost all of the
qualifications have to do with a
man’s character, not his theology.
Resources for considering term
eldership are Cornelis Van Dam,
The Elder (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R,
2009), where he discusses the pros
and cons of terms in the history
of the church. Also look at John
Murray’s Collected Writings (Banner
of Truth, 1982) in which he opposes
term elders on the testimony of
Scripture.
In order for the elders to keep
the church on mission, I would
recommend periodic reviews
with a SWOT analysis (Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities,
Threats). The former are internal,
the latter are external.
Please prayerfully consider these
prescriptions for change and
reformation in the leadership of
our churches. I believe the spiritual
health of our congregations depend
on it.
Let us be descendants of the
Reformation seeking to reform
the church which Jesus loved and
purchased with his own blood. Soli
Deo Gloria.

Rev. Paul T. Murphy
is the missionary pastor of
Messiah’s Reformed Fellowship
(URCNA) in Hell’s Kitchen, NYC.
He has been an elder and pastor
for more than thirty years.
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Two Extremes to Be

Preaching as If Everyone in
the Congregation Is Saved
Years ago I received an email from
a member of a certain congregation.
This person, whom I did not know
personally at the time I received
the email, was wondering why their
pastor preached as if everyone in their
church was saved. And because their
pastor viewed everyone in the pews
as regenerate, he did not see the
need to call his congregation to selfexamination. In other words, since
in this preacher’s mind everyone in
his local church was saved, he only
delivered messages that addressed
believers. In his sermons, there was
no direct call for unbelievers to repent
of their sins and believe in the Lord
Jesus Christ for their salvation.
I have some problems with this kind
of preaching. First of all, a preacher
who preaches as if everyone in
the congregation is saved has an
idealistic view of a local church. The
truth is, there is no absolutely pure
local church composed of only true
believers. A visible church will always
have both goats and sheep—a sad
and painful reality for ministers. And
both the goats and the sheep need the
gospel: the goats for their salvation;
the sheep for their sanctification. Until
Christ returns, the congregations that
we serve will remain impure (Matt.
25:31–46). Therefore, a pastor should
keep in mind that as he proclaims
God’s Word, there might be at least
one unbeliever present during the
preaching. Furthermore, a pastor
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who does not see the need to call
his congregation to self-examination
on the basis of his assumption that
everyone is saved might create a
false sense of assurance of salvation
among the unbelievers.
Moreover, self-examination is not
only for unbelievers but for believers
also. Writing to the Corinthian church,
Paul says, “Examine yourselves, to
see whether you are in the faith. Test
yourselves. Or do you not realize this
about yourselves, that Jesus Christ
is in you?—unless indeed you fail to
meet the test!” (2 Cor. 13:5). Here Paul
is particularly addressing his fellow
believers. That self-examination is
also for the believers is seen in our
Liturgical Form for the Celebration
of the Lord’s Supper, in which we are
exhorted to examine ourselves before
partaking of the Lord’s Supper:
That we may now celebrate the
supper of the Lord to our comfort, it is
necessary, before all things, rightly to
examine ourselves. . . . Let every one
examine his heart whether he also
believes this sure promise of God that
all his sins are forgiven him only for
the sake of the passion and death of
Jesus Christ, and that the complete
righteousness of Christ is imputed
and freely given him as his own—yea,
so completely as if he himself, in his
own person, had satisfied for all his
sins and fulfilled all righteousness.
Here’s my point: Believers in Christ
also need to examine themselves
whether they truly believe in Jesus
or not. And the purpose of this
examination is not to make them
doubt but to drive them even closer
to Christ.

Preaching as If No One in the
Congregation Is Saved
Some pastors preach as if no one
in their congregations is saved
(they do the exact opposite of what
the previous pastors do). Or more
accurately, these pastors assume that
most of their hearers are unsaved
and that there are only a minority
among their audience who are truly
saved. As a result, many members
of their congregations—who are
genuine believers—suffer severely
from a lack of assurance of salvation.
Imagine sitting under such preaching.
Eventually, you (as a believer) will
begin to question the genuineness
of your salvation in an unhealthy way,
and then fall into despair.
I remember several years ago, I met
an old man who sat under this kind
of preaching. This man was in his
nineties and had been a member
of their congregation for more than
fifty years. And yet, sadly he did not
know whether he was saved or not.

Avoided in Preaching

the damage they do to their members,
namely, they foster a spirit of doubt
and despair among those who are
sincerely saved.

Conclusion

This man went to church twice every
Sunday for many years and served
as an elder several times, but he had
no assurance of salvation. Ironically,
for this man, the more you doubt the
more pious you become. Thus, in his
mind, doubt is a form of virtue.
Such thinking contradicts what Peter
says: “Therefore, brothers, be all the
more diligent to confirm your calling
and election” (2 Pet. 1:10). Here, Peter
is commanding his fellow believers to
make sure of their calling and election.
And yes, it is possible for Christians to
experience and enjoy assurance of
salvation. As the Canons of Dort say,
“Of this preservation of the elect to
salvation and of their perseverance
in the faith, true believers themselves
may and do obtain assurance
according to the measure of their
faith.” Charles Spurgeon once
observed, “Many a believer lives in
the cottage of doubt when he might
live in the mansion of faith.”
Pastors who commit this second
extreme in preaching should realize

How can we then avoid these two
extremes in preaching? There are
many ways, but for the sake of time,
let me just give you one, that is, Be
faithful to your text. Don’t just read
your text and leave it. Use it. Expound
it. Preach from it. And don’t force your
text to say something that it does not
say. As a preacher, you are to tell your
congregation what your text says.
Suppose your text is Romans 8:28–29:
“And we know that for those who love
God all things work together for good,
for those who are called according
to his purpose. For those whom he
foreknew he also predestined to be
conformed to the image of his Son.”
Obviously this text is for believers, so
use this text to address the believers
in your sermon. However, in that same
sermon (even just in a few words),
you can also warn the wicked by
saying that all things are not working
together for their eternal good,
because the glorious promise found
in this passage is only for those who
love God.
If your text is Revelation 21:8, then
address the unbelievers in your
sermon: “But as for the cowardly,
the faithless, the detestable, as for
murderers, the sexually immoral,
sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars,
their portion will be in the lake that
burns with fire and sulfur, which
is the second death.” With this
passage, don’t hesitate to challenge
unbelievers to repent and believe
in Jesus Christ. And as you do so, in
passing you can comfort and assure

your fellow believers that their portion
will not be in the lake of fire but in the
new heaven and new earth.
Now, of course you can also preach
from a passage that naturally addresses both believers and unbelievers. Some of the parables of Jesus do
this (e.g., the wise and foolish builders
[Matt. 7:24–27]; the wise and foolish
virgins [Matt. 25:1–13]; and the sheep
and goats [Matt. 25:31–46]). These
passages allow the pastor to address
both the righteous and the wicked in
his sermon in a natural and balanced
way.
Nevertheless, let me issue a word of
caution here for those who listen to
a sermon: you cannot expect your
pastor to deliver a well-balanced
sermon that 50 percent deals with
the godly and 50 percent deals with
the ungodly. Depending on the text,
sometimes the message can be
geared more toward believers and
sometimes more toward unbelievers.
Therefore, if you want to evaluate your
pastor, do so based on his faithfulness
to his text. The question should not be
whether he addressed unbelievers
or not in his message, or whether
he addressed believers or not. No!
Instead, did he faithfully preach and
apply his text to his congregation?

Rev. Brian G. Najapfour
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in the Philippines and in the U.S.
He is currently working full-time
on a PhD in Biblical Spirituality.
He is the author of numerous
books, including The GospelDriven Tongue. He blogs at
biblicalspiritualitypress.org.
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IRBC’s Second Step of Counseling

Step 2: Collect Data
An important part of the first step of
counseling involved providing crucial
information to the counselee; this
was biblically-based information
that will help him or her regain
perspective on the sovereignty
of God. The second step involves
getting crucial information from
the counselee; information that will
help the counselor gain an accurate
understanding of the problems with
which the counselee is dealing.
Experts in the field of biblical
counseling rightfully tell us that data
gathering is vital to the counseling
process (see Eyrich and Hines, 2007,
p. 94; Adams, 1973, p. 257).

The Proverbs 18 Principles
for Data Collecting
Two principles that counselors need
to observe as they engage in this vital step of counseling are found in
the eighteenth chapter of the book
of Proverbs; thus, we call them the
Proverbs 18 principles. The first is
Proverbs 18:13, which says, “He who
gives an answer before he hears,
it is folly and shame to him” (New
American Standard Bible). This
verse speaks to the necessity of the
counselor gathering enough data to
discern the counselee’s root problems. Jumping to quick conclusions
and/or seeding within the mind of
a counselee ideas associated with
certain recognizable behaviors (cataloged in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders1)
to get him or her to subscribe to the
counselor’s preconceived notion
of a particular mental disorder are
common ways that this principle is
violated in various models of counseling today.
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In relation to the latter, the counselor
already has within his or her mind a
predetermined “answer,” based not
on data collected but upon common
behaviors associated with mental
illnesses listed in the DSM-V; and he
or she “baits” the counselee, seeking
to get him or her to “subscribe”
to the predetermined answer by
identifying with the behaviors that
the “experts” have attached to it.
The prudent Christian counselor
will avoid this and other techniques
which serve as shortcuts or
detractors from gathering accurate
data from the counselee. He or she
will also avoid any practices which
violate Proverbs 18:17, the second
primary principle underlying this
step of counseling. Proverbs 18:17
says, “The first one to plead his
cause seems right until his neighbor
comes and examines him” (New
King James Version). This principle
especially needs to be applied in
cases involving marriage problems.
It has been said that wise counselors
listen with only one ear when a
spouse complains about his or her
marriage, for they know that every
marriage has two spouses with two
perspectives and two sets of facts.
Every person has been given two
ears to listen to both sides of every
situation.
The application of this principle needs
to be extended to congregations and
Christian organizations, especially
in cases where a counselor or a
ruling body is placed in the position
of trying to determine if a person
is innocent or guilty of the
accusation against him or her. The
scenarios in which this principle
is most often violated are those
wherein the person “pleading his
cause” is 1) a member of a well-
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established or influential family in
the congregation or organization
which is closely associated with
the counselor or ruling body; 2)
a family member, friend, or close
acquaintance of the counselor or
ruling body; or 3) one who is a fellow
worker (i.e., a colleague) in the same
vocational field (profession) as the
counselor or the majority of the
people who make up the ruling
body. In these scenarios there is a
great potential to show favoritism
to the one “pleading his cause,” to
the exclusion of gathering sufficient
data from the other party or side(s)
needed for a proper judgment.
What must be remembered in
these situations is that even the
best Christian “pleading his cause”
will sometimes fall prey to his or
her sinful nature and use reason,
emotion, and his or her professional
relationships to press his or her
claims, regardless of whether or not
the facts and opinions he or she is
setting forth are rooted in the truth.
Getting the truth revealed about the
problem, issue, or situation being
examined must always be the goal.
This is because “getting truth on
the table” and appropriately dealing
with the truth will always be the path
which yields the highest measure of
glory to God. It will also be the path
which ultimately pays the richest
spiritual dividends to all involved,
regardless of the time invested and
emotional turmoil experienced.
We understand, then, that collecting
data is vital in granting to the counselor
the necessary insights to understand
the truth about the counselee’s
problems. Since possessing an
accurate understanding of his or her
problems is, in part, dependent upon
the counselee being truthful, the

counselor needs to communicate the importance of receiving from
him or her honest and accurate information. He or she might wish to
say to the counselee in one of the opening sessions, “In order for me to
help you, I need to receive a clear, accurate, and honest picture of what
has been happening in your life. If I do not receive this, I will not be able
to provide the counsel you need. Of greater concern, I might give you
the wrong counsel which could be very damaging, either adding new
problems or possibly making your current problems worse than they
are now.”

The Primary Instruments for Collecting Data
The Personal Data Inventory
The Personal Data Inventory, abbreviated PDI, is the primary
instrument that most biblical counselors use to collect initial data
from their counselees. There are many variations of this instrument.
You may wish to do a word search on the Internet and look at some of
the different PDIs used by biblical counselors. An excerpt from a portion
of the PDI used at the Shepherd’s Way Central, which functions under
the oversight of the Bethany United Reformed Church of Wyoming,
Michigan, is featured below.

F
E
A
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ocus on the
counselee
mpathize
cknowledge
espond

The Interview
The most effective and efficient form of
collecting data during the counseling
session is the interview. Because
interviewing is such an important
part of the data collecting process in
counseling, we are going to spend time
looking at some of the basic elements
of effective interviewing.
Active Listening
Effective interviewing involves active
listening and effective note-taking.
Remembering the acronym FEAR will
assist you in remembering some of
the key points that will help you listen
actively to the counselee during the
session. Let’s briefly consider each
aspect of this acronym for effective
listening.
Focus on the Counselee
The importance of the counselor
possessing a humble attitude was
emphasized earlier in our discussion
on building relationships, and a
reference was made to Philippians
2:5–7. Here we will focus on a couple of
verses which immediately precede that
passage as a means of underscoring
the most important element in active
listening—focusing on the counselee.
In verses 3 and 4 of the second chapter
of Philippians, the apostle Paul wrote,
“Let nothing be done through selfish
ambition or conceit, but in lowliness
of mind let each esteem others better
than himself. Let each of you look out
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not only for his own interests, but
also for the interests of others” (New
King James Version).
Submitting oneself to this exhortation
is difficult enough in the common
affairs we deal with in our everyday
lives. If we are honest, most of us
will have to admit that we far too
often entertain thoughts of being
better, wiser, or more spiritual
than someone else. In the area of
counseling, it can be even more
difficult to obey Paul’s inspired
words, given the counselor is
often dealing with the sin and
shortcomings of those he has been
called to serve.
As you counsel, it is important that
you recognize the potential war that
will be waged by your sinful nature
(the old man) as counselees begin
to share with you their particular
sins and shortcomings. The primary
weapon the “old man” often employs
in this battle is the battle axe of selfrighteousness. This soul-injuring
weapon will be thrust at your soul by
deadly impulses, which will produce
in your mind conceited thoughts
like, “I can’t believe he could do
something so foolish; I would
never do something like that!” It is
possible that some of you who are
reading this work have already been
damaged inwardly by this weapon
without even recognizing it.
One of the ways that you can tell
if you have incurred such inward
damage is by honestly evaluating
your thought and communication
patterns. If you have become habituated in thought and communication patterns wherein you are
regularly portraying yourself, your
family, your church, your denomination, your Christian school, your
business, etc., as being more important than others, or as being beyond
the possibility of erring or falling
prey to some type of sin, deception,
or theological aberration, you have
been damaged inwardly by this brutal weapon. The battle axe of self-
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righteousness, which is nothing
less than pride, has not only damaged your relationship with God,
but it has also likely damaged your
relationship with other Christians; it
has, minimally, prohibited you from
forming and/or effectively maintaining relationships with other believers.
Two things must occur if you desire to be healed of the damage you
have personally allowed the old
man to inflict upon your soul and
the souls of others. The first is heartfelt repentance. You have sinned
against God by thinking of yourself more highly than you ought
and must confess before the face of
God that you have possessed a sinful opinion of your own spirituality,
abilities, and importance. As you
make confession, acknowledge that
any spiritual insight, knowledge,
growth, or maturity you possess has
come to you by God’s providence
working in association with the free
gift of faith that was imparted to
you at the time of your new birth. In
short, admit that it is by grace alone
through faith in Christ’s work alone
(i.e., through his active and passive
obedience) that you were adopted as
a child of God and that you continue to grow in sanctification and the
grace and knowledge of God. While
you are alone with God, you might
wish to preach the following simple,
six-word/three-point sermon to
yourself: Grace alone (sola gratia)!
Faith alone (sola fide)! Christ alone
(solus Christus)! In light of the truth
of this simple sermon, repent of
your sin of pride and remind yourself that if it were not for the grace of
God working in your life, the same
ignorance, sin, or shortcoming that
you have encountered in the lives
of other professing Christians in
general, and your counselee’s life
in particular, would be seen in your
own life.
For some people, repentance may
be necessary for the often well- disguised gloating you do in relation to
your intellectual giftedness. If you

have engaged in such unsanctified
boasting
Acknowledge that any intellectual,
physical, or social abilities you possess
have been given to you by God.
Remind yourself that every talent
and ability you possess is a gift
from your Creator to be used for the
purpose of glorifying God! Neither
the natural talents nor the spiritual
gifts that you possess are to be
used to deliver proud and arrogant
remarks which belittle others while
exalting yourself.
Fervently request that God will grant
you the necessary lowliness of mind
that is necessary to esteem others
as better (or more important) than
yourself (Phil. 2:3).
No counselor can really focus his or
her full attention on the counselee
in such a way as to hear and minister
to the issues of his or her heart if
“self” is in the way. Only the person
who is truly committed to denying
himself or herself, taking up his
or her cross daily, and following
the wonderful Counselor is fit to
counsel or effectively minister the
Word in any other capacity.
Another thing that often gets in
the way of focusing on counselees,
especially when one has had to
deal with the problems of others
for an extended period of time, is
what might be called a low-grade
cynicism. Instead of bearing with
counselees in love as the Holy Spirit
does His work of sanctification in
their lives, one just wants to “fix the
problems” and move on to the next
case. As we deal with problems in
the lives of God’s people, we must
always remember that God has a
purpose for each one which unfolds
in their lives. Our job is to be used
of the Lord to reflect his abiding
love for them and faithfully bring
his truth to bear in their lives in
the midst of the problem(s) he has
ordained for them.

Empathize
Empathizing involves experiencing
as one’s own the feelings of another.
The objective being emphasized
here is not so much directed toward
the Emotional Domain as it is
toward trying to understand what
the counselee is going through
(as if you were walking in his or
her shoes). It is critically important
that you convey the message, both
verbally and through body language,
that you are deeply concerned
and most earnestly desire to come
alongside the counselee as he or
she tries to make sense of the trial.
It is also important, at all times and
in every situation, to convey with
your attitude, actions, and words
that God is in control and will work
all things out in accordance with
his will for his glory and his child’s
good, regardless of how impossible
things look and how overwhelmed
anyone may be.
As you interact with the counselee
empathetically, listen carefully to
what he or she says and how he or she
says it. Take note of any significant
changes in the cadence, tone, or
pitch of his or her voice as he or she
speaks. Such changes can provide
insight into the emotional level at
which the counselee is experiencing
the problem. Also take note of the
nonverbal communication or body
language of the counselee during
the session.
Acknowledge
Acknowledge what the counselee is
communicating. Use nonverbal cues
(e.g., head nods) and short verbal
cues (e.g., “uh-huh”) to acknowledge
that you understand what the
counselee is saying. Utilizing
cues not only acknowledges
the counselor’s reception of
information; it also encourages the
counselee to continue expressing
his or her thoughts. It is important
to allow the counselee’s train of
thought to run its course without

Look at the two facial expressions represented above. One is demonstrating an
empathetic glance, while the other is displaying boredom. In the counseling
room, we have to be conscious of what messages our nonverbal expressions
are giving our counselees. Even tired looks resulting from a strained night of
sleep can be misinterpreted. Make sure you are attentively listening to what
your counselee is saying, and that your counselee can easily tell that this is the
case from your body signals and verbal/nonverbal responses.

interruption as much as possible
after each question is asked. If the
counselee begins to wander away
from the question being asked by
getting caught up in nonessential
details, verbal directives need to
be given to redirect the counselee
so his or her thoughts will track in
concert with the question asked.
At times, restating the question is
necessary in such a scenario. On
the other hand, if the counselee
begins to repeat himself or herself,
the counselor should either ask
more specific questions to obtain
necessary details or move on to the
next question.
Respond
Respond to the counselee with
verbal and nonverbal expressions of
concern, sadness, joy, etc., as he or
she shares with you. Use your body
position (e.g., leaning forward) to
signal that you are paying attention
and are interested in what he or she
has to say.
Active listening is an important skill
to be utilized in the interviewing
process. It is also a skill which greatly

enhances relationships among
spouses in marriage and members
in churches. May God be pleased to
give us both the essential disposition
of mind (humility) and the skills
necessary to better listeners!

			
1. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (DSM) is a manual
used by clinicians, health insurance
companies, researchers, and others,
which provides a common classification
of mental disorders. It is published by the
American Psychiatric Association. Most
biblical counselors agree that the DSM
can be useful for matters associated with
describing various problems encountered
in counseling. They will also warn of
the dangers of using its often deadly
prescriptions.

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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God’s Word in Every Language

I

n many churches around the world,
Christians gather to hear the Word
of God preached in a language
they know and understand best. In
most of these churches, Bibles in
that language are available. Thus,
people can easily access God’s Word
and follow along with the pastor
to verify if what is being taught is
actually in God’s Word. However,
for more than sixteen hundred
language communities around
the world, that is not a possibility
because no one has translated
the Bible into those languages.
If a church exists at all in these
communities, it is using a language
other than the language the
people speak in their homes and
understand at the heart level.

Christians around the world who
speak the world’s major languages
have been blessed for hundreds
of years with God’s Word. Since
the major languages of the world
comprise such a large number
of speakers, the assumption is
that God’s Word is available in all
the world’s languages. However,
that is not the case. While it is
surprising to learn that so many
languages do not have one verse of
Scripture translated, it is even more
astonishing to learn that out of the
world’s 7,097 living languages1 only
670 languages have access to the
complete canon of Scripture.2
When we in the Western world
study God’s Word, we have access
to dozens of translations. We have
libraries full of commentaries,
Bible concordances, and Bible
handbooks. Even many of our Bibles
are known as study Bibles because
they are full of helpful study notes,
cross references, glossaries, and
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maps. Yet, for millions of people
who speak the world’s lesser known
or minority languages, the Bible
does not exist, and if it is available, it
is available only in part.
For the more than sixteen hundred
language communities who have
no Bible translation work started,
it is because resources are not
yet in place to begin the work. To
accomplish the task, more people,
prayer, and finances are needed.
The work of building vision and
capacity and providing appropriate
training in these communities
is also necessary so that the
ownership and resources are at
the community level. What used
to be the translators going to a
community to do the translation
work themselves has become one
where language communities are
being empowered to take on this
task themselves with the Western
church becoming facilitators and
partners in that process by sharing
the abilities and gifts God has given
them.
While many church members know
about Bible translation work going
on in the world because of groups
like Wycliffe Bible Translators and
the Bible Societies, it often comes
as a surprise for people to learn that
the trail of Bible translation started
hundreds of years before Christ was
born. We have much to learn from
what has been done in the past.
Jews living in the second century
before Christ had begun to learn
and eventually exclusively use
the Greek language. Some had
abandoned their Jewish faith, but
many did not, and they wanted
access to the Hebrew Scriptures.
This translation into the Greek is the

Mr. Chuck
Micheals

Septuagint (Latin for seventy, which
was approximately the number
of translators who worked on it).
Thus, the Greeks began to hear God
speaking their language for the first
time.
In the first century before Christ,
many Jews also spoke the Aramaic
language, and so the Hebrew
Scriptures were translated into
an Aramaic version of the Bible
known as the Targums (also
known as the Tanakh). Eventually,
around AD 400, the biblical scholar
Jerome translated the Bible into
an authorized version of Latin.
While a number of confusing
and inaccurate versions of the
Scriptures existed previously in
Latin, this majestic Bible translation
achievement by Jerome was one
that would serve the church for
almost a thousand years.
The Latin Bible is of particular
interest because of the terminology
of its title. That Bible is known as
the Latin Vulgate, using the Latin
word vulgare, which is understood
to mean “the common speech of
the people.” It was Jerome’s desire
to create not only an accurate but
also a readable and understandable
translation for the man on the
street. That was the same desire of
the sixteenth-century English Bible
translator William Tyndale, who
remarked, “I defy the pope and all
his laws. If God spare my life, ere
many years I will cause a boy who
drives the plough to know more of
the Scriptures than you do.”
That focus of making Bible
translations accurate, natural
(beautiful), and clear as well as
accessible is a hallmark of the work
of translation from its beginning

until today. Our Reformed
church fathers also note this
importance.
The Westminster Confession
of Faith, written in 1646
and used in Presbyterian
and Reformed churches
throughout the world,
makes it very clear what the
responsibility of the church is
when it comes to translating
God’s Word into every
language when it states in
chapter 1, section 8,3
The Old Testament in
Hebrew (which was the
native language of the people
of God of old), and the New
Testament in Greek (which,
at the time of the writing
of it, was most generally
known to the nations), being
immediately inspired by
God, and, by His singular
care and providence, kept
pure in all ages, are therefore
authentical; so as, in all
controversies of religion, the
Church is finally to appeal
unto them.

some colleges and seminaries about
the need for Bible translation. I also
discovered that there were limited
opportunities for training in this
area. While I found training tracks
in colleges for all types of vocational
work and in Bible colleges and
seminaries for pastoral studies, youth
ministries, music ministries, Jewish
ministries, women’s ministries,
and even in one seminary a sports
ministry option, few had any training
track for Bible translation.
Why is this the case? First, I think it is
because the need for Bible translation
is unknown. Many people in the
church are like I was before I became
aware of the work and assume that
every language has a full Bible.
Second, the world of linguistics,
needed to do Bible translation work,
is often associated with a vocation

with little opportunity for employment
and so does not get the exposure or
promotion as do other educational
training options. What can do you
with a linguistics degree? The options
seem limited. Third, the task of Bible
translation can and often does seem
daunting. Taking unwritten languages
and creating writing systems might
seem too difficult, and when combined
with the complexity of all the scripts in
which languages are written, it might
seem impossible. Fourth, Bibleless
communities are often in difficult-toreach places, and some are places that
have perceived dangers associated with
them. Last, sometimes people consider
the actual work of translating Bibles too
sacred a task to even attempt to do.
While all these things are important
to consider, God has poured out his
Spirit on the church to enable it to

But, because these original
tongues are not known to
all the people of God, who
have right unto, and interest
in the Scriptures, and are
commanded, in the fear
of God, to read and search
them, therefore they are to
be translated in to the vulgar
language of every nation
unto which they come, that
the Word of God dwelling
plentifully in all, they may
worship Him in an acceptable
manner; and, through
patience and comfort of the
Scriptures, may have hope.4
I began to do Wycliffe’s
recruitment work on college
campuses when we returned
from our fifteen years of
service in Papua New Guinea.
I was surprised to see how
little knowledge there was in
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bring his whole Word to the whole
world. Today we have the greatest
resources available that the world
has ever had and people with great
abilities. We are also blessed in
the West with a large number of
colleges and universities that offer
biblical studies and some that even
offer linguistic training. However,
there are very few schools that offer
a complete Bible translation degree
program consisting of biblical
studies, biblical languages, and
linguistics.
There are a few specialized
linguistic schools such as the
Graduate Institute of Applied
Linguistics and the Canada
Institute of Linguistics, which
have been established to provide
all the linguistic training needed
for Bible translation work. A few
Bible colleges and seminaries have
cooperative Bible translation degree
programs. However, the promotion
of these schools in the church is
very limited and needs to increase.
Certainly, many more Bible colleges
and seminaries, especially in the
Reformed world, need to either
establish full Bible translation
training degree programs or form
cooperative agreements with these
linguistic schools noted which will
allow more students to go into Bible
translation work.
Before my wife and I joined Wycliffe
in 1985, we were informed that
twice as many support personnel
were needed for every Bible
translation team established. Thus,
flying missionary planes, fixing
computers, teaching missionary
children, managing finances,
providing administrative oversight,
and a host of other activities are
as urgently needed as those who
do the Bible translation work. That
means that in order to begin the
remaining translation projects,
not only are thousands of Bible
translators need, but many more
thousands of support people are
needed as well.
So, will the remaining Bible
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translation work be started and
even finished in our lifetime? The
answers are found in the Bible and
in the instruction Jesus left to the
church in Matthew 9:37–38: “The
harvest is plentiful but the workers
are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest,
therefore, to send out workers into
his harvest field.”5
Could it be that in our lifetime we
could see the last language on earth
have Bible translation work started
as people earnestly pray? What an
amazing thought!
God has raised up a growing
church of the East and the South
which is looking to partner with the
church of the West. As the church
prepares a larger number of crosscultural workers in every part of the
world and educational institutions
create a larger number of focused
Bible translation degree programs
that combine with the best of
the linguistic schools already in
existence, the number of languages
needing Bible translation work will
fall rapidly.
The challenge before the church
in North America is whether it
will participate in the work of
blessing the nations, as God spoke
to Abraham in Genesis 12:2: “I will
bless you and make your name
great, so that you will be a blessing.”
God will bless the nations and
all who are elect will be saved.
Revelation 7:9–10 gives us that
assurance: “After this I looked,
and behold, a great multitude that
no one could number, from all
tribes and peoples and languages,
standing before the throne and
before the Lamb, clothed in white
robes, with palm branches in their
hands, and crying out with a loud
voice, ‘Salvation belongs to our God
who sits on the throne, and to the
Lamb!’”
The two questions we in the church
are left with are
Will we do as the Westminster
Confession says and translate the
Bible into every “vulgar language

of every nation unto which they
come”?
Will we do what our Lord and
Savior commands in the Great
Commission in Matthew 28:19–20?
“Go therefore and make disciples
of all nations, baptizing them in
the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching
them to observe all that I have
commanded you. And behold, I am
with you always, to the end of the
age.”
May the Lord find us obedient and
faithful in our generation.

			
1. https://www.ethnologue.com/
2. http://www.wycliffe.net/statistics
3. http://www.reformed.org/documents/
wcf_with_proofs/
4. Matthew 5:18; Isaiah 8:20; Acts 15:15;
John 5:39, 46; 1 Corinthians 14: 6, 9, 11,
12, 24, 27, 28; Colossians 3:16; Romans
15:4.
5. Scripture references are from the
English Standard Version.

			
Photo credits:
The Urat photo is taken by Susan
Frey and is from this page: https://
thepngexperience.wordpress.
com/2017/03/06/just-the-beginning/.
The 60 Years photo is taken by
Kathy Husk from this page: https://
thepngexperience.wordpress.
com/2017/02/27/listening-to-godsword/
The Smiles and Scripture photo is
taken by Rachel Greco from this page:
https://thepngexperience.wordpress.
com/2017/12/12/smiles-and-scripture/.

Chuck Micheals
Mr. Charles Micheals is currently
the Director for Management
and Professional Recruitment
for Wycliffe Bible Translators.
Previously he served 6 years
as Wycliffe’s Vice President for
Recruitment Ministries. He is a
member at Saint Andrews’s Chapel
in Sanford, FL, where he serves as
an elder.

Bible Studies on Nehemiah
Lesson 11: Renewing Covenant Promises

Dr. Norman 		
De Jong

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 10
Background Reading: Genesis 9:8–17;
Genesis 17:1–14; Malachi 1:6–14

I

n order to understand
Nehemiah 10, we need
to slip back into the last
few verses of Nehemiah 9.
We note there the words
“Because of all this, we
make a firm covenant in
writing” (9:38). But that
leads us to ask, “What is all
this?” “All this” is not simply
Nehemiah’s fervent prayer
and the confessions of sin
that he makes. “All this”
refers especially to the
widespread and sincere
confession of sins that the
residents of Judah and
Jerusalem are making to
God. In response to those
multiple confessions, the
people of God are anxious
to renew covenant promises.
They have been spurred
to do this because of their
hearing the law of God, read
to them by Ezra. They have
also heard their governor,
Nehemiah, express public
repentance for all of their
sins. He calls disobedience
sin! His condemnation is
being reinforced by the
presence of Malachi.
Malachi minces no words
with them: “Judah has been
faithless and abomination
has been committed in Israel

have not kept your law
or paid attention to your
commandments and your
warnings that you gave
them” (Neh. 9:34).
The message that dominates Nehemiah 10 is not
a list of names that are difficult to pronounce. On the
contrary, it is a powerful
demonstration of sincere
repentance and a promise to do better. It reminds
me of the first time that I
was installed and ordained
as an elder. The church of
which we were a part had
the practice of all new persons being ordained, either
to the role of elder or that of
deacon, having to publicly
sign the Form of Subscription before the congregation. I was relatively young.
I was also more than a little
nervous. Putting my name
to that document before
God and before his people
made my hands tremble.

and in Jerusalem. For Judah has profaned the
sanctuary of the Lord, which he loves” (Mal. 2:11).
Nehemiah is equally condemning in his criticism of
the people. In his prayer to God, he acknowledges:
“Our kings, our princes, our priests, and our fathers

On a massive scale, that is
what we are observing in
Nehemiah 10. All of the men,
whose names are being
recorded for all eternity, are
signing a pledge that they
will strive to honor and obey
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the commands of God and promise to
live in covenantal union with him. To
cement it for all posterity, the names
are all sealed. This renewing of the
covenant is signed and sealed forever.
There is a precise order to the signing
ceremony, but one notable name
is missing. Ezra, who had read and
explained the law, in great detail, is
not listed with all the other signatures.
That omission is a mystery, for he of
all people would have been leading
the procession. In contrast, the name
of Nehemiah appears first on the list.
Following that (vv. 1–8) are the names
of priests. At the end of Nehemiah
9, the priests are the third group
mentioned. Now, on the listing, the
priests are the first group to sign. The
second group, the Levites, are listed
in verses 9–13. Finally, the “chiefs of
the people” are listed in verses 14–26.
Of significance are the names of
so many “chiefs” or “princes” (Neh.
9:38) or “nobles and officials” (Neh.
5:7), however you want to label them.
Not many years prior, the governor
“was very angry . . . against the
nobles and officials” (Neh. 5:6–7)
for their treatment of the people.
These leaders had exacted very high
rents and usury against fellow Jews,
clearly violating God’s laws. Their
practices had reduced many women
and children to slavery. Farmers
who owned land became renters.
The reading and explanation of the
law by Ezra brought about genuine
repentance. Now, these same sinners
express a strong desire to follow and
obey the law of God in all its details.
But the text quickly informs us that
it is not only the leaders who had
signed the covenant document.
“The rest of the people,” seemingly
without exception, pledge their full
support and agreement. They “enter
into a curse and an oath to walk in
God’s Law that was given by Moses
the servant of God, and to observe
and do all the commandments of the
Lord our Lord” (Neh. 10:29). As we
read further, it becomes apparent
that Ezra and the people of God are
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looking more at Mosaic covenantal
terminology and less at either the
Noahic or the Abrahamic language.
The Noahic covenant is a unilateral
proclamation by God declaring his
sovereign governance of all creation,
including not only humans but all
the creatures that God had created.
In contrast to that, the Abrahamic
covenant is usually referred to as
a “covenant of grace,” focusing on
the need for circumcision. Neither
of those seems to be referenced
here. Instead, the focus is on curses
and blessings as response to the
laws of God. That emphasis comes
to clearest form in Deuteronomy
28–30. In those chapters, blessings
will follow obedience and curses will
follow disobedience.
In recognition of prior sinful patterns,
the people pledge, “We will not give
our daughters to the peoples of the
land or take their daughters for our
sons” (Neh. 10:30). That practice
had been a clear violation of God’s
commands expressed in Exodus
34:15–16, Deuteronomy 7:3–5, and
Ezra 9:12. Marriages with unbelievers
or pagans are wrong and dangerous
because idolatry cannot be avoided.
All peoples of the world, including
all those living in and around Judea
in the fifth century before Christ,
are incurably religious. They either
worship the true God or a false deity
of their own making. God is a jealous
God (Exod. 20:5; 34:14) who will not
tolerate any competition. If you marry
a pagan, you will be tempted to
worship his or her god. Ezra 9–10 is a
recounting of the many times that had
happened in recent years. In chapter
13, Nehemiah comes back to this evil
practice and recounts for us how he
“cursed them and beat some of them
and pulled out their hair” (Neh. 13:25).
Nehemiah mirrors God’s anger.
A second sin that calls for special
recognition is a violation of the
Sabbath code. God had made
that very explicit in the fourth
commandment and had illustrated it
in sundry ways. God had been very
explicit: “Observe the Sabbath day, to

keep it holy” (Deut. 5:12; Exod. 20:8).
The clear implication of the Hebrew
language was that labor should cease
on that day. The emphasis on keeping
it “holy” meant that it should be
separate or distinct from the other six
days. Holiness demands separation.
What is expected on the other six
days is not acceptable on the seventh
day.
The violation of the Sabbath ordinances was one of the cardinal sins that
angered God in the time leading up
to the exile in Babylon. Through Isaiah God had warned his people about
the importance of this command and
had promised rich blessings when
they obeyed (Isa. 56:2–6). That fell
on deaf ears, for Jeremiah came with
stern admonition about specific ways
of breaking that law. In his day, there
were merchants from neighboring
peoples who came to the city gates
on Sabbath mornings and wanted
to engage in trade. The temptations
were too strong for many, so God’s
people engaged in buying and selling
on the Sabbath, seeing no evil in that.
The prophet Ezekiel, during the seventy years of exile, powerfully calls
attention to those sins, elevating Sabbath observance as one of the three
“signs of the covenant” (Ezek. 20:12,
20). Alongside of the rainbow and circumcision, Sabbath observance was
then and still is today of great importance in God’s sight.
During this period in Israel’s history,
while a remnant is once again living in
and around Jerusalem, this temptation
again becomes too strong to resist. By
their confession and by their promise,
the people implicitly are confessing to
the sins of commerce on the Sabbath
(Neh. 10:31). Nehemiah makes
reference to this again in Nehemiah
13:15–22, where he describes in great
detail how this evil was practiced
during his governorship. The very
sins that had so angered God some
centuries before now again are part
of their lifestyle. This time, though,
they confess their sins and promise
to avoid them in the future. The

righteous governor, though, cannot
forget and recounts for us his angry
reactions.
The rest of the chapter (vv. 32–39)
focuses on a wide variety of sins
connected with the bringing of
offerings. It would appear, from
this litany of promises that they are
making, that Ezra had probably spent
considerable time reading to them
various chapters of Leviticus. They
promise to do everything precisely
as God had prescribed in the book
of Leviticus. It would also appear,
though, that they had been stung by
the condemnations from Malachi. In
his opening chapter, Malachi accuses
the priests of bringing lame, sick, and
polluted offerings to God (Mal. 1:6–8).
He suggests that they try bringing
such evil offerings to Nehemiah,
their governor. Apparently knowing
Nehemiah well, he anticipates an
almost violent reaction if they tried
that. Nehemiah is not ashamed to
admit that he cursed, struck, and
threatened people on different
occasions. Malachi was probably
witness to some of that. He goes on
to heap additional criticism on the
priests of that day, charging them
with profaning the covenant and
the sanctuary of the Lord. When the
Lord refuses to accept their polluted
offerings, they “cover the Lord’s altar

with tears, with weeping and groaning
because he no longer regards the
offering or accepts it with favor” (Mal.
2:13).
Suppose for a moment that you owned
a plot of ground and rented it to one
of your relatives for the purpose of
planting a garden. You set the rent at
one-tenth of the produce. At harvest
time, your relative brought you all the
bruised, rotten, deformed tomatoes
and pumpkins as payment. All of the
good ones went into his storehouse.
Would you be happy? Would you
pretend to be satisfied?

Malachi sees that kind of behavior
being practiced. So does Nehemiah.
So does God. All three confront the
remnant living in Judah. They have
to repent. They have to correct such
behavior. God deserves the very
best. He made that plain to Cain
and Abel, accepting Abel’s first fruits
but rejecting the leftovers that Cain
offered (Gen. 4:3–7). When God
rejects the lame and sick animals
that the Jews brought, they weep
and moan because God is so fussy,
so demanding. They deserve to be
called hypocrites.

Discussion Starters
Where is Ezra? Why is he missing from Nehemiah 10?
What prompts or motivates this elaborate signing and pledge of covenant
obedience?
Which classes of persons sign the documents? Are there any exceptions?
What is the significance of these signatures all being sealed?
Are women and children involved in this solemn occasion? What is their role?
Which sinful practices get priority in the list of confessions and promises? Why?
What is the significance of God claiming that he is jealous? That his name is
Jealous?
What dangers accompany marriage to an unbeliever?
Why was God not pleased with the offerings that his people brought?
What is the import of bringing such offerings to their governor?
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Bible Studies on Nehemiah
Lesson 12: Repopulating the Holy City

Dr. Norman 		
De Jong

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 11
Background Reading: Joshua 21:1–19; Genesis
38:12–26

Introduction
If we focus only on the long lists of names that fill
Nehemiah 11, we will easily be disappointed. We might
see little or no benefit in spending time in this chapter.
We might be inclined to look elsewhere for more exciting
stories. To avoid that, we need to be reminded that
“all scripture is breathed out by God and profitable”
for a number of reasons (2 Tim. 3:16). We need to see
these chapters, then, not just as a listing of names but
as a picture with broader meaning and implications. We
need to ask: How is this passage going to train me in
righteousness and equip me for every good work? We
need to be reminded, too, that the Bible is its own best
interpreter. To understand and apply Nehemiah 11 and
12 to our lives, we will need to look at other parts of
Scripture.

The Sad Situation
When we go back to Nehemiah 7, we find some disturbing
information. The author tells us there that “the city was
wide and large, but the people within it were few, and no
houses had been rebuilt” (Neh. 7:4). This was supposed
to be the Holy City, the very place where God dwelt. This
is described as “the holy city.” This city had a glorious
history. This is where King David and King Solomon
had built their palatial homes. This is where the temple
occupied central place. This was the city that had been
inhabited by tens of thousands.
But this was also the city that had been systematically
destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar and his army 150 years
earlier. He had not only demolished the temple, but
he had also razed the walls and burned down most of
the houses, homes where the nobility and the clergy
had resided. Now, 140 years later, the temple has been
rebuilt and the walls of the city have been restored, but
the houses have not been replaced or repaired. Why the

The Outlook | 32

delay? What kinds of excuses could possibly be offered?
For all practical purposes, the city of Jerusalem is severely
lacking in population. There are not enough able-bodied
men to defend the city in the event of an attack. Most of the
men who had helped to rebuild the walls in record time had

come from the surrounding villages
and towns, but not from Jerusalem
itself. There are not enough men with
the gifts and abilities to perform all the
rites and services required by God.

The Solution
When Nehemiah first confronts that
reality, he realizes that this is a project
for which he will be held responsible.
How is he to address this deplorable
situation? How can he repopulate
this Holy City, so that it might once
again be a beacon in a dark, sinful
world? How can it be protected from
the attacks of all the enemies who
hate God and his people? Nehemiah
is well aware of how the Samaritan
neighbors had halted the rebuilding
of the temple for ten years. He vividly
recalls how the surrounding tribes
had tried to prevent the restoration
of the city wall. This godly man has a
plan of action, but he does not take
credit for it. He immediately attributes
that to God, who “put it into my heart
to assemble the nobles and officials
and the people to be enrolled by
genealogy” (Neh. 7:5). The text goes
on to tell us that Nehemiah “found
the book of the genealogy of those
who came up at the first.” He tells us,
“I found written in it” (Neh. 7:5) the
names of all those who had emigrated
in that first group who left Persia in 538
BC under Zerubbabel and Jeshua.
His plan, it seemed to him, was to
draw recruits from the descendants
of those first families. He interpreted
that to be God’s plan, for, he said, God
had put it into his heart. When we get
to the actual doing, recorded for us in
Nehemiah 11, it seems that a different
plan is in place. Instead of choosing
along family lines, “the rest of the
people cast lots to bring one out of
ten to live in Jerusalem the holy city”
(Neh. 11:1).
The “leaders of the people” were
already living in Jerusalem. Others,
apparently, had come to the city at
the invitation or urging of Nehemiah.
Instead of letting their governor make
those decisions, they turned it over

to God, the one who determines the
casting of the lot. Matthew Henry,
in his commentary on this chapter,
observes: “They, finding that yet there
was room, concluded upon a review
of their whole body to bring one in
ten to dwell in Jerusalem; who they
should be was determined by lot, the
disposal whereof, all knew, was of
the Lord. This would prevent strife,
and would be a great satisfaction
to those on whom the lot fell to
dwell at Jerusalem, that they plainly
saw God appointing the bounds
of their habitation. They observed
the proportion of one in ten, as we
may suppose, to bring the balance
between the city and country to a just
and equal poise; so it seems to refer
to the ancient rule of giving the tenth
to God; and what is given to the holy
city he reckons given to himself.”
This use of the lot is not only advantageous for the city of Jerusalem. It is
also of great benefit to the countryside, to the villages and cities scattered throughout Judea and Benjamin. When we go back to that first
wave of returning Jews, recorded
for us in Ezra 2, we read there that
“the priests, the Levites, some of the
people, the singers, the gatekeepers,
and the temple servants lived in their
towns, and all the rest of Israel in their
towns” (Ezra 2:70). Note the word
their. We are reminded from the book
of Joshua that God had personally directed and assigned specific towns
and boundaries to the various tribes
when they first moved into Canaan.
That information, contained in Joshua
13–21, reads like a surveyor’s notebook. Each tribe was given a specific
piece of land, complete with boundary markers. When the first settlers
returned from exile, they went directly
to their assigned towns, from which
they had been evicted by Nebuchadnezzar.
The immediate need is to bring some
of those people from the countryside
into the city of Jerusalem. They did
not want to violate those earlier

assignments made by God, so they
put the choices back in God’s hands.
They not only resorted to use of the
lot but also adopted the principle
of the tithe. The tithe, or 10 percent,
was to be given to the Lord for the
advancement of his kingdom. The
remaining 90 percent were to work in
his fields and villages.

The Significance
As we read through Nehemiah 11,
we note that there is a recording of
various names and numbers who
are now presumably living in the city
of Jerusalem. The text at this point
is a bit fuzzy, lacking a clear division
of those who lived in the villages
and those who moved into the city.
That should not be troublesome if
we remember that there are three
different occasions every year when
all the adult males must migrate to the
city to celebrate certain feasts (see
Exod. 23:14–19). The intermingling of
work and worship was always part of
God’s plan.
The recording of specific numbers
is also a reminder that the Israelites
were known for keeping accurate
genealogical records. The scribes and
the Levites had, as part of their duties,
to record the names of all those born,
complete with family records. When
we add up the numbers recorded
in Nehemiah 11, we arrive at a total
of 3,044 men. Presumably these
men were adults who were probably
married and had children. If we
assume, for sake of analysis, that the
typical family had two children, the
total would expand to around 12,000
souls. Given the size of the city, this
number appears to be sufficient for
the protection of the city. These men
represent three of the tribes of Israel.
Judah is the first mentioned, with 468
men attributed to him. Benjamin is the
second tribe mentioned, with 928 men
attributed to him. The remainder are
priests and Levites, all coming from
the tribe of Levi. In round numbers,
approximately 50 percent are labeled

Jul/August 2018 | 33

as “valiant men,” presumably there
to defend the city from its enemies.
The other 50 percent are devoted to
temple service, in one form or other.

God’s kingdom. In Jesus Christ there
is forgiveness of sins. How neatly
tucked away in this easily overlooked
segment of Scripture.

When one reflects on the tribe of
Judah, one realizes that Judah had
five sons, two of whom died in the
land of Canaan (Num. 26:19–22).
Of the three remaining sons, only
Perez is listed here in Nehemiah 11
as contributing to the defense of
the city. The text tells us that “all the
sons of Perez who lived in Jerusalem
were 468 valiant men” (Neh. 11:6).
It would be easy to read over this
without a hint of its significance. It is
noted that these are “valiant men,”
so presumably they are noted for
their defensive abilities. That is true,
but there is even greater significance
in their being “sons of Perez.” Perez
is prominently listed in Matthew
1:3 and in Luke 3:33 as being in the
genealogy of Jesus Christ. He was a
direct son of Judah, but he was also
the son of Tamar, Judah’s daughter-inlaw, conceived in sin along the side of
the road (Gen. 38:12–26). According
to Mosaic law, Judah should have
been killed for committing the sin of
adultery (Lev. 20:12). So should have
Tamar, who tricked him into the act.
The twin sons that were born, Perez
and Zerah, were illegitimate children
and would not normally be listed as
part of the family. Yet, both of them
are listed as “sons” of Judah in the
second census taken.

The Temple Servants

Of those three, Perez is listed in the
genealogy of Jesus Christ. He is also
identified as one of the protecting
forces for the Holy City. Thus, we have
not a casual name among thousands,
but a marvelous demonstration
of God’s grace and mercy. Judah
and Tamar and Perez are forgiven
sinners called to special service in

Why are there only three tribes of Israel in the Promised Land at this time in
history?

The section from verses 10–24 is
devoted to a listing of the various
priests and Levites assigned to the
work of the temple. There was an
obvious division of labor, with some
assigned as “gatekeepers” while
others were designated as “singers.”
One name of interest is that of Asaph,
who was appointed originally by King
David as one of the choir directors in
the temple service. This Asaph is also
the author of Psalms 50 and 73–83.
In connection with him, there was “a
command from the king concerning
them, and a fixed provision for the
singers, as every day required” (Neh.
11:23). That king is not identified here
but is referenced in Ezra 6:10, who

decreed “that they [the singers] may
offer pleasing sacrifices to the God
of heaven and pray for the life of the
king and his sons” (Ezra 6:10). That
decree had been issued in 520 BC, in
response to Tattenai’s request about
the rebuilding of the temple. The king
was Darius I, who earlier had placed
Daniel in the lion’s den and then came
to realize that Daniel’s God was “the
living God . . . who has saved Daniel
from the power of the lions” (Dan.
6:26–27). Now, 125 years later, his
edict is still being enforced. Another
demonstration of God’s sovereign
control over men and nations.
The section from verses 25–36
illustrates the extent to which God’s
people were once again living in the
villages throughout the province of
Judah. This demonstrates continuity
with the commands of God at the time
of Joshua. It also demonstrates divine
planning and provision.

Discussion Starters
What was your initial reaction when you started reading Nehemiah 11? Were
you captivated by it, or turned off?
Did you realize, based on prior experience, that there might be theological
gems embedded in these lists?
When you reflected on the lack of homes and population in the city of Jerusalem,
did you have solutions in mind? Were they similar to that of Nehemiah?
What were the advantages of selecting by lot? What was the wisdom of selecting
one tenth (tithe) for movement into Jerusalem?

Did the name of Perez catch your interest? Did you recall his history? Did that
surprise you? Is Jehovah a loving, forgiving God?
How did the story of Daniel in the lion’s den affect later history? Was Darius I a
convert?
Who was Asaph? How did he serve God?

Dr. Norman De Jong
is a semi-retired minister in the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church.
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Comfort and Hope in Affliction

“For I know the plans that I have for you, declares the
Lord, plans for welfare and not for calamity to give
you a future and a hope.” (Jer. 29:11)
One frequently hears the words
of Jeremiah 29:11 quoted by
people to encourage others
who are in despair. They quote
the text as though it is intended
indiscriminately to apply to all
people in general. However,
one must take the context into
consideration in order to grasp the
true meaning of the text. Then we
come to see that the promise is
intended as a means of comfort and
hope for God’s believing people.

question is, Is there any word of
comfort and hope for such a people
in captivity to the great nation of
Babylon? The prophet Jeremiah
gives answer by sending a letter to
the captives showing them how to
prosper while in captivity. Granted
his answer differs from that of the
false prophets; yet it is the true word
of the Lord that Jeremiah brings to
them.

Dr. Harry G.
Arnold

Jeremiah’s answer indicates that
God is still on the throne and rules
all nations. Thus, God has set a
termination date for the end of their
captivity and then intends to bring
them back to the land of Israel. In
the meantime, they should make
themselves at home in Babylon and
carry on life in a normal manner:
working, marrying, raising families,
and even praying for the city to
which the Lord has led them into
exile. Jeremiah’s advice was taken
to be a betrayal of Israel’s cause, and
therefore some of the false prophets
labeled him a traitor. Nonetheless,
Jeremiah remained constant in

The situation appears to be
something like this. God’s people
are in captivity in Babylon because
of their sinful disobedience to the
worship and service of Israel’s
God. They ran after some of the
gods of their heathen neighbors,
and, therefore God sent them into
captivity. God cannot tolerate
infidelity in worship on the part
of his people because he alone
is God. As he says through the
prophet Isaiah: “I am the first and
the last; apart from me there is no
God” (Isa. 44:6). And the prophet
Jeremiah makes it very clear that
the people’s sin is the cause of their
affliction, for he writes, “when . . .
[the people] ask you, ‘Why has the
Lord decreed such a great disaster
against us? What wrong have we
done? What sin have we committed
against the Lord our God?’ then
say to them, ‘It is because your
fathers forsook me,’ declares the
Lord, ‘and followed other gods
and served and worshiped them.
They forsook me and did not keep
my law’” (Jer. 16:10–11). So the
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his message and charged the false
prophets of prophesying their own
dreams and desires rather than the
Word of the Lord.
Jeremiah’s message was full of
comfort and hope, both for the
present and the future of the exiles.
For the present, he assured them
that if they followed his Word from
the Lord, they would prosper along
with the city of their captivity. For
the future they would have the hope
of returning to their own homeland,
since God’s word is that I “will
bring you back to the place from
which I carried you” (Jer. 29:14).
The fulfillment of this comfort and
hope depends, however, on the
proper attitude of God’s people. It
is important for us to take note of
this point. Otherwise we may easily
misapply the words of Jeremiah as
many mistakenly do today.
The fulfillment of God’s word
through Jeremiah will take place
when God’s people “will call upon
me and come and pray to me, and
I will listen to you. You will seek me
and find me when you seek me with
all your heart. I will be found by you,”
declares the Lord, “and I will bring
you back to the place from which I
carried you into exile” (Jer. 29:12–
14). It is fair to say that the comfort
and hope that Jeremiah preaches is
meant for God’s believing people.
Those who repent of sin and seek
to do as the prophet proclaims
shall surely have comfort in their
affliction and be filled with hope for
their future. This same truth applies
to believers today. In our trials and
afflictions we should continue
to pray for our rulers who are in
authority over us, our neighbors
who live among us, and seek to
live according to God’s law. If we
continue to seek the Lord and seek
to do his will, then God assures us: “I
will listen to you” and “I will be found
by you” (Jer. 29:12, 14), The message
is dear: obedience to God’s will is the
God-ordained way of experiencing
comfort in affliction and being
assured of hope for one’ s future.
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And what a comfort is ours! We
have a Savior who “has fully paid
for all my sins with His precious
blood” and “watches over me in
such a way that not a hair can fall
from my head without the will of
my Father in heaven: in fact, ail
things must work together for my
salvation!” (Heidelberg Catechism,
A.1) Surely, a believer is comforted
to know that whatever events
come to him in life, all are under
control of a loving Savior and
sovereign God. Thus, the believer
experiences the presence of God
in every situation. The awareness
of God’s sovereign control over
all things in life is the reason that
many believers have been able
to endure persecution, and even
death, for the cause of Christ. Even
today many Christians are willingly
suffering and dying because they
will not deny their relationship
to Jesus Christ. We Christians in
North America are often unaware
of the extent of persecution against
fellow believers in other countries
today. Yet, according to Open Doors
World Watch List 2018, “215 million
Christians experience high levels of
persecution in the countries on the
World Watch List. This represents
1 in 12 Christians worldwide!” (p.
4). This figure is startling. One can
hardly imagine that in this twentyfirst century there is still such
extensive oppression of Christian
believers. Their only comfort under
such a painful situation is to know
that they belong to Jesus Christ. As
fellow believers we should be much
in prayer for them, encouraging
them to remain faithful to the
Savior.
Beyond the comfort of belonging
to Christ, such persecuted
believers can be encouraged by
the knowledge that their present
sufferings are not worth comparing
with the glory that will be revealed
in us” (Rom. 8:18). Further, they can
embrace the words of the apostle
Paul: “and we know that in all things
God works for the good of those

who love him, who have been called
according to his purpose” (Rom.
8:28). In addition, they can be sure
of the truth that “those he [God]
justified, he also glorified” (Rom.
8:30). Thus, believers rest in the
assurance that God is on the throne
and all events in their lives will
“work together for their salvation.”
When this life is finished, believers
can rejoice in the presence of God
himself. As the Scripture makes
plain, “We are confident . . . and
would prefer to be away from the
body and at home with the Lord (2
Cor. 5:8).
Are any of you suffering today in
some particular way? Maybe you
have lost a loved one, lost your
well-paying job, are suffering
from accidental injuries and much
physical pain, or even mental
distress. How can you cope with
such trials? The answer is that we
must trust in our sovereign God and
Savior who always has our eternal
welfare in mind. Trust him to work
out your salvation in the midst of
all situations. And keep your eyes
focused on Jesus, who has already
“entered heaven itself, now to
appear for us in God’s presence”
(Heb. 9:24). In this way, we can
experience the same comfort and
hope that our fellow believers are
experiencing in dire persecution in
other countries of the world.
May God grant that we may
embrace the blessed gospel of
our Lord Jesus Christ and seek
to practice his will in life, for the
Scripture teaches us that “godliness
has value for all things, holding
promise for both the present life
and the life to come” (1 Tim. 4:8).

Dr. Harry Arnold
is a retired minister in the Christian
Reformed Church and lives in
Portage, MI. He is a member of
Grace Christian Reformed Church
in Kalamazoo, MI.
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Exoneree. Uriah Courtney with
Glenda Mathes. Eugene, OR:
Cascade Books, 2017. 221 pages.

Uriah Courtney
was mistakenly identified and
wrongfully convicted and
imprisoned for eight years for
kidnap and rape. His is a story of
one unbearable trial after another
and how the Lord used those trials
to produce a very godly man.
Uriah grew up as a troubled young
man in a broken home with very
little exposure to the gospel. He
drifted heavily into drugs, which
defined his very existence.
While in the county jail awaiting
trial, Uriah first heard the gospel
from a husband-and-wife jail
ministry team, and the Spirit
began working in his heart. Later
in prison, a deacon from Christ
United Reformed Church of
Santee, California, led Bible studies
which Uriah attended. His life was
renewed, and he faithfully strove to
live accordingly in all of the trials he
faced in prison.
After his arrest and in the county
jail awaiting trial, DNA proved that

Mr. Myron
Rau

Uriah had a son with the girlfriend
he had lived with. She left him after
he was sent to prison, and he only
got to talk to his son on the phone.
Uriah did not get to see his son
then for seven years until after his
release from prison.
The California Innocence Project
eventually took on Uriah’s case
and was instrumental in proving
his innocence in 2013, through
DNA testing. After Uriah’s release
from prison he learned a skilled
trade, became a member of Christ
United Reformed Church, and
got married. Like Joseph, Uriah’s
testimony is “you meant it for evil,
but God meant it for good to bring
about this present result.” He often
mentions providence. Uriah was
encouraged to share his story in
a book, but he felt incapable of
adequately writing. Providence also
brought Glenda Mathes and Uriah
together to share his remarkable
story in this book. It is a book this
reviewer could not put down.

Mr. Myron Rau
is president of the Reformed
Fellowship board.
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