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Title Author Synopsis

3 In a Few Words Dr. Warren Lammers Deliberate Spiritual Starvation?

4 The Grace of Satisfaction (3) Rev Daniel Hyde Sadly, Christians are divided over what should be most celebrated: the death of Christ. 
In this third part of a series commemorating the 400th anniversary of the Canons of the 
Synod of Dort, we’ll explore the place of the death of Christ in our theology and why it 
beautifully expresses to us the grace of God. 

8 Six Practical Pieces of Advice 
Regarding Our Tongues

Rev. Brian G. 
Najapfour

1. Acknowledge that you have a tongue that is prone to sin. 2. Ask God to deliver you 
from your sinning tongue... read more and meditate deeply on this short article!

9 Faith and Fruit in a Post-Christian 
World: Hospitality

Mr. Michael R. 
Kearney 

In a post-Christian culture, Spirit-filled, gospel-centered homes are a powerful and 
persuasive foretaste of the kingdom of God

12 End Times and the Kingdom of God (11) Rev William 
Boekestein 

Eschatology and the kingdom of God come together to help us better understand 
how God will perfect his reign.  

16 The Book of Esther (2) Dr. Norm De Jong Esther 2:1–18 – Chapter 2: A Jewish Orphan Becomes the New Queen 
Esther 2:19–3:15 – Chapter 3: The Seeds of Warfare Are Being Sown

22 Why We Work Mrs. Elisabeth 
Bloechl 

Is work only a necessary evil? Here I will explore why we--specifically women--work; when 
God cursed Adam (not Eve) with a difficult work environment.

25 Turning the Reformed Church Outward: 
The Potential for Side-Door Growth (3)

Rev. Bill De Jong  One of the best ways to encourage side-door growth is through the establishment of 
small groups (what were formerly called cell groups and sometimes fellowship groups). 

28 IRBC’s Third Step of Counseling: 
Evangelizing the Lost (Part 2) (17)

Dr. Jeff Doll IRBC’s third step of counseling involves identifying problems.  This step involves 
evangelizing the lost when necessary. A simple way of sharing the gospel is presented. 

33 Why Evening Service is Good for You Rev. Phillip 
Stoffregen

It is clear that the attendance of evening service is suffering.  Should we just give it up?  Is it 
just too much of a burden? Far from it!  In this article I hope to show that evening service is 
actually a great joy and great help.

37 Amazing Grace Review Mrs. Elisabeth 
Hankins

Book review of Rev. Brian Najapfour and Sarah Najapfour’s Amazing Grace book. The first 
part of the series called “Stories behind Favorite Hymns for Ages 3 to 6,” illustrated by Mar 
Golez Calipara.

38 A Colorful Past Review Rev. Phillip 
Stoffregen  

Book review of Rev. William Boekestein’s book: “A Colorful Past: A Coloring Book of Church 
History,” illustrated by Naomi Kamphuis.
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Deliberate Spiritual Starvation?
Why would any reasonable person choose to bypass 
nutritious food readily available while slowly starving to 
death? It is almost incomprehensible.

Just four miles from the rural Wisconsin home where 
I grew up there lived an unmarried brother and sister 
who appeared to be in nearly desperate poverty. Their 
unpainted, shabby-looking house stood forlornly back 
in the trees. 

to starve spiritually while nibbling 
on materialistic bones that give 
nothing for the soul. Multitudes 
are choking on, as it were, plastic 
cotton candy and gnawing on 
imitation “bread that does not 
satisfy,” gagging on manmade 
goods and the stuff of things. All 
the while they are gobbling up 
insignificant pebbles of modern 
trivial information. Having served 
in both the United States and 
Canada with almost forty years of 
ministry, I have seen the words 
of Scripture played out before my 
eyes: “My people perish for lack of 
knowledge.” Tragically, too often 
God’s Word is ignored by choice.

Meanwhile the Bible also says, “In 
the last days knowledge shall be 
increased.” Just tap into an Internet 
search engine and you know that 

I n  a  F e w 
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is a retired pastor who served five 
congregations in Michigan, Ontario, 
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millions of people know billions of 
trivial details that do them no good 
for their spiritual nourishment. 
In many well-informed homes 
you used to find whole sets of 
encyclopedias. Now people can 
walk around with ten thousand 
encyclopedia sets available in their 
handheld devices. Yes, there is a 
plethora of information available, 
much of which has zero nutritional 
value for one’s soul. Even in our 
churches we are often saddened to 
learn of some who know so much 
about the world out there and so 
little about God’s Word. Do we dare 
to admit that spiritually speaking 
multitudes are on anorexia diets? 
I fear also that so many in our 
churches read so little of the Bible 
in their personal lives throughout 
the week.

It is our prayer that this magazine, 
now in your hands, will assist you 
in spiritual nourishment, even 
letting you learn new truths from 
God’s Word and deepening your 
spiritual awareness. Remember 
God’s promise: “Open your mouth 
wide and I will fill it” (Ps. 81:10).

Therefore, let the malnutrition be 
stopped! Let the feasting begin!

The exterior begged for some 
paint or at least for someone to 
repair a few of the broken boards. 
A fence surrounded a yard which 
grew untamed weeds hip-high. 
The closed gate discouraged any 
would-be visitors. The brother and 
sister had cousins and relatives in 
the area, but almost no one ever 
stopped at that dilapidated-looking 
set of buildings. The two of them 
were written off by the community 
as being antisocial or at least 
detached from normal people.

Then, in the 1980s, as I recall, first 
the sister and later the brother 
passed from this life. (For no one 
stays on earth forever.) After the 
brother’s funeral somebody needed 
to go through the house. The story 
soon filtered out. People discovered 
the deceased sister had $80,000 
in her bank account, and another 
$30,000 hidden in a cookie jar. It 
also was revealed that the brother 
was the owner of twenty-four 
farms, had more than $200,000 in 
the banks, and had squirreled away 
another $75,000 in cold cash in 
the house. The tragedy: the county 
coroner reported that both of them 
had died of malnutrition!

But far more tragic: millions of 
people in our modern world choose 
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The original Remonstrance of 
1610 transitioned from eternal 
predestination to the historical 

work of Jesus Christ in its second 
article: “Jesus Christ the Savior of the 
world died for all men and for every 
man.” The elderly and respected 
Heidelberg theologian, David Paraeus 
(1548–1622), told the Synod of Dort 
this was “ambiguous.”1 In other 
words, we shouldn’t be disagreeable 
toward it as it’s non-controversial 
apart from explanation. Jesus is 
called “the Savior of the world,” 
which comes from the Samaritans’ 
confession of Jesus in John 4:42 
(cf. 1 John 4:14). Even the language 
of “died for all men and for every 
man” is not controversial. Arminius 
himself said concerning universal 
texts of Scripture, “All the controversy 
therefore lies in the interpretation.”2 
The Heidelberg Catechism in 
question and answer 37 on the 
meaning of “suffered” in the Apostles’ 
Creed, said Christ “bore” in body and 
soul, the wrath of God against the sin 
of the whole human race.” The proof 
texts it offered included Isaiah 53:12, 
“he bore the sin of many,” and 1 John 
2:2, “He is the propitiation for our 
sins, and not for ours only but also for 
the sins of the whole world.”

The Issue

The issue with Remonstrant article 
two was twofold. First, connecting 
these biblical affirmations with 
the clause “so that he merited 
reconciliation and forgiveness of 
sins for all through the death of 
the cross.” This is where Paraeus 
said the Remonstrant began to be 
“equivocall and false.”3 Why? That 
word merited (promeritus) meant 
Christ accomplished and acquired 
reconciliation and forgiveness.4 If “for 

all” merely meant that “the greatness 
of the merit of Christ’s death [was] 
sufficient to all men for reconciliation,” 
it would be fine.5 But this leads 
to the second problem with the 
Remonstrant article: “yet so that no 
one actually enjoys this forgiveness 
of sins except the believer.” In other 
words, the Remonstrance says Jesus 
accomplished reconciliation for 
everyone but he did not accomplish 
its application for anyone; that was 
up to the sinner.6 This issue still exists 
among evangelicals who reject the 
Reformed understanding.7 In other 
words, Jesus did everything except, 
that is, making it your own.

The Most Difficult Doctrine of 
Dort

The second point of doctrine was 
and still is the most controversial 
and difficult doctrinal point of 
Dort. One difficulty is what’s really 
being debated. Popularly, we 
speak of “limited atonement.” 
The problem is that except for 
consistent universalists, who believe 
everyone enters heaven, even the 
Remonstrants limited the saving 
efficacy of Christ’s death. We saw 
that in their second point above: 
“Jesus Christ the Savior of the world 
died for all . . . so that he merited 
reconciliation and forgiveness of 
sins for all.” Sounds unlimited, right? 
Not so fast: “yet so that no one 
actually enjoys this forgiveness of 
sins except the believer.”8 What of 
the word atonement? What does 
this mean? It was William Tyndale’s 
attempt to popularize the language of 
“propitiation” and “satisfaction,” which 
is really what was being debated 
at Dort.9 When the synod wrote its 
canons, their title for the second 
point was “Concerning the Death 

of Christ and the Redemption of 
Humanity Through It.” In other words, 
what is the relation of Jesus’ death 
to purchasing (“redeeming”) those in 
slavery to sin? “Limited atonement” 
has limited usefulness.

This doctrine is difficult because 
the Remonstrants’ doctrine was 
difficult and complex. Seventeenth-
century “Arminianism” wasn’t as 
simple as it’s been made out to be 
today: “Christ died for everyone.” 
The general contour of Remonstrant 
thinking in 1610 was stated in more 
detail in at the 1611 conference in 
The Hague (Collatio Hagiensis): 
Jesus “impetrated reconciliation 
and forgiveness of sin for all human 
beings.”10 They used a common 
distinction between “impetration” 
and “application,” or as we now 
speak, redemption accomplished and 
applied. But since impetration could 
mean acquire, merit, obtain, procure, 
or even confer,11 this distinction was 
blurred. In the years leading to the 
synod, Remonstrant theologians 
developed their system further. 
We get a glimpse in the “rejection 
of errors” of the second point of 
doctrine.

Another difficulty is that among 
Reformed thinkers at Dort, there 
were strong disagreements over 
how to express the relation between 
Christ’s death and our redemption. 
In the lead-up to the synod “there 
was a general Reformed consensus 
on the death of Christ. There were 
differences and ambiguities of 
expression to be sure, but the issue 
was not a matter of controversy with 
the Reformed community.”12

After Dort Voetius would write that 
as to the question of “whether Christ 
died for all and every man”—that 

Rev. Daniel 
R. Hyde

The Grace of Satisfaction
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was the Remonstrant phrase we saw 
above—“that is, did he merit anything 
as the surety for all and every man 
by his satisfaction and obedience . . . 
the orthodox . . . do not speak in one 
manner.”13 Notice that. There were 
many opinions about how Jesus’ 
death related to the “all” passages 
of Scripture and these were within 
the bounds of Reformed orthodoxy. 
There were three basic positions 
represented revolving around 
whether and/or how to appropriate 
the ancient distinction between the 
sufficiency and efficiency of Christ’s 
death.

First, some spoke of Christ’s death 
and merit as simply efficient on behalf 
of the elect; the sufficiency/efficiency 
distinction was unhelpful.

Second, a minority such as the 
English theologians John Davenant 
and Samuel Ward, along with 
the Bremen theologian, Matthias 
Martinius, agreed with the first group 
that the death of Christ was savingly 
efficient for the elect alone. They also 
said more about sufficiency: Jesus’ 
death was not merely sufficient in a 
potential way for all the sins of every 
human; it was ordained by God to be 
sufficient so that any who believed 
would actually be redeemed. This 
is the view known as hypothetical 
universalism (not to be confused with 
later Amyraldianism). Yet the Genevan 
delegates to the synod, examples 
of the first group, “did not perceive 
that hypothetical universalism, as 
the British had formulated it . . . 
represented a grave threat to the 
unity of the church.”14

The third view is more of a 
hermeneutical lens to bring both 
sides together, using the distinction. 
The Canons of Dort are therefore a 
consensus—dare I say, compromise—
document. By using a modified form 
of the sufficiency/efficiency distinction 
it set up two boundary markers for the 
Reformed: 1) Christ’s death has infinite 
and intrinsic value and therefore is 
sufficient to save the whole world 
(Canon 2.3) and 2) Christ’s death is 
efficacious for the elect alone (Canon 
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2.8). Within these boundaries is much 
room for orthodoxy to exist. This 
allows for more “Genevan” types 
who wholeheartedly affirm #2 and, 
ironically, could hypothetically affirm 
#1 since if God had willed Christ’s 
death for all, it would be sufficient. 
This allows for more “British” types 
who affirm #2 and include the “mere 
sufficiency” of #1 in their system. They 
also affirm an “ordained sufficiency” 
that the canons do not condemn or 
even speak to.

Satisfaction Defined

“‘All’ means all and that’s all ‘all’ 
means.” It’s become a truism for so 
many of our evangelical brothers 
and sisters as they talk about Jesus’ 
death. It makes them sound so 
biblical and so compassionate while 
the Calvinists cold-heartedly cling to 
their confessions like Charlton Heston 
to his guns: “with these cold, dead 
hands.”

“Limited atonement” is not used by 
the Canons of Dort and is of limited 
help because when we think in crass 
quantitative terms we make it sound 
like Jesus’ death gathered as many 
sinners as possible with the available 
blood he spilled but then he ran 
out. In point of fact, all evangelical 
Christians limit the effectiveness 
of Christ’s sacrifice in some way, 
whether you say his death is effectual 
for those whom God elected and 
whom the Holy Spirit actually brings 
to salvation or whether you say Christ 
died for all sins of all people but only 
those who believe benefit from it. 
In reading the canons closely, the 
issue is that we Reformed people 
see Christ’s death as acquiring both 
reconciliation and its application for 
a definite number of people while 
Remonstrant/Arminian people see 
Christ’s death acquiring reconciliation 
only and not also its application, 
instead leaving that to us to do. Both 
limit the extent of Christ’s death; we 
limit it according to God’s will while 
Arminians limit it according to man’s.

What Did the Father Intend on the 
Cross?

This brings us to the real issue about 
what Christ’s death accomplished 
and to whom it is applied. Louis 
Berkhof stated it like this: “Did the 
Father in sending Christ, and did 
Christ in coming into the world, to 
make atonement for sin, do this 
with the design or for the purpose 
of saving only the elect or all men? 
That is the question, and that is the 
only question.”15 In one sense, yes, 
this is the issue contra Arminianism. 
Yet we’ve seen it’s more complex 
than our more modern way of turning 
everything into an either/or choice. 
The issue is really the efficacy 
(effectiveness) of the death of Jesus. 
What did God the Father intend his 
Son to do on the cross? Did he intend 
that Jesus would make salvation 
possible, or did he intend it to actually 
satisfy the justice of God for the 
elect who will come to share in this 
sacrifice by faith? In other words, was 
Jesus’ death intended effectually for 
some or was it intended for all? This is 
what Canons of Dort 2.8 focuses on.

God Has a Will

This article is a nuanced version of 
the sufficiency/efficiency distinction 
as it puts an emphasis on the counsel, 
will, and purpose of God and not 
merely on the sufficiency of Jesus’ 
death. This means that when we 
speak about what God intended we’re 
speaking about his will. The Triune 
God has a plan and purpose for all 
things. He “works all things according 
to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11). 
Focusing on John 6 for a moment, 
Jesus says, “I have come down from 
heaven, not to do my own will but the 
will of him who sent me” (John 6:38). 
As the Son of God in human flesh, our 
Lord Jesus Christ voluntarily humbled 
himself to do not his own will but the 
Father’s (vv. 39, 40).

Why is this so important? Think 
about the last time you spoke with 
a believer who kept talking about 
Jesus making salvation possible for 
everyone by his death. This view 

comes off as believing that what 
Jesus did had no plan behind it from 
God. Yes, Jesus was sent down, but 
once he got here he died, but his 
death was not for anyone in particular 
but for everyone in general. Because 
of that, everyone has a chance to 
believe, everyone has a chance to 
make Jesus their own, and everyone 
can use their own will to make 
salvation a reality in their lives. The 
point is that Jesus says God has a 
will—a definite, determined, well-
thought-out plan not only for the 
world as a whole but also for each 
and every sinner whom he brings into 
his kingdom.

The Father Communicated This Will 
to the Son

Jesus says in John 6 that the Father 
communicated this will to the Son. 
Not only does Jesus say the Father 
has a plan now, but that this plan 
was planned out in eternity and then 
passed on to Jesus. “All that the 
Father gives me will come to me” (v. 
37). As article 8 says, “It was the will 
of God, that Christ by the blood of the 
cross . . . should effectually redeem . 
. . all those, and those only, who were 
from eternity chosen to salvation and 
given to Him by the Father.” To use 
Jesus’ words, “I have come down 
from heaven” to do “the will of him 
who sent me” (v. 38). Then he says, 
“the will of him who sent me” was that 
he “should lose nothing of all that he 
has given me” (v. 39).

What’s going on here that’s so 
important for us? First, that in “eternity 
past”—if we can even speak that 
way—there was a deliberate and 
personal plan between the persons 
of the Holy Trinity to organize and 
orchestrate redemption. There was 
not one will of the Father, another of 
the Son, and another of the Holy Spirit 
for redemption, with each doing what 
they wanted. Second, that plan was 
about persons. The article repeatedly 
speaks of the elect, them, and those. 
That’s the wonder of all our doctrines 
of grace. That God—God!—thought 
of me, loved me, and planned human 
history to rescue me!
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The Son Executed This Will

Finally, Jesus says here that as the 
Son he executed this will of God. 
All that was planned from eternity 
past concerning the Son of God 
becoming man and going to the cross 
and all that was planned to redeem 
sinners Jesus actually did. God didn’t 
plan one thing and Jesus executed 
another. He did what was planned. 
Jesus came to do the will of God in 
that eternal conversation (John 6:38); 
and he did it on the cross! Call this 
“limited atonement” if you must; I 
will call it Jesus doing exactly what 
God planned. What really matters 
is not the quantity of the saved but 
what God in his sovereign purpose 
intended for Christ on the cross.

Think of a light without any kind 
of cover or shade that’s turned 
on. What happens to the light? It’s 
dispersed everywhere. So we’ve 
seen with Jesus’ death on the cross. 
It is infinitely sufficient to satisfy the 
infinite justice of God for a million 
worlds. All that Jesus needed to do, 
he did; there is no more he would 
need to do to save even one more 
sinner. Now, back to that light. Once 
you put on some sort of a cap or 
cover you can focus all that light in a 
particular direction, like a flashlight. 
Jesus’ death is that ever-spreading 
light that is then intentionally pointed 
toward certain people.

The Father intended that on the cross, 
his Son, your Lord Jesus Christ, would 
actually suffer the infinite punishment 
of God’s justice for a definite number 
of sinners, whom the Bible calls “the 
elect.” This redemption accomplished 
for particular persons is also applied 
to those same particular persons: 
“the quickening and saving efficacy 
of the most precious death of His 
Son should extend to all the elect, for 
bestowing upon them alone the gift of 
justifying faith, thereby to bring them 
infallibly to salvation.”

Whereas earlier articles in the canons 
dealt with the sufficiency of Christ’s 
death, now the connection is made 
between “the sovereign counsel, and 

most gracious will and purpose of 
God the Father” and the efficiency of 
Christ’s death: “that the quickening 
and saving efficacy of the most 
precious death of His Son should 
extend to all the elect, for bestowing 
upon them alone the gift of justifying 
faith, thereby to bring them infallibly 
to salvation.” The death Jesus is 
not only about impetration but also 
application of redemption. As the 
article says, Jesus “purchased for [his 
elect] by His death” all the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit from faith to perseverance.

The Biblical Benefits

Why does all this matter? Let me 
conclude with three biblical benefits 
in affirming the intentional and 
effectual satisfaction of God’s justice 
by Jesus Christ. First, it gives us 
assurance and confidence that our 
Savior has been for us from eternity, 
on the cross, and into eternity. With 
assurance and confidence we can 
say, “Worthy are you to take the scroll 
and to open its seals, for you were 
slain” for me, “and by your blood you 
ransomed” me “for God from” this 
“tribe and” this “language and” this 
“people and” this “nation, and you 
have made” me “a kingdom and” a 
“priest to our God, and I shall reign on 
the earth.” Second, it gives us reason 
to worship. He actually and personally 
died for me to actually and powerfully 
accomplish my redemption from the 
slavery of sin and the kingdom of 
Satan. Third, it gives us reason to 
preach, evangelize, and bear witness 
in the world. If Jesus Christ actually, 
personally, and powerfully died for 
some “out of every tribe and out of 
every language and out of every 
people and out of every nation” 
then that means there are particular 
people in every tribe, every language, 
every people, and every nation who 
must come to repentance and faith. 
The tribes, languages, peoples, and 
nations are right outside on our 
doorstep. What are we waiting for? 
Jesus’ death is sufficient for an infinite 
number of worlds of sinners; tell them! 
God will effectually apply it.
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Practical Pieces of 
Advice Regarding Our 
Tongues

1. Acknowledge that you have a 
tongue that is prone to sin.

One of my favorite hymns is “Come, 
Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” written by 
Robert Robinson in 1757 when he was 
only twenty-two years old. Listen to what 
he says in the fourth stanza:

O to grace how great a debtor

Daily I’m constrained to be!

Let Thy goodness, like a fetter,

Bind my wandering heart to Thee.

Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,

Prone to leave the God I love;

Here’s my heart, O take and seal it,

Seal it for Thy courts above. 

Here Robinson humbly acknowledges his 
heart’s great tendency to sin. Of course, 
our tongues are equally prone to sin 
also. Indeed, your tongue and my tongue 
have a natural inclination to curse God, 
take his name in vain, bear false witness 

against our neighbors, hurt our 
spouses, provoke our children to 
anger, damage our relationship 
with others, and destroy our lives. 
We should not deny this reality but 
humbly accept it.

2. Ask God to deliver you 
from your sinning tongue.

Pray with David, “Deliver me, O 
LORD, from lying lips, from a 
deceitful tongue” (Ps. 120:2). Or we 
can borrow the words of Robinson’s 
hymn and apply them to our 
tongues and say to God, “Bind my 
wandering tongue to Thee. Here’s 
my tongue, O take and seal it. Seal it 
for Thy courts above.” May it be our 
daily prayer to God that he will keep 
our tongues from sinning!

3. Aim to glorify God in 
everything that you say.

God created us to glorify him 
forever. He created everything in 
us, including our tongue, for his 
glory. Therefore, we must use our 
tongues for his glory. The apostle 
Paul writes in Colossians 3:17, “And 
whatever you do, in word or deed, 
do everything in the name of the 
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the 
Father through him.”

 4. Avoid careless talkers 
such as gossipers.

Do not tolerate people like them. 
Proverbs 11:13 says that “people who 
tell secrets about others cannot be 
trusted. Those who can be trusted 
keep quiet.” Then Proverbs 18:8 
adds, “Gossip is so tasty—how we 

love to swallow it!” (Good News 
Bible). Oh, may we not engage in 
careless talking or passively listen to 
gossip and slander.

5. Admit your sin and look 
for forgiveness in Christ.

We need to confess all our sins, 
including those sins that have to do 
with the use of our tongues. “If we 
confess our sins, he is faithful and 
just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness” 
(1 John 1:9). We need to realize, too, 
that only Jesus can deliver us from 
the power of all our sins. Therefore, 
we need Jesus, for he alone can 
change us. He alone can transform 
our tongues from being instruments 
of evil into being instruments of 
good.

6. Anticipate your glorified 
tongue.

Yes, while we remain in this sin-
stricken world and in our corrupt 
bodies, we will continue to struggle 
with the use of our tongue. We will 
sin with our tongue, in what we say 
and how we say things. However, 
someday God will completely 
deliver us from sin. He will glorify 
our bodies; we will not be able to 
sin anymore. We will have a tongue 
that is perfect—a tongue that will 
forever praise God, for “when 
[Jesus] appears we shall be like him, 
because we shall see him as he is” (1 
John 3:2).

Rev. Brian G. Najapfour (ThM, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary) has been a minister 

of the gospel since 2001 and has served both in the Philippines and in the United States. He is the 

author of many books, including The Gospel-Driven Tongue. He blogs at biblicalspiritualitypress.org
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Mr. Michael R. 
Kearney 

Faith and 
Fruit in a 
Post-Christian 
World: 
Hospitality

One of the fascinating 
tidbits in the historical 
archives of my home 
church is a property map 
of the village of West 
Sayville, Long Island, dating 
from the year 1927. The 
recurring surnames of the 
property owners tell a story: 
Dykstra, Van Essendelft, 
Verbeke, Van Wyen. 

The only non-residential 
buildings along the nine 
or so streets on the map 
are the Dutch Reformed 
Church, the Netherlands 
Reformed Church, the 
Christian Reformed 
Church, the Hook & 
Ladder Co., and the Blue 
Point Oyster Company 
adjacent to the Great South 
Bay, where most of the men 
of the community earned 
their living.

In the 1960s, the three-hundred-
member West Sayville Christian 
Reformed Church divided its elder 
districts based on which street 
each family lived on. One of the 
five elders, in addition to serving 
a few West Sayville streets, was 
also assigned to any members in 
“outlying districts.” There weren’t 
many.

Today, one of the last relics of West 
Sayville’s once-thriving Dutch 
community is a five-hundred-
member Facebook group. Old Long 
Island transplants scattered across 
the United States join newcomers 
curious about West Sayville in 

sharing photos, genealogies, and 
stories from this historic hamlet. 
West Sayville’s social media 
presence celebrates a bygone slice 
of small-town America. But its sense 
of community—now virtual rather 
than physical—also offers a rueful 
lament over “the way things used to 
be.”

Truth is, most of the residents 
of West Sayville today are total 
strangers to each other. And that 
street-level change that came 
to Long Island is also knocking 
on doors across the country, the 
continent, and the world. If the 
families on your block still hold 
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basic religious and political beliefs in 
common, attend the same handful 
of churches, send their children to 
the same schools, and work in the 
same industry, you are no longer an 
average American. You are a rarity.1

Last year, my columns in The 
Outlook focused on the mounting 
challenges of Christian higher 
education in the twenty-first 
century. But higher education 
merely offers a single case study of a 
broader societal shift that threatens 
the notion of Christian community 
at every level. We have entered a 
cultural crisis in which we’re surer 
than ever about our political views 
and less certain than ever about why 
they matter. We have instantaneous 
access to hundreds of social media 
“friends,” yet we don’t know the 
names of our next-door neighbors. 
We groan about how desperately 
we need a vacation and ignore 
how desperately we need Sabbath 
rest. Ours is no longer a culture in 
which church steeples dot village 
vistas and family strife centers on 
affiliating with the Dutch Reformed 
instead of the Christian Reformed. 
We are in a new world. And we, the 
Christians, are the strangers in it.

What went wrong? Was it the 
ravages of a hedonistic culture, 
enslaved to Satan and bent on 
destroying Christ’s church? Was 
it the inevitable forward march of 
science and technology, isolating 
us from one another via the very 
devices we created to afford more 
connection? Or was it our own 
complacency and comfort as 
Christians that narrowed our visions 
and allowed our eyelids to droop?

These are questions for historians 
of future generations to answer. But 
for now, as Reformed Christians 
living in the midst of a crooked and 
confused generation, time is too 
precious for us to reflect on how 
our culture could have turned out 
differently. Rather, our responsibility 
as followers of Christ is to consider 
what faithfulness should look like 
now.

This is the theme that guides 
Rosaria Butterfield’s recent book The 
Gospel Comes with a House Key 
(Crossway, 2018). And Butterfield, a 
Reformed author and pastor’s wife, 
backs up her intriguing title with 
a provocative punch: Practicing 
Radically Ordinary Hospitality in Our 
Post-Christian World.

“Post-Christian”? Isn’t that raising 
the white flag of surrender? Not 
quite. Butterfield acknowledges 
that the powers of secularism have 
already carried the day in American 
culture. But hers is no call for retreat. 
Unlike the reminiscences of the 
West Sayville Facebook group, 
Butterfield’s book is no lament for 
an erstwhile ideal of front-porch 
fellowship. Nor does she mount 
a new Christian offensive in the 
increasingly embroiled culture 
wars of the twenty-first century. 
Rather, as believers discover that 
their homes now lie in hostile 
territory, Butterfield shares a plan 
for strategic hospitality filled with 
the conquering power of humble, 
Christ-honoring wisdom.

Butterfield’s sketch of hospitality 
is warm and cordial, like a familiar 
friend you’ve invited for dinner. But 
her gospel-centered argument isn’t 
content with a polite visit on the 
first floor. Instead, the book invites 
itself upstairs, pressing into spiritual 
territory that feels uncomfortable, 
vulnerable, even violating. True 
Christian hospitality can be messy, 
thankless, even dangerous business, 
and The Gospel Comes with a 
House Key prods painfully at our 
natural complacency. What the 
book employs to shoo us out of our 
comfort zones, however, is nothing 
else than the gentle and glorious 
Reformed truths of unconditional 
election, salvation by grace alone, 
and union with Christ. Ultimately, 
Butterfield’s uncomfortable 
observations about Christian 
hospitality, which I’ll summarize in 
five broad statements, bring us to 
the feet of the perfectly hospitable 
Savior.

Hospitality Is about the 
Home

The word hospitality conjures up 
my childhood memories of church 
fellowship dinners—a row of 
sagging tables freighted with ham 
buns, casseroles, molded salads, and 
(near Christmastime) olie bollen. 
Indeed, many churches use the term 
“hospitality” to refer to their ministry 
to visitors on Sunday mornings.2 
While welcoming newcomers 
to worship certainly represents 
one aspect of gospel hospitality, 
Butterfield reminds us that church 
functions should never stand in for 
the basic domain of hospitality: the 
home.

The home is crucial in a post-
Christian world. Our culture’s image 
of “family” grows more fragile by the 
year. To an unbelieving neighbor, 
your home might provide the first-
ever encounter of a husband and 
wife who honor rather than abuse 
one another, of children who obey 
rather than rebel, or of a lifestyle that 
serves Christ rather than work or 
pleasure. That was certainly the case 
for Butterfield, whose visits to the 
home of a Reformed Presbyterian 
family ultimately transformed her 
from militant LBGTQ activist to 
awestruck convert.3 Spirit-filled, 
gospel-centered homes are a 
powerful and persuasive foretaste of 
the kingdom of God.

Hospitality Is about Strangers

A pleasant Sunday dinner at home 
with friends from church may 
be wonderful fellowship, but it is 
not hospitality. Fellowship and 
hospitality are equally commendable 
Christian practices, yet they are 
very different.4 The biblical term we 
translate as “hospitality” is the Greek 
word philoxenia—love for strangers 
(Heb. 13:2). As Rev. Bill Boekestein 
observes, biblical hospitality focuses 
on those outside the covenant.5 As 
such, hospitality is about strange, 
messy, and broken people who need 
the love of Christ. Its relationship to 
the word hospital is no coincidence.
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This is a hard truth to swallow, 
especially when the recipients of 
our hospitality view us not merely 
as strangers but as enemies. Would 
you have the courage to invite an 
LGBTQ activist for dinner? This kind 
of question tests the genuineness 
of our evangelistic zeal. But such 
hospitality pictures Christ’s own 
promise of breaking down dividing 
walls to include even the most 
vicious of enemies in the covenant 
of grace (Eph. 2:14–17). Biblical 
hospitality commands, “When you 
give a dinner or a banquet, do not 
invite your friends or your brothers 
or your relatives or your rich 
neighbors . . . [but] invite the poor, 
the crippled, the lame, the blind.” 
That’s not just Butterfield’s advice. 
That’s Jesus’ advice (Luke 14:12–14).

Hospitality Is about Spiritual 
and Physical Poverty

Butterfield doesn’t describe the town 
where I grew up attending church, 
but she does describe the town 
where I currently live: Wilkinsburg, 
Pennsylvania—a Pittsburgh suburb 
plagued by a history of crime, gang 
violence, and urban blight. It’s hard 
to describe the full contrast between 
West Sayville’s pristine bayfront 
properties and Wilkinsburg’s acres 
of broken glass and crumbling 
roofs. But a Christian perspective 
on hospitality recognizes that 
poverty is everywhere—in West 
Sayville and Wilkinsburg alike. The 
only difference is that Long Island 
affluence can more effectively 
conceal the brokenness inside.

Butterfield tells of individuals and 
families I am honored to know who 
moved into Wilkinsburg, gunshots 
notwithstanding, to offer Christian 
hospitality.6 The Lord doesn’t call 
every family to such radical action; 
the streets of West Sayville need 
Christian families just as much as 
the streets of Wilkinsburg. But the 
obligation is the same: to recognize 
and minister to the spiritual and 
physical needs of the community 
in which we live. What can give 

hope in both communities is the 
continuing presence of faithful 
Reformed churches in Wilkinsburg 
and West Sayville alike whose 
members dedicate themselves to 
practicing Christian hospitality.

Hospitality Is about Halfway 
Houses

Recently I interviewed Ken Smith, 
the Reformed Presbyterian pastor 
whom the Lord used to draw 
Rosaria Butterfield to faith.7 Smith 
articulates the same principles of 
biblical hospitality that Butterfield 
offers, but he focuses specifically 
on hospitality as a “halfway house” 
for unbelievers between the world 
and the church. In a post-Christian 
culture, Smith suggests a paradigm 
shift. Rather than inviting friends 
to our home and strangers to our 
church, what would happen if we 
invited strangers to our home—and, 
after forging friendships, then to 
church? The seeker-sensitive model 
of church growth compromises 
Reformed principles of worship 
while seeking to bridge an ever-
widening gap between Christianity 
and the culture. Biblical hospitality 
can offer a far better model.

Hospitality Is about Us

The ultimate model of biblical 
hospitality, of course, is Jesus Christ 
himself, and we are its ultimate 
recipients. We were by nature 
strangers to the covenant, without 
home or hope (Eph. 2:12). And it 
is because Christ has redeemed, 
ransomed, and welcomed us into 
the family of God that we can turn 
in gratitude to extend that same 
merciful hospitality to others.8 
Freely, we have received; freely, we 
give (Matt. 10:8).

Today, Dutch surnames are a 
minority at the former West 
Sayville CRC, now West Sayville 
Reformed Bible Church. And 
there’s no escaping the tremendous 
loss this represents for the 
neighborhood: the disappearance 
of a multigenerational community 

of faith that lived, worked, and 
worshiped on the very same 
streets. But this change, itself, also 
testifies to the Lord’s goodness. 
For he continues to welcome 
people into his church, young and 
old, new converts and seasoned 
believers—broken sinners of all 
stripes who come to take refuge in 
the house of the Lord, through the 
witness of believers who practice 
ordinary Christian hospitality. 
And, as Butterfield notes, “this is 
what radically ordinary hospitality 
accomplishes in the Lord’s grace. 
It meets people as strangers and 
makes them neighbors; it meets 
neighbors and make[s] them 
family.”9 
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End Times and the  
Kingdom of God

Rev. William 
Boekestein

Throughout this series of articles 
we have frequently touched 

on the relationship between the 
kingdom of God and the study of 
the last things. To put it simply, the 
doctrine of eschatology is like the 
last chapters of the unfolding story of 
the constitution of God’s kingdom.1 
From the beginning of creation, God 
has been working out a majestic plan 
not merely to save souls (certainly 
not apart from bodies), but also 
to display his glorious reign over 
everything. The doctrines of the end 
times and the kingdom of God come 
together to help us see how God has 
been establishing his reign and how 
he will perfect it.

And this is very important. Especially 
when set within the broader context 
of kingdom, eschatology has the 
potential to unlock a largeness of 
the Christian faith that is often 
unrealized. Too often Christianity 
is seen simply as means of escaping 
hell; a sort of eternal-fire insurance 
policy. With such a view, virtually 
nothing else matters except “going to 
heaven when I die.” Tragically, those 
who adopt such a religion close their 
eyes to much of the beauty of the 
new world God is opening up to his 
people now; they risk becoming like 
the foolish virgins of Jesus’ parable 
who desired to enter the wedding 
banquet but slept during the days of 
preparation (Matt. 25:1–13). A true 
interest in the end of God’s work 
must include an interest in his work 
now. The biblical theme of kingdom 
draws together the two epochs of 
God’s work.

Understanding God’s 
Eschatological Kingdom

Geerhardus Vos is right: “The 
conception of the kingdom of God 
is one of those conceptions which, 
owing to our very familiarity with 
them and their highly generalizing 
character, have become almost 
mere conventional signs.” The Bible 
student who fails to appreciate the 
kingdom is like a fish that fails to 
give much thought to water. But 
judging from the way Jesus—as well 
as his immediate predecessors and 
students—echoed the Old Testament 
concept of the kingdom of God, it is 
clearly a dominant thread in the story 
of redemptive history.

The Story of the Kingdom

First, God promises a coming 
kingdom. From its first breath 
creation belonged to the King of 
glory. “The earth is the Lord’s, and all 
its fullness, the world and those who 
dwell therein. For He has founded 
it upon the seas, and established 
it upon the waters” (Ps. 24:1). For 
reasons known only to himself 
(though ultimately resulting in the 
magnification of his glory) he allowed 
sin to poison this world. Even after 
the revolt of some of his angels (Rev. 
12:9; Isa. 14:12–15) and people God 
did not relinquish his kingdom. 
God has always been the king of 
everything he has made. Instead, as 
the great King, he promised violent 
judgment against implacable rebels 
and established a gracious covenant 
with all those who would live under 
his rule (Gen. 3:14–15). After 
shepherding a modest band of God-
followers through the tumultuous 
early generations of this earth God 

promised to make Abraham a great 
nation (Gen. 12:2), later known as 
Israel through whom “all the families 
of the earth shall be blessed” (v. 3). 
From the start God’s salvation of 
Israel was always aimed at a grander 
work of redemption. God’s Old 
Testament kingdom building is seen 
most plainly in the era of the kings. 
God promised his servant David 
an eternal kingdom (2 Sam. 7:16), 
though after just a few generations of 
heirs it became clear that “the perfect 
realization of the kingdom could 
not be a matter of the present, but 
would have to belong to the future.” 
The prophets, and especially Daniel, 
declared that God’s future kingdom 
would “overthrow and replace the 
world’s great monarchies.” 2 This 
overthrow began with the coming of 
Christ and the reconstituting of the 
church.

Second, God inaugurated the 
kingdom. When the angel Gabriel 
(Luke 1:33), John the Baptist (Matt. 
3:2), Jesus (Mark 1:14–15), the twelve 
disciples (Luke 9:1–6), and Paul (Acts 
14:22) preached a message of the 
kingdom of God they were building 
on Old Testament expectations that 
the coming of Messiah would set 
in motion events that would end in 
a mighty, unending kingdom. At 
Christ’s incarnation a stone, “cut . . 
. without hands,” had begun rolling 
down a mountain and could not be 
stopped. It would “break in pieces 
and consume” all other kingdoms 
(Dan. 2:44–45). At his coming Christ 
began to beat back the gains of the 
devil. After centuries of waiting it was 
finally evident that one day the shout 
of victory would burst forth: “The 
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“The kingdom is 
not something 

we can make; we 
can only receive 
it. But “since we 

are receiving a 
kingdom which 

cannot be shaken, 
let us have grace, 

by which we 
may serve God 

acceptably with 
reverence and 

godly fear”

—Hebrews 12:28

kingdoms of this world have become 
the kingdoms of our Lord and of His 
Christ, and He shall reign forever and 
ever!” (Rev. 11:15). In the coming 
of Christ, “The powers which will 
revolutionize heaven and earth are 
already in motion.”3

Third, God will one day consummate 
the kingdom. As we have seen 
throughout this series the kingdom 
will fully come at the final renewal 
of the world and the public and 
unmistakable ascendency of God. 
Beyond doubt he will be all in all 
when every enemy is placed under 
his feet (1 Cor. 15:24–28) and every 
friend is safely gathered into his 
country. After the final judgment 
all the redeemed will be able to 
thank God saying, “You have taken 
Your great power and reigned” and 
destroyed “those who destroy the 
earth” (vv. 17–18).

The Nature of God’s Kingdom

The biblical concept of God’s 
kingdom conveys both his reign 
and the realm of his reign. During 
this age, God exercises his reign 
while preparing to unveil the realm 

.

of his kingdom in the new heaven 
and earth. God is establishing his 
kingdom spiritually now through the 
conquest of individual hearts and 
lives. He is re-forming a community 
of kingdom citizens that live under 
his gracious reign. But at the last day 
he will decisively perfect the kingdom 
by creating a new heaven and earth 
as the dwelling place of unblemished 
righteousness. On that day God’s 
spiritual kingdom will be realized 
in an “external, visible sphere.”4 At 
present righteousness inhabits Zion 
(Isa. 33:5); one day it will inhabit the 
heaven and earth (2 Pet. 3:13). The 
kingdom is not something we can 
make; we can only receive it. But 
“since we are receiving a kingdom 
which cannot be shaken, let us have 
grace, by which we may serve God 
acceptably with reverence and godly 
fear” (Heb. 12:28).

Living in God’s Eschatological 
Kingdom

So why is it important to think about 
the end times in terms of God’s 
present and future kingdom? Simply 
put a kingdom eschatology gives 
us hope to live out our challenging 

callings in this age as we prepare to 
inherit the earth (Ps. 25:13; Matt. 
5:5).

The Believer’s Kingdom Hope

Believers are part of a movement 
far grander than they often realize. 
Believers “upon whom the ends 
of the ages have come” live in an 
extraordinarily privileged day (1 
Cor. 10:11). Jesus didn’t exaggerate 
when he said, “He who is least in the 
kingdom of heaven is greater” than 
John the Baptist (Matt. 11:11). The 
last days are good days to know the 
Lord! It is true, as the apostles wrote, 
“In the last times perilous times will 
come” (2 Tim. 3:1; cf. 1 Tim. 4:1; 2 
Pet. 3:3; 1 John 2:18; Jude 17–18). But 
whereas these challenges have always 
existed (1 Cor. 10:13), end-times 
believers have powerful new reasons 
to be hopeful.

The Triune God is actively perfecting 
a kingdom that cannot be shaken 
(Heb. 12:28). The Father reigns in 
majesty. In Psalm 47 the writers 
blend images of a future glory—“He 
will subdue the peoples under us, 
and the nations under our feet” 
(v. 3)—with images of his present 
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rule—“God reigns over the nations; 
God sits on his Holy throne . . . He 
is greatly exalted” (vv. 8–9). Right 
now God laughs at those who plot his 
overthrow (Ps. 2:4; 37:13).

The Son orchestrates the movements 
of human history. Christ alone is 
“worthy to take the scroll” upon 
which is written everything that 
shall come to pass “and to open its 
seals” (Rev. 5:9).5 Insofar as Christ’s 
reign presently feels unimpressive 
and insignificant by faith we can 
confidently expect King Jesus to one 
day make everything right (Heb. 
2:8–9).

The Spirit is building the kingdom in 
and around us. “Jesus ascribes all the 
power involved in the establishment 
of the kingdom to the Holy Spirit as 
its source.”6 The Spirit supernaturally 
begets sons of the kingdom (John 
3:5). By the Spirit Christ threw out 
demons, signifying that the “kingdom 
of God has come upon you” (Matt. 
12:28). Paul says that the kingdom 
of God is “peace and joy in the Holy 
Spirit” (Rom. 14:17) that we can 
enjoy even when we make sacrifices 
for the sake of others. Geerhardus 
Vos explains that the kingdom of 
God “is the sphere in which God as 
the Supreme Ruler and Judge carries 
out His holy will in righteousness and 
judgment.”7 God is presently working 
his righteous will in this world. He is 
presently restraining and punishing 
evil and rewarding righteousness. 
He is breathing new life into people, 
making them able to reflect his quest 
for true shalom. The kingdom began 
small—like a mustard seed (Mark 
4:30–32)—but God is patiently 
raising up a kingdom of priests, holy 
to the Lord.

Both the fruit and a foretaste of 
God’s perfected kingdom is the gift 
of the church. When the Bible speaks 
of God’s kingdom, it sometimes 
describes a structured organization, 
typified by the Old Testament 
theocracy and only fully realized in 

the age to come (see Acts 1:6). At 
other times the kingdom of God is 
described in more organic terms: 
Jesus said, “The kingdom of God is 
within you” (Luke 17:21) like a seed 
of God-likeness.8 Bridging these 
two concepts is the church, a unique 
“phase in the development of the 
kingdom of God.”9 The church is both 
a structural organization which has 
replaced the Old Testament theocracy 
and a spiritual organism made up of 
all those who are panting for God 
and the completion of the kingdom.10 
True churches of Christ are far more 
than a convenient social group or 
spiritual drive-through. Instead, 
they preview the kingdom in which 
together believers rest in God’s grace 
and presence and hear his loving 
voice. In the church we can help bear 
one another’s burdens until burdens 
are no more and weep with those 
who weep (Rom. 12:15) until the 
time for weeping and mourning has 
turned to laughing and dancing (Eccl. 
3:4). The church is not heaven. But it 
is without parallel in its ability to put 
the taste of heaven in our mouths.11

The Believer’s Kingdom Responsibility

It is only with a vibrant kingdom 
hope that God’s people will be 
energized to pursue the robust life 
of purity and holiness required of 
kingdom citizens (1 John 3:3; Heb. 
12:15). “Genuine hope comes to 
visibility in action.”12 George Eldon 
Ladd ties together God’s giving of a 
kingdom with believers’ assumption 
of kingdom responsibilities: “God’s 
people are a kingdom not merely 
because they are the people over 
whom God reigns, but because they 
are to participate in the messianic 
reign of Christ.”13 Like yeast in 
dough (Luke 13:20), “the reign 
of God, introduced into human 
hearts and lives from without, once 
having entered, exerts a wholesome, 
penetrating, and transforming 
influence within and from within 
outward, upon hearts and lives.”14 

When God captures our hearts 
we seek first his kingdom and 
righteousness unwilling to be 
distracted by the things of this world 
(Matt. 6:33–34). Thus, “the striving 
after righteousness is made the 
absolutely supreme concern of the 
disciple. He must hunger and thirst 
after it, endure persecution for its 
sake, sacrifice it for all other things.”15 
And believers are motivated to do 
so because of the great reward of the 
kingdom; not a truncated reward of 
going to heaven upon death but of 
being raised up from the “beggarly 
elements” (Gal. 4:9) to a holistic new 
life in the kingdom.

With this restored vision for the 
good life, “the believer’s purpose is . . . 
everywhere to bring every thought 
of whatever kind into submission 
to, and therefore harmony with, 
the mind and will of Christ (see II 
Cor. 10:5). . . . Therefore Christ’s 
true follower actively promotes such 
cases as the abolition of slavery, 
the restoration of women’s rights, 
the alleviation of poverty, the 
repatriation, if practicable, of the 
displaced . . . , the education of the 
illiterate, the reorientation of fine 
arts along Christian lines, etc. He 
promotes honesty among those who 
govern and those who are governed, 
as well as in business, industry, and 
commerce.”16

It is not enough for the church to 
wait for God to make everything 
right, to make straight every crooked 
thing and to level every rough 
place (Luke 3:5). God’s people will 
begin to put into practice now 
the social righteousness that will 
permeate the new heaven and earth. 
The true pursuit of justice must 
not be relegated to social-gospel 
congregations, nor should justice-
seeking churches become political 
animals.17 There is a way to echo 
God’s concern for the poor, the 
unborn, the widow, the wanderer, 
without forsaking our highest calling 
to direct sinners to find their hope in 
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Christ.18 Throughout his ministry, by 
word and deed, Jesus made it clear 
that “the poor, the sinner, the sick, 
the beggar, and the religious outcast 
are welcome in the kingdom.”19 Are 
they welcome into our lives? Your 
church doesn’t have an “Outcasts Not 
Welcome Here” sign on its door. But 
do you pursue the poor like Jesus 
did? He traveled to their ghettos 
and countrysides preaching the 
gospel as a sign of the newly arrived 
kingdom (Luke 7:22) that explicitly 
included them (Matt. 11:2—6; Luke 
4:18–19). A rich eschatology—a 
firm commitment to investing 
now in the age to come—will lead 
us to share with Jesus a loose hold 
on our resources (Luke 16:1–13). 
Surely Paul referenced the Ephesian 
Christians’ future inheritance of glory 
to stimulate their present generosity 
(Acts 20:32–35).

For members of God’s eschatological 
kingdom godliness matters because 
everything matters. During a 
particularly confusing time of life, 
Susan Creech’s fictional protagonist 
in Walk Two Moons pondered this 
proverb: “In the course of a lifetime 
what does it matter.” If humans 
are merely infinitesimal specks of 
dust being poured into the black 
hole of eternity then nothing really 
matters. But if the God of heaven is 
drawing us into a kingdom which 
will never be destroyed (Dan. 2:44) 
then everything matters. It is difficult 
to imagine a message more relevant 
for a meaning-starved culture that is 
forsaking interest in a metanarrative.

God’s people battle against the 
devil, flesh, and world, all of 
which are violently raging against 
God’s promise of a final judgment. 
Through the motif of the kingdom 
what God said to King Asa, he says 
to all believers, “But you, be strong 
and do not let your hands be weak, 
for your work shall be rewarded”  
(2 Chron. 15:7).

1. Hermon Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom 
(Philadelphia: P&R, 1962), 24–25.
2. Vos, Redemptive History, 305.
3. Ibid., 312
4. Ibid., 310.
5. This sealed scroll is a crisis. “The things written 
in the scroll ‘must take place’ because they 
constitute God’s plan for his history, culminating in 
the vindication of his servants and the unchallenged 
establishment of his dominion on earth, as it is 
in heaven.” Dennis Johnson, The Triumph of the 
Lamb: A Commentary on Revelation (Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R, 2001), 105. Christ alone is able to 
open the scroll because “the future and final 
victory of Messiah is but an extension of the rule 
he now enjoys by virtue of the victory already 
won.” George Eldon Ladd, A Commentary on the 
Revelation of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1972), 85.
6. Vos, Redemptive History, 313.
7. Ibid., 313.
8. For a study of Jesus’ parables in which he 
describes the kingdom in organic, internally 
spiritual terms see my Bible Studies on Mark 
(Grand Rapids: Reformed Fellowship, Inc., 2016), 
54–57.
9. Vos, Redemption History, 316.
10. On the distinction between the visible church 
as organism and organization see Louis Berkhof, 
Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1941), 567.
11. “Church is the core element in the strategy 
of the Holy Spirit for providing human witness 
and physical presence to the Jesus-inaugurated 
kingdom of God in this world. It is not that 
kingdom complete, but it is a witness to that 
kingdom.” Eugene Peterson, Practice Resurrection: 

A Conversation on Growing Up in Christ (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 12.
12. Richard C. Oudersluys, “The Parable of the 
Sheep and Goats (Matthew 25:31–46): Eschatology 
and Mission, Then and Now.” Reformed Review 26 
(Spring 1973): 158.
13. Ladd, Commentary on the Revelation, 27.
14. William Hendriksen, The Gospel of Luke, New 
Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1978), 704.
15. Vos, Redemptive History, 313.
16. Hendriksen, The Gospel of Luke, 704. 
Hendriksen adds, “The difference between ‘the 
social gospel’ and the teaching of this parable 
is that the former focuses its attention solely 
on society as a whole, neglecting the needs of 
individual hearts and lives, while the latter, by 
first of all radically changing hearts and lives, 
works from within outward, thus creating better 
conditions all around” (712).
17. In fact, to do so is to revert to the error of 
many Jewish people contemporary with Jesus who 
dreamed of a merely political kingdom. Cf. Vos, 
Redemptive History, 310.
18. Cf. William Boekestein, “Poverty and the 
Church” blog post.
19. Michael Goheen, A Light to the Nations: The 
Missional Church and the Biblical Story (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 93.

Study Questions

1. Interact with this thought: “Too often Christianity is seen simply as a means 
of escaping hell . . . With such a view, virtually nothing else matters except 
“going to heaven when I die.”

2. Generally speaking, how is kingdom an “enlarging” word? How might it 
contrast an unbiblical individualism?

3. In telling the story of God’s kingdom, what is meant by the phrases: “The 
kingdom promised, the kingdom inaugurated, the kingdom realized”?

4. How does God’s kingdom come on a personal, spiritual level?

5. How is this aspect of the kingdom bolstered by the promise of the perfected 
kingdom?

6. In these “perilous times” (2 Tim. 3:1) how are you encouraged by God’s 
present reign over all things?

7. Read Matthew 6:25–34, with a focus on verses 33–34. How does Jesus 
contrast a life of kingdom seeking? What does this contrast teach us about a 
kingdom-seeking life?

8. What are some ways that your group can live as citizens of God’s kingdom in 
promoting social justice (Luke 3:3–6) even as we wait for God to make every 
rough way smooth?
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Bible Studies on Esther: Chapter 2 
A Jewish Orphan Becomes the New 
Queen

The Lapse of Time

As we begin to look at Esther 2, we 
quickly notice a lapse of time. The 
events recorded for us in this chapter 
do not follow immediately after those 
in Esther 1. We are reminded that 
royal decrees from King Xerxes went 
“throughout all his kingdom, for it is 
vast” (1:20). That obviously took a 
good deal of time and effort, giving 
the king opportunity to get over his 
intense anger. From secular sources 
we also know that it gave him time to 
wage an extensive military campaign 
against Greece. He had vowed 
earlier that he would burn down 
Athens and march across Europe. 
This, too, was a failure. His ego is 
badly bruised, so he “remembers 
Vashti and what she had done and 
what had been decreed against her” 
(2:1). In his mind, all his troubles could 
be attributed to her. None of this was 
his fault. A king without a queen! Plus 
a failed military expedition! What an 
anomaly!

We know from Esther 1 that Vashti 
had been deposed in the third year 
of his reign. We know, too, that Esther 
does not become queen until the 
seventh year of Xerxes’ reign (2:16). 
That means that there are four years 
between those two events. What 
else is going on? What has transpired 
during those intervening years?

The Search for a Replacement

It is the “young men who attended 
him” who offer a solution. These 
young men are eunuchs, just as was 
the case in King Nebuchadnezzar’s 

court. They suggest that searches 
be made throughout the empire for 
the most beautiful young virgins 
that could be found. They suggest 
that every province, from India to 
Greece to Egypt, be searched. “Let 
beautiful young virgins be sought 
out for the king . . . and gather all the 
beautiful young virgins to the harem 
in Susa” (2:2–3). Physical appearance 
was paramount. Virgin status was 
demanded and emphasized. With 
127 provinces in the empire, this 
probably resulted in three hundred 
to four hundred young women being 
rounded up and taken captive. By 
camel, by horse, by donkey, or by 
foot they were taken to the capital. 
They were guarded by eunuchs 
so that their virginity would not be 
compromised. The king was fussy!

When Boko Haran does this in 
northern Nigeria, we recognize it as 
slave trade for sexual gratification. 
When ISIS does this in Afghanistan 
or Syria, we again howl in protest. 
This is evil! Incredibly evil! The same 
standard should apply to Persia and 
King Ahasuerus. The label of “oriental 
despot” is then well deserved. This 
is not a simple beauty contest to 
see who gets top billing. This is 
kidnapping on a massive scale. The 
parents of these young ladies, with 
a few possible exceptions, are not 
going to send their daughters to 
Susa with their blessing. They know 
how their daughters are going to 
be exploited, for they know why 
harems exist. Even King David and 
King Solomon were guilty of such 
behavior. This clearly flies in the face 

of all God’s commands. We cannot 
justify this.

The Appearance of Mordecai

Before we meet the next queen 
of Persia, we need to become 
acquainted with Mordecai. The first 
bit of information about him is that he 
is a Jew. He is living in the citadel of 
Susa and is one of those brought into 
Babylon as a captive from Jerusalem. 
If he were old enough, he probably 
could have gone back to Jerusalem 
with Zerubbabel and Jeshua in 538 
BC, when Cyrus issued his edict, but 
he, like so many others, chose to stay 
living in Persia. The year is probably 
480 or 479 BC, sixty years since 
Persia had conquered Babylon. We 
don’t know Mordecai’s age, but we 
know his lineage. He is a Benjamite 
and a descendant of Kish, the father 
of King Saul (1 Sam. 9:1–3). As the 
story unfolds, that will become part 
and parcel of his conflict with Haman, 
who is a descendant of Agag, the 
king of the Amalekites (Exod. 17:8–16; 
1 Sam. 15:1–10). More of that later, 
but we also need to note his name, 
a variation of the Babylonian god 
Marduk. The same was true for 
Daniel and his three friends, who 
were given names after the idols of 
Babylon (Dan. 1:6–7). He probably 
had a Hebrew name, too, but that is 
not important to the story line. He is 
a government official with a pagan 
name living in a corrupt, immoral 
culture. He works close to the house 
for the harem, so he can keep 
contact with his adopted daughter.

Mordecai had obviously done much 

Scripture: Esther 2:1–18

Background Reading: Genesis 38:1–30; Matthew 1:1–3
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to guard and guide this beautiful 
young lady, but only one thing is 
specifically mentioned: Do not tell 
anyone that you are a Jew. The text 
is explicit about his Jewish lineage 
but is equally specific about her not 
divulging her ancestry. Why? What 
dangers could be associated with 
that? As we read through the book 
of Ezra, we know that King Cyrus 
had bestowed unusual privileges, 
licenses, and wealth on those who 
chose to return to Jerusalem (Ezra 
1:4–11; 6:4–12). We know, too, that 
there were numerous enemies of 
those returning Jews and that King 
Cambyses had used the military to 
stop the rebuilding of the temple. 
Persia was then and still is a pagan 
empire, with a wide variety of 
idols being worshipped. Yes, there 
were unusual demonstrations 
of God’s favor on his people, as 
demonstrated by Cyrus and Darius, 
but those were the exceptions and 
not the rule. The Persian populace, 
for the most part, are enemies of 
God and hate his laws and the 
people who worship him. The great 
conflict between the people of 
God and the followers of Satan is 
always there, sometimes just under 
the surface, sometimes open and 
flagrant.

Esther Pleases the King

Through Mordecai we become 
acquainted with Hadassah, better 
known as Esther. Her parents are 
both dead, but her cousin has 
taken her in as his own daughter. 
Her name is a Persian variation 
of Ishtar, a Babylonian goddess. 
The most obvious quality that she 
possessed was “a beautiful figure” 
that was lovely to look at. Lecherous 
eyes longed to see her. Among the 
hundreds of young virgins in the 
harem, she stood out and got the 
attention of the master eunuch, 
Hegai, “who had charge of the 
women.” Esther “pleased him and 
won his favor” (2:9). In contrast with 
the regimen imposed on Daniel and 
his three friends, who had to endure 
three years of preparation (Dan. 1:5), 

these young women had to submit 
to a beautifying process, “six months 
with oil of myrrh and six months with 
spices and ointments” (2:12). External 
beauty was priceless and paramount. 
Obedience was demanded, while 
wisdom was ignored.

In contrast with Daniel and his three 
friends, there is no indication that 
Esther or Mordecai objected to 
this process of cultural cultivation. 
There are no recorded protests or 
requests for exemption. As we read 
on, there is extensive description of 
the facilities for the king’s harem and 
the expectations of its members. If 
they please the king, they might get 
to sleep another night in his bed. 
If not, they are shunted off to less 
desirable quarters and are labeled 
as concubines. Concubines may 
never marry and will never become 
mothers. They are doomed to live as 
slaves to a vile master. On the basis 
of the text, both Mordecai and Esther 

appear to be compromised persons. 
Either they did not know the law 
of God, or they chose to ignore it. 
Either way, they are guilty. Sleeping 
with a pagan king outside the bonds 
of marriage is and was adultery. 
Becoming a willing accomplice in 
sex trafficking is evil. No prophets 
are sent to warn them or call them 
to repentance.

Where Is God?

As we reflect on the book of 
Daniel, we notice some significant 
differences. From the opening 
pages of Daniel, we see the 
hand of our sovereign God at 
work. God puts dreams into King 
Nebuchadnezzar’s head. God 
endows Daniel and his friends with 
uncanny wisdom. God presents 
his Son, Jesus Christ, as “the stone 
cut out of the mountain, not by 
human hands” (Dan. 2:34). God 
allows the three friends to be 
thrown into the fiery furnace so that 
King Nebuchadnezzar can see the 
Savior of his people at work. God 
punishes Nebuchadnezzar with 
insanity for the sin of pride. God is 
everywhere. In Esther, the opposite 
appears to be true. God is nowhere 
on the pages of this book, yet 
we ought to remember that he is 
sovereign everywhere all the time. 
He controls events and persons by 
his sovereign will, but he also allows 
people and nations to exercise their 
evil inclinations.

When we reflect on the background 
readings from Genesis 38, we see 
Judah, one of the twelve sons of 
Jacob, engage in perpetually evil 
behavior. He is co-habiting with a 
Canaanite woman and producing 
multiple children by her. He leaves 
home and solicits sex with a street 
prostitute, who happens to be his 
daughter-in-law. Tamar becomes 
pregnant by him and produces twin 
boys. How evil can you get? Yet 
three of those persons appear in 
the genealogy of Jesus Christ (Matt. 
1:3). God allowed that behavior and 
had it recorded on the pages of 
Scripture, not to demonstrate his 
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wrath against sin, but his mercy and his grace toward his 
chosen ones. God is doing something similar with Esther 
and Mordecai because the enemies of God want to 
exterminate the entire nation of Israel. We need to keep 
perspective if we are to understand the book and actions 
of Esther. God is going to allow Esther to please this 
immoral monarch in such a way that he chooses her from 
all the virgins to be the next queen of Persia. As Mordecai 
will later suggest, she was chosen for such a time as this 
(4:15). As a servant of the one who rules the nations with 
a double-edged sword, she will be the instrument used to 
save his people from genocide.

Where Are Ezra and Nehemiah?

Other enigmas that beg for resolution are questions 
about the silence of Ezra and Nehemiah. Both of these 
godly men live in Persia soon after Esther serves as 
queen and Mordecai serves as prime minister. Both 
of them must have celebrated the Feast of Purim on 
numerous occasions. Ezra appears on the pages of 
Scripture during the seventh year of King Artaxerxes, 
which translates as the year 458 BC, twenty-one years 
after Esther becomes queen. Ezra is a gifted scribe or 
writer, who is also the most qualified theologian, but he 
never mentions Esther or Mordecai or the Feast of Purim. 
Ezra writes extensively about the building of the temple 
and events surrounding it but never credits these two 
agents of God who are responsible for preventing the 

extermination of the Jewish people. Ezra is also God’s 
agent to teach the remnant in Jerusalem and Judah the 
elements of proper worship. That omission becomes 
even more puzzling if Ezra was the writer of the book of 
Esther, as Augustine and others surmise.

This mystery becomes even more pronounced when 
we realize that there is a gap of sixty years between 
the events that Ezra describes in chapter 6 and chapter 
7 of his book. Those are the very years where Esther 
was queen and Mordecai “was second in rank to King 
Ahasuerus” (Esther 10:3). He must have known about 
them, yet he chose not to write about them. That mystery 
can be explained only by the reminder that “all Scripture 
is breathed by God,” as the apostle Paul reminded 
Timothy.

We note a similar pattern with Nehemiah, the cupbearer 
to King Artaxerxes. Even though he recalls many of 
Israel’s flagrant sins, he, too, ignores the situation in the 
citadel of Persia. He, like Ezra, focuses almost exclusively 
on the spiritual needs and challenges in Jerusalem. Both 
of these theological giants concentrate their writings on 
the restoration of God-ordained worship in the Promised 
Land. The pattern reminds us of the contrast between 
Revelation 3 and Revelation 4. That third chapter is 
focused on the earthly situation in the seven churches, 
full of sin and shortcomings. Chapter 4, by contrast, 
elevates us into the throne room of heaven, where God 
is praised and worshipped. Ezra and Nehemiah are God’s 
appointed agents of restoration and renewal. Esther is a 
somewhat pathetic person needing reformation. All are 
part of divine revelation.

Discussion Starters

1. What characteristics do you associate with King 
Ahasuerus? Is he a good king?

2. What motivates the young men to orchestrate an 
empire-wide search for beautiful young virgins?

3. Would parents welcome the king’s agents who come 
looking for a potential queen? Would some parents 
relish that role for their daughters?

4. Why is it important that Mordecai be identified as a 
descendant of King Saul? Does that designation confer 
status for him? Or, does that denigrate him?

5. Should Esther have devised some plan to avoid 
becoming the queen? How might she have done that?

6. How is the sovereignty of God being demonstrated in 
this chapter? In this book?

7. Is it justified for both Ezra and Nehemiah to ignore 
the historical record of Esther and Mordecai? Was 
the Feast of Purim important to them? Was that feast 
important to God?
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Bible Studies on Esther: Chapter 3 
The Seeds of Warfare Are Being Sown

As we continue our reading in the 
book of Esther, we might conclude 
that the events presented are nice, 
neat demonstrations of coincidence. 
It just so happens, by chance, that 
Mordecai happened to be in the 
right place at the right time to hear 
about this conspiracy against King 
Ahasuerus. That would be the 
secular reaction to this event. But 
we, as students of God’s Word, 
reflecting on the messages from 
Daniel, know that providence must 
replace coincidence. The sovereign 
Ruler of nations is controlling and 
allowing this event, too. He permits it 
and knows the future. He will direct it 
for his own glory. Two men conspire 
to kill the king. Mordecai overhears 
the plot. For Mordecai, this was an 
occasion to prove his allegiance 
to the emperor. For the emperor, it 
was a fortunate report that spared 
his life. For Esther, it was probably 
welcome news that her husband of 
five years would live for another day. 
Esther has been queen now for five 
years (3:7) and probably has become 
immune to the daily doses of palace 
politics. Quite naturally, she forwards 
her uncle’s message to the king. The 
rumor is validated, the villains are 
hanged on the gallows, and life goes 
on. The incident is recorded in the 
public record, but no rewards are 
doled out.

We are informed of a second event, 
but no rationale is offered for it. 
Ahasuerus, for no apparent reason, 
elevates Haman to the second 

highest office in the empire. This 
is no simple appointment but a 
significant event affecting the course 
of Jewish history. Matthew Henry 
reminds us,

The king took a fancy to him 
(princes are not bound to give 
reasons for their favours), made 
him his favourite, his confidant, 
his prime minister of state. Such 
a commanding influence the 
court then had that (contrary 
to the proverb) those whom it 
blessed the country blessed too; 
for all men adored this rising 
sun, and the king’s servants 
were particularly commanded to 
bow before him and to do him 
reverence (Es 3:2), and they did 
so. I wonder what the king saw in 
Haman that was commendable 
or meritorious; it is plain that 
he was not a man of honour or 
justice, of any true courage or 
steady conduct, but proud, and 
passionate, and revengeful; yet 
was he promoted, and caressed, 
and there was none so great 
as he. Princes’ darlings are not 
always worthies.

Haman is given all the trappings of 
highest royalty and allowed his own 
throne. When he speaks, he speaks 
for the king. He expects every person 
to bow before him, treating him as 
lord of the manor. The fact that such 
allegiance was commanded by the 
king (3:2) tells us something about 
the king. This king is easily duped. 
Whether it is blind allegiance to a 
special friend or greedy desire for 
the stupendous bribe being offered, 

he becomes the enemy of God’s 
people and the enemy of God. His 
consent to Haman’s horrendous 
demand confers guilt upon the king, 
equal to that on his prime minister. 
Ahasuerus’s behavior reminds us 
of similar actions by King Darius 
I, as recorded for us in Daniel 6. 
Shortly after the Medes and the 
Persians had jointly conquered 
Babylon, some enemies of Daniel 
persuade King Darius to proclaim a 
rule that all persons must worship 
him alone and give allegiance to 
no other. Darius foolishly buys into 
their scheme and inadvertently 
condemns Daniel to death. God 
allowed that, too, but turned it to 
great advantage by shutting the 
lions’ mouths. Consequently, the 
king issued a decree that “in all my 
dominion people are to tremble and 
fear before the God of Daniel” (Dan. 
6:26). Oftentimes we do not know 
how sovereignty works, but we relish 
the outcome. The Jews loved this 
new edict, but idolaters loathed it. 
It is the height of irony that Jewish 
scholars today despise the book of 
Daniel but love the book of Esther.

Mordecai refuses to bow down. For 
him, that would be an act of worship. 
Co-workers and friends persist in 
reminding him of his duty, but he 
continues to defy the king’s orders. 
He has earlier demonstrated his 
allegiance to the empire, but he will 
not condescend to worship. The 
text does not reference the first or 
second commandments but gives 
us bold, dangerous, and repeated 

Scripture: Esther 2:19–3:15

Background reading: Exodus 17:8–16; Deuteronomy 25:17–19; 1 Samuel 15:1–9, 32–33
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actions. To defy the king of Persia 
is to sign a death warrant. In that 
respect, Mordecai begins to look 
like the Daniel of old. He is willing to 
die before he complies with an evil 
edict.

Upon reflection, the plot thickens. 
Haman is furious, much like 
Ahasuerus was when Vashti refused 
to come at his beck and call. 
His reaction, like that of the king 
earlier, is going to shift the course 
of the empire. Haman is not just 
a lone, offended individual. He is 
one remaining vestige of a tribe 
condemned to extermination by the 
Lord of heaven and earth. Haman 
is an Agagite, a descendant of King 
Agag, the ruler of the Amalekites. 
God had instructed Moses and 
Joshua to destroy the entire nation 
of the Amalekites because of their 
opposition to the Israelites as they 
wandered in the wilderness. The 
Lord had been explicit: “I will utterly 
blot out the memory of Amalek from 
under heaven” (Exod. 17:14). The 
righteous Judge of heaven and earth 
would not tolerate opposition of that 
sort. He emphasized that later when 
he told Moses: “Remember what 
Amalek did to you on the way as 
you came out of Egypt.” “You shall 
blot out the memory of Amalek from 
under heaven” (Deut. 25:17, 29). God 
is a righteous Judge whose self-
described name is Jealous!

Delayed Justice

Much later, when Saul becomes 
the first earthly king of Israel, God 
instructs him to kill Agag, the king of 
the Amalekites. As we read through 
1 Samuel 15, we are struck by the 
explicit commands coming directly 
from God through his prophet 
Samuel: “Thus says the Lord of 
hosts, I have noted what Amalek 
did to Israel in opposing them on 
the way when they came up out of 
Egypt. Now go and strike Amalek 
and devote to destruction all that 
they have. Do not spare them, but 

kill both man and woman, child and 
infant, ox and sheep, camel and 
donkey” (1 Sam. 15:1–3). Our Western 
mindsets, heavily influenced by 
democratic philosophy, find such 
commands very difficult to accept. 
We might concede the guilt of the 
king in that instance, but we would 
want to excuse the women, the 
children, the animals, and the entire 
nation. But the command comes 
from God. The Amalekites wanted 
to destroy the nation of Israel. But 
Israel is God’s chosen people. 

Therefore God is jealous. In his 
wrath, he orders the destruction 
of the entire enemy nation of King 
Agag. We need to be reminded of 
this important truth as we later read 
about the Persians’ desire to kill all 
of the Jews in the empire. It will also 
help us understand and accept the 
Jewish slaughter of their enemies.

Saul’s army begins to destroy that 
nation, but Saul foolishly chooses 
to spare Agag and disobeys 
God’s explicit command. For that 
disobedience, Saul pays a heavy 
price. At that point, Samuel, the 
prophet of God, becomes the 
executioner for God. He draw his 
own sword “and hacked Agag to 
pieces before the Lord in Gilgal” 
(1 Sam. 15:32–33). The wrath of 
God against disobedience is then 
graphically portrayed once again. 
We do well to learn from this biblical 
account and recognize that most 
of the Persian nation resembles 
Agag. God, the ultimate author of 
this book, introduces us to Haman 
as a role model, driven by pride 
and self-centered worship. The 
antagonist is Haman, representing 
Agag. The protagonist is Mordecai, 
representing King Saul. The seeds of 
war are sown.

Ten Thousand Talents of Silver?

The seeds of warfare are watered 
when Haman discovers that 
Mordecai is a Jew. His hatred is 
intensified. Now, he must not only 
kill Mordecai. He must also kill every 
Jew in the empire. He probably 
recognizes that Queen Esther is 
also a Jew. He is committed to 
genocide. Like Hitler in our day, he is 
devoted to their extermination. Such 
a campaign takes time, not only to 
plan but also to execute. Scheduling 
a date for such an empire-wide 
campaign is important. Trusting to 
a roll of the Pur (dice or lots), they 
roll them day after day and month 
after month until the Pur settles on 
“the twelfth month, which is the 
month of Adar” (3:7). Again, there is 
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no accident or happenstance. God, 
the sovereign, controls even this. 
With the timing settled, the enemy 
of God’s people makes his move. 
He needs the approval of his friend, 
the king. In his attempts to persuade 
the king, Haman admits that “their 
laws are different from those of every 
other people” (3:8). Without realizing 
it, Haman is acknowledging their 
special character and the uniqueness 
of the laws by which they live. To 
cement the deal, he offers the king a 
bribe: ten thousand talents of silver. 
If the king had any accounting sense, 
he would have laughed in scorn. 
That enormous amount would be 
approximately equal to two-thirds 
of the annual revenue for the entire 
empire. Where would Haman ever 
acquire such wealth? The king asks 
no questions but further implicates 
himself in this evil scheme. Is he 
duped again, or is he co-conspirator?

Very probably Ahasuerus knew 
exactly where such wealth could 
be found. The edict that he signed 
included the plundering of all Jewish 
property. That included the temple in 
Jerusalem, with all its gold and silver. 
That included the property of every 
Jewish family in the entire empire. 
Much of that wealth had originally 
been the property of Persia, but King 
Cyrus had given it to the Jews who 
were returning to Jerusalem (Ezra 
1:8–10). Haman must have chafed 
at the thought of paying taxes to 
support the worship of this Jewish 
God. These evil characters knew 
about Cambyses’s attempt to stop 
the rebuilding of the temple in 530 
BC, but they also knew about Darius 
I’s finding Cyrus’s edict which allowed 
the Jews to tax the provinces and 
accumulate whatever they needed 
(Ezra 6:6–12).

Official proclamations fan out over the empire, to all 127 provinces. Every Jew 
must be destroyed, killed, and annihilated, young and old, men, women, and 
children. And their property is to be plundered. Take whatever you can grab! 
The edict was announced in every language, in every script, in every city and 
town, probably “on swift horses.” The date is set and publicly proclaimed: “on 
the thirteenth day of the twelfth month” every citizen is given the right and 
the duty to murder every Jew that they can find and “plunder their goods.” 
Nothing secretive! No stealth! Just wholesale slaughter. The chapter ends on 
a sordid note: “the king and Haman sat down to drink, but the city of Susa was 
thrown into confusion” (3:15).

The decree of guilt is not confined to Haman, wicked and evil though he be. 
King Ahasuerus and the Persian nation have cast themselves as enemies of 
God’s people. Thereby, they have become the enemies of God. They will pay 
a price. Rest assured.

Discussion Starters

1. The discovery of the assassination plot against the king appears to be mere 
happenstance. How do we come to recognize it as providence?

2. Who is the author of Esther? Is he formulating a master plot that will 
culminate in his advantage? Does the book of Esther begin to read like a 
suspense novel? What qualities demonstrate that?

3. How does the repeated description of Haman the Agagite portray him as an 
evil person, an enemy of God’s people?

4. Is it probable that both Haman and Ahasuerus knew about Cyrus’s 
generosity to the returning Jews? How would they have known? Would they 
be inclined to approve such generosity?

5. In trying to understand the political climate in Persia, would Haman have 
been a follower of Cambyses or of Darius? Would he have given support to 
the Samaritans’ efforts?

6. Ezra tells us much about the positive treatment of the Jews by Cyrus and 
Darrius but does not mention the Persian attempts to kill them and take 
their property. Why this significant omission?

7. What advantages are gained by having the correct chronological sequence 
of events? Does that chronology help us understand the nature and 
background of this war between Persia and the Jews? Does knowing that 
Esther occurred before Ezra help us gain a correct perspective?

8. Does the fact that Ahasuerus asks no questions about the ten thousand 
talents of silver implicate him as a co-conspirator?
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ou shuffle into work. 
Clock in on the outdated 
computer. Report to 

your boss. “Morning,” you mutter; 
she grunts in reply. File. Arrange. 
Rearrange. Click. Shooo. “Ahggh.” 
Despite caffeine and a full REM 
cycle, your blurred eyes couldn’t 
distinguish the trash folder from 
the file folder on the incandescent 
computer screen. “That’s going 
to take hours to rewrite—again.” 
Lunch hour is dull; second 
break, no break at all. Driving 
despondently home thinking about 
piles of dirty laundry, the meat you 
forgot to take out of the freezer for 
dinner, animals to be tended, and 
children with endless homework, 
you wonder,

“What is the point? There has to be 
some reason for this thorny work.”

What is the point? Why do we 
suffer through long hours, lack of 
sleep, discontented bosses (not to 
mention cranky kids, co-workers, 
burned meals, computers)? 
Wouldn’t life be grand without the 
pain of dirty, grimy work? Was it 
not enough that we are marked to 

suffer the pangs and agonies 
of childbirth and child rearing? 
Do we really have to add Adam’s 
thistly work?

Beyond Work

The answer to these 
questions from many 
middle-class American 

women is to wish away 
work. The happy life is 

the work-free one. “Can I have five 
dollars on Powerball? Maybe this 
time I won’t have to go to work 
tomorrow.” “Only a few more years 
until I can retire and finally do what 
I want.” “Thank goodness it’s the 
weekend!” “Why do I always get 
stuck with laundry duty?” In this 
mentality, we work merely to earn 
money or rest, to buy what we need 
(and much of what we don’t), so we 
can finally not work anymore. At 
least that is that is what many think.

Other women don’t agree that 
life is best workless. Life for us, 
the unflagging success chaser, is 
work. In order to succeed, to make 
a mark, to be important, to leave 
a legacy, to be someone, we must 
work. Nights. Days. Weekends. 
Holidays. If the boss calls or texts, 
we report and report and report 
to duty. We work to be recognized 
and esteemed by those we deem 
influential and important. We work 
to prove that we are significant and 
have self-worth.

Many of the achievers and money 
mongers work out of a pursuit 
of self-love. One works to earn 
money or free time so she can do 
what she wants. The other works 
to earn fame and merit so she can 
feel good about herself. Then there 
is the less common worker who 
labors to provide for others. She 
is the tireless mother who walks 
bare-soled and with drooping 
eyes so her children can have the 
education, life, job, she couldn’t. 
Sacrificial, yes. Fulfilling, no. On 
the exterior, both the pursuit of 
self-love or other-love seems an 
admirable aim in itself. After all, 
isn’t the greatest command to love 

others, and doesn’t that involve 
loving ourselves first and others 
second?

There is a twofold problem with 
this view. First, sinful humans 
are vacuums. We have an endless 
capacity to suck life. The boat could 
always be bigger, the taxes smaller, 
the promotion more prestigious, 
our husband more grateful, the 
child for whom we dripped sweat 
could at least thank us. We can 
never love ourselves satisfactorily 
or find complete satisfaction in 
loving others simply to love them. 
Pursuit of either leaves us bitter and 
resigned. Proof is the vacillating 
culture of modern America—
shifting endlessly from thing to 
thing, job to job. This is because we 
were created to live and work for 
something beyond ourselves, and 
money, and others, and fame.

To the Glory of God

The Westminster Shorter 
Confession, a summary of 
Christian teachings, asks: “What is 
the chief end of man?” The answer 
is: “To glorify God and enjoy 
him forever.’ In other words, our 
primary purpose for existence is 
not to earn a paycheck, or favor, 
or our husband’s good graces; it is 
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to glorify God. This reality peppers 
all of life, not least of all, work. 
What does it mean to glorify God 
through and in work? The answer 
is threefold (to carry on the laundry 
theme). First, and most obvious, 
God commands us to work.

While the earth was still quivering 
in its freshness, “then the Lord God 
took the man and put him into 
the garden of Eden to cultivate it 
and keep it” (Gen. 2:18; Scripture 
quotations are from the New 
American Standard Bible). Notice, 
the reason God put Adam in the 
garden was to work. By obeying 
God’s command, Adam glorifies 
God and affirms his authority. But, 
you retort, what about the Fall? 
While God did promise thorns 
and thistles as a result of the Fall, 
he did not retract his command 
to work, just as he did not tell 
women to avoid having children 
because it would be painful. Rather, 
he reaffirms that we are to labor 
six days, resting on the seventh 
(Exod. 20:9; Deut. 5:13). Paul even 
writes: “But if anyone does not 
provide for his own, and especially 
for those of his household, he 
has denied the faith and is worse 
than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8). 
All good and well, you say. But I 
am a woman. Women are called to 
be helpers; men, providers. Thus, 
the work of providing is not my 
province. That begs the question: 
do we work only as a means of 
providing for our or our families’ 
physical needs, as posited by our 
culture? This ballyhoos the second 
point.

God himself worked. “By the 
seventh day God 
completed His 
work which He had 

done, and He rested 
on the seventh day 

from all His work which 
He had done” (Gen. 2:2). And 
again, in John 5:17, Jesus 
declares that both he and his 
father are working. 

As women, we, along with 
men, are God’s image bearers 

(Gen. 1:27). Thus we too 
are designed to do as God 

does, just as a child naturally 
imitates his Father. God 

works. 

What does this entail? Does he 
clock in and out of an office? Does 
he answer to surly bosses or the 
needs of teething toddlers?

Reflecting God in the World

God’s work is to create, restore, 
and renew, among other things. 
In Genesis, God worked creating 
that which once was not (Gen. 1:1). 
On the cross, Christ restored our 
relationship with God by obeying 
the law perfectly and bearing its 
penalty (Matt. 5:17; John 19:30). 
Throughout his ministry, Jesus 
renewed diseased people to health, 
demon-possessed to peace, dead to 
life (Luke 4:38–41). The Holy Spirit 
continues this work of renewal in 
us, God’s children (Tit. 3:4–7). As 
God’s image bearers, we are called 
to reflect his works in the created 
world. Work allows us to do that. 
Through work, we, mirroring our 
Creator, create, restore, and renew. 
When we compose a new piece 
of music or invent new computer 
software we are creating something 
new. Cleaning up your house or 
a disorganized web page restores 
order. And when you transform a 
dilapidated chair into a beautiful 

heirloom or help bring a sick 
patient back to health, you are 
renewing that which was worn 
and broken. In doing all of this, we 
glorify God by affirming that what 
he does is worthy of imitation, even 
as we glorify him when we obey 
his command to work. Additionally, 
the created world affirms work as 
a means to glorify God, as I will 
demonstrate in a final point.

Co-laborers

Work is built into the mainframe 
of the world. God has designed the 
world such that it will not operate 
unless the humans in it work. The 
maxim, “If you don’t work, you 
don’t eat,” originated with observing 
life. Without mechanics, we can’t 
drive. Eliminate police and crime 
explodes. Doctors help keep us 
alive, as do farmers. Even in the 
most basic culture, there are still 
those who hunt and those who 
cook. After God created the world, 
planted the garden of Eden, and 
supplied water to it, he put Adam 
and Eve in that garden, charging 
them to cultivate it and to rule over 
the animals (Gen. 1:23; 2:15–22). 
He could have created the world 
such that it needed no tending. But 
it was his good pleasure to employ 
us to help him in the maintenance 
and subduing of his created world 
(Timothy Keller, Every Good 
Endeavor: Connecting Your Work 
to God’s Work [New York: Penguin, 
2014]). In short, by decorating our 
house or flipping burgers, changing 
diapers or designing houses, we 
glorify God by taking on a vital 
role of God’s continued work in 
creation.

Conclusion

Though the thorns and thistles 
of work often leave us feeling 
disillusioned and bitter, 
understanding the place and 
purpose of work can restore 
hope. Not only is our working 
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a command, but also it is an 
imitation of the first and supreme 
Workman. By working we imitate 
him and reflect his image on earth. 
Yes, God can accomplish his labor 
without us, but what a privilege 
to join him. Some of you may be 
nodding along but thinking, “I am 
obeying God’s command to work 
and understand that it is a means 
of glorifying and imitating him, 
but my work is so thankless and 
no one seems to care or notice 
whether I do it excellently—or at 
all.” Take heart, dear sister, the Lord 
sees all your labor, including what 
others disregard, and declares it not 
for nothing. “Therefore, my dear 
brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let 
nothing move you. Always give 

yourselves to the work of the Lord, 
because you know that your labor 
in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Cor. 
15:58; see also Ps. 139:7–12).

Because of Christ’s work of 
redemption and renewal, this 
world and our work in it will also 
be redeemed and renewed (Keller, 
Every Good Endeavor). In Christ, no 
meal made for an ailing friend, no 
set of carefully arranged flowers, no 
well-crafted haircut will be wasted. 
He prepared these works for you 
before the foundation of the world 
(Eph. 2:10); he sees you complete 
them and is delighted to use them.

God’s eyes are always on the 
righteous (Ps. 34:15). He sees how 
you have served him in secret, and 

he promises that he will reward 
you (Matt. 6:1–4). Though you may 
never know the reward this side of 
heaven, as soon as you stand before 
the Maker of heaven and earth, you 
will find he is all and better than 
any reward imaginable. So, press 
on then into the work God has 
prepared for you, trusting that he 
sees, cares, and does not waste any 
of your labors in Christ.
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For years, North American 
churches have grown through 
what might be termed front-
door growth. Churches worked 
hard on their street appeal and 
redesigned worship services 
that were welcoming and 
exciting to the unchurched. 
This approach proved 
extraordinarily successful with 
a large demographic of people 
who in their past had some 
exposure to the church (and 
even some familiarity with the 
gospel) but had dismissed it 
as outdated and boring. When 
such people discovered that 
church could be interesting and 
relevant, they entered through 
the front door.

Front-door church growth is 
still happening, and a church’s 
website is often largely 
responsible. Some years ago, 
a prominent church wanted to 
research how guests who did 
not first visit the church website 
experienced worship compared 
with those who did. They made 
a shocking discovery: there 
were no guests who did not 
first visit the church website. 
Here’s a strong argument for 
investing money and resources 
into an attractive website: you 
ordinarily won’t find guests at 
your church who haven’t first 
spent time at your website.

The demographic of people 
who’ve had some exposure 

to the church, however, is shrinking in North 
America, especially in urban areas. This means 
that there are fewer people who are open to 
church so long as it isn’t the boring, irrelevant 
church they recall from their youth. In my own 
ministry I increasingly encounter youth who were 
raised by atheists, some of whom are upset 
and offended to discover their child is going to 
church. The likelihood of front-door growth is 
diminishing, and therefore the potential for side-
door church is increasing.

Small Group Ministry

One of the best ways to 
encourage side-door growth 
is through the establishment 
of small groups (what were 
formerly called cell groups and 
sometimes fellowship groups). 
I became interested in the 
formation of small groups for 
pastoral reasons. Serving a 
large congregation in which 
numerous individuals were 
falling through the proverbial 
cracks, I mused about potential 
resolutions and wondered 
whether a pastoral model could 
be found where one had to 
expend energy to be isolated 
from the congregation. I found 
this model in small groups 
where weekly attendance 
is expected. If a member, in 
a congregation with such 
a model, was isolated from 
the congregation it was only 
because he or she chose to be 
isolated. I’ve come to see small 
groups as vital for a host of 
other reasons.

Small groups should 
ordinarily consist of eight to 
twelve members who meet 
weekly for time distributed 
evenly over prayer, Bible 
study, and fellowship. Small 
groups can be formed in 
many different ways—by 
neighborhood, interest, age—
but in my view it’s best to have 
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intergenerational and diverse groups. 
To meet bi-monthly is insufficient 
because missing one meeting puts 
one out of touch with one’s small 
group for weeks. Churches with small 
groups should intentionally reduce 
midweek meetings and programs to 
encourage small group attendance. 
In what follows I will identify some of 
the benefits of small group ministry.

Discipleship, Accountability, and 
Care

Reformed churches traditionally 
haven’t excelled at discipleship. 
There have always been 
opportunities for people to learn 
doctrine, most notably through 
catechism classes designed 
especially for the youth. Imparting 
information, however, is insufficient 
if discipleship is understood as 
walking alongside of others to help 
them to grow as followers of Jesus 
and to see them transformed by 
the gospel. Jesus himself insisted 
that discipleship is evident not so 
much in outward morality or even 
theological astuteness but in internal 
and personal transformation (Luke 
6:43–45).

Small groups enable members of 
the church to walk alongside of each 
other as fellow pilgrims struggling 
to follow Christ. Opportunities 
arise in small groups for mentoring 
relationships between experienced 
and inexperienced believers. To 
foster these kinds of relationships it 
is vital for leaders and experienced 
believers in the group to admit past 

failures, present difficulties, and one’s 
ongoing need for Christ.1

Small groups also provide 
accountability for those who want to 
change their habits. A friend of mine 
introduced a simple twenty-one-
day plan in which all the members 
of his small group pledged to read 
Scripture for five minutes and then 
to pray for five minutes every day 
for twenty-one days straight. Those 
who missed a day would return to 
zero and have to start all over. Every 
week each member was asked, What 
day are you at? Perhaps you’re like 
me and you resist gimmicks, but this 
concretely helped people begin to 
develop spiritual disciplines, however 
modest.

Furthermore, small groups provide 
opportunities for people to care for 
each other, visit each other, make 
meals for each other, and help 
each other. Elders and deacons will 
discover that demands on their time 
diminish when small groups function 
well because members will begin to 
shepherd and support each other, 
even financially.

In this connection one could think 
of small group leaders as prophets, 
priests, and kings. As prophets they 
ensure not simply that God’s Word 
is heard but that the gospel is being 
presented. As priests they offer 
prayers and model faith by admitting 
sins, telling stories, and sharing hope 
in Christ. As kings they lead, probe, 
guide, and inspire others to follow 
King Jesus.

Creating a Plausibility Structure 
for the Gospel

If one were to study revivals, 
including the Great Awakening, 
one would discover that they often 
featured small group meetings. In 
instances of revival people are eager 
to discuss their spiritual experiences 
and to be held accountable for their 
spiritual growth. These small group 
meetings embed a dynamic that 
is contagious and are therefore a 
means by which renewal spreads.

Redeemer Presbyterian Church 
in New York City is a church God 
blessed through vital small groups. 
Aspiring to be a church of small 
groups and not simply a church with 
small groups, Redeemer made small 
groups part of their institutional DNA, 
and it gave people a venue between 
Sundays where they could bring 
their questions, challenges, gifts, and 
hopes to others in community.

Small groups, therefore, ought to 
be a place where one could bring 
an unchurched friend, neighbor, or 
coworker. Far less intimidating than a 
church service, small group meetings 
expose unchurched individuals to 
gospel teaching and its relevance 
for people. Seeing how the gospel is 
real is sometimes a step to knowing 
that the gospel is true. The authentic 
life of Christians is what Lesslie 
Newbigin, deploying the work of 
Michael Polanyi, called a “plausibility 
structure.”2

If members of a small group are 
to create a plausibility structure 
for the unchurched, they must 
learn to excise from their language 
“Christianese,” the tribal, in-house 
language of believers.3 Moreover, 
they should learn to avoid us-them 
formulations and talk positively 
about the city and neighborhood 
and demonstrate an interest in the 
local community’s art and sports. 
Furthermore, they should speak well 
of other Christians, especially those 
in non-Reformed churches. Last, 
they should be respectful to those 

 “Furthermore, small groups provide opportunities 
for people to care for each other, visit each other, 
make meals for each other, and help each other. 
Elders and deacons will discover that demands 
on their time diminish when small groups function 
well because members will begin to shepherd and 
support each other, even financially.”
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Rev. Bill De Jong 
(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.

who are different, caring to those 
who are burdened, generous to 
those in need, and always humble in 
character.

In addition to having unchurched 
guests at their meetings, small 
groups can also engage in missional 
endeavors in the community. At 
a friend’s church, small groups 
host neighborhood barbeques. In 
the church I pastor small groups 
engage regularly in service projects 
in the city, often partnering with an 
existing ministry to help the poor, for 
example, or refugees. Some small 
groups participate in outreach by 
making meals for our Christianity 
Explored classes, offered to skeptics, 
cynics, seekers, and atheists.

Conclusion

Today’s cultural context is changing, 
and the likelihood of front-door 
church growth in shrinking. I suspect 
churches will, by God’s grace, 
increasingly experience side-door 
growth, for which the establishment 
of small groups is so vital. Here is 
yet another way in which Reformed 
churches can turn outward. 
The resources within Reformed 
churches are great, and so are the 
opportunities. Together we must 
pray that God would open doors for 
us to convey the gospel of Christ 
winsomely and uncompromisingly.
   

1. I once heard a psychologist present a paper 
on gossip in which he argued, with research in 
hand, that the likelihood of gossip decreases 
in bigger groups. If only two people know a 
secret, they will struggle not to reveal it to 
others either because the burden of knowing 

is too great or because they feel privileged for 
knowing secrets and feel pride in sharing them 
with others. The likelihood of gossip spreading 
in scenarios where embarrassing personal 
information is conveyed to a group of eight to 
ten people is apparently small. Even so, small 
groups must be safe places.

2. Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist 
Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 8.

3. Especially in prayer, Christians tend to 
invoke archaic language about “drawing nigh,” 
for example, to ask God to “grant” certain 
blessings. Would you ask a friend to draw nigh 
to grant you something? Probably not.

to apply Mid-America Reformed Seminary for a seminary 
intern for the summer of 2019. Summer internships 
are an excellent setting in which godly men can acquire 
preparation for the gospel ministry. 

Interested church councils should contact Rev. Mark 
Vander Hart, Mid-America Reformed Seminary, 229 
Seminary Drive,Dyer, IN 46311-1069. His email is the 
following:

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

Churches are  
encouraged...
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Dr. Jeff L.    
Doll

IRBC Third Step of Counseling: 
Evangelizing the Lost. Part 2

In the last article within the 
context of a discussion about 

IRBC’s third step of counseling 
(identifying and prioritizing 
problems), we touched upon the 
importance of sharing the gospel 
with those whom God brings us 
that are lost. Although ordained 
ministers have a particular 
responsibility to proclaim the 
gospel, every member of the body 
of Christ should be desirous and 
equipped to share it as well. Those 
who assume more of a visible 
biblical counseling role especially 
need to be able to make a gospel 
presentation.

Sharing the Gospel1

There are a number of models 
available today for sharing the 
gospel. A good model is one 
which addresses two essential 
components: “matter” and 
“manner.” The “matter” component 
of effective evangelism is Scripture. 
The Holy Spirit uses scriptural 
truth—the gospel—to convert souls. 
It is “the power of God for salvation 
to everyone who believes” (Rom. 
1:16). The “manner” component has 
two elements: attitude and method.

Proud attitudes of both the 
redeemed and unredeemed are 
displeasing to God. Possessing 
an attitude wherein you hold the 
other person as more important 
than yourself will be most effective 
in your personal evangelistic 
endeavors.2 The most effective 
method is one which is non-

argumentative. Dr. D. James 
Kennedy emphasizes this point in 
Evangelism Explosion:

When you present the 
gospel, the arch foe will have 
workmen doing their best to 
block your presentation. Fears 
and doubts will arise in your 
own heart and your prospect 
will raise objections . . . Our 
natural tendency is to meet an 
objection head-on and beat it 
down. This must be overcome 
for the sake of your prospect’s 
eternal welfare. Negatively we 
say: never argue . . . Often it has 
been said that the only way to 
win an argument is to avoid 
it, and the best way to avoid it 
is to preclude it . . . Any skillful 
debater can easily win a point 
in an argument, but by doing 
so you can arouse hostilities in 
the prospect that will cause you 
to lose your “fish.”3

Having discussed the essential 
components of a good model, let 
us move forward to discuss the 
phases of the model we will be 
introducing in this work. They are 
the evaluation, presentation/subject 
response, and follow-up phases, 
respectively.

Phase 1: The Evaluation 
Phase

The objective of this phase is 
to get an idea of the spiritual 
state of the target person’s soul 
(hereinafter called the subject) 
and understanding of several key 
truths of Scripture. Implementing 
this phase involves asking the 
subject five questions that will 

give you insight into his or her 
spiritual condition. The questions 
are as presented in the box on the 
next page and come directly from 
William Fay’s model of evangelism.4

• Do you have any kind of spiritual 
beliefs?

• Who is Jesus to you?

• Do you think there are such places 
as heaven and hell?

• If you were to die right now, where 
would you go?

• If what you just shared (about 
heaven/hell) was not true, would 
you want to know it?

Asking questions allows people 
to express their viewpoints—
something that most people enjoy 
doing when given the opportunity. 
The key thing to remember when 
asking these questions during 
this phase is to not respond to the 
questions you are asking with your 
own answers. Remember, you are 
asking the questions to evaluate 
their spiritual condition, not yours. 
Let’s spend a little time looking 
at each of these questions more 
closely.

Do you have any kind of spiritual 
beliefs?

Notice that the question that is 
being asked is not, “Do you believe 
in God?”5 Such is the case for a 
couple of reasons. First, there are 
many different conceptions of 
God in the world today. Second, 
the common response to such 
a question, whether or not it is 

The Outlook | 28



verbalized, is, “It’s none of your 
business.” But if you ask people 
if they have any spiritual beliefs, 
they will usually talk to you. As you 
listen, remember not to respond 
to this question with your answer. 
Let them do the talking, because 
when they are done, they will have 
little to argue with you about. If 
they answer yes to the question 
without explaining, go on to the 
next question.

Who is Jesus to you?

When you ask a person what he or 
she thinks of Jesus, he or she will 
usually respond with an answer 
such as, “He was a well-known 
teacher or prophet,” “He is the Son 
of God,” or “He is the man who died 
on the cross.” Listen carefully to the 
person’s response to this question, 
bearing in mind how you would 
respond to such a question if it 
were posed to you in this context. 
Most Christians would not give a 
theological discourse at a time such 
as this. They would, instead, say 
things reflective of their personal 
relationship with Jesus, such as “He 
is my Lord and Savior.”6

Do you think there are such places as 
heaven and hell?

Most people are caught up in 
the here and now, giving little 
consideration to the future. This 
question will often get them to 
think about what is to come after 
their life on earth ends. The next 
question personalizes this one.

If you were to die right now, where 
would you go?

If their response is “heaven,” ask 
them, “Why?” The answer they 
provide will give you insights into 
some of their foundational beliefs 
and the manner in which they deal 
with reality.7 When you start talking 
about the personal aspects of a 
person’s life, he or she will usually 
become serious.

If what you just shared (about 
heaven/hell) was not true, would you 
want to know it?

This last question is a tough one. 
Even though it is difficult, we must 
ask it. The two possible answers to 
this question are yes or no. If it is 
yes, continue on. If the answer is 
no, stop the conversation and say, 
“Thank you for your time.” In most 
cases the person will say something 
like, “Aren’t you going to tell me?” It 
is a rare occurrence to get a no that 
sticks.8 If you do get a no response, 
however, remember that this whole 
matter is in God’s hands. If the Holy 
Spirit has not prepared people to 
listen to the Word of God that you 
are prepared to share with them in 
the next phase, there is nothing that 
you can do about it. Be content to 
leave the matter with God.

Phase 2: The Gospel 
Presentation/Subject 
Response Phase

God uses Scripture to change 
people’s lives. A sound presentation 
of the gospel involves imparting 
God’s life-changing Word to our 
subjects. It also includes utilizing 
a Scripture-based methodology. 
The impartation of God’s Word 
is based on Romans 10:17: “Faith 
comes from hearing.” Hearing the 
Word of God is the primary element 
the Holy Spirit utilizes in the 
conversion process. The method of 
presentation (or methodology) in 
this model is based on Luke 10:25–
27. In the context of Jesus being 
tested by an expert in the law with 
the question, “What must I do to 
inherit eternal life?” Jesus responds, 
“What is written in the law?” He 
goes on to say to this person, 
“How do you read it?” In this 
example, Jesus gives his subject 
the opportunity to interpret what 
he believes is written in the law. 
After giving him the opportunity 
to render his interpretation, Jesus 
then responds to his subject’s 
rendering. In this case he responds, 

“You have answered correctly” 
(Luke 10:28).9

You will be sharing the five 
following portions of Scripture10 

with your subject.

1. Romans 3:23  
“For all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God.”

2. Romans 6:23  
“For the wages of sin is death, but 
the free gift of God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.”

3. John 3:3   
“Unless one is born again he 
cannot see the kingdom of God.”

4. John 14:6  
“Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, 
and the truth, and the life. No 
one comes to the Father except 
through Me.’”

5. Romans 10:9   
“If you confess with your mouth, 
‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your 
heart that God raised Him from the 
dead, you will be saved.”

Preparing Your Bible

It may be helpful to obtain and 
designate a Bible to use for 
evangelism. When thinking about 
the Bible to use for this work, 
three factors should be taken into 
consideration: language, size, and 
medium. Although many within 
Reformed circles rightly have a 
great appreciation for the King 
James Version of the Bible, it is 
important to realize that the old 
English in which it is written may 
add a level of confusion for the 
unchurched. The passages printed 
above are taken from the English 
Standard Version; this translation 
or other easy-to-understand 
yet faithful translations may be 
helpful.11 As for size, a large, full-
sized copy may be intimidating to 
your subject, so you may wish to 
purchase a pocket-sized Testament 
for this work.12
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Finally, in relation to medium, 
there is value in setting before your 
subject a book (as opposed to a 
cell phone, iPad, etc.), so they can 
visually see that there is a broader 
context in which the verses you 
share with them fit. Also note that 
you should be ready and willing 
to give your subject the Bible after 
your conversation, should he or she 
want or accept it.

Follow the following steps in 
preparing your evangelism 
Testament.

Step 1: Use a highlighter for 
the purpose of highlighting the 
portions of Scripture listed above.

Step 2: Open your Bible to Romans 
3:23. Highlight the verse and turn 
your Bible upside down to simulate 
the position of the Bible as it will be 
read by your subject. (Each of the 
passages is going to be read and 
interpreted by the other person)

Step 3: While your Bible is turned 
upside down, write “Romans 6:23” 
in the margin closest to you. This 

will provide an instant reference 
for the next verse to which you will 
need to turn.

Step 4: Repeat this procedure 
for all of the verses listed above. 
Marking your Bible in this manner 
will alleviate a great deal of anxiety 
during your presentation.

Step 5: Paste Reminder 1: Don’t 
Argue! The Opening Questions and 
The Scripture Passages insert on 
the inside of the front cover of your 
Bible. (See Appendix O, 277.)

Step 6: Paste The Closing Questions 
and Reminder 2: Don’t Forget to 
Follow Up! insert on the inside of 
the back cover of your Bible. (See 
Appendix O, 277.)

So far you have been equipped with 
questions designed to get your 
subject thinking about several key 
passages that can be utilized by 
the Holy Spirit for convicting and 
convincing your subject. You are 
now ready to begin sharing the 
passages from the Word of God. 
As you do so, remember that there 
are two things that must happen 

in order that a person be saved. He 
must first express a genuine sorrow 
for his sins (repentance), along with 
a desire to turn from them. Second, 
he must believe in the Lord Jesus 
Christ (or embrace Christ by faith). 
Both the teachings of Jesus and the 
apostles emphasize this fact. Let’s 
look at an example from each. In 
Mark 1:14–15, after John was put 
in prison, we read that “Jesus went 
into Galilee, proclaiming the good 
news of God. ‘The time has come,’ 
He said. ‘The kingdom of God is 
near. Repent [repentance] and 
believe [faith] the good news!’”

In Acts 26 we see the same 
emphasis. In the context of Paul 
speaking to King Agrippa, in 
accordance with the vision that he 
received from heaven to preach in 
Damascus, Jerusalem, all Judea, 
and to the Gentiles, he says in verse 
20b: “I preached that they should 
repent [repentance] and turn to God 
[faith] and prove their repentance 
by their deeds.” As you can see, both 
faith and repentance are necessary 
for salvation. Faith without 
repentance leads to self-deception, 
easy-believism, and cheap grace. 
Repentance without faith leads to 
legalism, penance, and moralism.13 
Unfortunately, an increasing 
number of evangelism and church 
growth models today do not have 
the essential components the Holy 
Spirit ordinarily uses to convert 
and save lost sinners; the results 
are devastating: no real repentance, 
no real faith, spiritual-based 
depression in the temporal realm, 
and condemnation in the eternal 
realm.

Let us now enter into a discussion 
surrounding the Bible verses you 
will be sharing with your subject.

1. Romans 3:23:  
“For all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God.”

Open your Bible to Romans 3:23 
and place it in front of the other 
person. Point to the highlighted 

Translation Difficulties

The King James Version is the beloved choice 
of many congregations worldwide, and for 
good reason: it is a faithful translation of 
Scripture. Its language, however, can be a little 
difficult to understand without explanations. 
For instance, many from today’s generation 
would not understand the terminology used 
in the King James Version translation of 
Romans 7:8: “But sin, taking occasion by the 
commandment, wrought in me all manner of 
concupiscence. For without the law, sin was 
dead.” In a day and age of instant gratification, 
one newly introduced to the Bible may not 
want to put in the extra effort of looking up 
terms such as “concupiscence,” or it may be 
intimidating to someone used to “common” 
language. An easier-to-understand translation 
may prove beneficial to the evangelism 
process; or providing a Bible with a glossary 
for more difficult terms used in the King James 
Version would be helpful.
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passage and ask him or her to read 
it out loud. Next, ask him or her to 
tell you what he or she thinks the 
passage says. (When you employ 
this method, your subject cannot 
say, “That’s just your interpretation,” 
for you have given him or her a 
chance to give his or hers first.)14

After the person reads the verse 
and gives his or her interpretation, 
determine if his or her 
interpretation is correct. Correct 
and clarify as needed. If he or she 
has not grasped or has minimized 
the aspect of sin in the passage, 
you might wish to say, “Have you 
ever lied? If so, you have broken 
a command of God and have 
sinned (ninth commandment). 
Have you ever misused God’s 
name? If so, you have broken the 
third commandment and sinned 
against God.” If the person asks 
if you have ever broken any of 
God’s commands, be honest and 
answer, “Yes.” The Lord will guide 
your discussion in such a way as to 
help your subject understand that 
by God’s standards, he or she is a 
guilty sinner.

Next, open the Bible to Romans 
6:23. Ask him or her to read the 
verse out loud.

2. Romans 6:23:  
“For the wages of sin is death, but 
the free gift of God is eternal life 
in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Again, ask him or her to tell you 
what he or she thinks the verse 
says. Point out that if a person has 
sinned once, he or she is guilty 
before God and will face eternal 
condemnation (hell) unless he 
or she is granted the gift of God 
which is eternal life in Jesus Christ. 
Time spent discussing this verse 
will be used to show your subject 
that there is no hope outside of a 
relationship with Jesus Christ.15

Next, open the Bible to John 3:3. 
Ask him or her to read the verse out 
loud.

3. John 3:3:  
“Unless one is born again he 
cannot see the kingdom of God.”

Unlike the first two questions, 
don’t ask the person what he or 
she thinks this passage means. 
He or she probably won’t know. 
You might like to say something 
like the following: “You’re 
probably wondering what Jesus 
was talking about when he said 
this to Nicodemus, who was 
one of Israel’s leading teachers. 
Nicodemus thought that Jesus 
meant he had to somehow go 
back inside his mother. Jesus, 
instead, was speaking about the 
need of a spiritual birth. This need 
is there because each of us is born 
spiritually dead as a result of the 
Fall. Jesus Christ hung on the cross 
to die for sinners, in order that the 
wages of sin, which is death (Rom. 
6:23) might be averted for those 
who believe in him by faith.”

As you discuss this matter with 
your subject, remember that 
in Scripture, true faith is not 
characterized as just a mental 
assent to some facts. There are 
false kinds of faith and there is 
true, saving faith. True, saving faith 
is experienced only when one is 
born again. After the Heidelberg 
Catechism discusses the fact that 
each of us is born with corrupt 
human nature as a result of the 
Fall (Lord’s Day 3), it asks (Question 
8), “But are we so corrupt that we 
are wholly incapable of doing any 
good, and inclined toward all evil?” 
The answer given is, “Yes, indeed, 
unless we are born again (or 
regenerated), by the Spirit of God.” 
One must be born again to see the 
kingdom of God!

Next, open the Bible to John 14:6. 
Ask him or her to read the verse out 
loud.

4. John 14:6:  
“Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, 
and the truth, and the life. No 
one comes to the Father except 
through Me.’”

Allow the person to tell you what he 
or she thinks it says. You may want 
to ask your subject if he or she sees 
in this passage any other way to the 
Father in heaven except through 
Jesus Christ. He or she may well 
give you a look of aggravation 
because of the clarity of this verse 
on the matter. Do not be alarmed by 
aggravation, for it may be the Holy 
Spirit working in your subject’s 
mind, assisting him or her to 
recognize the fact that there is only 
one way to the Father.

Finally, open the Bible to Romans 
10:9 and ask him or her to read the 
verses out loud.

5. Romans 10:9–11:  
“If you confess with your mouth, 
‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your 
heart that God raised Him from 
the dead, you will be saved.”

This passage is fairly 
straightforward, but your subject 
may wrestle with the idea of being 
forgiven from the many sins he 
or she has committed. It’s true 
that none of us are worthy of the 
forgiveness and salvation found in 
Christ; yet, he loved us when we 
were dead in sin and has promised 
never to turn away those who have 
been moved to confess their sins 
and believe in him.
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After discussing the passage, ask 
the subject if he or she believes that 
Christ died for sinners, and close by 
asking the five following questions.

1.  Are you a sinner?

This question points back to Romans 
3:23, “for all have sinned.” Earlier he 
or she saw that the “all” includes him 
or her.

2.  Do you want forgiveness of sins?

Romans 6:23 says that forgiveness 
is a gift provided by Jesus Christ. 
To obtain God’s free gift one must 
accept it for himself or herself.

3. Do you believe Jesus died on the 
cross for you and rose again?

4. Are you ready to place your trust 
in Jesus Christ and embrace him as 
your own personal Savior? 

If the subject responds with an 
affirmative answer, go on the next 
question.

5. Are you committed from this 
time on to live your life for him who 
suffered and died on the cross for 
you? 

Phase 3: The Follow-Up 
Phase

Reformed believers have always 
correctly placed a great deal of 
emphasis on grounding those 
with whom they share the gospel 
with the core truths of the Bible. 
After your basic presentation of the 
gospel is made, your subject should 
be immediately presented with 
reading material that introduces 
him or her to some of the 
rudiments of the Christian faith. It 
goes without saying that the subject 
needs to be invited to attend church 
with you, but if this is not possible, 
he or she needs to be encouraged 
to begin attending a solid Reformed 
or Presbyterian church near his or 
her residence.

Possible Reading Material for New Converts

Welcome to a Reformed Church: A Guide for Pilgrims by Daniel R. Hyde

The Christian Life: A Doctrinal Introduction by Sinclair B. Ferguson

Mere Christianity by C. S. Lewis

Jesus on Every Page by David Murray

Ultimate Questions by John Blanchard

Knowing God by J. I. Packer

Christian Beliefs: Twenty Basics Every Christian Should Know  
by Wayne A. Grudem

   

1. The majority of this article comes from 
Share Faith Without Fear by William Fay 
and Covenant Evangelism by Jeff Doll. 
Bill Fay speaks nationally on the topic of 
evangelism. The director of IRBC was 
invited to attend one of his seminars a 
number of years ago and was impressed 
with his emphasis on the sovereignty of 
God as it applies to one’s presentation 
of the gospel. He also appreciated the 
simplicity and practical methodology of 
his approach. Although he disagreed with 
some of his ideas, he felt that the majority 
of his presentation offered some valuable 
ideas toward making a good presentation 
of the gospel. You are encouraged to 
obtain a copy of Fay’s book (Nashville, TN: 
B&H Publishing, 1999).

2. “Do nothing from selfishness or empty 
conceit, but with humility of mind regard 
one another as more important than 
yourselves” (Phil. 2:3, New American 
Standard Bible).

3. D. James Kennedy, Evangelism 
Explosion, 4th ed. (1970; Carol Stream, IL: 
Tyndale House Publishers, 1996), page.

4. Discussion about this particular 
question is similar to Fay, Share Faith 
Without Fear, 34. 

5. Discussion about this particular 
question is similar to Fay, Share Faith 
Without Fear, 34.

6. Discussion about this question is similar 
to Fay’s discussion in Share Faith Without 
Fear, 34–35.

7. God is an eternal being. Because 
mankind was created in his image people 
have been hardwired to have a concept 
of eternity; “He [God] has put eternity into 

man’s heart” (Eccl. 3:11).Because eternity is 
a reality for every person, observing how 
they interact with it will provide insight 
into how they deal with reality.

8. Discussion about this question is similar 
to Fay’s discussion in Share Faith Without 
Fear, 36–37.

9. Discussion about the scriptural 
principles behind the evangelism model 
is adapted from Fay, Share Faith Without 
Fear, 41–42.

10. These verses are taken from Fay’s s 
recommended verses, Share Faith Without 
Fear, 44. 

11. Please note that this section is not 
saying that the King James Version 
is a poor translation; it is a faithful 
translation still used by many Reformed 
congregations. This section is merely 
saying that the language may prove to be 
confusing for those who have not grown 
up in the church.

12. Fay makes the same point by 
distinguishing between the “Big Boomer” 
Bible and the pocket-sized “Derringer” 
Bible (Share Faith Without Fear, 42–43).

13.  The majority of this paragraph 
was adapted from Messiah’s Reformed 
Fellowship: News and Articles on 
Reformed Evangelism, written by Pastor 
Paul T. Murphy. Messiah’s Reformed 
Fellowship is a Reformed congregation 
that meets for worship in New York City.

14. Discussion related to this verse is 
similar to Fay, Share Faith Without Fear, 45.

15. Discussion related to this verse is 
similar to Fay, Share Faith Without Fear, 
46–47.
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Why Evening Service  
Is Good for You 

Rev. Phillip 
Stoffregen

Introduction

In my final year of seminary I did a 
lot of pulpit supply to the various 
churches in the Michigan Classis. 
Sometimes I served as pulpit supply 
for both morning service and evening 
service, and when that was the case, I 
typically saw poorer attendance in the 
evening service. Furthermore, this is 
not an isolated problem. Churches 
across the URCNA federation and 
churches from other denominations 
that have evening service often report 
poorer attendance for evening service. 
This is something that ministers, 
elders, deacons, and many members 
are concerned about, and honestly, 
it is something that needs to be 
addressed. Therefore, I offer you this 
article in the hopes to persuade you of 
the good of evening service, with the 
result that you faithfully attend and sit 
under the preaching of God’s Word in 
both the morning and evening.

However, before I really get into this, 
I want to write a few caveats. I know 
that there are many different reasons 
for missing evening service, and they 
cannot all be lumped together. For 
some people, their own physical safety 
is the reason behind missing evening 
service. As the days get shorter and 
the evenings get darker, it becomes 
problematic for some of you to be out 
driving at night. Some of you cannot 
attend because you work in the 
medical field or in law enforcement, 
and so sometimes you must work on 
Sunday. These have been called works 
of necessity since it is necessary there 
always be those working to care for 
the sick or to enforce the law even 
on Sunday.1 Some of you do not 
work those works of necessity on 
Sunday but are forced to work Sunday 

evenings against your wishes, and 
perhaps you have even had to greatly 
argue for having Sunday morning off 
in order to worship. I worked in retail 
before receiving the call to ministry, 
and so I know how difficult it can be 
to get even Sunday mornings off. If 
you fall into any of these categories, 
and that is your reason for missing 
evening service, I have no wish to lay 
any burden on you. I would merely 
encourage you to do all you can so 
as not to miss evening service. If you 
are afraid to drive at night, try to find 
a ride. If work is stopping you from 
attending, speak with your manager 
and do all you can to have the whole 
day off. However, it may be that these 
are things that are out of your control, 

and that is something I am quite sure 
our God is aware of.

Further, I want to be clear and 
transparent and write that after all 
of my study, after all the verses that 
I’ve read, considered, and parsed out, 
I do not think that there is a verse 
that demands that we go to church 
in the morning and the evening. 
That said, we cannot make absence 
or attendance a matter of sin or 
obedience. However, and I want 
you to really and honestly consider 
this carefully, while there may be no 
command that explicitly demands 
that you attend morning and evening 
worship, I don’t want you to think 
that evening service is a simple take it 
or leave it sort of thing. While it may 
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be that there is no command that says 
you must attend morning and evening 
worship, everything in Scripture tells 
us that there is great profit and benefit 
in worship. That alone should give us 
reason to seriously pause when we 
take it upon ourselves to miss evening 
service. To illustrate this, there is no 
command in Scripture that a husband 
frequently spends quality time with 
his wife, but it is certainly to his 
advantage if he does. Likewise, there 
is no command that you must attend 
both service on the Lord’s Day, but 
everything in Scripture tells you that 
it is to your advantage that you do so. 
Scripture gives us good arguments for 
having two services and for attending 
both of them.

Arguments for Evening Service

“It’s the Pattern”

In the first place, we find a consistent 
pattern of morning and evening 
sacrifices in the Old Testament. 
For instance, there is a command 
in Numbers 28 for a morning and 
evening sacrifice of a lamb. We find 
that Psalm 92 is a psalm for the 
Sabbath day (no other psalm has this 
description, by the way), and it speaks 
of the people of God declaring the 
Lord’s lovingkindness in the morning 
and his faithfulness by night. Again, 
here is a reference to morning and 
evening “services.” It is difficult to 
dispute that the children of Israel, on 
the Sabbath, were to worship the Lord 
both morning and evening.

When we get to the New Testament, 
we find similar things. We do not 
find a command to have evening 
and morning worship, but there are 
indications that the church did meet 
in the evening. Paul in Acts 20 meets 
with the believers in Iconium, and it 
appears that Paul preaches and breaks 
bread, speaking even until midnight. 
Again, while not a command, it 
appears to be the apostolic practice 
that the church would meet at night. 
Also, keep in mind the cultural 
context of the first-century church. 

It was a well-established practice that 
the Jewish synagogues had morning 
and evening services, and Christians 
continued to attend services in the 
synagogue for quite some time in the 
first century.2 It should not surprise 
us that as Christians were kicked 
out of the synagogue, they would 
nonetheless take some of the most 
basic customs with them, such as 
morning and evening services.

The earliest postapostolic documents 
seem to hint at this. Pliny the Younger 
writes to the Roman emperor Trajan 
at around AD 112 and says that 
Christians gathered together early 
in the morning, dismissed, and then 
came together again to break bread 
later that evening.3 This pattern is 
continued into the ancient church, 
the medieval church, and the 
churches of the Reformation. The 
idea of an evening service is nothing 
new or inventive; it has long been 
the practice of the church. While no 
evening service commanded, we see 
that the church has long put a high 
premium on evening worship, and so 
to thoughtless disregard and dismiss 
evening worship as unnecessary is 
not prudent to say the least.

It’s Helpful to Keep the Day

Second, evening service helps us to 
remember the Lord’s Day, not merely 
the Lord’s morning. Our confession 
as Reformed Christians is that the 
fourth commandment tells us that 
one day in seven is set apart to the 
Lord. Leviticus 23:3, in expounding 
the fourth commandment, tells the 
nation that the Sabbath day is a day 
of no work, a day of complete rest, 
and a day of holy convocation. If our 
Reformed confession is that Sunday 
is the Sabbath day, or the festive day 
of rest,4 then our Reformed practice 
would tell us to observe this day 
as belonging to the Lord. Since we 
believe that this day is set apart unto 
the Lord, evening service becomes 
helpful and profitable to the end of 
keeping this day set apart to the Lord. 
It helps us to remember that the whole 

day, morning and afternoon, belongs 
to the Lord. Evening service reminds 
us that Sunday is a day where we rest 
from our labors in order that we may 
meet with our God.

Now, with that, let me ask you a bold 
question. When you skip the evening 
worship, what are you doing with 
that time? A few weeks ago, Ligonier 
released a video with various speakers 
(Drs. Michael Horton, W. Robert 
Godfrey, Stephen Nichols, and 
Derek  Thomas) answering various 
questions. In this video the question 
was put to Dr. Godfrey, asking if there 
is any biblical warrant for evening 
worship.5 Dr. Godfrey replied with 
a question of his own that really cut 
to the heart of the issue. He plainly 
and boldly asked those skipping 
the evening service what they were 
doing with that time. And that is the 
same question I would ask you. Now 
perhaps you are seriously digging into 
the Bible all evening; perhaps you are 
diligently catechizing your children. 
If that is the case, to use the words 
of Dr. Godfrey, I don’t really want to 
criticize that. However, the reality 
tends to be that the evening time 
is used in such a way that looks no 
different from Saturday or any other 
evening. This day is set apart, that’s 
our confession; does your practice 
match that confession? Evening 
service is a help for us to keep the 
day set apart, a help to make this day 
about worshiping and meeting with 
our God.

It’s Helpful to Our Spiritual 
Health

Third, evening service is helpful for 
our spiritual health. Why do I say that? 
Again, I ask, what is our confession as 
Reformed Christians? Our confession 
is that the preaching of the gospel and 
the sacraments are the means of grace.6 
As Reformed Christians, we believe 
that the preaching of God’s Word and 
the administration of the sacraments 
are the means by which God points us 
again and again to Christ, to his one 
sacrifice, to his faithfulness. We find 
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that it was through the preaching of 
God’s living and enduring Word that 
Peter’s audience were born again in 1 
Peter 1:23–25. We read in 2 Timothy 
3:16–17 that the Word of God is God-
breathed and profitable for teaching, 
for reproof, for correction, and for 
training in righteousness, and that 
it is by the Word of God that one is 
equipped for every good work. We 
read in places like Romans 4 that the 
sacraments are signs and seals that 
confirm our faith in Jesus Christ. The 
Word and the sacraments are vital for 
our spiritual health.

When someone wants to get better 
at something, whether it is a certain 
sport, learning a language, or anything 
else, what is needed? Practice! It’s 
doing the same thing again and again. 
There’s a requirement to put in time 
and effort to grow.7 Do you want to 
grow in your faith? The chief means 
by which God works in our hearts, by 
which he grows our faith, by which we 
grow in our sanctification is through 
the preaching of the Word and the 
sacraments. Morning service exposes 
you to these things, and so does 
evening service. When it comes to 
our faith, when it comes to preaching, 
Scripture reading, worshiping our 
God, fellowshipping with saints of 
like faith, and the like, these things 
are not like Charmin toilet paper: less 
is not more. More is more.

Objections to Evening Service

“It’s a Burden”

In giving these arguments for evening 
service, I would like to anticipate 
some common objections against it as 
well. The first objection that is more 
often than not at the heart of one not 
wanting to attend worship is that they 
look at worship as a burden. There are 
different reasons for people calling 
evening service a burden. Sometimes 
it is the actual coming or driving to 
evening service that people consider 
to be a burden. Sometimes people just 
don’t want to get ready to go to church 
again. Often, people think of it as a 

burden because not only do they have 
to get ready again, but they have to 
help their children get ready again too.

But the answer I would give is that 
worship is certainly not a burden. 
This is a special day, a festive day of 
rest! That is what the psalmist says in 
Psalm 92. Do we read it is a burden 
to give thanks to the Lord, to sing his 
praises morning and evening? No! It 
is good. Good to give thanks to the 
Lord. It is good to sing his praises. It 
is good to declare his lovingkindness 
in the morning. It is good to declare 
his faithfulness by night. Dear 
reader, corporate worship has no 
equal! There is something special 
about it, something heavenly about 
it, something that we cannot explain 
about it. As we gather together in 
Christ’s name he is present in a 
special way. He is in the midst of us 
in a spiritual way, an inexplicable way. 
It is a place where we worship our 
God and where our God in a special 
way shares his love and grace with his 
children. I don’t think we can classify 
that as a burden.

“It’s My Time”

The second objection is an objection 
that we may not hear, but it is an 
objection that is held in the hearts of 
many. It is the thought that Sunday 
evening is “my time.” The idea is that 
they have this time off from work, 
and they did their duty in attending 
morning worship, but as far as evening 
goes, it is something that is meant to 
be for them. This may express itself in 
planning Sunday evening to be a time 
of hobbies, a time of television, a time 
of various personal pleasures.

This is indeed a common objection, 
“Sunday evening is my time! It’s for 
me!” And my answer to that, “You’re 
right! This is time for you. Just not in 
the way you think it is!” Jesus is clear, 
this day was made for man, not man 
for the Sabbath. But again, I ask you 
the question, how was this day made 
for man? It wasn’t made for you in 
order to do anything and everything. 

That’s not what the Scriptures tell us. 
We find from the command in Exodus 
20 and in Deuteronomy 5 that this is 
a day to rest from our labors in order 
to remember the redemption that we 
have only in Jesus Christ. This is a day 
of rest and worship. A day of complete 
rest and of solemn convocation. This 
is by far the best thing for us. You’re 
Sunday evenings are your time, they 
are for your benefit, but the way that 
God has designed this day would be 
that you would receive the greatest 
benefit in communing with God 
himself and with saints of like faith.

“It’s Family Time”

The third objection I often hear is that 
Sunday evening is family time. Rather 
than go worship corporately, some 
think that it is better to instead stay 
at home and spend time with their 
family, whether immediate family or 
extended family. I understand that for 
many there are long-held traditions 
that are valued deeply, and to go to 
evening service would mean that 
these traditions would have to be 
broken.

It is indeed a common objection, 
“Sunday evening is family time!” And 
my answer to that, “You’re right! This 
is family time. Just not in the way 
you think it is.” Is the church not a 
Christian family? Are we not spiritual 
brothers and sisters and fathers and 
mothers? Didn’t even Christ identify 
his followers in this way? In Matthew 
12 we read that while Jesus was 
speaking to the crowds, his mother 
and brothers come to see Christ. And 
those around Christ tell him, “Your 
mother and brothers are standing 
outside to speak to you.” Then Christ 
gives a shocking statement that would 
have been almost unthinkable in his 
first-century Middle Eastern context: 
“Who is My mother and who are 
My brothers?” Then stretching out 
his hands to his disciples he said, 
“Behold My mother and brothers! 
Whoever does the will of My Father 
in Heaven is my brother and sister 
and mother!” Such words would 
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have been a complete shocker to this 
culture where family was considered 
to be extremely important, even more 
so than we value family.

Your blood relatives are important, 
but Christ indicates to us that we 
can have even greater closeness with 
our faith family, Christians are blood 
relatives, we are relatives by the blood 
of Christ. Let us enjoy this day with 
Christ our Savior and with those that 
Christ has joined us to by his blood.

“I’m Tired”

Fourth and finally, sometimes the 
objection against coming to evening 
service is that “I’m tired!” I don’t 
discount the fact that many of us are 
tired. I know what it’s like to work, 
to be in school, and to have a young 
family all at the same time. I know 
that the temptation that comes with 
these things on Sunday afternoons: 
“You’re tired, you’ve had a long week, 
surely it is no big deal to miss evening 
service.”

It is a common objection, “I’m tired, so 
I will not be there.” And my answer is, 
“You’re right! You very well could be 
tired. I know you’re tired. That’s why 
you should come both morning and 
evening.” I find it interesting that the 
text in Hebrews 10:25 that tells us that 
we should not forsake the assembling 
of ourselves, as is the habit of some, is 
the same text that tells us that in our 
assembling of ourselves we stimulate 
one another to love and good works 
(v. 24). Our assemblings are meant to 
function as a safe haven, as an oasis in 
dry land. In this pilgrimage, we do get 
tired; our faith is pulled and strained 
under all the responsibilities we have 
and with all that we do. I t is easy to 
become burned out, to be burned out 
of love, to be burned out of doing 
good works. It is easy to be tired and 
exhausted, and the solution is not 
the avoidance of corporate worship 
but coming to corporate worship. It 
is in corporate worship that we are 
stimulated to love and good works 
by considering the love and works of 

our Savior Jesus Christ. It is here that 
our weary souls are told to look to 
and lean on Christ and find rest! Are 
you tired? Then come to the oasis that 
is corporate worship where you are 
stimulated and energized to love and 
good works.

Applications for Evening Service

Come Thoughtfully

Finally, I want to also give some final 
applications for attending evening 
service because the goal is not merely 
entering through the church doors 
and then just sitting in the pew, taking 
up space. That will be of no profit to 
you. Therefore, I would first want to 
emphasize that in attending evening 
(or morning) worship that we come 
thoughtfully.

What that means is that we come into 
the sanctuary, and we try as little as 
possible to be on autopilot. We come 
in, and we want to hear and consider 
the call to worship, our vow, God’s 
greeting to us, the meaning of the 
songs that we sing together. It means 
we come thoughtfully to the Word of 
God ready and eager to hear the Word 
and engage with its meaning and 
application. It means that when we 
sing the doxology that we understand 
that we really are singing a song of 
glory to our Triune God, and that 
when we receive the benediction, 
our God really is sending us with his 
blessing.

Shortly after Jesus’ triumphal entry, 
some Greeks had made their way to 
Jerusalem to celebrate Passover. They 
came to Philip and had said to him, 
“Sir, we wish to see Jesus!” Greeks, not 
born into the covenant community, 
coming to Philip with a singular 
focus. “O disciple, O Philip, we wish 
to see Jesus! We wish to sit at his feet. 
We wish to hear him teach us!” Dear 
reader, come thoughtfully and have 
these same thoughts as the Greeks: 
“O pastor, show us Jesus, show us 
his teachings! Show us his Word! 
Especially show us the gospel!” Let us 
come thoughtfully.

Come Consistently

Finally, come consistently. I write 
this because it may be that you try 
evening service for a week or two, 
lose your conviction or interest 
about this matter, and then go back 
to the way things were before. My 
encouragement to you would be come 
to morning and evening worship 
for three months, and see how God 
will bless you through this sort of 
thoughtful attendance. See how it 
helps you to grow, adjusts your view 
of the Lord’s Day, and gives you the 
rest, strength, and nourishment that 
you need.

Is it a sin to miss evening service? 
No. Is it a profitable thing to attend 
evening service? Most definitely. It is 
where you meet with your faith family 
and corporately meet with your God. 
It is where you confess the Christian 
faith with the saints of all ages in 
the Apostles’ Creed; it is where we 
read the Psalms together; it is where 
God again expounds his Word to us; 
it is where our God again blesses us 
and gives us his benediction. O dear 
reader, why would you want to miss 
that?
   

1. See the Westminster Shorter Catechism 
Q&A 60.

2. R. Scott Clark, Recovering the Reformed 
Confession (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2008), 
338.

3. Constantine E. Pritchard and Edward R. 
Bernard, eds., Selected Letters of Pliny the 
Younger (Oxford: Clarendon, 1896), 124.

4. See Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 103.

5. For the video, see https://www.ligonier.
org/learn/conferences/next-500-years-2017-
national-conference/questions-answers-2/ 
starting at 30:23.

6. See Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 25.

7. See https://tinyurl.com/y7e4mv67

Rev Phillip Stoffregen 
is pastor of Covenant United 

Reformed Church in Kalamazoo, MI.

The Outlook | 36



Mrs. Elizabeth Hankins 
is a book reviewer and blogger. She 

blogs at hankinsfamily.com. 

Brian Najapfour and Sarah Najapfour. 
Amazing Grace. Grand Rapids: 
Biblical Spirituality Press, 2018. 41 
pages. Paperback.

Amazing Grace is the first part of the 
series called “Stories behind Favorite 
Hymns for Ages 3 to 6.” This book 
recounts the story of John Newton 
and one of his most beloved hymns 
in an engaging way for children ages 
three to six. It has a large font with 
just the right amount of text per page 
to match the generally short attention 
spans of this age group. Additionally, 
the authors seek to retain the 
listener’s attention by asking simple 
questions along the way. Although 
simple enough for this age group, 
these questions are not simplistic 
and have the potential to lead to 
helpful discussions about family, 
discipleship, companions, rebellion, 
fear, prayer, God’s forgiveness, and 
grace. Moreover, these questions 
may serve to draw listeners into 
Newton’s story and make him more 
relatable. Best of all, each of these 
components leads children on a 
journey to see themselves, like 
Newton, as a sinner in need of God’s 
forgiveness freely offered through 
Jesus Christ. Amazing Grace paves 
the way afresh for the Good News of 
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.

Like many Christian resources, 
this book seems to summarize the 
gospel. Its closing pages say, “Do 
you know what ‘grace’ means? 
It means God gives us what we 
don’t deserve. Because we sin, we 
deserve God’s punishment. But when 
we believe in Jesus and ask for 
forgiveness, God forgives and saves 
us” (39).

While it is essential to believe in 
Jesus, the question may remain, 
“What are we to believe about 
Jesus?” Unfortunately, due to brevity, 
this didn’t seem as clear as it could 
be in this book. I would encourage 
everyone reading this book to go one 
step further with their kids and read 
1 Corinthians 15:3–4: “For I delivered 
to you as of first importance what 
I also received: that Christ died for 
our sins in accordance with the 
Scriptures, that he was buried, that 
he was raised on the third day in 
accordance with the Scriptures.” This 
passage will help present the gospel 
more clearly to the listener.

The book closes with three 
suggested questions for discussion, 
and a fourth would complement 

these well: “Why can God give 
sinners grace?” The passage from 
1 Corinthians above answers this 
question well: Because Christ died 
for the sins of all who would believe, 

and God accepted his sacrifice.

As soon as we finished Amazing 
Grace, my kids asked me if we had 
the next book in the series. We 
thoroughly enjoyed this title, and I am 
happy to commend this title to you.

Mrs. Elizabeth  
Hankins

Book Review: Amazing Grace,
Stories Behind Favorite Hymns for 
Ages 3 to 6
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Book Review – A Colorful Past:  
A Coloring Book of Church History

Rev. Phillip 
Stoffregen

Rev. William Boekestein. A 
Colorful Past: A Coloring Book 
of Church History. Illustrated by 
Naomi Kamphuis. Grand Rapids: 
Reformation Heritage Books, 2018. 
Paperback. 88 pages

Yes, a review for a coloring book! You 
may wonder how helpful a coloring 
book may be, but it is a very helpful 
book about all of church history from 
the last twenty centuries. As I looked 
at the book, I came away thinking 
how effective and useful this small 
book can be for our children by 
teaching them some of the following.

First, this book effectively introduces 
our children to church history. You 
can buy all sorts of books on church 
history; you can buy books that give 
a detailed look at a certain era of 
history or that try to give a sweeping, 
bird’s-eye view of history. There are 
books for novices and scholars of 
church history. There are all sorts of 
good books out there, but even the 
most basic of church history books 
are frequently beyond the reach of 
our children.

This book acquaints our children 
with some of the more important 
names and movements of church 
history, giving to our children the 
simplest of introductions. Essentially, 
this book gives our children, even 
some of our youngest children, 
the basic categories or pegs upon 
which to hang later and more 
detailed knowledge of church 
history. Someday, when our children 
hear that the doctrines of grace are 
not new but go all the way back 
to Augustine, they’ll have a basic 
understanding of who Augustine was 
and what in what century he lived.

Second, this book effectively 
introduces our children to all of 

church history. Not only does this 
book help our children to become 
acquainted with some of the basics 
of church history, but also it helps 
to introduce our children to all of 
church history. Very frequently we 
as Protestants struggle to teach our 
children church history prior to the 
sixteenth century. This coloring book 
is intentional to teach our young 
children how the New Testament 
church has continued to exist, not 
just since the sixteenth century but 
since the first century.

Third, this book effectively introduces 
our children to honest church history. 
Furthermore, this brief church history 
book does not ignore the blemishes 
of some of the well-known figures 
of church history. It is remarked that 
Charlemagne was known to have 
a reputation of adultery and forced 
conversions. Gregory the Great was 
not as careful to base his teaching on 
Scripture as he should have been. It is 
a basic but honest account of church 
history. This is quite important 

because it teaches our children that 
the church is made up of flawed 
people like Charlemagne, Gregory the 
Great, and them. Despite how colorful 
the history of the church may be, 
God uses such imperfect means to 
achieve his plan for his glory and for 
our salvation.

There are also more “practical” 
things about this book that are 
worth mentioning. The pages have 
pictures on only one side. This was 
done so that once the picture has 
been colored, it can be removed and 
attached on the refrigerator, wall, or 
poster board. The book gives the idea 
that the pages could be removed to 
create a personalized timeline for 
classrooms or homes. Further, each 
page has a “century stamp” in order 
to easily show to which century that 
particular character on the page 
belongs.

Having a daughter who loves to color, 
I am so glad that this resource is 
available. It will serve to be a helpful 
tool to introduce her to individuals 
from our history that I deeply 
appreciate and look up to. It serves 
the purpose of showing her how 
our God has sovereignly maintained 
and cared for his church over the 
last twenty centuries, even through 
flawed people. What a great option 
it is to teach our children these 
things through doing something 
that so many of them love: coloring. 
Purchase a copy, and you may find 
that you too can learn from a coloring 
book!

Rev Phillip Stoffregen 
is pastor of Covenant United 

Reformed Church in Kalamazoo, MI.

The Outlook | 38





Esther  
The God Who Is Silent  
Is Still Sovereign 

Dr. Norman De Jong 
Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
88 pages. Paperback.

Dr. Norm De Jong does it again, and his 
venerable experience as a professor and 
minister continues to shine through in 
this compact study of Esther. Debunking 
popular ideas about the book, he skillfully 
guides the reader through an Esther-specific 
literary-theological analysis—yet comparing 
Scripture with Scripture—that uncovers 
true and creative insights. His engaging 
prose arouses irresistible curiosity as to 
the suspense, purpose and meaning of this 
unique book of the Bible—one that contains 
no direct reference to “God” but distinctively 
proclaims Good News. De Jong reveals such 
not only with respect to the unexpected and 
surprising workings of Divine providence 
for God’s people in dark captivity back then, 
but also for the church living in a pitch-black 
culture on this side of the Cross. Discussion 
questions follow each chapter to facilitate a 
reader’s or group’s mindful processing and 
heartfelt appropriation of each movement 
in this enthralling episode of Redemptive 
History.

— H. David Schuringa, Th.M., Ph.D. 
 Christian Renewal Magazine, Contributor 
 North Star Ministry Consultants LLC

To order please visit:  
www.reformedfellowship.net  
You may also order by calling Shelly 
at 616.532.8510. w

$9.99
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