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How to Become  
Like Jesus
Every child of God wants to be 
more like Jesus. And, by God’s 
grace, this actually happens. The 
name the Bible gives to this process 
of becoming more Christ-like is 
“sanctification.” To be sanctified is 
to become more dedicated to God 
and separated from sin (Rom. 6:22). 
It is to live out the deep principles 
of salvation. In sanctification, 
believers become more like Jesus.

But how does this happen?

In one of the most important 
passages on sanctification, Paul 
says that growing in godliness takes 
work: “Therefore, my beloved, as 
you have always obeyed, not as in 
my presence only, but now much 
more in my absence, work out 
your own salvation with fear and 
trembling; for it is God who works 
in you both to will and to do for His 
good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12–13). In 
sanctification, believers work and 
God works. But what do those two 
works look like and how do they 
relate to each other?

We Become Like Jesus by 
Working God’s Will

The main verb in verse 12 is 
plain: Work out your own salvation. 
Paul is definitely not saying, “Work 
at your own salvation,” or “Work 
up to earning salvation.” Paul is 
writing to those in whom God had 
already begun a work of salvation 
(1:6). God is not calling the lost to 
get saved; he’s calling the saved to 
get working.

What does it look like to work out 
salvation?

1. Sanctification means growing in 
reverence. Believers work out their 
salvation in “fear and trembling.” 

Believers grow in godliness as 
they gain a deeper respect for God, 
a stirring sense of awe over his 
greatness.

2. Sanctification means growing 
in obedience. Whenever we put 
obedience prior to our acceptance 
by God we pervert the gospel (Rom. 
3:20). True obedience is a reflection 
of a heart that is freed from sin’s 
bonds (Rom. 6:17; cf. Acts 6:7).

3. Sanctification means growing 
in integrity. Sanctification is not 
mere compliance when people 
are watching. Paul contrasts “eye 
service” with sincere, heartfelt 
fidelity to God (Col. 3:22). Someone 
who obeys only when watched is 
serving himself to gain praise or 
avoid a penalty. Coerced obedience 
is a sign of spiritual immaturity.

Growth in godliness is hard work.

We Become More Like Jesus 
by Trusting in God’s Work

Without minimizing believers’ 
responsibility to work out their 
salvation, Paul further describes 
sanctification as a work of God’s 
sovereign grace (cf. Phil. 2:1–11). 
“For it is God who works in you 
both to will and to do for His good 
pleasure” (v. 13; cf. 1 Thess. 5:23). 
Paul’s message is not, “Work hard 
because God is working hard too.” 
God is not merely an example 
of human work. Instead, God’s 
gracious work in us more deeply 
wins us over to God and sways us 
to do his will.

I n  a  F e w 

WORDS

Have you ever felt discouraged—
even disgusted—about your 
perceived lack of progress in 
holiness? These thoughts can be 
paralyzing. And that is exactly what 
the devil wants. “There’s no hope 
for you,” he suggests. “You’re a slave 
to sin. You’ll never be like God.”

Who Has the Heart to Engage 
in Work That Is Sure to Fail?

But that is Paul’s point; there is 
hope in succeeding! Because God 
is working for and in his children, 
their work toward sanctification 
is not futile. As Ligon Duncan has 
said, “Paul’s teaching is not that 
God accepts you so no change is 
necessary, but that God accepts 
you and therefore change is now 
possible.”

Believers must trust the gospel, love 
God, fight sin, desire eternity, and 
serve others cheerfully. We work 
to grow in the knowledge of God’s 
Word so that we can joyfully obey 
everything God says. Sanctification 
is hard work.

But all this work is energized by 
the God who cares about our 
sanctification more than we do. 
God never demands that we work 
for him harder than he’s working 
in us.

This editorial is condensed 
from an article first published at 
CoreChristianity.com.

Rev. William Boekestein
is  the pastor of Immanuel 
Fellowship Church in Kalamazoo, MI.
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Rev. William 
Boekestein

Christian eschatology is a theology 
of waiting. The King has traveled to a 
far country and has been a long time 
in returning (Matt. 25:14, 19). In his 
absence the saints who keep watch 
cry (though not without hope) “how 
long” until “the night of weeping 
shall be the morn of song?”1 God’s 
people cry, “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 
22:20).

Why doesn’t he?

The Bible’s answer: God is patiently 
waiting and working for the gospel 
to be declared to every creature 
(Mark 16:15; cf. Matt. 24:14) so that 
the perishing will be saved (2 Pet. 
3:9) and the full number of the elect 
gathered in (Mark 13:27). Christ 
has not yet finished his mission to 
seek and save the lost (Luke 19:10), 
so he refrains from shaking the 
heavens and the earth by his return 
(Heb. 12:26–27). “Missions” is the 
clear answer to the eschatological 
question, “Why hasn’t Jesus 
returned?”

Has the church missed the 
connection between Jesus’ delay, 
God’s plan to gather the nations, 
and our call to missions? One might 
expect that God’s priority of rescue 
would be mirrored by his redeemed 
people. Yet, church “ministry” often 
amounts to a colossal emphasis 
on maintenance. Why is it that the 
average American Christian gives 
only one penny a day to global 
missions?2 Why does the money 
many churches allocate for local 
evangelism amount to such a slim 
percentage of the total budget? Is it 
fair to say that the mission in many 

churches revolves around holding 
worship services for believers and 
teaching believers and their children 
how to be more faithful? If so, we 
need a bolder message of the church’s 
radically outward-focused mission.

God’s plan for the renewal of all 
things and the reconstitution of a 
holy humanity has always been to 
gather a people who would begin 
enjoying heaven on earth in a 
renewed relationship with God, in 
order to be a light to the nations. 
So, how can a biblical eschatology 
paradigmatically shift how we view 
missions? How can a rich doctrine 
of the last things reorient our 
understanding of missions from 
tangent to priority?

Developing an Eschatological 
Missiology

To grasp the church’s missionary 
calling we have to understand its 
relationship to Old Testament 
Israel. William Manson prefaces his 
entire presentation of “The Biblical 
Doctrine of Mission” by saying, 
“In the Bible the conception of the 
Church’s universal mission is bound 
up, first and last, with the thought 
of the church being ‘the Israel of 
God.’”3 Paul can sign off his letter to 
“the churches of Galatia” (Gal. 1:2) 
with a benediction to “the Israel of 
God” (Gal. 6:16) because “the church 
[is] the true spiritual Israel.”4 In 
Christ, “all believers . . . are the true 
circumcision who worship God in 
spirit and glory in Christ Jesus (Phil. 
3:3).”5 The church has not replaced 
Israel but, under the influence of the 

Spirit’s outpouring, has become what 
God always intended Israel to be; a 
people brought near to him through 
the mediation of the Messiah.6

Why is this point important? Because 
God’s church today is called to fulfill 
the mandate which he first gave to 
Israel.

Israel Was Called to Be a Light to the 
Nations

Contrary to appearances Israel was 
meant to be God’s mission agency. 
Missions was not to be an incidental 
activity for Israel, an elective to be 
pursued when resources and leisure 
time permitted. Rather, Israel was 
bound by covenant to the one true 
God whose eternal mission7 was to 
gather a mighty nation of worshipers. 
Before Israel entered Egypt God 
promised to make Abraham “a 
great nation” so that in him “all 
the families of the earth shall be 
blessed” (Gen. 12:2–3). In striking 
this promise with Abraham God 
reinforced his original intent that 
his people would be fruitful and 
multiply within his sphere of blessing 
(Gen. 1:28). When Israel emerged 
from Egypt—no longer now as a 
single family of seventy persons 
(Gen. 46:27) but a mighty nation of 
millions—the Lord reminded her 
that she had been birthed through 
deliverance from chattel slavery (Ex. 
20:2). This redeemed identity was 
to guide the people of Israel forever, 
prompting them to show special 
concern to the lost because they 
knew the bitterness of enslavement 
and the joy of deliverance (Deut. 
10:19).

Eschatology and the Mission 
of the Church
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To see God’s people merely as a 
rescued community is to sharply 
diminish God’s purpose; Israel was 
also to be a rescuing community. 
“It is too small a thing that You 
should be My Servant to raise up the 
tribes of Jacob, and to restore the 
preserved ones of Israel; I will also 
give You as a light to the Gentiles, 
that You should be My salvation to 
the ends of the earth” (Isa. 49:6).8 As 
a portrait of God’s grace Israel was 
to magnetically draw in outsiders 
jealous of her righteousness (Isa. 
60:2–3). In this sense, her mission 
was passive. “Israel’s Mission [was] 
to be achieved by her purification 
under the hand of God and her 
glorification through His grace.”9 But 
she was also to be the voice of God 
to the nations. Most memorably God 
raised up prophets like Jonah and 
Ezekiel to preach the gospel to the 
nations. But even in their worship 
God’s people were to invite the whole 
earth to “make a joyful shout to God” 
(Ps. 66:1). They were to welcome 
outsiders to “come and see the works 
of God” (v. 5). God’s rule was lauded 
as good news to all people (Ps. 97:1).

For the Israel of God “to be a light 
to the nations, two things must take 
place: first, Israel must be gathered 
into a community, and then its 
people must be renewed to live in 
obedience” to God’s will.10

The Church Is Called to Be a Light to 
the Nations

Israel’s role as a light to the nations 
is predictive and prophetic. With 
the coming of the fullness of time, 
Christ has come as a greater Moses 
(Heb. 3:1–6) to accomplish a greater 
Passover and a more universal 
exodus of slaves from the kingdom 
of darkness. It is not until the coming 
of Christ, the light of the world (John 
8:12), that “all peoples” are finally 
introduced to God’s salvation, “a light 
for revelation to the Gentiles, and for 
glory to your people Israel” (Luke 
2:31–32). At the beginning of the last 
days Christ promises to pour out his 
spirit to help God’s people witness to 
the coming of the kingdom (Acts 1:8) 
and keep the light of Christ shining 
before the nations (Matt. 5:14).

In God’s great work of salvation, this 
present age “is an era of gathering 

and mission.”11 As the church in 
these last days learns from Israel’s 
example (1 Cor. 10:11) believers will 
not view themselves simply as within 
the walls of safety but as gatherers of 
those without. In fact, “Those who 
most eagerly look for the return of 
their Lord will be the most earnest 
in pressing for the accomplishment” 
of the Great Commission “believing 
that there is something more than 
youthful fancy in the familiar 
watch-word of a great missionary 
movement: ‘The Evangelization of 
the world in this generation.’”12

Applying an Eschatological 
Missiology

It is easy to criticize Israel’s failure 
to care about the nations; it is much 
harder to see that the church can 
easily slump toward a self-focused 
end-times theology. How can the 
church apply a biblical end-times 
theology of mission to be a more 
faithful witness? The encouragements 
that follow are far from exhaustive. 
But they might help point us in the 
right direction.

 

“At the beginning 
of the last days 

Christ promises 
to pour out his 

spirit to help God’s 
people witness to 
the coming of the 

kingdom (Acts 1:8) 
and keep the light 
of Christ shining 

before the nations”

—Matt. 5:14
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Missional Christians Will Pursue God 
with Abounding Hope

In a dreary, sin-infected world an 
eschatology of hope promotes an 
interest in the gospel (1 Pet. 3:16). 
The church is “a colony of heaven in 
the country of death.”13 The hopeful 
pursuit of God makes his story 
believable and desirable. No one 
will care about our Christianity if 
they can’t see how it makes our lives 
more joyful and hopeful. “The lives 
of Jesus’s followers are to be signs 
of the kingdom, of the healing and 
liberating power of God breaking 
through into history.”14

Missional Christians Will Harmonize 
Election, Eschatology, and Mission

On the last day God will gather his 
elect from the earth (Mark 13:27); 
the Lord knows who are his (2 
Tim. 2:19), and he will not fail to 
save any of those whom he had 
chosen from before the foundation 
of the world (Eph. 1:4). If we think 
these indisputable facts provide 
a disincentive for the active work 
of missions we completely miss 
God’s point. During a particularly 
discouraging ministry phase Christ 
encouraged Paul to persevere in 
the work of gospel ministry on the 
ground of divine election (Acts 
18:9–10). Rather than negating the 
importance of missions, election 
encourages us that God’s unfinished 
work of people-gathering will bear 
fruit and that he delights to use us as 
instruments of salvation.15

Missional Christians Will Treasure a 
Rich and Inviting View of Heaven

With a vague or ethereal concept of 
heaven we have nothing very tangible 
to invite people to; our “evangelistic” 
message gets reduced to “turn or 
burn,” and heaven becomes merely 
the default prize for avoiding the 
terrors of hell. Central to the message 
of the church during the last days 

must be an invitation to the hungry, 
tired, ashamed, and empty to become 
new creations and begin dining with 
Christ while anticipating breaking 
out of the cocoon of corruptible 
humanity at the breaking in of the 
new heaven and earth. Heaven is the 
social event of forever; why shouldn’t 
that be integral to our retelling of the 
good news?

Missional Christians Will Retain the 
Doctrine of Hell

While preaching on hell Spurgeon 
told his audience “what is written in 
the Bible must be preached, whether 
it be gloomy or cheerful.”16 Hell 
is gloomy. It has always been an 
awkward topic, even embarrassing. 
But Spurgeon also said that “if 
sinners will be damned, at least let 
them leap to hell over our bodies; 
and if they will perish, let them 
perish with our arms about their 
knees, imploring them to stay, and 
not madly to destroy themselves. If 
hell must be filled, at least let it be 
filled in the teeth of our exertions, 
and let not one go there unwarned 
and unprayed for.”17

A biblical eschatology confronts us 
with the tragic reality: Hell will be 
populated.

But a biblical eschatology also 
radically affects the message of the 
missional church. Our message is not 
simply a rescue plan for individuals. 
It is the much bolder message that 
the kingdom has arrived and that it 
is time for everyone to participate in 
God’s work of making all things new. 
Jesus sent out his disciples the way 
a conquering king sends out envoys 
at the head of an army (Luke 9:1–6). 
He does not (just) plead for converts; 
he graciously invites a conquered 
people to join him in the empire 
he’s building.18 At the same time, 
those who eschew God’s kingdom 
must hear that they risk losing the 

invitation of peace with God (Matt. 
10:13; Rom. 5:1), access to heaven, 
hope in his glory, transformation 
through trials, and a reformed 
character (vv. 2–4).

Missional Christians Will Gather as 
Small Kingdom Communities

The small-group prayers of the 
early church were unquestionably 
eschatological. Believers appealed 
to God as king, imploring him to 
move his kingdom forward through 
their witness (Acts 4:23–31; 12:12–
19). Small-group gatherings can 
also be a powerful way for church 
members to reach those who are 
not yet part of God’s community. 
“It is the experience of countless 
small groups . . . that occasional . . 
. activities, meals, and other social 
events together provide the easiest 
and most natural opportunities to 
bring unbelievers into contact with a 
Christian community with the gospel 
message on their lips.”19

Missional Christians Will Care for the 
Needy

Jesus’ final public teaching prior 
to his crucifixion (according to 
Matthew) is a parable that ties 
together the doctrine of the last 
things and the mission of the 
church. According to Jesus those 
who will stand in the judgment are 
those who continued his mission of 
caring for the naked, the sick, and 
the imprisoned.20 Truly, with “deeds 
of love and mercy, the heav’nly 
kingdom comes.”21

Works of mercy often establish our 
credibility to speak to the deepest 
needs of the hurting and create a 
milieu in which to communicate 
the gospel invitation to become new 
people. As God’s people provide 
clothes for the naked and food 
for the hungry, so God provides 
forgiveness for sins, beauty for ashes, 
heaven for hell, wisdom for folly, 
glory for vanity.
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Missional Christians Will Send and 
Support Missionaries

This side of glory, Jesus’ assessment 
will never become obsolete: “The 
harvest truly is great, but the laborers 
are few; therefore pray the Lord 
of the harvest to send out laborers 
into His harvest” (Luke 10:2). Of 
course, Jesus didn’t mean “just pray” 
for laborers; he calls for prayers as 
he is sending out laborers. So the 
church must prioritize the sending 
of ordained ministers22 and other 
missionary helpers, and support 
them in such a way as to minimize 
their “worldly cares” and time spent 
raising funds.

Missional Christians Will Foster a 
Church Culture of Outreach

Outreach should never be simply 
a facet of church life but a central 
commitment. This means that every 
activity of the church should be 
tied to our calling to be a gathering 
community. This permeating 
missional calling should surely be 
taught. But teaching alone will not 
cultivate a generation of believers 
with the zeal and competency to 
be faithful witnesses. The church 
itself must become a culture of 
outreach. Church culture is critical 

because “culture predicts behavior. 
Embedded in the rites and rituals, 
culture takes a life of its own: It’s just 
what an organization does.” As Peter 
Drucker said, “Culture eats strategy 
for breakfast.”23 Churches that are 
not incubators of outreach should 
hardly be surprised that less than 5 
percent of Christians are personally 
involved in evangelism.24

Missional Christians Will Expect God 
to Bring in the Nations

We should believe that around the 
world God is bringing strangers 
into the covenants of promise (Eph. 
2:12). We should also expect God 
to be doing so in our own churches. 
Paul assumed that “unbelievers” and 
“uninformed” persons would be 
present in church worship services 
(1 Cor. 14:23–25). So should we! On 
this basis Timothy Keller argues that 
while Christian worship services 
should be shaped by Scripture (and 
not by the preferences of believers or 
unbelievers) worship leaders should 
expect, and be intensely conscious 
of and sensitive to, the presence 
of unbelievers in the services (cf. 
Acts 2:37–41).25 Faithfulness to our 
mission means that our worship 

services will be clear (but not 
simplistic), hospitable (but not 
pandering), warm (but not soft), and 
beautiful (but not showy). We also 
must insist on the declaration of a 
gospel that is robustly eschatological.

The gospel declares that God is 
giving his people a kingdom and 
sovereignly drawing them (John 
6:44) into his deep and rich plans. A 
humanly engineered and executed 
eschatology is utterly devoid of 
the gospel and, therefore, unable 
to promote the shalom that God 
promises. That gospel of Christ’s 
finished propitiatory work, with all 
of its implications—an eschatological 
gospel focused on the hope-giving 
message that God is fully invested in 
his creation and that he is making all 
things new (Rev. 21:5)—is good news 
for believers and unbelievers.

William Manson sums up the 
mission of the church saying that 
“its notes are hope and a sense of 
urgency.”26 If either ingredient, hope 
or urgency, are missing, Christian 
mission will fail to live up to the high 
calling of the mission of God. Where 
both are present believers should 
prepare to watch God work.

Study Questions

How can Christ’s perceived “slackness” at returning help us prioritize missions (cf. 2 Pet. 3:8–9)?

Why is it important to understand the church as the fulfillment of Israel?

Note how the following passages demonstrate that Israel was expressly called to be a light to the nations: Genesis 
12:1–3; Deuteronomy 10:19; Isaiah 49:6; 60:2–3; Psalm 98:2–3.

Is it true that “those who most eagerly look for the return of their Lord will be the most earnest in pressing for the 
accomplishment” of the Great Commission (cf. Matt. 25:14–30)?

Why is a hopeful eschatology essential for missional living?

How can small groups help the church fulfill the Great Commission? How can your group be more intentionally 
missional?

Why is care for the needy a critical application of an eschatological missiology? How can your group more 
intentionally care for the needy?

Why is it important to expect God to gather the lost not only into the church but into your church?
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The harvest truly is great, but the laborers are few; 
therefore pray the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers 
into His harvest. 

 —Luke 10:2
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Rev. Paul T. 
Murphy

A Spiritual Checkup for the URCNA: 
Where Are Our Children Going?

The Dutch Reformed have a 
long and stellar tradition dating 
back to Dordt and beyond. One 
concept has been a covenantal 
understanding of Scripture 
that is exceptional and unique.1 
Central to that understanding 
has been the family and 
transmitting the faith from 
one generation to the next. 
It is not unusual to find in 
our older congregation’s 
members who can trace the 
faith in their families back four 
hundred years or more. This is 
absolutely astonishing to most 
evangelicals today.

I recall when we planted 
our church and began 
assembling members. Once 
a month we would have a 
fellowship dinner and select 
individuals (there were only 
a few families then) to give 
their testimonies after eating. 
They were to answer two 
questions: one was how they 
came to Messiah’s Reformed 
Fellowship and the second 
was how they came to know 
Christ as Lord and Savior. We 
are, even today, predominantly 
(90%) a congregation of first-
generation believers so these 

testimonies were very encouraging. Once we 
asked a couple raised in the Reformed church 
(How unusual was that?) to tell us what it 
was like to grow up in a Christian home. The 
husband related how he has always known 
Jesus as his Lord and Savior; there was never 
a time when he didn’t know Jesus. We were 
all shell-shocked! Tell us, we inquired, “How 
long has Christianity been in your family?” He 
thought for a moment and replied “about four 
hundred years.” That was something we had 
never heard before.2

Many may be unaware that the prevailing 
view among evangelicals is that “God has no 
grandchildren.” What this means is that every 
family views their children as unbelievers 
until they are converted at some later point in 
life. Of course this affects how they address 
and raise their children as well. Rather than 
nurture children of believers in the faith and 
with a Christian education, there are constant 
attempts to elicit a conversion experience 
and/or a confession of faith (as in the sinner’s 

prayer).3 Christian education 
is usually a foreign idea since 
they do not see their kids 
as believers. The “Christian” 
schools here in Brooklyn, 
for example (my children 
have attended a variety), 
focus on neither education 
nor nurture but on “getting 
these kids saved.” Hence they 
gather unbelieving kids from 
the neighborhood and see 
their task as evangelism.

Because of our 
understanding of the 
covenant and our long-
standing practices derived 
from that, we have long been 
the envy of the evangelical 
world and even many 
Presbyterian denominations 
because we have retained 
our youth. The faith has 
been transmitted from 
one generation to the next 
successfully.

All of this to say that there 
appears to be a critical shift 
occurring in our circles. 
We are no longer retaining 
our covenant youth.4 I tend 
to get around the country 
visiting our churches more 
than most, and this is the 
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reality I see and hear about on 
the ground wherever I go. One 
specific occasion came home to 
me in power.5 I used meal times 
to inquire of the adult sponsors 
at the convention, “Why are we 
losing our young people?” I stated 
that I was not asking why they 
are leaving the faith. Rather I was 
asking why they are leaving our 
churches for other, non-Reformed 
churches. While there will often be 
covenant youth who leave Christ 
and the church, that was not my 
concern. The youth today are by 
and large leaving our churches for 
other churches. What was once 
one of our greatest strengths is 
increasingly vanishing.

The interesting thing that struck 
me was that no one disputed 
the question. Instead they began 
offering their reasons for why 
this was so. In other words, they 
saw the same thing I saw! These 
sponsors were representative of 

the entire country and Canada. 
The phenomenon was apparently 
widespread and growing.

I have my own ideas, suspicions, 
and speculations as to why this is 
so. But for now I want to end here 
and ask you the same question: 
Why are so many of our young 
people going to other, non-
Reformed churches? I ask you 
to please send me your answers, 
thoughts, or disagreements at 
pastormurphy@mac.com. I look 
forward to your correspondence. In 
my next article I will relate to you 
why I think this is happening. Then 
in the subsequent article I will make 
suggestions as to how to reverse the 
trend. Until then, the Lord bless you.

1. Although others confess God’s covenant 
our confessional tradition is somewhat 
unique in perspective. To explain and explore 
this would take me far beyond the scope of 
this article.

2. It has since been adopted into our vision 
statement. We want people four hundred 

years from now to look back at what began 
on Fulton Street in New York City and what 
he has done to grow and sustain his church.

3. Lest you misunderstand, we likewise 
believe all need to be born again (as stated 
in our Form for Infant Baptism). But in 
evangelicalism the focus is on s conscious 
conversion event, a spiritual birthday that 
can be marked on the calendar, for example.

4. Admittedly my observations here are 
anecdotal and not scientific. This would 
make a perfect DMin thesis for some 
ambitious pastor who could statistically 
verify and examine the numbers and causes.

5. I am a frequent speaker for Reformed 
Youth Services (RYS) at their annual 
convention. This ministry is a blessing to our 
churches and consistent with what I have 
been articulating in this article. Families are 
blessed to have RYS serve alongside them in 
nurturing our covenant youth. The annual 
convention has grown to more than 750 
participants.

New England in the Fall
VISITING REFORMED, PURITAN & PILGRIM SITES

October 15–23, 2019

“I strongly encourage you to join Dr. Michael Haykin, Pastor David Woollin, 
and myself this Fall as we travel through beautiful New England visiting im-
portant Reformed, Puritan, and Pilgrim sites. Come and see the places where 
Edwards, Brainerd, Whitefield, Eliot, and others were used mightily by God. It 
is a tour not to be missed.” — Dr. Joel Beeke

Register online at bookings.wittetravel.com using booking code 101519BEEK or call 616-957-8113.
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Faith and Fruit in a Post-
Christian World: Vocation

Can you glorify God in your work?

The Dutch Reformed are well aware of Abraham Kuyper’s quote: “There is not a square inch in 
the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does 
not cry: ‘Mine!’”1 The Presbyterians would proclaim a similar position, beginning with the first 
answer of the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy 
him forever.”

Both quotes are powerful statements of a Christian work ethic with the glory of Christ at its 
center. Our Reformed tradition celebrates the possibility of God-honoring lives carried out in 
secular and sacred professions alike. Of course our work can glorify God, if it arises out of a 
converted heart that sincerely desires to obey him.

But that’s a simple answer to a complex 
question, and it deserves more careful 
attention in the twenty-first century. 
Kuyper, like the Presbyterian divines 
before him, worked in a context 
where the Christian faith already held 
sway—a society in which establishing 
businesses, schools, hospitals, courts, 
and entire governments on solidly 
Reformed principles was a conceivable 
and attainable goal. And that’s where 
the question becomes difficult.

How might our view of vocation 
shift in a culture that no longer takes 
fundamental Christian values for 
granted? How do we glorify God 
through our work if Rosaria Butterfield’s 
assessment of Western culture as 
“post-Christian” is correct?2

Consider the previously unimaginable 
ethical dilemmas that Christian 
laborers face in a post-Christian world, 
even in professions that once provided 
broad avenues for Christ-honoring 
service. Today, Christian healthcare 
providers need to assess how they 
will counsel women seeking abortions 

or families seeking euthanasia for elderly parents. Christian teachers need 
to determine how they will approach scientific norms like evolution or social 
norms such as sex education. Christian adoption workers need to consider 
whether they can ethically place a child with a homosexual couple. Such 
quandaries demonstrate that the question of faithful service in a post-Christian 
world is a complex and pressing one indeed.
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Many Christian books have been 
written on the subject of vocation, and 
one of their dominant perspectives 
finds its roots in Kuyper’s position. 
Since Christ is King over every inch 
of creation, the argument goes, let’s 
partner with him in inaugurating his 
kingdom here on earth.3 Let’s envision 
ourselves as agents of renewal and 
positive change in the world, and let’s 
leverage positions of power, prestige, 
celebrity, and fame to proclaim the 
gospel on a big stage. That’s what we 
pray for in the Lord’s Prayer, isn’t it? 
“Thy kingdom come; thy will be done on 
earth, as it is in heaven.”

Certainly Christ reigns as King right 
now in heaven. Certainly he is coming 
again to create a new heavens and a 
new earth. And certainly believers are 
his gospel witnesses here and now to 
that coming reality. But we must also 
remember the way that Jesus says 
his kingdom comes. It is like treasure 
hidden in a field. It is like a seed buried 
in the ground. It is like leaven hidden 
in dough (Matt. 13). In short, the 
kingdom of heaven comes, for now, in 
tiny and apparently insignificant ways. 
Christ’s ministry on earth exemplified 
this. Until the cataclysmic moment 
when he comes again, his kingdom 
is about humble, ordinary things. And 
that transforms our view of Christian 
vocation in a post-Christian age.

If, as believers, we hang our hopes 
on seeing tangible results of 
Christian influence on wide swaths 
of contemporary culture, the twenty-
first century is bound to leave us 
disappointed and cynical. If, however, 
we understand vocation as a call to 
small and ordinary faithfulness in a 
small and ordinary world, we will find 
that there is plenty of room for fruitful 
work in our current age. Here are three 
ways that a Reformed understanding 
of vocation testifies to Christ’s coming 
kingdom in a post-Christian culture.

“To Work It and Keep It”

The fourth commandment teaches 
us to rest, but it also commands us to 
work. Diligent labor is part and parcel 
with our understanding of man’s nature 
as an image bearer of God.

Although the words profession 
and professional have endured in 
the English vocabulary, we’ve lost 
their initial significance. To profess 
something is to vow it—to stand 
behind it with the whole weight of one’s 
being. In medieval times, professing 
proficiency in an art or craft was as 
serious as joining a religious order.4 
Just think of how traditional family 
surnames like Smith and Miller linked 
one’s profession with one’s identity.

While some Americans still root their 
identity in their jobs, many more identify 
themselves by what sports they play, 
what TV shows they watch, or what 
vacation destinations they like to visit. 
And jobs have become mere money-
making machines to serve the goals 
of entertainment and consumerism 
that drive the culture. Today, identity is 
less about what you produce and more 
about what you consume.

The Christian doctrine of creation 
counters a secular perspective by 
reestablishing an essential link between 
what we do and who we are. Why did 
the Lord place Adam in the Garden of 
Eden? “To work it and keep it” (Gen. 
2:15). Work is why we are in the world 
to begin with.

A post-Christian culture works 
because of its need for wealth and 
self-advancement. The Christian works 
because he was created for it.

“God Gives the Increase”

Steven Garber’s Visions of Vocation: 
Common Grace for the Common Good 
frames a Reformed understanding of 
work in terms of the cosmic effects of 
the Fall on our world. Garber urges his 
readers “to see ourselves implicated in 

history,” called to care for the flourishing 
of the world.5 For the Christian, work 
arises out of the realization that the 
world is broken, twisted, and desperate 
for redemption and transformation.

At the same time, we must not lose the 
obligation of everyday Christ-likeness 
in the loftiness of our vocational 
goals. Many discussions of Christian 
vocation focus on the businessman 
who funds global charities through 
his multimillion-dollar corporation, 
the wife and mother who starts her 
own nonprofit for abused women, or 
the young person who spends every 
summer on the mission field in Africa. 
These are wonderful things. But we are 
all too good at overestimating our own 
importance, and it can be far easier 
to care for Ebola patients half a world 
way than it is to care for a cranky client 
or a coworker who routinely comes in 
with a hangover on Monday mornings. 
Everyday work, not extraordinary 
work, is where our ability to love our 
neighbors as ourselves is truly tested.

As we understand our everyday callings 
in terms of the depth of our sin and 
the majesty of God’s grace, we must 
remember that the good works that we 
do were prepared in advance by God 
(Eph. 2:10). We sow and water, but he 
gives the increase (1 Cor. 3:6). Garber 
reminds us, “[O]ur vocations are bound 
up with the ordinary work that ordinary 
people do. We are not great shots 
across the bow of history; rather, by 
simple grace, we are hints of hope.”6

We work with confidence because 
Christ has already done the important 
work for us. Michael Horton states: 
“The gospel is not about what we 
have done or are called to do, but 
the announcement of God’s saving 
work in Jesus Christ.”7 That’s why the 
Heidelberg Catechism so beautifully 
frames the Ten Commandments 
in terms of gratitude, not guilt—
gratefulness for the finished saving 
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work of Jesus Christ rather than 
dependence on our own feeble efforts. 
And because the success of our work 
does not depend on our own exertion, 
we can work cheerfully and faithfully 
in anticipation of the Lord’s generous 
reward.

A post-Christian culture works out of 
necessity. The Christian works out of 
grateful freedom.

“O King, We Have No Need to 
Answer You”

Discussions about vocation often focus 
on the particular talents and gifts with 
which God endows individuals for his 
service. Some scriptural examples of 
this kind of calling are Bezalel, whom 
the Lord commissioned to design the 
tabernacle furnishings (Exod. 31), and 
Hiram, whom King Solomon employed 
to build the temple (1 Kings 7). These 
men received the opportunity to 
practice their crafts in the construction 
of the Lord’s dwelling place among his 
people. What an extraordinary privilege!

In a post-Christian culture, however, 
believers are less likely to identify 
with Bezalel or Hiram and more likely 
to identify with Daniel, Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego in the 
Babylonian captivity. Their faith was 
tested on a daily basis. Their talents 
and wisdom were exploited by a pagan 
king whose only goal was to extend his 
empire. Their conscientious objections 
to their master’s orders met with 
hostility and persecution. And yet they 
had the faith and courage to respond, 
when commanded to bow down before 
Nebuchadnezzar’s idol, “We have no 
need to answer you in this matter” 
(Dan. 3:16).

These three men could answer boldly 
because they knew they were first 
and foremost citizens of the kingdom 
of God. And our citizenship in that 

kingdom is no different today. When 
corporate, academic, or professional 
kingdoms make their claims upon us, 
we recognize that our primary loyalty 
remains with Christ. In his gracious 
reign over all creation, he has lent us to 
a particular profession or employer for 
a season to accomplish his work there. 
So we work faithfully—but only insofar 
as we can remain faithful to the one 
who is our King.

The story of Shadrach, Meshach, 
and Abednego challenges our 
understanding of vocation, but it also 
encourages us. Their faithfulness in 
a hostile context threatened not just 
their jobs but their very lives. Yet as 
they faced the consequences of their 
convictions, Christ walked with them 
through the fire (Dan. 3:25). And still, 
today, Christ walks with us through the 
fires that beset us in our workplaces. 
He will give us the wisdom to know 
when to submit to an unjust command 
with humility and grace and when to 
resist with courage and tenacity. We 
have no need to answer our secular 
employers out of fear or frustration. Our 
responsibility rests with the Lord Jesus 
Christ.

A post-Christian culture works in 
bondage to fear. The Christian works in 
the freedom of faith.

Conclusion

The Heidelberg Catechism offers the 
following synopsis of the prayer, “Thy 
will be done on earth, as it is in heaven”: 
“Help everyone carry out his office 
and calling, as willingly and faithfully 
as the angels in heaven” (Lord’s Day 

49, Question & Answer 124). That is, 
we pray God to bless our work so that 
it will contribute to his glory and our 
salvation, and we remain content to 
practice patiently our vocations in this 
life while leaving their final outcome to 
his fatherly care.8

Kuyper was right: Every square inch 
of this world belongs to Christ. And if 
we look with the eyes of faith, we will 
discover that he is indeed preparing a 
kingdom for himself—moreover, that 
he is using our own weak and faltering 
efforts at obedience to glorify his 
name and build his kingdom. So we 
go forward to work with humility and 
confidence, since in the Lord our labor 
is not in vain (1 Cor. 15:58).
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So, who really killed Jesus?

Was It the Romans?

Let’s find out the answer in God’s 
Word. In Matthew 27:35 we read, 
“And when they [that is, the 
Roman soldiers] had crucified 
him, they divided his garments 
among them by casting lots.” 
From this verse we learn that the 
Romans crucified Jesus. In fact, 
crucifixion was a Roman way of 
punishing a criminal. In the eyes of 
the Romans, Jesus was a criminal. 
That’s why they crucified him.

The Romans led Jesus to a place 
called Golgotha, which means 
Place of a Skull (Matt. 27:31–33). 
They set up the cross and hung 
Jesus there. They pounded the nails 
through his hands and feet. They 
pierced his side. They were the 
ones who murdered the Son of God.

Was It the Jews?

In Acts 2 Peter delivers a sermon 
on the day of Pentecost, addressing 
the people of Israel. And Peter says 
to them, “Men of Israel . . . Hear 
these words . . . this Jesus, delivered 
up according to the definite plan 
and foreknowledge of God, you 
crucified and killed by the hands of 
lawless men” (vv. 22–23). In other 
words, Peter is telling the Jews 
that they were responsible for the 
crucifixion and death of Jesus.

Indeed, it was the Jews who put 
Jesus to death. As Paul confirms 
in 1 Thessalonians 2:14–15, “For 
you, brothers, became imitators 
of the churches of God in Christ 
Jesus that are in Judea. For you 
suffered the same things from 
your own countrymen as they did 
from the Jews, who killed both 
the Lord Jesus and the prophets.”

Was It You and I?

Paul tells us that we “all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God” 
and that “the wages of sin is death” 
(Rom. 3:23; 6:23). Thus you and I 
should have been the ones to be 
crucified on the cross, for we are 
the ones who sinned against God. 
Oh, but Jesus took our place!

Bearing shame and scoffing rude,

in my place condemned he stood,

sealed my pardon with his blood:

Hallelujah, what a Savior!

Imagine, Jesus died in our place 
as a substitutionary sacrifice to 
make atonement for our sin, so that 
through him we might receive a 
complete remission of all our sins 
(Eph. 5:2; Heb. 9:22; 1 Pet. 3:18).

Nevertheless, let’s not forget that 
it was our sin that sent Jesus to 
the cross. This truth is eloquently 
expressed in the modern hymn 
“How Deep the Father’s Love for 
Us”:

It was my sin that held Him there

Until it was accomplished;

His dying breath has brought me 
life—

I know that it is finished.

It is in this sense that we crucified 
Jesus. The German hymnodist 
Johann Heermann (1585–1647) 
puts it well in his hymn entitled 
“Ah, Dearest Jesus, How Hast Thou 
Offended”:

Ah, dearest Jesus, how hast Thou 
offended,

That man to judge Thee hath in hate 
pretended?

By foes derided, by Thine own 
rejected,

O most afflicted.

Who was the guilty? Who brought 
this upon Thee?

Alas, my treason, Jesus, hath 
undone Thee.

’Twas I, Lord, Jesus, I it was denied 
Thee!

I crucified Thee.

Was It His Father?

Let’s read Acts 2:23 again: “this 
Jesus, delivered up according to 
the definite [determinate] plan 
and foreknowledge of God, you 
crucified and killed by the hands 
of lawless men.”

Notice that Jesus died according 
to the determined and foreknown 
plan of God. That means that his 
death was not an accident but was 
part of God’s eternal decree. Jesus 
was not a victim in the hands of 
the Romans, or Jews, or us. No! His 
death was planned by his Father 
from eternity past. Therefore, 
ultimately it was God the Father 
who delivered up Jesus to death, as 
Romans 8:32 explains: “He who did 
not spare his own Son but gave 
him up for us all [or handed him 
over to death].”

So, who crucified Jesus? Who 
crushed him to death? His Father 
did! Listen to the prophet Isaiah: 
“Surely he has borne our griefs 
and carried our sorrows; yet we 
esteemed him stricken, smitten 
by God, and afflicted. But he was 
pierced for our transgressions; he 
was crushed for our iniquities. . . . 
Yet it was the will of the Lord to 
crush him” (Isa. 53:4–5, 10).

Who Crucified Jesus? The Romans, 
the Jews, You and I, or His Father?

Rev. Brian G.
Najapfour
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One time a confused atheist said to me, 
“Do you really believe that it was God 
who killed his own Son?” “Yes,” was my 
reply. “Why would God do that to his 
Son?” he added. I simply answered, “He 
did not spare his Son, so that he could 
spare me.”

Commenting on Romans 8:32, John 
Piper states so beautifully, “Just as 
Abraham lifted the knife over the chest 
of his son Isaac, but then spared his 
son because there was a ram in the 
thicket, so God the Father lifted the 

“Greater love has no one than this, 
that someone lay down his life for 
his friends” (John 15:13).

Oh, what a love! Jesus lay down his 
life for us, so that we might live with 
him forever. My fellow believers in 
Christ, if you ever doubt whether 
Jesus loves you or not, look back to 
Calvary and survey the wondrous 
cross, and don’t stop surveying it 
until you exclaim,

Love so amazing, so divine,

Demands my soul, my life, my all.

knife over the chest of his own Son, 
Jesus—but did not spare him, because 
he was the ram; he was the substitute. 
God did not spare his own Son, 
because it was the only way he could 
spare us.”

Conclusion

So, who killed Jesus? The Romans did; 
the Jews did; you and I did; and his 
Father did. Yet, while this is true, we 
can also say that no one really took his 
life, because he gave his life voluntarily. 
Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd . . 
. and I lay down my life for the sheep 
. . . I lay down my life that I may take 
it up again. No one takes it from me, 
but I lay it down of my own accord. 
I have authority to lay it down, and 
I have authority to take it up again” 
(John 10:14–18).

Yes, it was God the Father who 
ultimately brought his Son to Calvary, 
but his Son went there voluntarily. 
The Son of God willingly agreed to die 
on the cross for the salvation of those 
whom God had chosen from eternity 
past (Eph. 1:4–5).

Was It the 
Romans?

Was It the 
Jews?

Was It you 
and I?

Was It His 
Father?

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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Bible Studies on Esther: Chapter 4 
Confusion, Crying, and Chaos

The opening line of Esther 4 
is revealing. It is the key to 
understanding this chapter. The 
text tells us that “Mordecai learned 
all that had been done.” Mordecai 
is apparently an official in the 
Persian government. He has insider 
information. He knows exactly how 
much money Haman had offered in 
his bribe to the king (4:7). He knows 
that his co-workers had informed 
Haman about the fact that he, 
Mordecai, is a Jew and would not 
bow down to him. He knows that his 
co-workers want to use him as a test 
case, wanting to know whether a Jew 
could refuse to bow down and get by 
with such behavior (3:4). He knows, 
too, that his refusal had made Haman 
furious. He probably surmised that 
his personal actions had initiated the 
decree to slaughter all the Jews in 
the empire. His behavior was going to 
cause the death of millions of Jewish 
people.1 He also knew that Haman 
was an incredibly evil person, willing 
to use a single personal offense 
as a pretext to annihilate hundreds 
of thousands of innocent women 
and children. Haman’s depth of 
wickedness knows no bounds. The 
king is complicit in his evil plan.

Mordecai is not confused, but 
everyone else probably was. Decrees 
had been issued in every province, in 
every language, in every script. There 
were pamphlets posted in Jerusalem 
in the Hebrew language. Everybody 
on the street could read them. Millions 
of Jews must have been wondering: 

What have we done to deserve this? 
Why is King Ahasuerus issuing an 
order to have us all killed? Why are 
the people around us, our neighbors, 
given the right to come into our 
villages, our homes, our cities, with 
a license to kill us? Why are they 
being encouraged “to plunder our 
goods”? Have we done something to 
bring this about? What crimes have 
we committed? Why are so many of 
our neighbors consenting to such 
genocide? Why did they choose the 
“thirteenth day of the twelfth month” 
(3:13)? What is so special about that 
date? Also, this edict was issued on 
the thirteenth day of the first month 
(3:12). That gives us essentially a 
full year before this will happen. 
Why announce it so early? What is 
significant about the thirteenth day?

Mordecai’s reaction is fully expected. 
He is stunned. He is distraught. 
He takes off his clothes, puts on 
sackcloth and ashes, walks into the 
central square of Susa, and starts 
screaming. He “cried out with a loud 
and bitter cry.” He is not ashamed, 
but he is terribly torn. He caused 
this. What must he do? He heads for 
the palace gate. He knows that even 
though he is a government official, 
he cannot enter. Going through 
the gate dressed in sackcloth is a 
ticket to death. Only nice clothes are 
permitted within the palace walls. If he 
so much as passes through the gate, 
the guards will kill him. If someone 
dressed appropriately approaches the 
king without being called, that person 

will, ordinarily, also die. This king has 
no mercy.

The reaction among the Jewish 
population, scattered across the 
empire, is similar to that of Mordecai. 
They, too, lay in sackcloth and ashes. 
There was great “mourning, with 
fasting and weeping and lamenting” 
(4:3). The Jews were a minority 
within the empire. There was no 
prospect of defeating the government 
forces or winning such a war. To 
understand their predicament, it 
would be helpful to reflect on the 
genocide that occurred in the African 
nation of Rwanda in 1994. Ever since 
this little country had gained its 
independence from Belgium in 1962, 
there had been ethnic tension. The 
Hutu tribe, comprising 85 percent of 
the population, had gained control 
of the government. The Tutsi tribe 
represented only 15 percent of 
the population and was excluded 
from the halls of power. In 1994 the 
Hutu government officials, without 
justification, encouraged ordinary 
citizens to take up arms against the 
Tutsi people, kill them, and plunder 
their goods. Before peace was 
restored, eight hundred thousand 
Tutsis lay dead in the streets and 
another three million had fled the 
country.

That is the type of situation the Jews 
faced in Persia at this point in their 
history. Political tensions had been 
boiling just beneath the surface, with 
Cambyses sending the Persian army 
to stop the rebuilding of the temple 

Scripture: Esther 4

Background Reading: Matthew 16:21–23; 17:22–23; 20:17–19
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in 530 BC. Before that, the citizens 
of Samaria tried to take over the 
worship of Jehovah in Jerusalem 
(see Ezra 4). Now, for reasons not 
understood by the masses, there is 
an edict issued for the slaughter of 
all the Jews in the empire. Naturally, 
they weep and mourn and lament.

One of the mystifying aspects of 
this book is that there is no call 
for repentance and no message 
from God. There is no confession 
of sin, even though it appears 
that the Jewish population had 
become acculturated within this 
pagan society. Seemingly, there is 
no prophet of God assigned to this 
place or time with clarion calls for 
repentance. This lack of spiritual 
fervor may help to explain why the 
books of Ezra and Nehemiah make 
no mention of Esther or the Feast of 
Purim, even though they follow soon 
after. One possible explanation might 
lie in the book of Joel, which does 
call for repentance and describes 
some situations comparable to that 
during the time of Esther. But no 
definitive date for Joel has been 
established, so this explanation 
remains as mere conjecture.

Queen Esther is confused. She has 
been sheltered and protected and 
ignored within the palace walls. She 
is the queen of Persia, but in name 
only. Her husband has not confided 
in her. The eunuchs in charge of 
the harem are not informing her. 
Her husband has not invited her 
to his bed for a month. Her closest 
confidant is acting very strangely. 
Why is her cousin ranting and railing 
in sackcloth and ashes in front of the 
palace gate? Does he not know the 
consequences? I better bring him 
some appropriate clothes, something 
regal and soft and appealing. She 
sends him some clothes, but he 
refuses to take them. Why?

Esther needs to know what is 
happening. She sends one of her 
loyal servants, Hatach, to inquire. 
Mordecai holds nothing back. He 
tells Hatach “all that had happened 
to him” (4:6). He provides a full 

dossier for his cousin, including the 
full amount of the bribe that Haman 
had offered her husband. He sends 
a copy of the written decree, signed 
by her husband, the king. She had to 
experience a deep sense of betrayal, 
knowing that her husband of five 
years was willing to have her killed in 
exchange for wealth. She must have 
wondered: Does he love me at all? Why 
has he not called for me these many 
weeks?

Role Reversals

About this point in the story, an 
interesting development occurs. 
Prior to this point, Mordecai issues 
all the commands. He is the one who 
“commanded her not to make it known” 

that she was a Jew (2:10). Later on, 
we are told that “Esther had obeyed 
Mordecai just as when she was 
brought up by him” (2:20). Mordecai 
continues in that role and now 
“commands her to go to the king to 
beg his favor and plead with him on 
behalf of her people” (4:8). The order 
itself is a reversal: Do not hide your 
identity any longer. Acknowledge 
your lineage. Admit that you are 
a Jew, scheduled to die. Esther 
is a stunningly beautiful queen of 
Persia, but she is also an obedient 
orphan girl. She does whatever 
her cousin tells her to do, until she 
reads the edict and learns about her 
impending death. Esther suddenly 
reverses roles. She becomes the 
queen, worthy of the title. She knows 
the laws of the land. She sends a 
message to Mordecai, informing him 
of standard operating procedure in 
Persia. The king has the power of 
the sword. If he does not want to see 
you or hear from you, he can have 
you put to death on the spot, no trial 
and no judge.

In one sense, Esther is offering an 
excuse. She does not want to risk 
her life. She does not want to tempt 
the king, who has been ignoring 
her and finding satisfaction with 
others. She reminds us of Moses, 
who pleaded with God to recuse 
him from confronting Pharaoh (Exod. 
3:10–19). Moses knew that Pharaoh 
had put a price on his head and 
wanted to kill him (Exod. 2:15). But 
Moses eventually went, not once but 
multiple times. Esther’s reluctance 
also reflects the initial reaction of 
Isaiah, who is confronted, not by 
King Ahasuerus, but by the King of 
heaven. In contrast to the power of 
God, Isaiah pleads, “Woe is me! For 
I am lost; for I am a man of unclean 
lips” (Isa. 6:5). Isaiah capitulates, 
too, knowingly risking his life as he 
confronts the evil kings of Israel and 
Judah.

God did not accept the excuses of 
either Moses or Isaiah. Mordecai 
does not accept the excuse of 
Esther. He offers her one of the most 

Who knows 
whether you 

have not 
come 

to the kingdom 

for such a time  
as this? 

My dear sweet orphan girl, 
you might have been  

chosen because of  

your 
Beauty

                 but there may be a 

GREATER PURPOSE
                 behind it all
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powerful arguments found in the 
entire book: “Do not think . . . you will 
escape any more than all the other 
Jews” (4:13). If you go to the king, you 
might die. But if you do not go to the 
king, you will surely die. He follows 
that with a statement asserting the 
sovereignty of God. If you refuse, 
“relief and deliverance will rise for 
the Jews from another place” (4:14). 
He might have been reflecting on the 
writings of Jeremiah. He might have 
recalled messages from the book of 
Daniel. The implication is clear: God 
will preserve a remnant of his special 
people. God will not allow the Jewish 
people to disappear from the earth. 
Mordecai continues with a dynamic 
challenge: “Who knows whether you 
have not come to the kingdom for 
such a time as this?” (4:14). My dear 
sweet orphan girl, you might have 
been chosen because of your beauty, 
but there may be a greater purpose 
behind it all.

Esther’s response is most appropriate. 
She commands her cousin, “Go, 
gather all the Jews to be found in 
Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, 
and do not eat or drink for three 
days, night or day” (4:16). The text 

does not mention prayer, but that is historically associated with fasting. Esther has 
confessed that she is a Jew, one of those despised by the masses and scheduled 
to die, but she also acknowledges the power of God. She specifically demands a 
fast for “three days,” not unlike the three days from Good Friday to Easter. In one 
real sense, Esther is a foreshadowing of Jesus Christ.2 She is willing to die so that 
she might save her people. She is not the sinless, perfect Lamb of God, but she 
is one who carries the sins of her people. She is willing to die, just as her Savior 
willingly and repeatedly told his followers why he had to go to Jerusalem. Her 
commitment is adequate reason to give Jewish scholars an excuse to treat her as 
a heroine of the faith

Discussion Starters

Why did Mordecai command Esther not to reveal that she was a Jew? Why does 
the text inform us that Mordecai was a Jew (2:5)? What does that tell us about 
Jewish acceptance within the empire?

What evidence do we have for concluding that Mordecai was a government 
official?

How might Mordecai have learned the amount of the bribery offered by Haman?

How might the Jewish population have reacted to the publication of the edicts 
against them? Could they have fled the empire and gone elsewhere?

What possible plans might the Jews have devised once they realized that there 
was a time lag of one year before their scheduled execution?

What might the Jews have decided concerning their possessions, their houses, 
their animals, their jewelry, knowing that the Persians would plunder them?

How would one account for the role reversal between Esther and Mordecai? What 
precipitated it?

Is it consistent with Scripture to think of Esther as a foreshadowing of Christ? 
Are there other women in the Bible who might also earn that distinction? Sarah? 
Miriam? Ruth?

1. The number of Jewish people in the empire can only be estimated. We know that fifty thousand had gone to Jerusalem when Cyrus issued his decree in 538 
BC. We know, too, large numbers chose to remain in Persia at that time. We also know that large numbers had fled to Egypt when Nebuchadnezzar had attacked 
Jerusalem. We know, too, that David had conducted a census and had counted “800,000 valiant men who had drawn the sword” (2 Sam. 24:9).

2. I hesitate to refer to her as a type of Christ, but see some obvious similarities that would qualify as foreshadowing.

We have been working to develop a social media presence, primarily on 
Facebook and Twitter. By liking us on Facebook (www.facebook.com/
reformedfellowship/) and following us on Twitter (@Ref_Fellowship), 
and reading, liking, sharing, and retweeting our posts you assist us in our 
mission to disseminate and defend the Reformed faith and to encourage and 
promote interest in the reformed tradition.

Thanks in advance  
for your help!

Want to help introduce more people to 
the ministry of Reformed Fellowship?
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Bible Studies on Esther: Chapter 5 
From Feasting to Fasting to Feasting

Whenever we attempt to understand 
historical events, timing of those 
events is often important. Queen 
Esther had commanded Mordecai 
to gather all the Jews in the capital 
city of Susa and to hold a fast on her 
behalf for three days. Traditionally, 
a fast would last for just one day. 
But the situation is now desperate. 
All of God’s people are threatened 
with death. Edicts are posted in 
every province and every city. The 
date for execution is duly noted. The 
populace responds to Mordecai’s 
call to action. Dressed in sackcloth 
and covered with ashes (4:3), the 
Jewish residents in the city fasted 
and prayed for three days straight. 
Although the text does not mention 
prayer, that was always associated 
with fasting. Very probably, this 
massive effort was noticed by 
neighbors and government officials. 
Knowing that the Jews were hated 
by large segments of the population, 
it might seem surprising to find no 
overt resistance to it. The text is 
silent.

To find clarity, we need to look both 
backward and forward. Looking 
backward into a slightly earlier 
time, we find Daniel fasting and 
praying, not for three days but for 
three weeks (Dan. 10:2). At the 
end of that period he receives a 
vision of a “man clothed in linen” 
(Dan 10:5) who is clearly the pre-

incarnate Christ. His characteristics 
match those given to us in Ezekiel 
1:26–28 and in Revelation 1:13–17. 
Daniel had earlier seen images of 
Christ in the fiery furnace, saving 
his three friends from incineration. 
These are obviously reminders to 
Daniel about the sovereignty of God 
and the way in which “the stone 
cut out of the mountain” (Dan. 2:34) 
would break in pieces the empires 
that were to follow. Daniel saw that 
happen during his lifetime when the 
Medes and Persians descended on 
Babylon. That message must have 
become part of Jewish tradition 
and lore and instruction. Esther and 
Mordecai should have been familiar 
with it. That may have intensified 
their prayers.

We also have the advantage 
of looking ahead and knowing 
the book of Ezra. It articulates 
marvelous ways by which God 
protected his people. The account 
of Ezra spending three days of 
fasting and praying at the river 
Ahava ought to fascinate us. He 
had been informing the king that 
Jehovah would watch over and 
protect them on their four-month 
journey to Jerusalem, even though 
they were carrying vast amounts 
of gold and silver through crime-
infested areas. With no military 
protection visible, every penny of 
that wealth was delivered to the 
Holy City. The invisible hand of the 
Lord was protecting them all the 
way. The Lord of hosts was watching 
over them. The sovereign God was 
restraining all the highway robbers 
along their route.

To understand this phase of Esther, 

Scripture: 

Esther 5

Background Reading: 

Daniel 10:1–9;  

Ezra 8:21–32  Esther 

                        is not chosen

Queen
because 

of her physical beauty, 
but because God wanted 

her there. Just as God 
planted dreams in 

Nebuchadnezzar’s head,

so the Father in heaven put 
Esther in the palace and 

gave her both 

courage & 
wisdom

She does not know if she 
will LIVE OR DIE when she 
enters the throne room, but 
she employs a strategy that 
will eventually prevent the 
destruction of her people. 

THAT IS

God at 
Work
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we need to transfer that sovereign 
hand of God to the city of Susa.1 
There is the overarching theme 
of feasting, fasting, and feasting, 
given to us as a framework for story 
development. Underneath, however, 
is the hand of God at work. With 
the appointment of Esther to the 
queen’s position, we see another 
instance where “the Most High rules 
the kingdom of men and gives it to 
whom he will” (Dan. 4:17, 25, 32). 
Esther is not chosen queen because 
of her physical beauty, but because 
God wanted her there. Just as God 
planted dreams in Nebuchadnezzar’s 
head (Dan. 2:28), so the Father in 
heaven put Esther in the palace and 
gave her both courage and wisdom. 
She does not know if she will live or 
die when she enters the throne room, 
but she employs a strategy that will 
eventually prevent the destruction of 
her people. That is God at work.

The book of Esther reads like a well-
crafted novel. There is progressive 
character development, giving us 
personality glimpses into the lives of 
Esther, of Ahasuerus, of Mordecai, 
and of Haman. Esther is no longer 
a virgin waiting to be seduced but a 
regal commander, relying on prayer, 
now dressed in elegant robes. 
Mordecai is no longer a despondent, 
screaming victim of anti-Semitism 
but a confident, strategizing leader 
who knows that God will provide help 
from some quarter, if not from Esther. 
The king is sympathetic to the wife 
he has been ignoring, while fawning 
over his close friend and delighted 
that he has been invited to the 
queen’s table. Haman, meanwhile, is 
the personification of narcissism and 
evil. He gloats on his being invited, 
and, apparently, is ignorant of the 
queen’s ethnic roots. He is full of 
conflicting emotions, rejoicing at his 
exalted position in the empire but 
full of hatred against the Jew who 
refuses to bow before him. As Haman 
gathers an audience to hear his 
boasts and great accomplishments, 
he seeks the advice of his equally 
evil wife, Zeresh. It is his wife, 

mentioned by name four times, 
who offers the quickest solution to 
his quandary. Build a gallows high 
enough for all to observe and then 
hang that offensive Jew on it. Let the 
whole city see who is master and 
who deserves to die.

Contrasts and Comparisons

One of the dominant themes in 
the book of Esther is the contrast 
between feasting and fasting. Esther 
1 begins with a feast that lasted 
for 180 days, only to be followed 
with another feast that lasted a 
mere seven days. The king has his 
ostentatious display, but so does 
Queen Vashti. Palace décor, table 
decorations, and wall hangings are 
highlighted, all to show the splendor 
and glory of this evil, pagan empire. 
The menu, however, is ignored, with 
one exception. We do not know 
what they ate, but we do know what 
they drank. Wine was in abundance 
with everyone encouraged to 
drink as much as they wished. 
Varying degrees of inebriation are 
assumed, further casting a pall over 
the enemies of God’s people. This 
vainglorious display of earthly riches 
results in the deposition of the queen 
and wholesale kidnapping of young 
women in every province of the 
kingdom. Marriage is supposed to 
follow biblical norms, but not under 
this administration. Find the most 
glamorous virgins in the empire, 
beautify them as much as humanly 
possible, and put them in my harem.

By contrast, the Jews find it 
necessary to forego food and 
beverages as an expression of 
complete dependence on God. 
Their symbolic leader, the uncle of 
young Esther, demonstrates in the 
city square by loud and bitter cries, 
setting a very public contrast to all 
the festivities of the Persians. He 
remonstrates, not in the confines of 
his home, but in the heart of the city, 
at the king’s gate. The gate serves 
as a wall of separation. There is the 
implied contrast between Jews and 
Persians, which will subtly meld into 
the contrast between good and evil. 

Esther, meanwhile, is historically 
compromised by her participation in 
the harem but emerges as a master 
politician who is coyly planning 
the entrapment of her archenemy, 
Haman.

Esther enters the king’s courtyard 
dressed in royal robes, designed to 
arouse the appetite of her husband, 
who is enamored with finery and 
regal splendors. He notices and 
bids her welcome. She does not 
make her plea or state her case. 
She is too clever for that. She invites 
him to a feast that she herself has 
prepared. She knows his love for 
feasts. He is known as the master 
feast planner. She knows his appetite 
for ostentatious display. When asked 
what her wish and request might 
be, she delays and invites him to a 
second feast. She insists that evil 
Haman be invited too.

Haman Is Incited to Violence

What happens next appears to 
be mere happenstance. Haman, 
brimming with pride and self-
aggrandizement, has to pass 
through the city gate on the way 
to his luxurious home. There sits 
that despicable Jew. He won’t rise. 
He won’t bow. He won’t tremble. 
Haman’s blood comes close to the 
boiling point. What is he to do? How 
can he make this man realize how 
important he is? The insolence of that 
man almost drives him mad. But pride 
dominates. Does anyone know who 
alone has been invited to the queen’s 
banquet? Does my family know why I 
came home late this evening? I have 
to tell them.

Zeresh and the neighbors have 
to hear what I have to tell them. 
As I climb to the pinnacle of self-
glorification, I should also tell 
them about my bank accounts, my 
promotions within the government, 
and my extended family. Do you 
know how many children I have 
fathered? Do you know my rank in 
the Persian hierarchy? Do you know 
that I am going to another state 
banquet tomorrow? Do you know 
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that Queen Esther has invited no one 
except the king and me?

Life would be splendid, glorious, 
except for one thing! I have to pass 
through the city gate again and be 
ignored by that despicable Jew. That 
is worse than rain on a parade. He 
probably will sit there and pretend as 
though he did not even see me. What 
audacity!

His wife, Zeresh, and all his friends 
offer a simple solution: Have him 
killed. You can do it. The king will 
continue to grant you your every 
wish. Ask him first thing in the 
morning. In the meanwhile, build a 
gallows on which to hang him. Make 
it high, seventy-five feet or so. The 
Jews will all see it and know that you 
must honor this noble Haman. He 
deserves it.

Irony is about to explode in our ears. 
Human authority seemingly takes 
center stage, but divine sovereignty 
is about to rule the roost. God will 
soon demonstrate that he is the great 
choreographer!

1. One of the more helpful commentaries on 
Esther is that by Joyce G. Baldwin, Esther: An 
Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1984). She frequently appeals 
to the sovereignty of God as the best explanation 
for various events.

Discussion Starters

As you read through the background passage from Daniel 10, did you realize 
that “the man in linen” was the pre-incarnate Jesus Christ? Did you catch the 
similarities with the passages from Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 1? How does that 
help our comprehension of Esther 5?

As you read through the passage from Ezra 8, did you catch the irony of 
Ezra’s refusal to ask for military escort from King Artaxerxes? What does that 
say about Ezra’s faith? What does it say about the faith of the thousands of 
persons who went with him?

Was Esther deliberate and conniving in her plan of addressing the king? Or, 
was she operating as a pawn in the hand of God? Did God give her a clear 
plan of action to follow?

The text emphasizes the word “feast” six times in this chapter. Does that give 
us a clue as to how we should interpret these events?

Mordecai realizes that his refusal to honor Haman is what precipitated the 
edict to kill and plunder all the Jews in the empire. Could he have changed 
the course of history if he had stood and bowed whenever Haman came by? 
Should he have done such?

The text tells us that Haman “was filled with wrath” when Mordecai refused to 
honor him. What does that tell us about the character of Haman? How is his 
character further eroded?

Zeresh is mentioned by name and is given credit for offering her husband a 
solution. Does that make her an accomplice, worthy of death?

What clues can we find in the text to convince us that God is controlling all the 
events in this potential disaster?
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Dr. Jeff L.    
Doll

IRBC’s Fourth and Fifth Steps 
of Counseling 

Step 4: Direct or Confront the 
Counselee

This step is an essential part of the 
practice of biblical counseling and is 
one which sets it apart from various 
forms of Rogerian psychotherapy1 
which are highly utilized by both 
secular and Christian counselors. 
While Rogerian-styled counselors 
utilize a non-directive approach, 
biblical counselors believe that 
directives are absolutely essential in 
the counseling process.

This step in our model of biblical 
counseling differs slightly from 
the traditional biblical counseling 
model by making a distinction 
between directing and confronting 
the counselee.2 While both 
models involve the impartation 
of biblical principles or teaching 
in light of ignorance or rebellion, 
we believe that “direct” is a term 

befitting of the method best utilized 
when counselees demonstrate a 
submissive spirit; that is, they want 
to learn from the counselor the 
principles necessary to resolve their 
problems in light of their personal 
ignorance or their lack of sufficiently 
understanding how biblical truths 
apply to their situation. “Confront,” 
by contrast, is befitting of the 
method best utilized when more 
of a face-to-face confrontation 
needs to be employed. Such a style 
of interaction is necessitated when 
counselees demonstrate a proud 
attitude and need to be openly 
challenged relative to unbiblical 
notions they stubbornly hold or 
habits of behavior or communication 
they are unwilling to relinquish. 
Further insights and applications 
of this step of counseling will be 
discussed in the DPTM 1.

Step 5: Establish Directives 
and Secure Commitment

Establishing Directives

The Merriam-Webster dictionary 
defines a directive as “something 
that serves to direct, guide, and 
usually impel toward an action or 
goal; especially: an authoritative 
instrument issued by a high-level 
body or official.” This definition is 
helpful as we think about this pivotal 
step in IRBC’s model of counseling, 
because it identifies the two critical 
elements of biblical counseling 
that make it work: an “authoritative 
instrument” and a “high-level body.”

In an authentic biblical counseling 
scenario the “authoritative 
instrument” is the Bible and the 
“high-level body” is the Godhead (the 
three persons of the Holy Trinity). 
These are the two critical elements of 
biblical counseling that make it work. 
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They are also the elements that set it 
above all other types of counseling, 
for there is no person or instrument 
of any type that has or ever will come 
close to possessing the authority or 
wisdom and knowledge inherent 
in God or the instrument that he 
inspired.

The role and ministry of the Holy 
Spirit is of particular importance 
as we think about these critical 
elements. The Holy Spirit not only 
intimately knew and interacted with 
the genetic, biological, experiential, 
and other combinations reflected 
in the expression of personality 
in the forty human authors he 
used to write the Bible but also 
intimately knows the associated 
combinations of those he brings to 
us to counsel. He illuminates our 
minds that we might effectively 
communicate truth to them, and 
illuminates our counselees’ minds 
in order that they properly interpret 
and apply the truth we share with 
them in an understandable way. 
Another important job the Holy 
Spirit does in this and other steps 
of the counseling process is to help 
us pray. He helps all involved in 
their weakness. When any Christian 
within the parties represented 
becomes overwhelmed, perplexed, 
hopeless, or even fearful about their 
circumstances or the changes that 
need to be made, he is there to help 
them pray. This help is especially 
a blessing when things become so 
dark that one can’t seem to find the 
words to offer in prayer. At such 
times the bright rays of Romans 
8:26 shine hope into our hearts: “the 
Spirit helps us in our weakness. For 
we do not know what to pray for 
as we ought, but the Spirit Himself 
intercedes for us with groanings too 
deep for words” (English Standard 
Version). The Spirit also strengthens 
us inwardly (Eph. 3:16).

Not only does the Holy Spirit 
intercede and empower, but also 
he helps all involved to work 
cooperatively in establishing a 
plan of action to address effectively 

the issues of the counselee; this 
objective is directly related to the first 
component of step 5 of the model 
under our consideration. When this 
objective is fulfilled in association 
with all parties being led by the 
Spirit, clear, realistic, understandable, 
and achievable (biblically rooted) 
directions for addressing the 
problem(s) will be provided for the 
counselee.

The members of the Trinity 
cooperatively working together 
and the Bible are indeed the critical 
elements of biblical counseling. 
These critical elements not only 
serve to provide (via the utilization of 
the counselor’s gifts and leadership) 
direction and guidance to the 
hearts of those we counsel via 
the directions (directives) 
constructed, but also they 
provide for them the fuel for 
the “inner impelling factor” 
or “motivation” necessary 
to follow and work toward 
fulfilling the objectives 
of truth contained within 
them. The “inner impelling 
factor” is often fueled when 
introducing the second 
component of this step of 
counseling.

Securing Commitment

The entire fifth step of IRBC’s 
model may be summed up as the 
agreement phase of the counseling 
process. “Establish Directives” and 
“Secure Commitment” are included 
as a single step in IRBC’s model of 
counseling, because they represent 
different sides of the multiple 
agreements that ordinarily take 
place in the course of counseling. A 
large number of these agreements 
are informal as the Spirit directs or 
confronts the counselee (internally) 
with various truths that he brings to 
bear in the discussions that occur 
between counselor and counselee. 
In these internal agreements the 
counselee is inwardly either agreeing 
or disagreeing with the truths being 
brought to bear, whether he or she 
gives visual disclosure to them or not.

The type of the agreements we are 
addressing here are those which 
come to formal expression via 
the counseling process in various 
places where counselors do their 
work. They are those wherein the 
counselee, after being given a clear 
set of directions (a prescription), is 
challenged to make a commitment 
to the Lord and those present to 
follow through with the directions 
that have been openly expressed 
around the counseling table.

The counselor should introduce 
this component of the step by 
saying something like, “Trusting 
that the Lord has given us insight 
into the problem you are currently 
experiencing, are you willing to 
submit to the directives that have 

been established out of your love and 
appreciation for Jesus Christ and 
what he did for you on cross?”

Securing a commitment from the 
counselee in light of his or her 
receiving the free gift of salvation is 
important in this step, for it directs 
him or her to his or her spiritual 
Head and assists him or her in 
making a commitment out of a sense 
of gratitude for what he has done. 
A heartfelt commitment secured in 
this fashion is what God often uses 
to fuel the inner impelling factor, 
or motivation, which was spoken 
about earlier. Let’s review some of 
the things that have been shared 
about this inner drive or the inner 
impelling factor.
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You will remember from our earlier 
discussion about the term “directive” 
that it was defined as “something 
that serves to direct, guide, and 
usually impel3 toward an action or 
goal; especially: an authoritative 
instrument issued by a high-
level body or official.” Out of this 
definition we identified the critical 
elements of biblical counseling, 
those elements that make it work 
(i.e., make it effectual)—God and 
the Bible. Later in our discussion, it 
was said that these critical elements 
not only serve to provide directions 
(directives) for the counselee but 
also the motivation necessary to 
follow and work toward fulfilling 
the objectives of truth contained 
therein. This motivation is especially 
fueled when they are introduced and 
embraced within the context of a 
theme of gratitude to God, especially 
for Christ’s work on the cross. We will 
conclude by adding that God’s power 
is also made available to the inner 
man of the counselee to accompany 
his or her motivation or the inner 
impelling factor. It moves him or her 
toward fulfilling the directives that 
have been established, as each day 
is lived with an underlying attitude 
of humility, thanksgiving, and praise 
with complete dependence upon 
God.

Some Final Thoughts about 
“Establishing Directives”

Most Reformed believers would 
agree that the primary purpose of 
biblical counseling is to facilitate 
the process of sanctification. 
Sanctification is defined by the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism 
as “the work of God’s free grace, 
whereby we are renewed in the 
whole man after the image of 
God, and are enabled more and 
more to die unto sin and live unto 
righteousness” (see Answer 35 of the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism).

When we speak of the “whole 
man” in relation to the directives 
we construct, in association with 
counselees being restored to 
the image possessed by our first 
parents prior to the Fall, we mean to 
communicate that we believe that 
the Lord is concerned to use us to 
address both soul and body. To be 
sure, the primary emphasis is upon 
the soul. Yet we realize that various 
conditions of one’s bodily health and 
the impaired function of the brain, 
organs, and other bodily systems can 
and do affect the soul and therefore 
must not be neglected in the practice 
of biblical counseling. We would 
encourage you to review the three 
following statements which were 
earlier shared:

• All knowledge from the realms of 
special and general revelation comes 
from God. Knowledge from the realm 
of special revelation is of a different 
nature than knowledge from general 
revelation, because it is truth. Since 
it is truth, we can use it as a lens to 
discern what is ethical and valuable 
in the realm of general revelation 
and appropriately apply knowledge 
from both realms to counseling-
related endeavors in a meaningful 
and effective way.

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

• Biblical counselors are used by 
Jesus Christ through the ministry 
of the Holy Spirit to bring applicable 
knowledge from general revelation 
to bear in the lives of counselees. 
This is done in such a way as to 
minimize the effects of sin and 
the Fall and/or restore bodily 
components or capacities associated 
with various aspects of the Internal 
Dominant Domains. Such work 
can and often does positively 
affect the regenerated person’s 
soul, thereby enabling it—along 
with his or her body—to be more 
productive in service to God for his 
glory. (Important note: Working in 
cooperation with a person who is 
adequately qualified to address the 
aforementioned capacities is implied 
in this statement.)

 
1. Rogerian psychotherapy, also known as 
person-centered therapy (PCT), was developed 
by Carl Rogers,  a popular psychologist in 
the 1940s and 1950s. PCT is one of the most 
widely used models in modern mental health 
and psychotherapeutic milieus. In this type 
of counseling, therapists strive to create a 
comfortable, non-judgmental environment 
by demonstrating congruence (genuineness), 
empathy, and unconditional positive regard 
toward their counselees while using a non-
directive approach. This aids counselees in 
finding their own solutions to their problems.

2. It seems that the idea for “direct” and 
“confront” are found in 2 Timothy 3:16. Reproof 
(elegmon) has much to do with confrontation 
while the other three terms tend to be more 
positively directing: doctrine (didaskalian), 
correction (epanorthoosin), and instruction 
(paideian).

3. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines 
“impel” as follows: “to urge or drive forward 
or on by or as if by the exertion of strong 
moral pressure” (2018; https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/impel) Webster’s 1828 
dictionary defines “impel” in the following 
manner: “to drive or urge forward; to press on; 
to excite to action or to move forward, by the 
application of physical force, or moral suasion 
or necessity. A ball is impelled by the force of 
powder; a ship is impelled by wind; a man may 
be impelled by hunger or a regard to his safety; 
motives of policy or of safety impel nations to 
confederate.”

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

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not 
only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out 
your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God Who 
works in you, both to will and to work for His good.     
—Philippians 2:12-13
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Purpose in Life Dr. Harry G. 
Arnold

When we talk about “purpose” we 
mean a desired result one wishes to 
achieve. Or, what is the aim or goal 
one has in mind for doing something? 
In plain terms we can say that all our 
acts are governed by purpose. For 
example, if we get in our car we have 
in mind to go someplace. Or, if our 
wives set dishes on the table it is for 
the purpose of eating our food. When 
people do things rashly we often say 
they didn’t have a clear purpose in 
mind, which leads to a bad result.

God always has a purpose in 
whatever he does. Thus, he spoke 
a word by which he created the 
world and all that is in it. Psalm 33:6 
states clearly: “By the word of the 
Lord the heavens were made. And 
all the host of them by the breath of 
His mouth” (Scripture references are 
from the New King James Version). 
And Hebrews 11:3 further enlightens 
us as to how we know this when it 
states: “By faith we understand that 
the worlds were framed by the word 
of God, so that the things which are 
seen were not made of things which 
are visible.” Thus, by faith we believe 
that God is the Creator who, by 
sovereign power, made all things.

When God created mankind, he also 
did so with a purpose. God desired 
that mankind would reflect himself, 
for he said: “Let us make man in Our 
image, according to Our likeness.” 
God also intended that man should 
rule over nature as his representative. 
Therefore, God said also: “Let them 
have dominion over the birds of 
the air, and over the cattle, over all 
the earth and over every creeping 
thing that creeps on the earth” (Gen. 
1:26). It is mankind’s calling and duty, 
therefore, to seek to be godly and act 
for God in this world. This requires, of 
course, that man should seek to rule 
in accord with the teachings of God’s 
revealed will to him. Unfortunately, 
people often act as though they are 
free to do as they please without 
any guidance from God. Thus, as the 
songwriter states it:

Blind unbelief is sure to err and 
scan his work in vain.

God is his own interpreter, and 
he will make it plain.

William Cowper, 1777  
(Psalter Hymnal, 434:5)

God’s Word should always be allowed 
to enlighten us in our duty with regard 
to all matters of this world. We must 
regard God’s Word as “a lamp to my 
feet and a light to my path” (Ps. 119:105). 
In this way, the Christian worker must 
develop a world and life view of all 
activity. In much literature today, the 
theory of Darwinian evolution is used 
as the background of the writers’ view 
of life. Yet God alone is the Creator 
and Sustainer of all. We must honor 
him in all our thinking and labors.

God’s good purpose for mankind is 
also displayed in our redemption. As 
soon as Adam and Eve sinned, God 
extended a promise of deliverance for 
mankind. God’s grace gave assurance 
to our first parents that “the seed of 
the woman . . . shall bruise your head 
[the serpent’s; that is, the devil]” (Gen. 
3:15). Victory for the human race 
was assured by this promise of God. 
However, the meaning of this promise 
was more fully revealed over the 
ongoing course of history. God later 
revealed, for example, that this “seed 
of the woman” would be a man child 
(Isa. 11:1–5). Later on, we also learn 
that this “seed of the woman” would 
be in the lineage of the great King 
David (2 Sam. 7:12).
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to apply to 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...

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

The evangelical prophet Isaiah had 
the privilege to reveal that it would 
be by the sufferings of this “seed 
of the woman” that the bruising 
of the serpent’s head would be 
accomplished (Isa. 53). Therefore, it is 
in the light of God’s Word recorded in 
Scripture that we come to understand 
God’s purposes regarding mankind’s 
redemption. For as Jesus himself told 
the Jews of his day: the Scriptures 
“are they which testify of me” (John 
5:39). To know Jesus, we must listen 
to God’s Word about him. Apart from 
God’s Word revealed in Scripture, 
we cannot come to know the true 
Christ as Savior and Lord. Ignoring 
Scripture about Christ, some people 
worship and serve a Christ of their 
own making. Let us make sure that 
the Christ we know and serve is the 

one of whom Scripture says: “Let all 
the angels of God worship Him” (Heb. 
1:6). He alone sits at God’s right hand 
while his enemies are subdued by 
God’s powerful hand (Heb. 1:13).

Surely, it is incumbent upon believers 
in Christ to seek to plan all our activities 
with a view to doing God’s will “which 
is your reasonable service” (Rom. 12:1). 
Yet we must remember that because 
of our innate depravity we may often 
err in complying with God’s good 
and perfect will. In awareness of our 
tendency to err, let us be comforted 
by the truth of Proverbs 19:21: “Many 
are the plans in a man’s heart, but it 
is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” 
Praise God that he rules and overrules 
in our activities so that his purpose 
finally prevails. It is such knowledge 
that assures the believer that our 

salvation is secure with God. As the 
apostle Paul expressed this truth to 
the Philippians: “being confident that 
He who began a good work in you 
will complete it until the day of Jesus 
Christ” (1:6).

Let us seek to live meaningful lives 
so that God’s purpose may prevail in 
us with a view to its completion in the 
Last Day.
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Book Review: The Gospel-
Driven Tongue

Mr. Theonikko 
Del Mundo

Brian G. Najapfour. 

The Gospel-Driven Tongue: 
Lessons from James on Godly 
Conversation. 
Grandville, MI: Reformed Fellowship 
Inc., 2017. Paperback. 72 pages.

While Psalms is the anatomy of all the 
parts of the soul, this book illustrates 
James as the spiritual anatomy of 
the human tongue. Brian Najapfour’s 
passion as a loving pastor reflects 
the general tone of his exhortations. 
His rich experience in both ministry 
and authorship is lucidly expressed 
in colorful illustrations and stories 
as well as precision of thought 
throughout the book.

The book sprouted out of concern 
for keeping godly and edifying 
conversations, particularly in today’s 
society of brevity in expressions, 
ambiguity of sense, and even 
profanity of speech. As the title 
suggests, the book’s size fits nicely 
to administer to people with such 
issues on their daily conversations. 
As a common twenty-first-century 
adage says, “People who talk a lot are 
less likely to read.” Hence, anyone 
who picks up this book would likely 
appreciate it because of its brevity 
and straightforwardness. The author’s 
candor also reflects the practical 
application of his composition—the 
tongue is meant for that which is 
building up one another in truth 
and love. The style of writing also 
reminds me of the Puritans—full of 
picturesque imagery, illustrations—
very pastoral, loving and yet firm, 
bare and marinated in God’s Word.

The structure is simple and easy to 
follow. Najapfour gathers all textual 
references from James as well as 
other passages about the tongue and 
meticulously dissects every aspect 

of its sins. Each section plunges 
deeper into details, presenting a 
deductive approach. The chapters 
also weave along the individual’s 
accountability to guard his tongue 
and the necessary precautions to 
avoid pitfalls. Najapfour introduces 
an excellent lead by starting the 
whole subject matter with hearing. 
He confirms the initial problem with 
the tongue as always related with 
failure to listen. He emphasizes three 
guidelines, namely, the content, 
the intent, and the conduct of our 
listening that should affect the 
ways we speak. Moving to chapter 
2, the general idea promotes our 
conversations as the litmus test of 
our hearts and serves as a signpost of 
the deeper aspect of our spirituality. 
This chapter sets the stage in 
demonstrating the natural inclination 
of the tongue which is then picked 
up by the next chapters. Chapter 3 
introduces a practical rundown of the 
depravity of the tongue from which 
no one is exempted. Chapters 4 and 5 
then dive into specifics with explicit 
and graphic contents of the nature of 
the tongue. The last chapter exposes 
the tongue’s abilities and instabilities. 
This chapter also highlights the 

gospel message and our complete 
inadequacy to change our tongue, 
which serves a suitable conclusion 
for the book.

The strength of the book is its vivid 
representation of what the tongue 
is capable of in both destruction 
and edification. It draws the readers 
to a realized awareness of sins of 
speech and offers a direct response 
by pointing out its consequences. 
This leads to a deeper emphasis 
on keeping close watch over daily 
discussions and other practical 
implications. Despite its forwardness, 
the book is undeniably family and 
church oriented. It helps readers 
to think of the implications within 
their family circles, children, and 
their spiritual brothers and sisters 
in the church. The stirring study 
questions after each section are 
another unique forte of the book. This 
stimulates self-reflection and time 
for spiritual digestion. The simplicity 
of words used also invites clarity 
and incorporates a wider audience 
including both children and adults 
alike.

The tongue is the most candid yet 
lethal and unstable part of the human 
body. It deserves adequate attention 
and precautionary measures to firmly 
guard it. Consequently, the book’s 
rare combination of perspicuity, 
complexity, brevity, and practicality 
to address this issue makes it a must-
have for any person in the church 
and particularly for people struggling 
in this area.

Mr. Theonikko Del Mundo 
is currently studying at Puritan 

Reformed Theological Seminary, 

Grand Rapids, MI.
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Book Review Shorts Rev. Jerome 
Julien

Martyn McGeown. 

Micah: Proclaiming the 
Incomparable God. 
Jenison, Michigan: Reformed Free 
Publishing Association, 2018.  
vi + 229 pp.

As Rev. Martyn McGeown points 
out in the introduction of this book, 
Micah is often neglected in our 
study of Scripture and preaching. 
This book is known for the prophetic 
statement about the birth of Christ 
in Bethlehem, the familiar words of 
6:8, and the comforting words of 7:18. 
This volume is about to change this.

A cursory look at these pages tells 
us that there is so much material 
here for study and preaching. A more 
careful read beyond this will be a real 
eye-opener. Micah focuses on our 
great God who judges sin but also 
has given his only-begotten Son for 
the pardoning of our sins.

The author began this work as a 
series on sermons. In a practical way 

he gives to us his careful exegesis, 
but not in a way that is over our 
heads. He has done his homework—
and very well. These seventeen 
chapters will give the reader a 
glimpse into what this little-known 
prophet has to say to the church 
today. As in all good preaching, we 
as believers are led to Christ and the 
church to greater faithfulness in this 
difficult age.

The believer who delights to know 
God’s Word (every believer should, 
of course) and the man called of God 
and ordained to proclaim the great 
truths of Scripture will find these 
pages to be spiritually enriching. 
Highly recommended.

Are you looking for a book to read your 
little children or your grandchildren? 

Connie Meyer’s 

T Is for Tree: A Bible ABC 

(Jenison, MI: Reformed Free 
Publishing Association, 2018; 52 
pp.) will fill your need very well. 

Each eye-catching, colorful page 
gives a letter of the alphabet, a short 
rhyme, and an applicable Bible text. 
This is the first children’s book of 
this kind published by RFPA. Highly 
recommended.

Rebecca Van Doodeward’s 

How Should I Exercise 
Hospitality? 
(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2017; 24 pp.) will great help 
for those who hesitate to invite over 
fellow church members or visiting 
worshipers. It gives ideas how these 
visits can be arranged. Ideas for both 
wives and husbands are given.

The focus in Ray Pennings, 

How Can I Serve God at Work? 

(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2017; 38 pp.) is on a Christian 
perspective of work and not so 
much on Christians in the workplace. 
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This is certainly a concern of every 
believer, or should be. Beginning with 
a quotation of a sixteenth-century 
Puritan, William Perkins, Pennings 
lays out the important concept of 
vocation. He speaks not only to 
those of us already busily engaged 
for life and what our attitude should 
be, but also to young people who 
are considering their career options. 
What he writes is important because 
we all know that sin’s curse is real, 
and we feel its effects daily.

Speaking of William Perkins, 
Reformed Heritage Books is 
publishing his works. Perkins (1558–
1602) was an influential preacher in 
Cambridge, England, and a teacher 
whose influence continued long after 
his earthly journey was over. The set 
is in ten volumes. Volume 5 contains 
his “Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer” 
(1592), “Exposition of the Apostles’ 
Creed” (1595), and a catechism 
(1590). The first two parts would be 
of particular value as we study the 
creed and the Lord’s Prayer. 

The Works of William Perkins, 
Volume 5 
Edited by Ryan Hurd, Grand Rapids, 
2017; xvii + 547 pp.).

The Rev. Joel Beeke has provided 
a series of sermons on the book of 
Revelation for the Lectio Continua 
Expository Commentary on the 
New Testament, a series of books 
encouraging preaching through 
the books of the New Testament, 
and a practice somewhat lost 
since the days of the Reformation. 
Regarding himself as an “optimistic 
amillennialist,” he preached through 
this more than somewhat difficult 
book for preachers “in a thoroughly 
biblical, doctrinal, experiential, and 
practical way intended to comfort 
and mature God’s people, warn 
the unsaved to flee to Christ for 
salvation, and exalt Christ as the King 
of kings and only head of His church”

Joel Beeke’s 
Revelation
(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2016; xix + 611 pp.). This 
volume may be of help as you seek 
the blessed message of Revelation.

Reformation Heritage has also 
published two volumes of sermons 
on the Heidelberg Catechism by 
Theodorus Vander Groe (1705–1784). 
He was one of the last and most well-
known preachers representing the 
Dutch Further Reformation. These 
sermons are first-time translations of 

eighty-nine sermons on the Lord’s 
Days. Some Lord’s Days are broken 
up into several sermons. There are 
seven introductory sermons to the 
Law. These volumes:

The Christian’s Only Comfort 
in Life and Death: An 
Exposition of the Heidelberg 
Catechism 

(2 vols., 2016; liv + 556 pp.; vi + 562 
pp., includes index) are a joint project 
between Reformed Heritage and the 
Dutch Reformed Translation Society 
and were translated by Rev. Bartel 
Elshout. The introduction to volume 
1 contains a helpful introduction to 
the Dutch Further Reformation, or 
the Nadere Reformatie. A minister 
who approaches these volumes as 
a prospector for looking for gold 
will find many ideas for catechism 
preaching.

Another helpful book on the 
Heidelberg Catechism is by Cornelis 
P. Venema, a name familiar to many 
of us: 

The Lord’s Supper and the 
Popish Mass: A Study of 
Heidelberg Catechism Q+A 80 
(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2015; x + 103 pp.). This 
paperback points out why Q80 
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is in our catechism. Many find its 
inclusion to be controversial, but 
Venema shows us the importance 
of this question. The value of this 
book is that it reminds us why we 
have this question, and why we need 
it in these strange days of spiritual 
decline.

Also in the series of the books by 
Venema (Explorations in Reformed 
Confessional Theology) is a book 
by Ryan M. McGraw of Greenville 
Presbyterian Seminary, entitled

The Ark of Safety: Is There 
Salvation Outside of the 
Church? 
(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2018; xii + 125 pp.). Perhaps 
you have been troubled by a 
statement in the Belgic Confession, 
Art. 28, that says that outside of the 
church there is no salvation. This 
is also found in the Westminster 
Confession 25.2. The author goes 
to great pains to explain what this 
means. (Those who do not maintain 
the view of invisible/visible church 
will not be helped.) Worth a read.

If you are interested in what the 
Bible says about angels, you will be 

interested in reading the first English 
printing of Abraham Kuyper’s

God’s Angels: His Ministering 
Spirits 
translated from the Dutch by a retired 
URC minister, Rev. Richard Stienstra 
(Victoria, BC: Friesan Press, 2015; 
347 pp.). In thirty-six chapters Kuyper 
deals with the existence of angels, 
their nature, the sons of God and the 
daughters of men in Genesis, Gabriel, 
Michael, and much more. While 
sometimes Dr. Kuyper becomes 
somewhat philosophical, there is 
much which illumines Scripture: We 
are grateful for Rev. Stienstra’s work!

In these days when there seems to 
be a growing interest in John Calvin 
as God’s servant, a volume entitled

Theology Made Practical: 
New Studies on John Calvin 
and His Legacy 

has been published by Reformation 
Heritage Books in Grand Rapids 
(2017; xiv + 248 pp.). It contains 
fourteen essays by Joel Beeke, 
David W. Hall, and Michael A. G. 
Haykin on subjects including material 
on Calvin’s biography, systematic 
theology, pastoral theology, and 

his legacy. None of the essays are 
lengthy, and all are reasonably easy 
to read. One quote of Calvin about 
preaching is a gem for preachers 
and hearers alike: “We must shun 
all unprofitable babbling, and stay 
ourselves upon plain teaching.” For 
someone who wants to learn and be 
blessed spiritually, this is a book for 
you. Church librarians: take note.

If you are looking for a helpful 
companion to the Bible in personal 
or family devotions, do not overlook

Family Worship Bible Guide
Joel Beeke with a team of editors 
has produced this fine guide (Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 2016; 
xviii + 856 pp.). For each chapter of 
the Bible there are one or several 
meditations, often with a question or 
so for discussion. Recommended.
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How to Train Your Children to 
Listen to Sermons

Dr. Joel  
Beeke

Every pastor receives the question from distraught parents: 
How can I train my children to listen to sermons?

In answering this question, I need to stress that everything I’m 
about to say is dependent on the Holy Spirit’s blessing. If you 
do everything I’m suggesting in this article, your children will 
not automatically listen well to sermons without the Spirit’s 
benediction. In all our endeavors as parents, no matter what 
sphere of parenting we have in mind, we need to remember, 
“Except the Lord build the house, they labour in vain that build 
it” (Ps. 127:1, King James Version). All our efforts, therefore, 
must be salted with earnest prayer as we labor to pull down the 
benediction of our heavenly Father upon our family and homes.

In conjunction with Luke 8:18, “Take heed therefore how ye hear,” I 
will offer some Reformed and Puritan teachings along with my own 
observations on listening to God’s Word, dividing the subject into 
three thoughts: how to prepare our families for the preached Word, 
how to receive the preached Word, and how to practice the preached 
Word. While studying each point, we should ask ourselves: Is my 
family really hearing the Word of God? Are we good listeners of the 
proclaimed gospel at church? Am I teaching my children how to be 
good listeners?

“Lord, how real the danger is that we 
will not hear well! Of four kinds of 
hearers in the parable of the sower, 
only one kind heard properly. Help 
us, Lord, to concentrate fully on 
thy Word as it comes to us, so that 
we may not hear the Word and yet 
perish. Let thy Word have free course 
in our hearts. Let it be accompanied 
with light, power, and grace.”

Pray that you and your children 
will come to God’s house as needy 
sinners, purging your hearts of carnal 
lusts and clinging to Christ for the 
cleansing power of his blood. Pray 
for the sanctifying presence of God 
in Christ, for true communion with 
him in mind and soul.

Pray that your minister will receive 
the energy of the Holy Spirit, so that 
he will open his mouth boldly to 
make known the mysteries of the 
gospel (see Eph. 6:19). Pray for an 
outpouring of the Spirit’s convicting, 
quickening, humbling, and 
comforting power to work through 
God’s ordinances in the fulfillment 
of his promises, so as to impact your 
entire family for good (Prov. 1:23).

2 Stress with your dear ones 
the need for every family 

member to come with a hearty 
appetite for the Word. A good 
appetite promotes good digestion 
and growth. Peter encouraged 
spiritual appetite, saying, “As 
newborn babes, desire the sincere 
milk of the word, that ye may grow 
thereby” (1 Pet. 2:2). Likewise, 
Solomon advised, “Keep thy foot 
when thou goest to the house of God, 
and be more ready to hear, than to 
offer the sacrifice of fools” (Eccl. 5:1).

A good appetite for the Word means 
having a tender, teachable heart (2 
Chron. 13:7) that asks, “Lord, what 
wilt thou have me to do?” (Acts 9:6). 
It is foolish to expect a blessing if 
we come as families to worship with 
hardened, unprepared, or worldly-
minded hearts.1

If possible, try to follow the advice 
of the Puritans who said that 
preparation for worship should start 
on Saturday evening. Just as they 
baked bread on Saturday evening 
so it would be warm on Sunday 
morning, so your family would 
profit if you would study the Word 
on Saturday evenings a bit longer 
and more in depth than your normal 

Preparing  
for the Preached Word

1 Before coming to God’s 
house to hear his Word, 

prepare yourself and your family 
with prayer. As the Puritans were 
fond of saying, we should dress our 
bodies for worship and our souls 
with prayer.

Pray for the conversion of sinners, 
the edification of saints, and the 
glorification of God’s triune name. 
Pray for children, teenagers, and 
the elderly. Pray for listening ears 
and understanding hearts. Pray for 
yourself and your family, saying, 
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family worship, thereby warming 
their hearts for worship on Sunday.

If you know the passage that will 
be preached on the Sabbath, spend 
some time studying it on Saturday 
night with your family. Make sure 
that you and your children get 
enough sleep on Saturday night. 
Then get up early on Sunday 
morning to prepare for worship 
without rushing.

3 Discipline yourself and 
encourage your children to 

meditate on the importance of 
the preached Word as you enter 
God’s house. The high and holy 
triune God of heaven and earth is 
meeting with you and your family 
to speak directly to you. Thomas 
Boston wrote, “The voice is on earth, 
[but] the speaker is in heaven” (Acts 
10:33).2 What an awe-inspiring 
thought! Since the gospel is the Word 
of God, not the word of man, come 
to church looking for God. Though 
you should deeply appreciate your 
minister’s efforts to faithfully bring 
you the Word of God, pray together 
with your family that you see “no 
man, save Jesus only” (Matt. 17:8). 
Teach your children that ministers 
are God’s ambassadors, bringing 
you the Word of God (2 Cor. 5:20; 
Heb. 13:7). Say to your children, 
“Do not focus on the minister but 
on the Word of God he brings, 
remembering that one day you will 
give an account before God of every 
sermon that he has brought to you.”

Teach your children that every 
sermon counts for eternity. Salvation 
comes through faith, and faith 
comes through hearing God’s Word 
(Rom. 10:13–16). So every sermon 
is a matter of life and death (Deut. 
32:47; 2 Cor. 2:15–16). The preached 
gospel will either lift us up to heaven 
or cast us down to hell. It will 
advance our salvation or aggravate 
our condemnation. It will draw us 
with the cords of love or leave us in 
the snares of unbelief. It will soften 
or harden us (Matt. 13:14–15), 

enlighten or darken our eyes (Rom. 
11:10), open our heart 
to Christ or shut it 
against him. “The 
nearer to heaven 
any are lifted 
up by gospel 
preaching, 
the lower 
will they 
sink into 
hell if they 
heed it not,” 
wrote David 
Clarkson.3 
“Take heed, 
therefore, how ye 
hear!”

Furthermore, teach your 
children that every Sabbath they 
are receiving spiritual food and 
supplies for the coming week. The 
Puritans called the Sabbath “the 
market day of the soul.”4 As the 
Puritans went to market each week 
to stock up on supplies, so we stock 
up on our spiritual goods for the 
week by listening to sermons, then 
meditating on them throughout the 
week to come. All of that must be 
reinforced with daily devotions and 
Christian living.

4 Remind your family 
periodically that as they 

enter the house of God they 
are entering a battleground. 
Here’s how to talk to your children: 
“Dear children, many enemies will 
oppose your listening. Internally, 
you may be distracted by worldly 
cares and employments, lusts of the 
flesh, cold hearts, and critical spirits. 
Externally, you may be distracted by 
the temperature or weather, behavior 
or the dress of others, noises, or 
people moving about. Satan opposes 
your listening to God’s Word with 
might and main, knowing that if 
you truly hear it, he will lose you. 
So Satan tries to disturb you before 
the sermon begins, distracts you 
during the sermon, and dismisses 
the sermon from your mind as soon 

as it is finished. Like a bird 
plucking away newly 

sown seed, Satan 
attempts to 

snatch the 
Word from 

your mind 
and heart 
so that it 
cannot 
take 
root. 
When 

you are 
tempted 

during 
worship by 

Satan, follow 
the advice of 

Samuel Annesley who 
encourages you to rebuke him, 
saying, ‘Be gone, Satan! I will parley 
no longer. If others neglect salvation, 
therefore must I? Will their missing 
of salvation relieve me for the loss 
of mine? Through Christ, I defy 
you.’5 Pray repeatedly for strength 
to overcome all your enemies by 
listening well.”

5 Finally, teach your children 
to pray that they might 

come with a loving, expectant 
faith (Ps. 62:1, 5). Teach them to 
come pleading God’s promise that 
his Word will not return to him void 
(Isa. 55:10–11). Teach them to come 
with reverential fear of God, with 
reverential delight in God, and with 
reverential expectation and faith in 
God’s Word (Ps. 119:97, 103). Ask 
them to pray that they might be 
able to say like David in Psalm 119, 
“Thy word is very pure; therefore 
thy servant loveth it” (v. 140), and to 
love God’s testimonies “exceedingly” 
(v. 167), more than gold (v. 127), to 
the point where it nearly consumes 
you (v. 20). David’s love for God’s 
Word was so fervent that he would 
meditate upon it “all the day” (v. 97). 
In dependence on the Spirit, cultivate 
such love for the Word of God in 
yourself and your children.
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Receiving  
the Preached Word
Here are some guidelines for you 
to teach your family about listening 
rightly to God’s Word.

1 Dear family, listen with 
an understanding, tender 

conscience. Jesus’ parable of the 
sower (Matt. 13:3–23; Mark 4:1–20; 
Luke 8:4–15) presents us with four 
types of listeners, all of whom hear 
the same word. First, the stony-
hearted, superficial listener is like a 
hard path. The sower’s seed, or the 
Word of God, makes little impression 
on this hard heart. If a minister 
addresses this person’s conscience, 
this hardened heart shifts the 
blame to others. Second, the easily 
impressed but resistant listener is 
like rocky ground. A plant begins to 
spring up from this seed, but it soon 
withers and dies because it lacks 
sufficient nutrients. The plant cannot 
survive because it cannot grow roots 
among the rocks. Jesus presents 
here a listener that seems 
initially to listen well 
to the Word. This 
listener would like 
to add religion 
to his life, but he 
does not want to 
hear about the 
kind of radical 
discipleship that 
involves self-denial, 
taking up his cross, and 
following Christ. Thus, when 
persecution comes, this listener fails 
to live out the gospel in practical 
ways. He wants to be friends with 
the world, the church, and with God. 
Third, the half-hearted, distracted 
listener is like thorn-ridden soil. 
As Luke 8:14 says, “And that which 
fell among thorns are they, which, 
when they have heard, go forth, and 
are choked with cares and riches 
and pleasures of this life, and bring 
no fruit to perfection.” This kind of 
listener tries to absorb the Word of 
God with one ear while thinking 

with the other about business, 
interest rates, pension funds, and 
inflation. He serves God only 
partially. His conscience is quickly 
quieted, and the Word of God is 
quickly choked by the thorns.

Finally, the understanding, fruitful 
listener applies the gospel teaching 
he hears on Sunday to his conscience 
and life throughout the week. He 
believes with his heart that if Jesus 
Christ has sacrificed everything 
for him, nothing is too difficult to 
surrender in grateful obedience to 
Christ. Before all else, he seeks the 
kingdom of God (Matt. 6:33). Grace 
reigns in his heart. He brings forth 
fruit, “some an hundredfold, some 
sixty, some thirty” (Matt. 13:23).

2 Dear family, listen 
attentively to the preached 

Word. Luke 19:48 describes people 
who were very attentive to Christ. 
Literally translated, the text says, 
“they hung upon him, hearing.” 
Lydia showed such an open heart 
when she “attended” or “turned her 

mind” to the things spoken 
by Paul (Acts 16:14). Such 

attentiveness involves 
banishing wandering 
thoughts, dullness of 
mind, and drowsiness 
(Matt. 13:25). It regards a 
sermon as a matter of life 

and death (Deut. 32:47).

We must not listen to 
sermons as spectators but as 

participants. The minister should 
not be the only one working. Good 
listening is hard work; it involves 
worshiping God continuously. An 
attentive listener responds quickly—
whether with repentance, resolution, 
determination, or praise—and God 
is honored in this.

Jesus commands us to understand 
what we hear. He challenges us to 
think, and that takes work. We are to 
attend to His Word. The word attend 
is derived from two Latin words: 
the first means “to” and the second, 

tendo, means “to stretch or bend.” 
From this we get the word tendon, 
or a sinew that stretches. Thus, the 
word attend literally means we must 
stretch our minds by listening. This 
implies reaching out with all our 
mental and spiritual powers to grasp 
the meaning of a message. Are you 
stretching your spiritual muscles 
as you listen to the Word? Are you 
attentive to the preached Word?

As you listen to the Word of God, 
ask yourself, How does God want 
me to be different on account of this 
sermon? Ask what God wants you to 
know what you did not know before. 
Ask what truths you are learning that 
he wants you to believe. And ask how 
he wants you to put those truths into 
practice. In every sermon you hear—
even those on the most basic gospel 
themes—God offers you truths to 
believe and put into practice. Pray for 
grace to work at listening.

3 Dear family, listen with 
submissive faith. As James 

1:21 says, “Receive with meekness 
the engrafted word.” This kind of 
meekness involves a submissive 
frame of heart, “a willingness to hear 
the counsels and reproofs of the 
word.”6 Through this kind of faith, 
the Word is engrafted into the soul 
and produces “the sweet fruit of 
righteousness.”7

Faith is the key to profitably receiving 
the Word. Luther wrote, “Faith is 
not an achievement, it is a gift. Yet 
it comes only through the hearing 
and study of the Word.” If the chief 
ingredient of a medicine is missing, 
the medicine will not be effective. 
So be sure not to leave out the chief 
ingredient, faith, as you listen to 
a sermon. Seek grace to believe 
and apply the whole Word (Rom. 
13:14), along with the promises, the 
invitations, and the admonitions as 
they are spoken.8

“The whole Word is the object 
of faith,” wrote Thomas Manton. 
Therefore we need “faith in the 
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histories, for our warning and 
caution; faith in the doctrines, 
to increase our reverence and 
admiration; faith in the threatenings, 
for our humiliation; faith in the 
precepts, for our subjection; and faith 
in the promises, for our consolation. 
They all have their use: the histories 
to make us wary and cautious; the 
doctrines to enlighten us with a 
true sense of God’s nature and will; 
the precepts to direct us, and to try 
and regulate our obedience; the 
promises to cheer and comfort us; 
the threatenings to terrify us, to run 
anew to Christ, to bless God for 
our escape, and to add spurs to our 
duty.”9

4 Dear family, listen with 
humility and serious self-

examination. Do I humbly examine 
myself under the preaching of 
God’s Word, trembling at its impact 
(Isa. 66:2)? Do I cultivate a meek 
and submissive spirit, receiving 
God’s truth as a student while 
being intimately aware of my own 
depravity? Do I seriously examine 
myself under preaching, listening for 
my own instruction rather than for 
the instruction of others? We must 
not respond like Peter, who said 
to Jesus, “Lord, and what shall this 
man do?” We must listen to Jesus’ 
admonition: “What is that to thee? 
follow thou me” (John 21:21–22). 
When the marks of grace are set 

before us, we 
must ask: Do I 

experience 
these 
marks? Do 
I listen for 
the truths 
of God, 

wanting 
to be 

admonished or 
corrected where I 

have gone astray? Do I relish having 
the Word of God applied to my life? 
Do I pray that the Spirit may apply 
his Word, as Robert Burns put it, to 
my “business and bosom”?10

When a doctor tells you how to 
maintain your health or that of your 
children, do you not listen carefully 
so that you can follow his directions? 
When the heavenly Physician 
gives you divine directions 
for your soul, should 
you not listen every 
bit as carefully so that 
you can follow God’s 
instructions for your 
life?

Practicing  
the Preached Word
The Word attended must 
also be practiced. Here are some 
ways to counsel your family on how 
to practice the preached Word.

1 Strive to retain and pray 
over what you have heard. 

Hebrews 2:1 says, “We ought to give 
earnest heed to the things which 
we have heard, lest at any time 
we should let them slip.” Thomas 
Watson said we should not let 
sermons run through our minds 
like water through a sieve. “Our 
memories should be like the chest 
of the ark, where the law was put,” 
he wrote.11 Joseph Alleine said one 
way to remember the preached Word 
is to “come from your knees to the 
sermon, and come from the sermon 
to your knees.”12

An elderly woman told me, “I take 
thorough sermon notes. When I 
bow my knees on Sunday evening, 
I put my notes in front of me, 
underline those things that I should 
strive to put into practice, and then 
pray through them one at a time.” 
Encourage your children to imitate 
this woman.

2 Familiarize yourself with 
the truths you have heard. 

The Westminster Directory for 
Public Worship advises parents to 
engage in “repetition of sermons, 
especially by calling their families 
to an account of what they have 
heard.”13 When you come home 
from church, speak to your children 

about the sermon you have heard 
in an edifying, practical manner. 
Talk about the sermon in words 

that your youngest child will 
understand.

Encourage your 
children to take 

notes on the 
sermon. My 
wife and I 
have trained 
our children 

since they 
were age seven 

to take notes. 
After the last service 

each Sabbath, we read 
through those notes as a family and 
talk our way through the sermons. 
Sometimes the discussions help our 
children more than the sermons 
themselves. Even when conversation 
does not produce the desired results, 
continue to attempt this review of 
Sabbath sermons. It is better to fall 
short than not to attempt at all.

Share some of the lessons you are 
learning from the Word with your 
children. As you talk with them, 
these lessons will help others as well 
as become more embedded in your 
own mind.

Most important, familiarize yourself 
with the sermon by meditating 
in private upon what you have 
heard in public. Meditation helps 
us digest truth and personalize it. 
One sermon properly meditated 
upon with the assistance of the 
Holy Spirit will do more good 
than weeks of unapplied sermons. 
Meditate upon each sermon as if 
it is the last you will hear, for that 
may well be the case. If additional 
private study on the text helps you 
meditate, by all means, take time 
to do it. Read commentaries on the 
text, such as those by John Calvin, 
Matthew Henry, Matthew Poole, and 
contemporary authors who soundly 
and ably expound the Scriptures.
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2 Put the sermon into action. 
A sermon is not over when the 

minister says “Amen.” Rather that is 
when the true sermon begins. In an 
old Scottish story, a wife asked her 
husband if the sermon was done. 
“No,” he replied. “It has been said, 
but it has yet to be done.” Always 
seek to live out the sermons you hear, 
even if that means denying yourself, 
bearing your cross, or suffering for 
righteousness’ sake. Listening to a 
sermon that does not reform your 
life will never save your soul.

James 1:22–25 tells us, “Be ye doers 
of the word, and not hearers only, 
deceiving your own selves. For if any 
be a hearer of the word, and not a 
doer, he is like unto a man beholding 
his natural face in a glass: for he 
beholdeth himself, and goeth his 
way, and straightway forgetteth what 
manner of man he was. But whoso 
looketh into the perfect law of liberty, 
and continueth therein, he being 
not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of 
the work, this man shall be blessed 
in his deed.” Too many people listen 
to a sermon, see themselves in the 
mirror of the Word, and leave church 
convicted, but on Monday morning, 
they abandon all the truths they 
have heard. Of what value is a mind 
filled with knowledge when it is not 
matched with a fruitful life?

True listening means applying the 
Word of God. If you do not practice 
the Word of God after you have 
heard it, you have not truly listened 

to God’s message. As seed that falls 
in good soil produces fruit, so the 
person who truly understands the 
Word produces fruit in his life.

Conclusion

Let me conclude with two pieces of 
advice. First, thank God for all that 
you receive from sermons. Give 
glory to God when you are able to 
put God’s instruction into practice. 
Second, lean upon the Holy Spirit. 
Beg God to accompany his Word 
with the effectual blessing of the Holy 
Spirit (Acts 10:44). The preached 
Word will be a transforming power 
in our lives under the Spirit’s 
blessing. If these directions are 
ignored, the preached Word will lead 
to our condemnation. As Thomas 
Watson wrote, “The word will be 
effectual one way or the other; if it 
does not make your hearts better, it 
will make your chains heavier.”14

Jesus warns us in Luke 8:18, “Take 
heed therefore how ye hear: for 
whosoever hath, to him shall be 
given; and whosoever hath not, from 
him shall be taken even that which 
he seemeth to have.” All of the means 
of grace will be taken away from 
inattentive hearers on Judgment Day. 
It will be too late for them to hear 
another sermon. The market of free 
grace will be closed forever, and the 
door of God’s ark will be eternally 
shut.

Are you and your family active 
hearers of God’s Word? Are you 
doers of that Word? Or do you 
listen to sermons half-heartedly? If 

so, repent of your sin and begin to 
actively listen to his Word. It is not 
enough for you and your family to 
attend church. You must be active 
hearers and doers of the Word. 
Thomas Watson warns lukewarm 
listeners: “Dreadful is their case who 
go loaded with sermons to hell.”15

1. Watson, Body of Divinity, 377.

2. Boston, Works, 2:28.

3. Clarkson, Works, 1:430–31.

4. See James T. Dennison Jr., The 
Market Day of the Soul: The Puritan 
Doctrine of the Sabbath in England, 
1532–1700 (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo 
Gloria, 2001).

5. Puritan Sermons, 4:187.

6. Watson, Body of Divinity, 377.

7. Ibid., 378.

8. Ibid.

9. Thomas Manton, The Life of Faith 
(Ross-shire, Scotland: Christian 
Focus, 1997), 223–24.

10. The Works of Thomas Halyburton 
(London: Thomas Tegg, 1835), xiv.

11. Watson, Body of Divinity, 378. 

12. Joseph Alleine, A Sure Guide to 
Heaven (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth 
Trust, 1999), 29.

13. Westminster Confession of Faith, 
386.

14. Watson, Body of Divinity, 380.

15. Ibid.

Dr. Joel R. Beeke
is president and professor of systematic 
theology and homiletics at Puritan 
Reformed Theologcial Seminary, a pastor 
of the Heritage Reformed Congregation in 
Grand Rapids, MI, and a prolific author and 
frequent conference speaker.

Except the Lord build the house, 
they labour in vain that build it. 

—Psalm 127:1
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A three-day conference sponsored by the  
Protestant Reformed Theological Seminary

Illustrating and Recommending the Grace of Election—Dordt’s Doctrine 
of Reprobation
PROF. RONALD CAMMENGA served four congregations in the PRCA before his appointment in 2005 
as the professor of Reformed Dogmatics and Old Testament Studies in the Protestant Reformed 
Theological Seminary.

Assurance: Sovereign Grace’s Speech to the Heart
PROF. BARRETT GRITTERS served two congregations in the PRCA before his appointment in 2003 
as the professor of Practical Theology and New Testament Studies in the Protestant Reformed 
Theological Seminary. 

Warring a Good Warfare with the Canons
REV. BRIAN HUIZINGA has been the pastor at Hope Protestant Reformed Church in Redlands, 
California since 2011. 

The Doctrine of the Covenant in the Canons
PROF. DOUGLAS KUIPER served as the pastor in three congregations. He was appointed by  
Synod 2017 as the professor of Church History and New Testament in the Protestant Reformed 
Theological Seminary. 

The Polity of Dordt: Om Goede Orde in de Gemeente Christi te Onderhouden 
(Maintaining Good Order in the Church of Christ)
REV. WILLIAM LANGERAK has been the pastor at Southeast Protestant Reformed Church in 
Wyoming, Michigan since 2003.

The Call of the Gospel
REV. MARK SHAND was ordained in 2001 as a minister in the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of 
Australia, and from 2009 to the present he has been the minister of the Launceston congregation. 

The Canons as the Original “Five Points”
REV. ANGUS STEWART is the pastor of the Covenant Protestant Reformed Church (CPRC) in N. Ireland 
and chairman of the British Reformed Fellowship. 

Held at Trinity PRC April 25–27, 2019  |  dordt400.org



The Association of Christian 
Churches of the Philippines 
meets annually for the Pastors’ 
Conference.  
Last year around 70 pastors met 
for this conference, and Reformed 
Fellowship Inc. donated 70 copies 
of Rev. Brian G. Najapfour’s The 
Gospel-Driven Tongue to these 
pastors.

Tony, a 
prison inmate, 
to Myron, 
Reformed 
Fellowship 
president, 
thanking him 
for Reformed 
Fellowship 
supplying his 
request for a 
hymnal.
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But for the
Grace of God 

An Exposition of the  
Canons of Dort

Cornelis P. Venema 
Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
Kindle (eBook) Length: 127 pages*

“In a time of renewed interest in Reformed 
theology, there are few books available that 
explore the precious wisdom of the Canons 
of Dort, the classic statement of the Reformed 
church’s famous seventeenth-century 
international synod that expounds what 
we now call the Five Points of Calvinism. 
Cornelis Venema’s book fills the gap. Written 
clearly and simply, But for the Grace of God 
explores each point of doctrine, demonstrates 
the foundation of this doctrine in the Holy 
Scriptures, and responds to objections. 
Especially refreshing are Venema’s treatments 
of evangelism and human responsibility under 
the sovereignty of God and for the glory of 
God. The discussion questions make this book 
ideal for small group studies.”

— Dr. Joel R. Beeke 
 President, Puritan Reformed Theological   
 Seminary  Grand Rapids, Michigan

To order this new Kindle edition  
please visit:  
www.reformedfellowship.net 
Look under books tab, for eBooks.
 * The estimated length is calculated using the number of page turns  

 on a Kindle, using settings to closely represent a physical book.

$6.00

Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
10857 W. Parmalee Rd. 
Middleville, MI 49333-8881 
(877) 532-8510

NOW IN KINDLE 
FORMAT!


