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Way back in high school we had an excellent English teacher. 
She demanded a lot from us: memorizing a new poem each 
week, reading piles of literature. Often she would leave the 
room while we were working, after giving a strict warning for 
silence. Of course, there were those who could not keep quiet, 
but one near the door was to listen for her high heels clicking 
back to the classroom. “Here she comes,” the watchman would 
say; and through the new quietness came the sound of her 
footsteps. She was on her way.

The footsteps are here! Yet, we 
do not know when Christ will 
come again; the signs continue 
to multiply. We shudder at the 
hanky-panky in government, 
the disastrous storms that come, 
and the effect of sin on society, 
including abortion and infanticide. 
Nevertheless, we allow ourselves 
to live as if we are of the world, not 
just in the world. “The lust of the 
flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the 
pride of life” mold our ways with 
our permission, but we are not 
molded by the way of Scripture. 
We choose to ignore the screaming 
signs given by the Lord so we can 
live a double life: we call ourselves 
Christians, believers by grace, but 
at the same time no longer care if 
we are also friends of the world. 

I n  a  F e w 

WORDS

Thus, we do not care if the church 
is, in reality, worldly religion. Are 
we like the wise virgins or the 
foolish virgins in Christ’s parable? 
Don’t ignore his footsteps. Christ is 
coming again. Are we ready?

Sad to say, there are other footsteps 
that we do not hear, for, as one 
Dutch preacher put it, “the devil 
wears bedroom slippers.” Yet, he 
“goes about seeking whom he may 
devour” (1 Pet 5:8). True, Satan is 
bound so he cannot deceive the 
nations (Rev. 20:3), but he goes 
after individuals—believers (he 
has everyone else!)—attempting to 
smash our testimony, our comfort, 
and even the authority of Scripture 
(“Has God said?”). He convinces us 
to live as friends of the world.

Whom and what do we really love? 
Whom do we really serve?

DO YOU HEAR HIS FOOTSTEPS? 

During the week before Good 
Friday, Jesus predicted to his 
disciples that he was coming again. 
In Matthew 24, he said that there 
would be “wars and rumors of 
wars,” an increase of wickedness 
in society, and trouble in the 
church. These words were for the 
church’s comfort! As Paul wrote a 
second time to Timothy, he gave 
insight into this wickedness—the 
trouble in society—by writing about 
people being “lovers of themselves, 
lovers of money, . . . disobedient to 
parents, . . . lovers of pleasure rather 
than lovers of God” (3:1–5). These 
words fit our age! Comfort, yes, but 
also instruction.

Of course, many tell us that we 
know more about this in this age of 
social media. Perhaps, but this does 
not give us a pass to careless living.
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Rev. William 
Boekestein

My wife and I were nearly in shock. We had just exited the train that had taken us from Milan to 
Venice, Italy. As we stepped out of the station we were nearly swept away by the churning stream of 
tourists. We hadn’t prepared for Venice. We didn’t know where our hotel was or how we would get there. 
We had no map and no plan. Within moments of our arrival, before we had taken more than a few dozen 
steps, we felt lost. Then, above the clamor of the crowd we heard a voice: “Travelers, come to me.” We 
traced the words to a man with whom I had very briefly chatted on the train. Amy and I looked at each 
other in wonder. We didn’t know if we should go to the man, but we didn’t know what else to do. We went 
to him. He generously offered us a ride through the canals on his boat taxi. Within fifteen minutes we 
were on land again, pointed in the direction of our hotel, and already loving Venice! We no longer felt like 
strangers. The Lord had cared for us by giving us human love in the midst of confusion and uncertainty.

This is a picture of hospitality. Really, it is a picture of God. 
The Lord “loves the stranger, giving him food and clothing” 
(Deut. 10:18).

Is it any wonder that God obliges his official ambassadors 
in the church to reflect his effusive love of strangers? 
It shouldn’t surprise us that God makes hospitality a 
requirement for elders. “A bishop must be . . . hospitable” 
(1 Tim. 3:2). An elder cannot possibly be salt and light in the 
world if he doesn’t love strangers, if he doesn’t share God’s 
love for the lonely, the misfits, and the disconnected. Elders 
must set the example for the rest of the church in forming 
a culture of hospitality (Phil. 3:17). While hospitality is 
not explicitly mentioned in the list of qualifications for 
deacons, it is the actual reason for the formation of the 
original diaconate. The apostles were overburdened by the 

worthy task of serving tables (Acts 6:2). So, deacons were 
appointed “over this business” (v. 3) of caring for widows 
and others whom the church needed to invite to God’s 
plentiful table. If the first deacons were the table waiters 
of the church, then an inhospitable deacon is oxymoronic. 
Our families and congregations will struggle to obey God’s 
hospitality command if God’s officers aren’t facilitating their 
growth in this vital discipline. Put more bluntly, “If the local 
church’s shepherds are inhospitable, the local church will be 
inhospitable.”1

So, why do we struggle to practice hospitality?

The Barriers to Hospitality

Most of us do not find ourselves naturally given to 
hospitality. And our struggle has not gone unnoticed. It is 

Elders and Deacons Are 
Hospitality Leaders
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hard to argue with this assessment: 
“Unfriendliness stands out as one of 
the most common criticisms people 
have of local churches. It doesn’t take 
people long to figure out that there 
is a ‘churchy’ love among Christians 
that ends at the back door of the 
sanctuary.”2

Recognizing our barriers to love 
sincerely the strangers God places 
in our path can prepare us for lasting 
change. Not everything that follows 
will be true of you. But it is hard to 
escape concluding that these realities 
genuinely jeopardize our calling to love 
strangers.

• We are afraid of unfamiliar people. 
Some of us are intimidated by those 
outside our trusted circle of comrades. 
The rapidly deteriorating mores of our 
culture tempt us to withdraw into our 
castles eventually rendering us less 
able to interact meaningfully with 
others. We prefer to speak at culture 
rather than care for the people of 
our culture.3 We fear that we have 
nothing in common with those coming 
from outside our affinity groups, 
forgetting the radically equalizing 

reality of image-bearing. We feel 
antagonized by different opinions and 
practices.

• We are comfortable, maybe too 
comfortable. Jordan Peterson has 
popularized the ancient theory that to 
flourish we need a healthy blend of 
order and “chaos.”4 We can atrophy 
from too much comfort. Growing 
people gain new social aptitude by 
constantly challenging themselves, 
pushing their own boundaries of 
comfort. If necessary they take baby 
steps and keep persevering.

• We are too busy. Butterfield makes 
the point that if our schedules 
are packed too tightly we rule out 
providential hospitality encounters.5 
We need to build sufficient margins 
into our schedules to have time to be 
surprised by the guests God sends our 
way.

• We fail to plan. Practicing hospitality 
requires “giving your selves to 
hospitality” (Rom. 12:13; Geneva 
Bible). “We are to think about it, 
plan for it, prepare for it, pray about 
it, and seek opportunities to do 
it.”6 “No planning” usually means 
“no hospitality.” Planning means 
asking, “How many people can we 
meaningfully host in the course of a 
month?” Pick a number, consult your 
calendar, and start sending invitations.

• We fail to budget. Hospitality comes 
with a cost that we will be unwilling 
or unable to bear if we don’t budget. 
Let’s not look at hospitality costs as 
wasted money but as an investment in 
eternity that has guaranteed returns.7 
Your church might consider providing 
a “hospitality scholarship” that 
helps offset some of the costs that 
repetitive hospitality will incur.
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• We are unmoved by the gospel. This 
reason for a lack of hospitality is 
surely the worst-case scenario. But 
is it not possible that some who hear 
the hospitality command have never 
come to treasure the hospitality of 
God? Is not an inhospitable Christian a 
contradiction in terms?

Butterfield sums up our shortcomings 
well: “Certainly there are unavoidable, 
legitimate barriers” to hospitality. 
“But so often the barriers are a false 
sense of entitlement based on gifts 
and interests, the danger of bad habits 
and hidden sin, counterfeit hospitality, 
and the idols of achievement and 
acquisition. Daily, we fight these sins 
that stand as barriers to hospitality.”8

A Pathway to Genuine Hospitality

So, how can God’s people, and their 
leaders, recover the hospitality ministry 
of the early church (see Acts 2:46–47)?

Invite guests to church. One of the 
best ways to show strangers that you 
love them is to tell them that they are 
wanted at your church.

Commit to engaging church guests. 
Don’t assume others will do it. In fact, 
assume they won’t. Discipline yourself 
to approach new people at church, 
meaningfully entering into their lives. 
Offer to sit next to visitors to help them 
participate in worship or to show them 
around the facilities.

Learn names. People regularly tell 
me I’m good at names. I’m not. But 
I do care, so I use tricks.9 I try to pay 
attention when I introduce myself so 
I won’t miss the person’s name when 
they share it. I might pause for a brief 
moment, pondering the name. Then I 
try to use it in the initial conversation 
(sparingly; it can be creepy if a new 
acquaintance repeatedly uses your 
name). After the conversation I try to 

jot down the name on a post-it note on 
the inside cover of my Bible. I also try 
not to be afraid to ask for a reminder 
if necessary. If you pray for the guests 
throughout the week their names will 
become more meaningful to you. You 
will also be able to tell them later, “I’ve 
been praying for you.”

Invite church guests to your home 
or out to coffee.10 Without extended 
fellowship with new people it is very 
difficult to move from friendly to 
friend. Extended fellowship provides 
a new shared experience, introduces 
more meaningful themes, and creates 
greater comfort even with someone 
you’ve only known a brief time. 
“Narthex friendships” are rarely deeply 
meaningful.

Help other members who struggle 
with hospitality. Those gifted with 
hospitality need to learn to bring 
others into conversations with new 
people. Not only does this help protect 
hospitable people from relational 
overload, but also it mentors those 
who are less confident. Do the same 
at home. Identify a few families or 
individuals who could possibly become 
friends and help them meet.

Integrate guests into your community 
quickly. We must not blur the line 
between membership and non-
membership. But we do want guests 
get to know members immediately. We 
should want non-members to feel like 
they have a place with us even before 
they fully embrace our beliefs.

Reject the false dilemma of family 
versus hospitality. It is possible for 
hospitality to compromise family 
fellowship. But it doesn’t have to. My 
wife and I frequently invite people over 
for some “adult time” after our kids are 

in bed. Otherwise, we try to include 
our children in our fellowship. They 
are learning to appreciate the beauty 
and challenges of hospitality at a much 
younger age than I did.

Be a good neighbor. Here’s a shockingly 
simple question: When Jesus said love 
your neighbor as yourself, “What if he 
meant that we should love our actual 
neighbors? You know, the people 
who live right next door.”11 Elders and 
deacons should know and love their 
neighbors, even those who reject 
our beliefs. We affirm the image of 
God in our neighbors by engagement 
and kindness. Engagement might 
well lead to worldview clashes. 
That’s why “practicing hospitality in 
our post-Christian world means that 
you develop thick skin”12 and that 
we welcome thoughtful discourse 
and even disagreement. To be good 
neighbors in this post-Christian age 
we will need to learn to distinguish 
between acceptance and approval. 
We can accept our neighbors without 
approving of their lifestyle.13 Amy 
and I have loved getting to know our 
neighbors through annual block parties 
and taking opportunities to stop and 
talk with neighbors we meet on regular 
walks.

Develop habits and strategies that 
help overcome your hurdles. Why do 
you shy away from hosting? Do you 
worry you won’t know what to say or 
that the evening will be awkward? 
Consider playing a game or using 
conversation starting cards. Do you 
feel overwhelmed at the thought of 
getting to know the many people under 
your care? Why not invite groups from 
several households over to your house 
at once? Are you concerned about how 
your guests will respond to your faith? 
If you have family worship after meals, 
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explain your custom to your guests and 
ask if they would mind participating. 
Your familiar devotional habit might 
just open a door for sharing your hope 
in Jesus.

Hospitality isn’t merely a command. 
It is also one of the ways that God 
invites his children to flourish as we 
share his provisions in anticipation 
of the marriage supper of the Lamb 
(Rev. 19:9). In the gospel, God says, 
“Travelers, come to me.” “In biblical 
hospitality, the gospel of Christ 
becomes visual, concrete, and practical 
to the stranger”14 and to the host.

This article is adapted from a chapter 
in Reformed Fellowship’s forthcoming 
book Faithful and Fruitful: Essays for 
Elders and Deacons, edited by William 
Boekestein and Steven Swets, a 
follow-up to Called to Serve: Essays for 
Elders and Deacons. Rev. William Boekestein

is the pastor of Immanuel Fellowship 
Reformed Church in Kalamazoo, MI
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Rev. Paul T. 
Murphy

A Spiritual Checkup for the URCNA: 
Why Are Our Children Leaving?

In my last article I asked the 
question “Where are our 
children going?” Then I noted 
the current phenomenon of 
losing our covenant youth 
to non-Reformed churches. 
This time I want to explore 
the question “Why?” What is 
the reason for this exodus in 
our congregations in both the 
United States and Canada?

A child of believers leaving 
the church is nothing new in 
the broader Christian church. 
Studies show that 75 percent 
of Christian youth leave the 
church after high school.1 
In our tradition, historically, 
this has not been the case. 
We have been the envy of the 
evangelical world in that we 
have managed to keep our 
youth and transmit the faith 
from one generation to the 
next. This can be attributed 
largely to the mutually 
reinforcing three-legged 
stool of family, church, and 
school (Christian education). 
In our circles currently it is 
not so much that our youth 
are leaving the faith (i.e., 
apostasizing), for which we 
should be profoundly grateful. 

Rather, what is seen now is that they are 
leaving for non-Reformed congregations. Last 
time I solicited your input in answering the 
question “Why?” but due to the short lag time 
between the last article and when this one is 
due I have not received any responses. So I will 
venture my own observations and thoughts 
based on conversations with young people’s 
leaders, pastors, and parents.

It would be easy to say that other, non-
Reformed churches are more appealing to 
youth with their contemporary worship styles, 
music, and so on, and certainly that may be 
the case for some. We might also say that it 
is a failure on the part of parents to properly 
nurture their children in the differences 
between Reformed and non-Reformed 
churches. I have heard both of these reasons 
proffered by those with whom I have discussed 
this. However, my sentiments and observations 
go elsewhere. I think that our young people see 
what I see and have been writing about in this 
series and are looking elsewhere for a more 

genuine expression of the 
faith. Let me explain.

In this series I have covered 
the following topics: spiritual 
declension, lack of love for the 
lost, orthodusty, problems in 
the eldership, prosperity, and 
fear of change. I think young 
people see all of this and 
reckon it is less than a vital, 
vibrant expression of the faith. 
As parents we know children 
are keen and quick to pick up 
on our “hypocrisy.”2 They see 
and say when our walk doesn’t 
match our talk, and they tell 
us! Do not underestimate the 
effect of this on our children. 
If they do not see and 
experience a genuineness, a 
vitality, an evangelical-ness in 
our faith walk, then they will 
seek it out elsewhere.3 In my 
opinion this is what we are 
observing writ large on the 
tapestry of Reformedville.4 Yet 
I believe there is an even more 
fundamental reason why 
youth are leaving. We have not 
considered them as members 
of the covenant community, 
the church, and they have 
been treated as such.

Let me cite an example to 
illustrate. In one youth group 
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setting the leader asked this question “How many 
of you here are baptized?” And since nearly all were 
raised in the church (baptized as infants) almost 
all raised their hands. Next the leader asked this 
question: “How many of you are members of the 
church?” In response to that none raised their 
hands! I am suggesting that we have inculcated 
and instilled in our youth that they are not a part 
of the covenant community. We have done this in 
various ways but done it nonetheless.

Most people young and old alike see profession 
of faith as the Reformed equivalent of walking 
the aisle in a Baptist church (i.e., their conversion 
or becoming a Christian). We thus do not expect 
covenant youth to participate in the life of the 
church until they make profession or even later, 
after they are married and have kids. Rather, we 
segregate them into separate groups. For this 
preachers can bear some responsibility. In our 
preaching and teaching do we challenge our 
young people to “improve their baptism,”5 or do we 
(and parents) succumb to the heresy of expecting 
covenant children to rebel, living like unbelievers 
and then later coming to their senses?6

Covenant youth leaving our churches, something 
new in our circles, may well be the canary in the 
coal mine.7 Will we see the danger that lies ahead 
and take corrective measures? Next time I will offer 
some ideas in hope that it is not too late for reform 
and revival in Reformedville.

1 Both Barna and USA Today have done such studies.

2 I am not accusing anyone of hypocrisy; hence the 
quotation marks. I am saying kids can see what is 
inconsistent in our lives.

3 This may well have to do with the deep strain of 
pietism, not piety, in our tradition—that is, that the 
faith is a personal matter between me and the Lord and 
thus lacks outward expression apart from worship and 
devotions. Many people in my generation, for example, 
never heard their parents talk about the faith or the lost, 
or heard them talk to the lost.

4 This is a problem not confined to the Dutch Reformed 
churches but is true in most Presbyterian and Reformed 
denominations.

5 Westminster Larger Catechism Q. 167: How is baptism 
to be improved by us? 
A: The needful but much neglected duty of improving 
our baptism, is to be performed by us all our life long, 
especially in the time of temptation, and when we are 
present at the administration of it to others; by serious 
and thankful consideration of the nature of it, and of 
the ends for which Christ instituted it, the privileges 
and benefits conferred and sealed thereby, and our 

solemn vow made therein; by being humbled for our sinful 
defilement, our falling short of, and walking contrary to, the 
grace of baptism, and our engagements; by growing up to 
assurance of pardon of sin, and of all other blessings sealed 
to us in that sacrament; by drawing strength from the death 
and resurrection of Christ, into whom we are baptized, 
for the mortifying of sin, and quickening of grace; and by 
endeavoring to live by faith, to have our conversation in 
holiness and righteousness, as those that have therein given 
up their names to Christ; and to walk in brotherly love, as 
being baptized by the same Spirit into one body.

6 In Amish circles it is called Rumspringa or “hopping 
around.” We do not and should not follow Little Bo Peep 
theology: leave them alone, they will come home, wagging 
their tails behind them!

7 Coal mines used canaries to detect the presence of 
dangerous gases potentially threatening the lives of the 
miners.

Rev. Paul T. Murphy

is the missionary pastor of Messiah’s Reformed Fellowship 

(URCNA) in Hell’s Kitchen, NYC. He has been an elder and 

pastor for more than thirty years.

Westminster Seminary California 
announces a 

NEW FACULTY OPENING IN 
NEW TESTAMENT. 

This is a full-time, tenure-track position that 
begins July 1, 2020. Your Curriculum Vitae 

should be submitted by August 2, 2019. 

f a c u lt y  o p e n i n g

  For further information, see our website 
or contact President Joel E. Kim at 

facultysearch@wscal.edu.
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Mr. Michael R. 
Kearney 

Faith and Fruit in a Post-
Christian World: Identity

On my commute to school, I pass a 
sign that reads: “We believe: Black 
lives matter. No human is illegal. Love 
is love. Women’s rights are human 
rights. Science is real. Water is life. 
Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere.”

For a culture that scorns institutional 
religion, this series of statements 
sounds surprisingly similar to what 
church folks would call a creed. It even 
begins the same way (“creed” is from 
the Latin credō, for “I believe”). In recent 
months, signs like this have proliferated 
on lawns, bumpers, and social media 
pages—all in an era that casts a 
suspicious eye on anything that smacks 
of organized faith.

The claims made in this secular creed 
have something to do with identity: one’s 
racial identity, sexual identity, or identity 
as a person deserving justice under 
the law. To put it simply, our culture is 
enthralled with questions of identity—
and it is committed to throwing off the 
repressive constraints of outmoded 
traditions and religions that attempted 
to prescribe our identities for us. In 
movies and the media, the messages 
bombard us daily: You be you. Love 
yourself. Take control of your fate. Write 
your own story. Only you can choose 
your destiny.

How is our quest for self-made identity 
progressing? What does it imply for 
the future? And how does the historic 
Christian faith speak into today’s crises 
of identity with comfort and assurance?

What is your only comfort in 
life and in death?

Researchers outside the Christian 

community have a lot to tell us on 
the topic of identity. In 1991, Kenneth 
J. Gergen wrote a book entitled The 
Saturated Self, which argues that 
our ability for unlimited worldwide 
communication is robbing us of “our 
assumption of true and knowable 
selves”; we are “caught in often 
contradictory or incoherent activities,” 
and if we are not cast into despair by 
“the violation of one’s sense of identity,” 
we will eventually reach a point at which 
“the self vanishes fully into a stage of 
relatedness.”1 As our senses of ethics 
and reality shift and change, we have 
less and less of an objective self to 
provide stability for our lives.

Is this a good thing or a bad thing? 
Gergen’s book, with others like it, 
looks ahead with optimism toward a 
time when our sense of selfhood will 
dissolve completely, leaving us to revel 
in a newfound sense of relatedness 
with other people. But this silver lining 
belongs to a towering and particularly 
ominous cloud which cannot be ignored.

Sherry Turkle, a sociologist and 
professor at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, has spent a 
career researching the ways that digital 
devices shape our perceptions of the 
self. Writing more than twenty years 
after Gergen, Turkle worries that the 
human reality of “being comfortable 
with our vulnerabilities” is quickly 
yielding to a social media culture that 
demands invulnerability instead: “Torn 
between our desire to express an 
authentic self and the pressure to show 
our best selves online, it is not surprising 
that frequent use of social media leads 
to feelings of depression and social 

anxiety.”2 The more we turn to social 
media to tell us who we are, the more 
unsure our identity becomes.

Anxiety and depression are 
comparatively mild side effects of our 
culture’s crisis of identity. An increasing 
number of public health officials are 
warning that there may be even darker 
consequences ahead.

That I am not my own . . .

Suicide is the now second leading cause 
of death for 10-to-24-year-olds in the 
United States—a figure that has risen 
dramatically in the past decade.3 Young 
people’s explorations of new ways of 
relating to others come with hidden 
costs. One recent article describes teens 
forming Internet “suicide pacts” whose 
members covenant together to kill 
themselves.4 Another paper, published 
last year, observes that suicidal 
tendencies can spread like a virus on 
social media, producing “contagion” 
that provokes similar behavior in other 
users.5 Meanwhile, a recent study 
published in the journal of the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, also in 2018, 
found transgender adolescents at a 
unilaterally higher risk for attempting 
suicide than heterosexual adolescents, 
reporting that more than half of teenage 
girls who had transitioned to boys 
admitted to trying to kill themselves at 
least once.6 Grimly, these researchers 
add that the actual figures in such 
studies may be higher, since only the 
adolescents who had survived past 
suicide attempts could respond.7

Although communication media and 
sexuality are frequent subjects of 
conservative politicizing and Christian 
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moralizing, the point is not whether 
particular lifestyles or media platforms 
are to blame for rising suicide rates 
among youth. Rather, the critical 
question involved in habits of sociality 
and sexuality is how we relate to other 
people. And that question points to a 
paradox in the contemporary ideal of 
self-definition. As much as we may 
hope to define ourselves, we desire even 
more to belong—to know that we have 
a place in the world and that there are 
other people who love us. We want to 
know not only who we are but whose we 
are, as the wild success of genealogy 
sites like Ancestry.com and DNA-testing 
kits like 23andMe attests. Even when 
today’s no-strings-attached hookup 
culture meets the marvels of science 
and technology, the mind-bending news 

stories that result continue to proclaim 
the basic human desire to belong. One 
New York Times writer who participated 
in a fertilization program shares how 
he discovered his biological children 
and their mother on the Internet years 
later, marveled at the “uncanny aura of 
me-ness” that his offspring possessed, 
and has since moved in with them in 
what could be described as a “traditional 
family arrangement.”8 His ironic arrival 
at something approximating a long-term 
monogamous relationship suggests 
that our longing for membership in 
a community of love may be even 
stronger than our desire to self-define.

. . . but belong . . .

A long line of thoughtful authors in the 
Christian tradition has explored the link 

between identity and relationships. The 
French Reformed sociologist Jacques 
Ellul connects the issue of identity to the 
desire to “make a name for ourselves” 
that drove the builders of Babel in 
Genesis 11.9 The problem is that we 
cannot name ourselves, any more than 
we can invent our own language—at 
least if we hope to be understood by 
others. If we are to have a name, we 
must be named by someone before can 
accept or reject it.

When we attempt to name ourselves—
to craft our own identity—we find 
ourselves cut off from the possibility 
of relationships with others. When 
individuals in an entire culture attempt 
to name themselves, they encounter 
instead the breakdown of human 
communication and the path to fatal 
despair. The novelist Walker Percy 
describes the “face of the self” in 
contemporary culture as “the face of 
fear and sadness, because it does not 
know who it is or where it belongs.”10 
Ellul portrays the situation as a “‘will-to-
suicide’ . . . which is slowly preparing, 
and will involve the whole world, body 
and soul.”11 In a world dominated by 
self-expression rather than authentic 
relationships, cultural suicide is a not-
too-distant possibility.

Our culture’s quest for identity is 
destined for disaster, as long as the 
chance that we have already been 
given a name by a compassionate and 
covenantal God is off the table. And in 
that regard, the current identity crisis 
is hardly new. It merely reinforces the 
prayer uttered by Augustine of Hippo 
so many centuries ago: “You created 
us toward yourself, and our hearts are 
restless until they rest in you.”12

. . . body and soul, in life  
and in death . . .

Readers inside the church might object 
to my use of the words “we” and “our” 
to describe these cultural attitudes. 
But, directly or indirectly, the quest 

. . . but belong . . .

. . . to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ.

. . . body and soul, in life and in death . . .

That I am not my own . . .

   What is your only comfort in life and in death?
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for identity haunts us all. The lie of 
self-definition captures neighbors and 
friends, co-opts family members, and 
tugs at covenant children. Even as 
professing believers, we may at times 
value the self-made identity of our 
accomplishments more highly than the 
God-given identity of faith.

And for these reasons, Reformed 
Christians cannot afford to indulge in 
self-righteous head-wagging about 
the identity confusion of a depraved 
world. Lives are on the line. This is no 
time for mockery or condescension 
or indifference toward the lie of self-
definition. News like this calls for 
weeping and fasting and ardent prayer 
to God on behalf of a generation 
plunging toward suicide because it no 
longer knows its right hand from its 
left. It is time to re-examine our hearts 
and count the cost of our identities as 
Christ-followers in an age that spurns 
his Word—“This man also was with 
him” (Luke 22:56). And it is time to 
re-examine the beauty of the Christian 
doctrine of identity, as revealed in the 
Scriptures and summarized in the 
confessions, so that we might invite 
wanderers in the desert of identity to 
drink from the river of life.

Why are the Reformed confessions so 
vital in a post-Christian age? Because 
creeds frame identity: what we believe 
shapes who we are. If we claim to have 
no creed, it is merely because we have 
failed to recognize our implicit creed of 
self-definition. But whereas this secular 
creed undertakes ever more desperate 
and ever more futile attempts to 
construct an autonomous individual self, 
the Christian creeds and confessions 
define us as derivative and dependent 
creatures, called into being and called 
to account before the face of a holy 
God. This is not an identity we built for 
ourselves; it is an identity given to us 
through our Lord’s sovereign mercy, 
made known to us by the revelation of 
his Word. Confessing our faith together 

is a reminder to us and an affirmation 
to the world of our new identity as his 
children. In speaking these words we 
remind ourselves of them, and we invite 
others to discover them—over and over 
again.

. . . to my faithful Savior,  
Jesus Christ.

In this generation, when the notion 
of orthodox Christianity seems 
more foreign than ever, the opening 
question and answer of the Heidelberg 
Catechism speaks directly to our world, 
ministering comfort to the depths of its 
identity crisis with the gospel truth of 
Scripture. With it we bear witness, not 
self-righteously but with humble faith: 
My only comfort in life and in death 
is that I am not my own. Someone 
else created me. He gives me a life, a 
purpose, and an identity. I belong to 
him—not as a slave, but as a son. By 
his grace, I can call God my Father 
and Christ my elder Brother. This is no 
oppressive patriarchy; this is glorious 
freedom. Such faith gives me comfort 
for my journey through this “vale of 
tears” (Q&A 26) and assurance of my 
eternal home.

The Almighty God is the Father no 
earthly father could be. He coordinates 
the course of the cosmos to accomplish 
my full and complete salvation. He 
empowers me to conquer the doubts of 
my flesh, the scorn of the world, and the 
schemes of the devil. And he says, “To 
the one who conquers I will give some 
of the hidden manna, and I will give him 
a white stone, with a new name written 
on the stone that no one knows except 
the one who receives it” (Rev. 2:17). 
That name is my gospel identity, bound 
up with the glorious victory of his Son, 
Jesus Christ, and promised to all who 

put their trust in him.

And I can say, “Amen!” because my 
identity as a child of God rests in the 
fact that he hears me even more than 
I can desire to be heard (Q&A 129). He 
knows me even more than I can desire 
to be known. He loves me even more 
than I can desire to be loved. His love is 
true love, and his water is true life.
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Three Ways Adult Children Can 
Honor Their Mothers

Rev. Brian G. 
Najapfour

Every second Sunday of May, 
Americans, Filipinos, and countless 
others around the globe celebrate 
Mother’s Day. This celebration 
centers on honoring mothers. 
Although this tradition originated 
in ancient pagan festivals, the 
motive embedded in this tradition 
is biblical. In fact, God in his fifth 
commandment demands that 
we honor our mothers: 
“Honor your father and 
your mother” (Exod. 
20:12).

Unfortunately, many 
children remember to 
honor their mothers 
only on Mother’s 
Day. They forget 
that honoring 
their mothers is 
their daily duty 
to God. Of course, 
our mothers are not 
perfect; they commit 
mistakes. Yet, we must 
still respect them in the 
Lord. If we ever disagree 
with them, let us do so 
using respectful language and 
gestures. Remember that when we 
disrespect our parents we sin not 
only against them but also against 
God, for God has commanded us to 
honor them.

Do you honor your mother? 
Here are three ways you can 
honor her.

First, prize them. To honor our 
parents means to place a high value 
upon them. Our mothers, despite 
all their shortcomings, are precious 

gifts from God, and thus we must 
treasure and love them. Remember, 
our mothers will not always be 
around with us. Most likely they 
will die before we do; while they 
are still alive, let’s tell them how 

much we appreciate them. Let’s 
show them our love in word and 
in deed. Sadly, it is when they are 
gone that we begin to realize how 
precious they were to us. Don’t wait 
until their funeral to say words of 
appreciation.

When was the last time you 
thanked and appreciated your 
mom? Again, she may have many 
flaws, but she is still your mom.

Second, provide for them. In 
Matthew 15:4, Jesus understands 
the fifth commandment as 
referring to both submission to 
and provision for our parents. 
As God enables us, we should 
help our mothers (especially our 
widowed mothers) in their physical, 

material, or financial needs. If 
you grew up with a caring and 

responsible mom, think of 
what she had done for 

you from the time you 
were born until you 

became an adult. 
For several months 
she carried you 
in her womb; she 
fed you, changed 
your diaper, rocked 
you to sleep in 
the middle of the 
night, took care of 
you when you were 

sick, and the list goes 
on and on. The least 

thing that we can do in 
return for our mothers’ 

loving care for us is help 
them in their time of need. 

The truth is we cannot pay 
them back for all the many good 
things that they have done and 
continue to do for us, even in our 
adulthood.

Are you concerned with 
your mother’s welfare?

Third, pray for them, especially 
for their spiritual life. And pray 
for them regularly. Do not 
underestimate the power of prayer. 
If your mother is not yet saved, 
ask God to grant her faith in his 
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My Father-in-Law’s  
Advice to Me

I’m blessed to have a godly and wise father-in-
law, Rev. Bartel Elshout, who is known for his 
translation of Wilhelmus à Brakel’s The Christian’s 
Reasonable Service. I so much value his wisdom 
in that whenever I need to make an important 
decision I always seek his counsel. Recently, I asked 
him if there’s any advice that he could give to me 
as a father of now four children. He said (and I’m 
sharing his advice with his permission)

Make sure you spend enough time with your 
children! Life is a one-way street, and you get 
to spend each day with your children only 
once. Time not spent with your children can 
never be relived. When I was a young father, 
I was a very busy man. I was the principal of 
a Christian school and also served as elder in 
the church. In hindsight, I should not have had 
this double commitment. Even though I did my 
utmost to spend time with my oldest son David 
(now forty-three), he still vividly remembers 
that often I was too busy for him. Once he 
called me in the not too distant past, and at 
that particular moment I could not talk to him. 
He responded, “Dad, are you too busy for me 
again?” What a painful moment this was for 
me! My son still remembered that thirty-plus 
years ago I was too busy for him. Therefore, 
young fathers, do not make the mistake I made 
by overcommitting yourself. Each day in the 
lives of your children is a day that cannot be 
relived!

Indeed, one of the most common things that 
fathers regret before they die is this: “I worked too 
much and did not spend enough time with my 
family.” God wants us to work diligently to provide 
for our family. But when we work at the expense of 
our relationship with our family, our work becomes 
harmful rather than helpful. In his 2011 Father’s Day 

Son, for the Bible says, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, 
and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31). If you have 
a godly mother, thank God for that tremendous 
blessing. As Abraham Lincoln once declared, “No 
man is poor who has a godly mother.” Indeed, the 
“mother is the central sun of the child’s early life, 
and without her it is a poor home.” I thank and 
praise God for giving me such a loving and God-
fearing mother. Part of what I am today, I owe to 
my dear mother.

Conclusion

If we are honest with ourselves, we all have failed 
to honor our mothers as we should. There’s 
only one person who honored his mother as 
he should. His name is Jesus. Born under the 
law (Gal. 4:4), Jesus honored Mary (his earthly 
mother) and Joseph (his foster father). Jesus 
indeed kept the fifth commandment perfectly, 
so that through his perfect obedience to the 
law, we who are sinners may be justified 
through faith in him.

And here’s our comfort: Yes, we are all guilty of 
not honoring our mothers as we should. But 
we can always come to God for forgiveness. 
We can borrow the words of the prodigal son 
in Luke 15:21 and apply it to our mothers:: 
“‘Mother, I have sinned against heaven and 
before you. I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son.’” Our heavenly Father delights to 
forgive repentant sinners (1 John 1:9). We trust, 
too, that our mothers will pardon us, “forgiving 
one another, as God in Christ forgave you” (Eph. 
4:32).

The command to honor our mothers should 
humble us before God, because it makes us 
realize that apart from God’s help we cannot 
honor them according to God’s standard.

Rev. Brian G. 
Najapfour

As one whom his mother 
comforts, so I will comfort you 

—Isaiah 66:14
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message, former President Barack 
Obama expressed his regret for not 
spending enough time with his 
children when they were younger. 
Listen to what he said:

When Malia and Sasha were 
younger, work kept me away 
from home more than it should 
have. At times, the burden of 
raising our two daughters has 
fallen too heavily on Michelle. 
During the campaign, not a 
day went by that I didn’t wish 
I could spend more time 
with the family I love 
more than anything 
else in the world.

But through my 
own experiences, 
and my 
continued 
efforts to be a 
better father, 
I have learned 
something over 
the years about 
what children 
need most from 
their parents. 
They need our time, 
measured not only in 
the number of hours we 
spend with them each day, 
but what we do with those 
hours.

The late American evangelist Billy 
Graham expressed a similar regret. 
When interviewed by Christianity 
Today about anything he could 
have done differently, Billy Graham 
said:

I’d spend more time at 
home with my family, and 
I’d study more and preach 
less. I wouldn’t have taken so 
many speaking engagements, 
including some of the things 
I did over the years that I 
probably didn’t really need to 
do—weddings and funerals and 
building dedications, things 
like that. Whenever I counsel 

someone who feels called to 
be an evangelist, I always urge 
them to guard their time and 
not feel like they have to do 
everything.

Fathers, before it is too late, let’s 
spend quality time with our 
children. Some fathers think 
that their duty is only to provide 

for their 
children’s material and physical 
needs. That’s only part of our duty 
as fathers. We are also called to 
provide for our children’s spiritual 
and emotional needs. Interestingly, 
when our children develop sinful 
habits or patterns of life, we quickly 
ask, “Why is my son or daughter 
behaving this way? What’s wrong 
with my child?” But perhaps we 
could also ask ourselves: “Am 
I taking time to also provide 
spiritually and emotionally for my 
children? Do I spend time with 

them? Do I play with them? Do 
I read God’s Word and pray with 
them? Do I discipline them when 
necessary? Do I encourage them? 
Do I assure them of my love?”

Fathers, our children need our 
presence, not just our pockets. I 
remember this touching story: “A 
little boy who had been begging his 
father for favors all day came once 
into his daddy’s office. ‘What do you 
want this time?’ asked the weary 

parent. ‘I don’t want anything,’ 
was the astonishing reply. ‘I 

just want to be with you.’”

Fathers, if we are honest 
with ourselves, we all 

fail to spend time with 
our children as we 
should. That’s why 
we need to pray 
earnestly to God for 
his grace to be able 
to balance properly 
our work and family 
responsibilities. We 
also need to pray 

daily that we may be 
able to model God’s 

fatherly character to 
our children, always 

pointing them to him, who, 
for Christ’s sake, will never 

leave us or forsake us (Heb. 13:5). 
And when we do fail in our calling 
as fathers, let us not despair. There 
is always forgiveness in the Lord 
Jesus Christ (1 John 1:9).
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De Jong

Bible Studies on Esther: Chapter 6 
The Turning of the Tide

The Persian palace at Susa is quiet. 
Queen Esther had graciously hosted 
a feast for the two most important 
men in the empire. Attendance was 
tightly controlled. No great issues 
had been explored, but wine was in 
abundance. Tomorrow is another day. 
Tomorrow is another feast. Again, the 
attendees are limited to the king and 
his prime minister. Another delightful 
time is anticipated. One special 
attendee is brimming with pride. He 
is the only one invited!

There is one small problem: the king 
is suffering from insomnia. He cannot 
get to sleep. The text does not tell us 
why but highlights that fact. It does 
suggest, though, that this is unusual, 
for it specifies “on that night the king 
could not sleep.” His predicament 
reminds us of the plight experienced 
by King Darius I, who foolishly 
had consigned his friend Daniel to 
the den of lions. Darius could not 
sleep either, but it was because of 
remorse and sorrow. To address his 
dilemma he “spent the night fasting; 
no diversions were brought to him, 
and sleep fled from him” (Dan. 6:18). 
In sharp contrast, Ahasuerus called 
for diversion and asked someone 
to read from the book of records. 
Not long after the reading started, 
the king learned about an earlier 
attempt on his life by two trusted 
doorkeepers. When discovered 
and documented, the traitors were 
promptly hanged on the gallows 
(2:23). To the king’s disappointment 
and surprise, nothing had been done 

to reward the informant, a man by the 
name of Mordecai. The king knew 
that he had to do something. Good 
deeds must be rewarded.

To fully appreciate this chapter, we 
need to recognize that the author is 
employing satiric irony. Irony, says 
Webster’s dictionary, is “the use of 
words to express something other 
than and especially the opposite 
of the literal meaning.” On the face 
of it, we might be inclined to read 
these words as mere happenstance 
or coincidence. It just so happened 
that the king could not sleep. It just 
so happened that Haman was the 
only person in the courtyard when 
the king asked his question. It just 
so happened that both Haman 
and the king were focused on the 
same individual. As earlier stated, 
these seeming coincidences are, in 
actuality, demonstrations of divine 
providence. The author, God himself, 
controls and directs all these events 
to accomplish his own ends. The 
Ruler of nations causes insomnia, just 
as he plants dreams. He is the one 
whose Holy Spirit instills in Mordecai 
the desire to protect his monarch, 
all the while persuading him to not 
engage in false worship of the prime 
minister. The divine choreographer 
allows evil persons to spew out their 
hatred. He also controls the behavior 
of his saints.

We, as believers, immediately 
recognize the irony implicit in this 
scene. The wicked Haman arrives 
at the palace early in the morning, 

well before the second banquet, with 
one purpose. He is there to get royal 
permission to have this despicable 
Jew hung on his specially prepared 
gallows. He comes at the instigation 
of his wife, Zeresh. The king, 
meanwhile, is looking for someone to 
honor this very same Jew, one who 
is doubly scheduled for execution. 
The Judge of all the earth is probably 
sitting on his heavenly throne and 
laughing in derision. We, as readers, 
are also inclined to laugh. This turn 
of events is a literary delicacy. We 
know that God is going to protect his 
people. He has promised that since 
the days of Abraham, guaranteeing 
that “in him all the nations of the 
earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). 
Much later, the prophet Jeremiah 
could utter God’s promise: “I will 
gather the remnant of my flock out of 
all the countries where I have driven 
them, and I will bring them back to 
their fold” (Jer. 23:3). The great plan 
of salvation rides on the outcome 
of this meeting. If Haman is allowed 
to live and Mordecai allowed to die, 
the entire Jewish populace will be in 
peril.

Haman’s narcissism is the very thing 
that brings about his downfall. When 
the king asks his most loyal advisor 
how this person is to be honored, 
this wicked man assumes that he is 
to get the reward. He is the one to 
be honored. When Haman requests 
a robe that the king wore and the 
horse on which the king rode, he 
creates the impression that he wants 

Scripture: Esther 6–7:5
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to be the king. Thinking thus, he 
suggests a noble procession leading 
through the streets of the city. He 
is flabbergasted when he finds 
that he is to lead this procession 
honoring his mortal enemy. The king 
commands it. The king magnifies 
the disdain when he tells Haman 
to “hurry . . . and do so to Mordecai 
the Jew . . . and leave nothing out 
that you have mentioned” (6:10). 
Haman obeys without protest. The 
alternative is probable death, for the 
monarch demands obedience and 
wields the sword.

This scene gives us another glimpse 
into the nature of the Persian 
monarchy. The king is governed 
by the law of the Medes and the 
Persians, which cannot be changed, 
but at the same time, the king 
has the power and the authority 
to execute anyone who does not 
please him. He does not need a trial 
by jury. He does not need a judge. 
He simply, unequivocally, orders 
the death penalty. Haman cannot 
challenge his ruling. That kind of 
power is ascribed to God alone. He 
is the Judge of all the earth. He is 
the Ruler of nations.

Mordecai does not gloat. He does 
not plan a celebratory feast. He 
goes back to his post at the city 
gate. Haman, meanwhile, runs home 
to Zeresh to spill out his troubles. 
He tells “his friends everything 
that had happened to him.” We 
expect him to focus on his troubles 
and the embarrassment that he 
has experienced. What surprises 
us is the response from his wise 
men and his wife. They respond 
not in anger but in fear. Their fear 
revolves around the possibility that 
Mordecai is of Jewish descent. They 
phrase it thus: “If Mordecai . . . is 
of the Jewish people, you will not 
overcome him but will surely fall 
before him” (6:13). Their question 
is hypothetical. It is prefaced with 
“if.” Do these wise men not know 
that Mordecai is a Jew? Did they 
not know that King Ahasuerus had 
dubbed him as “the Jew” (6:10)? 

Did they suddenly make a connection 
between Mordecai, Queen Esther, the 
Jewish people, and Jehovah God?

The “wise men” of Persia must have 
had at least some dim recollections of 
the stupendous miracles that God had 
performed for his people. They should 
have known about Daniel being spared 
in the lions’ den. They should have 

known that all of Daniel’s accusers 
were ripped to shreds before they 
hit the floor of the den. They should 
have knowledge of King Darius’s 
command that all residents in their 
own empire “are to tremble and 
fear before the God of Daniel, 
for he is the living God” (Dan. 
6:24–26). They should have had 
some historical inkling of the ten 
plagues that God had sent against 
Egypt, and how he had drowned all 
of Pharaoh’s army in the Red Sea. 
Had they “suppressed the truth in 
unrighteousness,” thereby leaving 
them without excuse (Rom. 1:18–20)? 
Their pondering is interrupted. 
Eunuchs are standing at the gate, 
waiting to escort Haman to this 
second banquet that Esther had 
prepared.

The king shows deferential respect 
to Esther, addressing her as queen. 
Did he know that she was a close 
relative of Mordecai, the Jew he had 
just honored? Had that connection 
been established, or was that a 
closely guarded palace secret? In 
diplomatic double-speak, he asks 
her to make both a “wish” and a 
“request,” as though these were two 
different petitions. Esther politely 
responds with similar terminology: 
“let my life be granted for my wish, 
and my people for my request” (7:3). 
She, seemingly, is counting on the 
king’s special favor, remembering 
that he had graciously granted her 
audience. She knew that he was 
inspired by her physical beauty. 
She knew that he was enamored 
with royal splendor. She asks what 
should be a most basic right, that 
she be allowed to live. She then 
adopts the king’s language and 
follows that with a request, that her 
people, the Jews, be allowed to 
live also. She couches that request 
in diplomatic language, asserting 
that “I and my people [are] to be 
destroyed, to be killed, and to be 
annihilated” (7:4). She borrows the 
exact language of the royal edict, 
signed recently by the king (3:13). 
We, the readers, see this as a tacit 
admission that she is a Jew. She 

 Esthers
answer is simple and pointed:

“A FOE AND AN ENEMY! 
THIS WICKED HAMAN!”

He who sits
in the heavens laughs;

The lord
holds them in derision.

Then he will
speak to them in his 

wrath, 
And terrify them in his 

fury, saying,

As for me 
                           I HAVE SET  
         MY KING 
                 ON

Zion 
                   MY HOLY HILL.

 Psalm 2:4–6
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is confessing what Mordecai had 
commanded her not to divulge. At 
that moment, Esther begins to sound 
like Ruth the Moabitess: “Your people 
shall be my people, and your God my 
God. Where you die, I will die” (Ruth 
1:16–17).

At this point the king asks a question 
that he should not have needed 
to ask: “Who is he, and where is 
he, who has dared to do this?” Did 
Ahasuerus not remember? Did he 
honestly not recall who had bribed 
him with ten thousand talents of 
silver (3:9) and drafted the edict? Did 
he not see in Haman the very evil 
antagonist of the Jews? Was the king 
so blind? So stupid as not to reflect 
on this edict which he had signed 
and approved? Esther’s answer is 
simple and pointed: “A foe and an 
enemy! This wicked Haman!”

He who sits in the heavens laughs;

The Lord holds them in derision.

Then he will speak to them in his 
wrath,

And terrify them in his fury, saying,

As for me, I have set my King on Zion,

My holy hill. (Ps. 2:4–6)

Discussion Starters

1. What did King Ahasuerus request on the night that he could not sleep? Was 
that providential or coincidental? How do you know the answer to that question?

2. How soon did you catch the irony in this chapter? Did it make you laugh? Is 
laughter appropriate?

3. Does the silence of God imply his absence? How do you know that God is 
present when he is not speaking?

4. King Darius I and King Ahasuerus are both Persian monarchs. How many 
years had elapsed between their reigns? Would the people of Esther’s time have 
known about Daniel and the lions’ den?

5. Was there widespread hostility toward the Jews during Esther’s time? What 
evidence can you muster?

6. Was King Ahasuerus feigning ignorance about Esther’s Jewish background? 
Or was his ignorance genuine?

7. What was the source of Zeresh’s fear of the Jews? Did the Persian people 
have significant knowledge about Jewish history? Did she share in her 
husband’s anti-Semitism?

8. Do the enemies of the gospel know the truth? How do they come to know it? 
Do they deliberately suppress the truth in unrighteousness? Will God hold them 
accountable?

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.

Grace United Reformed Church currently has an opportunity 
for a full time pastor. Our pastor, Rev. Michael Schout, has taken 
up a new call to serve the Lord in the work of planting a church. 

Contact the Grace URC pastoral search committee for more 
information. All inquires are confidential. 

Please contact : 
Search committee Chairman 
Grace United Reformed Church  
9255 84th Street, Alto, MI. 49302

Email: GraceURCsearch.com@gmail.com

SEEKING A PASTOR
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Dr. Norman 
De Jong

Bible Studies on Esther: Chapter 7 
Radical Transformations

Scripture: Esther 7:7–8:17

Background Reading: I Samuel 15:1–9, 32–33

At the conclusion of our last lesson 
we saw Haman terrified before 
the king and queen. He has just 
been identified by Esther as the 
villain, the enemy, and the foe. 
As we reflect on this scene, two 
factors become obvious: there 
has again been much drinking of 
wine; and the king is enraged. He 
has a violent temper. The book of 
Esther revolves around a series of 
feasts. The menu is ignored, but 
the drinking of wine is emphasized. 
The text tells us that “the king arose 
in his wrath from the wine-drinking 
and went into the palace garden” 
(7:7). In each incident, the reaction 
of the king is one of rage or wrath. 
He is inclined to rash behavior.

When Esther labels Haman as 
the foe, the king removes to the 
palace gardens, not to look for 
evidence, not to consider his 
options, but to vent his anger. Upon 
returning to the banquet hall, he 
has added reason to be enraged: 
Haman appears to be attacking 
the queen. At the suggestion of 
one aide, he orders his own prime 
minister to be hung on the gallows 
that he, Haman, had constructed 
for Mordecai. This man had been 
his prime minister. This man had 
promised ten thousand talents of 
silver for his treasury (3:9). This is 
the official who had persuaded 
him to issue an edict allowing the 
annihilation of all the Jews in his 
empire. There is no trial. There is  
no search for evidence. Whatever 

the queen says is accepted as 
gospel truth. The death penalty 
is not enough. Confiscate all of 
Haman’s properties and transfer 
them to the queen. Furthermore, 
take away all of Haman’s authority 
and transfer it to Mordecai. Give him 
my signet ring. Give him the power 
to write legislation and to issue it 
across the empire, even without the 
king’s endorsement or approval. 
Give him the authority to do 
whatever the king might choose to 
do. With the signet ring, create laws 
that cannot be changed or revoked.

In a society supposedly governed 
by the laws of the Medes and 
Persians, which cannot be altered, 
there are no defined legislative 
processes. The king has unlimited 
authority. The king can do whatever 
he wishes, with no restrictions, 
other than an inability to modify 
laws that are on the books. He 
can order executions. He can 
transfer property. He can make 
appointments. He can do all 
these things, even though he is 
progressively characterized by 
excessive drinking and fits of anger. 
He is fussy about his women, but 
he is also fickle regarding human 
rights. He has serious character 
flaws. The king is not a man to 
be emulated. He and Haman are 
thicker than molasses in January. 
They deserve each other. But the 
king cannot change laws once they 
are written.

Queen  
Esther 

becomes the savior  
of the 

jews 
by identifying herself  

as a Jew.

SHE PLEADS
for her people

and leans upon her 
personal relationship 

with the

 King 

as the basis for her 

REQUEST
“If I have found favor” 
becomes the ground for her

               plea
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In sharp contrast to King Ahasuerus 
and Haman are the characters 
of Esther and Mordecai. Esther 
presents herself as a humble, 
obedient servant, willing to suffer 
slavery without complaint. She 
suddenly becomes the owner of a 
vast estate, but she does not gloat. 
She does not express an interest 
in it per se but promptly appoints 
her cousin Mordecai to manage it 
for her. In humility and fear, Esther 
pleads for the lives of her fellow 
Jews. She confesses to the king her 
relationship to Mordecai (8:1) and lets 
him know that she, too, is a Jew. This 
is apparently news to the king and 
to Haman, even though both have 
labeled Mordecai as “the Jew” (3:4; 
6:10; 8:7). Queen Esther becomes 
the savior of the Jews by identifying 
herself as a Jew. She pleads for her 
people and leans upon her personal 
relationship with the king as the basis 
for her request. “If I have found favor” 
becomes the ground for her plea.

Esther desires one thing, which 
cannot legally be granted. She asks 
that “an order be written to revoke 
the letters devised by Haman the 
Agagite, the son of Hammedathe, 
which he wrote to destroy the 
Jews” (8:5). What had been imperial 
policy suddenly becomes reduced 
to personal relationships. What 
could not be changed under any 
circumstances suddenly becomes 
as fluid as water. Esther treats the 
edicts not as laws of the Medes and 
Persians, which cannot be changed. 
She treats them instead as personal 
letters from Haman which can be 
revoked. Her request is for “an order 
be written to revoke the letters 
devised by Haman the Agagite” 
(8:5). The king, who had recently 
signed an edict allowing for the total 
annihilation of a whole population 
group, now suddenly grants his wife 
permission to “write as you please 
with regard to the Jews, in the name 
of the king, and seal it with the king’s 

ring” (8:8). He bestows that same 
authority on Mordecai, suddenly 
treating him as though he were now 
the prime minister.

In connection with this sudden turn 
of events, the name of Haman the 
Agagite, the son of Hammedatha, 
is again introduced. This is no 
incidental naming of a person but a 
link to Israel’s history. This full name 
is mentioned not once but six times 
in this short book.1 The intent is to 
remind the reader of God’s anger 
against the ancient descendants of 
Agag, the king of the Amalekites. 
Amalek, the original leader, led his 
people against the Israelites as 
they were journeying from Egypt 
to Canaan. In a despicable show of 
force, the Amalekites attacked the 
rear of the migration, attempting 
to kill off the women and children 
who were lagging behind (Deut. 
25:17–19). Joshua was given the 
power to defeat them. Much later, 
after Saul had become king, the 
prophet Samuel commanded Saul to 
lead his army against the Amalekites 
and to destroy them, leaving no 
one alive (1 Sam. 15:1–9). God, the 
jealous ruler of heaven and earth,2 is 
wreaking vengeance on his enemies. 
King Saul foolishly spared the life of 
Agag, their king. In his anger God 
removed Saul from his position as 
king. Samuel, the prophet, became 
God’s executioner and hacked Agag 
to death (1 Sam. 15:33). Throughout 
Israel’s history there were series 
of people groups who became 
enemies of Israel. The Moabites, the 
Canaanites, the Philistines, and the 
Assyrians come quickly to mind. The 
enemies of Israel are the enemies 
of God. They flagrantly violate God’s 
laws and thus incur the penalty of 
death. Within the empire of Persia 
there are hundreds of thousands 
of people who hate the Jews and 
want to see them eliminated from 
the land. They are eager to carry out 
the edicts of Haman, but they need 
to wait until the appointed day, the 
thirteenth day of the twelfth month, 

the month Adar. God providentially 
controlled the rolling of the Pur (dice) 
so that his plan could be played out. 
He will protect his people. He is their 
God. He loves them enough to fight 
for them, even though they are living 
in sin.

Mordecai’s commands must be 
carefully analyzed, for they are the 
cause of much confusion. Some 
commentaries become very critical 
of the book and claim that the Jewish 
people engage in revenge, which 
must be performed only by God 
himself. These critics love to cite 
that classic verse, “Beloved, never 
avenge yourselves, but leave it to 
the wrath of God, for it is written, 
‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, say 
the Lord” (Rom. 12:19). That verse, of 
course, stands, but it does not apply 
to the book of Esther. Mordecai does 
not demand the right to exercise 
revenge. His new executive order 
“allowed the Jews to gather and 
defend their lives, to destroy, to kill, 
and to annihilate any armed force of 
any people or province that might 
attack them, children and women 
included, and to plunder their 
goods” (8:11). The basic language 
is borrowed verbatim from the 
edicts issued by Haman. In simple 
language, the Jews have the right 
to gather or organize themselves 
into militia, armed squadrons, or 
military units. They have the right 
to defend themselves, even to the 
point of killing their enemies who are 
attacking them. That is not revenge. 
That is self-defense.

To understand the historical context 
correctly, the reader needs to recall 
the level of hostility experienced by 
the Jewish people. Looking back, 
they could recall the proclamations 
recently posted all over the empire 
that allowed the Persian people to 
“destroy, to kill, and to annihilate” 
any Jew that they found, for no 
reason other than their being a 
Jew. That edict had caused them 
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tremendous grief and sorrow. 
Under Haman’s orders, they had 
no defense. They had no right to 
protect self or property. They were 
despised slaves, as Ezra (Ezra 9:9) 
and Nehemiah (9:36) so graphically 
point out some years later. As slaves, 
they had no police protection and no 
military might. They were scheduled 
for extermination. Those edicts 
bear striking similarities to the laws 
promulgated by Hitler during the 
1930s in Germany. The Nazis were 
the enemies of God’s people and 
thus were enemies of God. Haman, 
the Agagite, is a precursor of Hitler. 
God ordered his death and used a 
prophet to carry it out.

If we look back into the time when 
Darius I was king of Persia, we read 
into the story of Daniel and the lions’ 
den an implied hatred of the Jews, 
focused on their leader Daniel. 
Daniel is destined for death, not 
because he had done wrong, but 
because King Cyrus had given such 
incredible amounts of gold and silver 
to the Jews who chose to return to 
Jerusalem at the conclusion of the 
seventy years. In addition, Cyrus had 
given them extensive legislative, 
taxing, and judicial privileges (Ezra 
2:64–69; 6:8–11). The Persian people 
had been forced to pay taxes for the 
rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem 
and to pay the salaries of the Jewish 
clergy. They even had to pay for the 
animals used for sacrifices. Quite 
naturally, these idol worshippers 
resisted and resented such. That 
deep-seated tension had also 
resulted in a work stoppage on the 
temple for ten years (Ezra 6:13–18).

The greatest transformation comes to 
Mordecai. Three short months prior 
he had lain in sackcloth and ashes, 
crying out in loud and bitter wails. 
He was devastated; he anticipated 
genocide for his countrymen. Then, 

unexpectedly, he is paraded through the capital streets on the king’s horse, 
dressed in robes worn by the king. He is heralded as the one whom the king 
desires to honor. Now, because of Esther’s impassioned plea, he is given the 
king’s signet ring. He is given “royal robes of blue and white, with a great 
golden crown” on his head. He suddenly becomes royalty, with delirious 
crowds shouting his praises. In an ultimate form of compliment, “many from 
the peoples of the country declared themselves Jews, for fear of the Jews had 
fallen on them” (8:17).

As we will see in the next chapter, Mordecai’s new edicts allowed for the 
deaths of thousands upon thousands of enemies. The Jewish defense forces 
were highly successful, and Mordecai became the most powerful man in the 
Persian Empire. The celebration of the Feast of Purim was mandated for year 
after year, without exception. Neither Ezra nor Nehemiah makes mention of 
this horrific conflict, but each one informs us of continuing hostility against the 
Jews during their day. Nehemiah records the conflicts which erupted when 
they tried to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, which had lain demolished for 
141 years. Ezra informs us about the Samaritans who harassed the returning 
remnant.

Discussion Starters

1. How does King Ahasuerus conduct himself when Esther identifies Haman as 
“the enemy”? Is that rational behavior? Or, would you consider that irrational?

2. Is the author of Esther presenting facts, or is he engaging in character 
development to fit the story line?

3. Is Haman given a fair trial? Does he deserve to be hanged on his own 
gallows?

4. Did Haman have an extensive estate? What evidence can you submit for 
your conclusion?

5. Esther informs the king that Mordecai is her cousin and that she, therefore, 
is a Jew. What impact did that have on the king?

6. What is the difference between the legislation that Mordecai drafted and 
that drafted by Haman? Why is some of the language identical?

7. Is it fair to accuse Esther and Mordecai of revenge? Is there some sense in 
which this is God’s revenge against the Amalekites for their attacks against the 
Israelites many centuries before?

8. How would you explain the fact that many Persians suddenly called 
themselves Jews? Can you think of any parallel situations in history?

1. The name appears in Esther 3:1, 10; 8:3, 5; 9:10, 24.

2. God identifies himself as jealous (Exod. 20:5; 34:14). Jealousy, best understood as a deep-seated 
protective attitude toward one’s own people, is an attribute and name of God, self-imposed.

Dr. Norman De Jong
is a semi-retired minister in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.
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Dr. Jeff L.    
Doll

IRBC’s Sixth and Seventh Steps 
of Counseling

Step 6: Provide Hope

We are now ready to complete 
our series of discussions on 
IRBC’s counseling philosophy and 
methodology. While focusing our 
attention on the latter, last time 
we looked at counseling steps 4 
and 5. In this article we look at the 
final two steps of Reformed biblical 
counseling.

In the context of biblical 
counseling, hope is probably best 
described as a biblically-based 
expectation of good, and hope is 
an important part of counseling 
and Christian living. In his 
book, Quick Scripture Reference 
for Counseling,”1 late veteran 
counselor and pastor John Kruis 
recommends that counselors 
begin counseling with this step. 
We agree with the essence of what 
Pastor Kruis has communicated 

and believe that IRBC’s first step 
(i.e., Provide Perspective) provides 
the “framework of hope” necessary 
to give counselees the confidence 
they need to begin to openly 
talk about their problems. Hope, 
however, needs to be provided 
throughout the entire counseling 
process.

There are a couple of important 
points we need to take into 
consideration when we talk about 
hope in the context of counseling. 
Although very basic, the first point 
is important because it provides 
the spiritual foundation for hope 
by acknowledging the fact that all 
true hope comes from God. This 
“divine medicine for the soul” can 
be experienced only in the context 
of a personal relationship with God 
the Father through Jesus Christ, his 
Son. To state it simply, true hope 
can only be found in a personal 

relationship wherein the counselee 
is focused on Jesus Christ.

Secular psychiatrists, psychologists, 
and sociologists all direct the 
attention of the counselee away 
from the true Source of hope. The 
secular psychiatrist directs the 
counselee’s attention away from 
Christ and focuses it upon the 
multimillion-dollar pharmaceutical 
industry. He or she often promises 
counselees false hope and relief 
by getting them to believe in 
and become dependent upon a 
psychotropic drug, which will alter 
their moods so they do not have to 
wrestle with the struggles of life or 
with the pangs of guilt associated 
with violating their consciences.

The secular psychologist places 
a counselee’s hope in some of 
the highly deceptive systems 
of thought (theories) which are 
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disseminated via the mental health 
industry—systems which effectively 
deceive them into thinking that 
mankind (via man-centered 
philosophies) possesses the 
answers to life’s problems.

Although the modern secular 
sociologist2 purports to be an expert 
in studying and understanding 
individual behavior in the context 
of societal norms, he or she fails to 
acknowledge that both individual 
and societal behavioral patterns are 
directly affected by the individual’s 
and the society’s relationship to 
God and their adherence (or the 
lack thereof) to his moral law. 
So instead of pointing confused 
and hopeless counselees in the 
direction of true resolution and 
hope, the secular sociologist further 
confuses counselees by factoring 
Jesus Christ, biblical theology, 
and absolute moral values out 
of the social dimension of their 
lives. He or she thereby convinces 
counselees that their hope, 
acceptance, and security are to be 
found in conforming to a prevailing 
set of social norms instead of the 
moral image of Jesus Christ.

All of these efforts by the “experts” 
of the world point counselees away 
from the only true source of hope, 
wisdom, and knowledge which 
are necessary for true healing and 
restoration. The true source of 
hope, along with all of the other 
resources that are necessary to 
support and restore all aspects 
of human life, are found in the 
everlasting Triune God of the 
universe, and the only way that one 
can gain access to them is through 
a personal (faith) relationship with 
his Son Jesus Christ, the “Word 
made flesh.”3

Biblical counselors must never 
affirm the temporary or false 
hopes of anyone who is outside of 
Christ. Any true hope experienced 
in counseling will come in and 
through the counselee’s personal 
relationship with Christ and his 
or her accompanying affirmative 

response(s) to the written Word, as 
it is brought to bear in his or her life 
via the counselor and other people 
who occupy the landscape of his or 
her life

Step 7: Assign and Evaluate 
Homework

Dr. Adams once said that 
homework “is of the essence 
of good counseling” (see Jay 
Adams, 1973, 343). Homework is 
a very important part of biblical 
counseling.

Homework as an Aspect of the 
Educational Component of 
Counseling

Because a biblical understanding 
of education has all but been lost 
in our day, let us first renew our 
minds with a biblical definition of 
it. Education may be defined as the 
process by which God develops 
and furnishes the mental, moral, 
and social capacities of the human 
mind with the knowledge that is 
necessary to glorify him in the 
various spheres in which people 
interact, positions they fill, and 
situations they encounter in day-
to-day life.

Glorifying God involves reflecting 
his love, knowledge, wisdom, 
power, holiness, justice, goodness, 
and mercy in one’s worship and 
service to God and one’s fellow 
man. When we view homework 
in counseling as a function of 
education, then we are assigning 
it for purposes associated with 
developing and furnishing the 
mind with biblical knowledge that 
will enable one to more fully love, 
serve, and worship God, as well as 

love and serve one’s neighbor.

Often, problems occur in marriages 
because one or both spouses are 
ignorant or have been misinformed 
about God’s covenantal roles for 
husbands and wives. In such cases, 
time needs to be spent educating 
the couple with Scripture during 
sessions and with homework. Such 
an education not only will enhance 
their private and family worship of 
God but also will make a positive 
contribution to Christ’s command 
to love (and serve) their closest 
neighbor, which is their spouse.

If knowledge is to be broadly 
understood as propositions of 
truth, principles, and facts in the 
aforementioned definition of 
education, it must be distinguished 
from wisdom. Wisdom has more 
to do with matters related to 
discernment and making a proper 
application of knowledge. The New 
Testament authors utilized three 
different words to convey different 
aspects of wisdom in their writings. 
Let’s spend a few minutes looking 
at some general explanations of 
these three words as we seek to 
deepen our understanding of 
education, especially as it pertains 
to the educational component 
inherent in the practice of biblical 
counseling.

First, there is sophia wisdom, which 
“pertains to the knowledge of 
eternal things” (Augustine, De Div. 
Quaest. 2.2; Barclay, 2000, 259). This 
wisdom is probably best described 
as that which provides insight 
into the true nature of things, that 
is, insight into the true nature of 
things surrounding God’s will (both 
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his decretive and preceptive will). 
This type of wisdom is that which 
discerns good from evil and right 
from wrong.

Then there is phronesis wisdom, 
which is more practical in nature. 
It sees what ought to be done in 
any given situation. Such wisdom 
enables one to discern a mode of 
action with a view toward what will 
result.

Finally, there is sunesis wisdom, 
which may be described as the 
critical or discriminating wisdom 
which can assess and evaluate 
every course of action which 
presents itself.

As the counselee prayerfully 
interacts with knowledge imparted 
via the counselor and homework, 
the Holy Spirit grants to the 
counselee the type of wisdom he 
or she needs to make a proper 
application of biblical knowledge. 
The counselor should emphasize 
repeatedly the importance of the 
counselee going to the Lord to ask 
for wisdom in association with the 
promise that is given in James 1:5, 
which says, “If any of you lacks 
wisdom, let him ask of God, who 
gives to all liberally and without 
reproach, and it will be given to 
him” (New King James Version).

Benefits of Homework in Biblical 
Counseling

Although a fair amount of time 
could be spent listing the benefits 
that homework lends to the 
counseling process, we are going to 
briefly focus our attention on three 
of the primary benefits.

Reinforcement of Principles: 
Homework serves to reinforce 
and expand upon the biblical 
principles that are introduced in 
the counseling session. It also 
functions to aid counselees in 
storing up God’s commands within 
them (Prov. 7:1–3).

Evaluation of Understanding: 
Evaluating and reviewing the 
homework with the counselee 
provides an opportunity for 
the counselor to evaluate the 
counselee’s understanding of the 
biblical principles which have been 
covered in counseling. Additional 
instruction can be provided if the 
counselee has failed to grasp the 
concepts covered.

Continued Engagement: 
Homework keeps the counselee 
engaged in the counseling process 
while away from the counselor. (For 
a detailed discussion on matters 
related to assigning and evaluating 

homework in counseling, you are 
encouraged to consult Eyrich & 
Hines, 2007, 144–54.)

Since homework is such an 
important part of counseling, the 
wise counselor will seek to improve 
this part of the process. Ongoing 
improvements can be made by 
asking your counselees the four 
following simple questions after 
each assignment:

Did you understand the 
assignment?

Was the assignment helpful?

What could be done to improve the 
assignment?

Was the length of the assignment 
reasonable?

You have now been introduced to 
The 7 Principles Underlying IRBC’s 
Philosophical Model of Counseling, 
The 7 Dominant Domains of Origin 
for Human Problems™, and the 

We Dare Not Doubt

“I will go before Thee, and make the crooked places straight: I will break in pieces the 
gates of brass, and cut in sunder the bars of iron.” (Isaiah 45:2)

“This was for Cyrus; but it is evermore the heritage of all the Lord’s own spiritual servants. 
Only let us go forward by faith, and our way will be cleared for us. Crooks and turns 
of human craft and satanic subtlety shall be straightened for us; we shall not need to 
track their devious windings. The gates of brass shall be broken, and the iron bars which 
fastened them shall be cut asunder. We shall not need the battering ram nor the crowbar: 
the Lord Himself will do the impossible for us, and the unexpected shall be a fact. 

Let us not sit down in coward fear. Let us press onward in the path of duty, for the Lord 
hath said it: ‘I will go before thee.’ Ours is not to reason why; ours is but to dare and dash 
forward. It is the Lord’s work, and He will enable us to do it: all impediments must yield 
before Him. Hath He not said, ‘I will break in pieces the gates of brass!” What can hinder 
His purpose or balk His decrees? Those who serve God have infinite resources. The way 
is clear to faith though barred to human strength. When Jehovah says, ‘I will,’ as He does 
twice in this promise, we dare not doubt.”
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7 Steps of Biblical Counseling. 
May God be pleased to grant you 
deeper insights into the material 
covered in this manual. May he 
be pleased to use you and other 
Reformed Christians to add to the 
collective pool of knowledge for 
the field of biblical counseling. 
Most importantly, may God bless 
you and further equip you to more 
effectively minister to the needs of 
his hurting children; and, may it all 
be done soli Dei gloria—solely for 
the glory of God!

It is time for conservative 
Christians in all fields to quit their 
quibbling with each other and step 
up to the plate and lead. Abraham 
Kuyper (1837–1920) once said 
that “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!’” All of the fields of 
knowledge, including psychology 
and all of the sciences, belong 

to Jesus Christ, who is, indeed, 
sovereign over all. Therefore, let us 
as his ambassadors and warriors, 
operating in the power of the 
Holy Spirit, press onward in our 
respective paths of duty and lead; 
and as we do so, we dare not doubt. 
A devotional thought with the same 
title was written by Charles Haddon 
Spurgeon in his Faith’s Checkbook 
(see below). May the Lord be 
pleased to use it to motivate you to 
press forward in the faith from this 
day forward and lead.

   

1 This book is an excellent resource for 
counselors, pastors, elders, deacons, or 
anyone who is interested in effectively 
ministering the Word of God to those in 
need.

2 The father of modern sociology is 
Auguste Comte, a nineteenth-century 
French thinker who hoped to unify 
history, psychology, and economics. 
Comte promoted the idea that societies 
pass through three stages to acquire 
knowledge: theological, metaphysical, and 

scientific (also called positive science or 
logical positivism). Comte believed that 
if one could grasp this process he could 
prescribe the remedies for social ills. 
Positivists in the humanities and social 
sciences advocate a value-free approach 
to the study of humanity that shares much 
in common with methods employed in 
the modern-day natural sciences.

3 The aforementioned statement does not 
mean to imply that biblical counselors 
cannot benefit from insights provided 
within the realms which were discussed 
insofar as they agree with Scripture. The 
thrust of the various statements which 
were set forth mean to convey the fact that 
unregenerate people will rarely, if ever, 
point others to the true Source of hope, 
which is Jesus Christ.

Connect as a body of believers.

churchsocial.com

Used by churches in the Canadian Reformed, 
United Reformed and Free Reformed federations.

0-200 members:

200-400 members:

400+ members:

$50 /month

$75 /month

$100 /month

Membership Management

Statistics & Reporting

Member Photo Directory

Messaging & Bulk Emailing

Donation Tracking

Events Calendar

PhPhoto Galleries

Schedules

File Sharing

Bulletin Archive

Sermon Archive

OOce Bearer Tools

Church Social keeps congregations 
connected by making it easy for 
members to communicate, share 

resources, and perform 
administrative tasks online.



Avon Park Correctional Facility Dr. Norm 
De Jong

The week before my anticipated visit 
to the large state prison outside of 
Avon Park, I mentioned to my Bible 
study group that I would be going to 
the prison to lecture on Esther. Many 
in the group were curious: “How did 
that come about? How did you get 
invited to give a two-hour lecture to 
inmates on the subject of Esther?”

To answer that question required 
some backpedaling. It didn’t just 
happen! Way back in January, I 
received an e-mail from Myron 
Rau, the president of Reformed 
Fellowship. He informed me that he 
was corresponding with an inmate 
at the Avon Park facility. This man 
was receiving The Outlook magazine 
and was following my Bible lessons 
on Esther. He wanted to know more, 
so Mr. Rau asked if I would try to 
schedule a visit with him. Having 
been involved with Crossroads 
Ministry for more than thirty years, I 
quickly promised to make the effort. 
Getting into prison is a quick and 
easy entry if you commit a crime. It 
is also rather easy if you simply want 
to visit someone on the inside. But, 
getting in to teach a class on Esther is 
rather frustrating. Florida regulations 
are copious and time-consuming. I 
first had to meet the chaplain, who 
happened to be a hard-nosed Texan.

When I was finally able to meet him 
face to face, he put on a friendly 
front and read me all the steps that 
I would have to go through before 
getting approval from the state. The 
first hurdle was a “four- hour training 
session” to be held on Saturday, 
February 2. That was tedious, but, 
thankfully, only lasted two-and one-
half hours. There were approximately 
eighty persons at the event, all 

wanting to do some kind of mission 
work in the prison. I was told that my 
approval would come through when 
Tallahassee checked me out but was 
assured that could take weeks.

On Friday morning, February 15, my 
phone rang. It was Chaplain Vince 
from the prison. He was rather 
animated and very friendly. He had 
read through Esther, which I had 
given him in January. He loved it. 
He wanted to have me come into 
the prison on Sunday, March 3, 
from 1:30 to 3:30 p.m. and give a 
lecture to the inmates. He promised 
to advertise it in all the wards and 
wanted inmates to sign up for the 
lecture. He expected that there 
would be at least thirty and maybe 
as many as fifty. Myron’s contact 
was already drumming up support 
and encouraging his contacts to 
sign up. My brain went into rotation 
and sliced into my sleep time! 
What do I emphasize? How should 
I organize my materials? Knowing 
that no electronic gadgets were 
permitted, it would all be spread 
out on a white board with a nice 
little black marker. No PowerPoints® 

permitted. No computers, smart 
phones, or electronics. Just face-to-
face lecturing, for two solid hours, 
on Sunday afternoon. That meant 
missing the all-important nap, 
essential for octogenarians.

Those two weeks seemed to drag by. 
Each night I would draft and revise 
my lecture materials, anxious to 
convey the most important truths to a 
bunch of felons, all in prison for some 
type of crime. Sunday, March 3, finally 
arrived. I was told to be at the gate 
promptly at 1:00 p.m., which I did. 
After getting directions to the main 
building, I presented my credentials 
to a woman behind a steel wall 
with a small opening. I informed 
her and three other officers that I 
was scheduled to make a two-hour 
presentation on Esther in the chapel. 
They told me to wait while they 
did a “background check.” I waited 
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outside in the hot sun. No place to 
sit. I waited some more. Twice over 
someone inside barked about more 
background checks. At 1:45 one of 
the officers brought out a metal chair 
and offered me a spot in the shade. 
I waited some more! Finally, at 2:20 
p.m. a female officer invited me inside 
for a metal screening, which failed 
the first time. My belt had a metal clip 
to it. At that point this officer, now 
quite pleasant, asked me why I was 
so late in arriving. I politely informed 
her that I had not been late. She 
offered me a feeble apology and told 
me to wait outside in an enclosed 

area: “Someone will come and get 
you and take you to the chapel.” 
After a few minutes, a heavy-set 
officer appeared from a distant office, 
trudging slower that a sick turtle. The 
chapel was locked. He had a key.

About the same time a group of men 
began forming along the other side 
of the road. At first there were only a 
dozen, but more kept appearing from 
other buildings. The white board that 
was promised turned out to be very 
green, but the chalk was white. One 
of the men quickly came forward and 
asked me why I had been delayed. 
He told me that the warden had sent 
out an earlier announcement that 
the meeting in the chapel had been 

cancelled, since the speaker had not 
shown up. The men, therefore, had 
gone back to their units.

At 2:20 the warden had come back 
on the PA and announced my arrival. 
Whoever was interested should 
head for the chapel. Ten minutes 
later we were finally ready to start. 
Approximately twenty men had 
gathered to hear about Esther. I 
inquired about time allotments. The 
guard said that we could stay until 
3:55 but had to be out before 4:00.

I twisted and scrambled my lecture 
notes and jumped in. The men were 

very attentive. They kept their eyes 
riveted on me and peppered me with 
some beautiful, profound questions. 
They knew their Bibles! They had 
read all of Esther and formed their 
own opinions. One in particular 
thought I was being too hard on the 
beautiful queen. He was perceptive, 
persistent, and polite. I love such 
students. They want the truth and are 
willing to dig deeply for it. Near the 
end I gave them opportunity to ask 
their questions. Often I was struck by 
their faith, their love for God’s Word, 
and their desire to learn more.

Dr. Norman De Jong
is a semi-retired minister in the 

Orthodox Presbyterian Church.

After surviving the frustrations of 
bureaucratic malfeasance, I enjoyed 
every minute of my visit with these 
inmates. They are godly people who 
have made some tragic mistakes. 
They are paying a price. But, because 
of their love for God’s Word, they are 
experiencing profound peace. They 
want to grow in their faith. They want 
the warden to offer more learning 
opportunities. They are children of 
their heavenly Father.

Before parting, I offered one copy 
of  The Outlook for the library and 
told them about getting their own 
subscription. I also put one copy of 
Esther in their library. It may soon 
get devoured. I also offered a prayer, 
thanking God for what he is doing in 
the Avon Park Correctional Facility. 
He loves those men!

Cordially, in Christ,

Norm De Jong
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The Flower of Faith: Dry or 
Drowning?

When I was attending college I 
remember coming home over Christmas 
break and constantly hearing stories from 
my family about things they were doing 
to build God’s kingdom. I started asking 
myself what I was doing to help. I wasn’t 
attending a Bible study, sharing the 
gospel on campus, volunteering at a soup 
kitchen—nothing. Was I just selfish, too 
busy, distracted, or was there something 
else? I couldn’t shake the feeling that 
there was concealed deep in the corners 
of my heart. “Maybe,” I worried, “I wasn’t 
doing anything because I wasn’t actually 
a Christian.”

The more I stewed over this, the more 
convinced I became that I had missed the 
grace boat and was only now realizing I’d 
been drowning for years. So when I came 
across the heading in J. C. Ryle’s book 
Holiness entitled “Assurance of Salvation,” 
my troubled mind slowed and eyes read 
carefully. Ryle wrote that assurance of 
salvation is central to a full, confident, 
and freeing Christianity. Then living an 
empty, fearful, imprisoning Christianity, 
I agreed. But how could I find that kind of 
assurance when I didn’t really know what 
assurance of salvation meant?

Assurance of Salvation, and Why 
We Lack It

Assurance of salvation is believing in 
the objective reality of our salvation 
without doubt or fear. In other words, it 
is believing that our being Christian rests 
in something real and apart from us. It 
is holding fast to this salvation in faith, 
looking forward with confidence to its 
fruition. Ryle writes, “Assurance after all 
is no more than a full-grown faith—a 
masculine faith that grasps Christ’s 
promise with both hands—a faith that 
argues like the good centurion, ‘If the Lord 
speaks the word only, I am healed. Why 
then should I doubt?’” (Matt. 8:8). It is, Ryle 
tells us, the ability to look downward to the 
grave without fear, backward to our past 
without shame, and forward to the day of 
reckoning with confidence.

Though such a fine thing, so many 
Christians (like my college self) lack 
assurance of their own salvation at some 
point in their life. This is not surprising 
as we so often bend our ear to unguarded 
and shifting emotions (Phil. 4:6) instead 
of abiding in God’s love (1 John 4). Fred 
Sanders, in The Deep things of God: How 
the Trinity Changes Everything, writes 
“evangelicals, who have a genius for 
cultivating authentic experience, also 
have a knack for reducing things to the 
level of experience.” In short, Christians 
too often look for emotional highs and 
heart-throbbing experiences as proof that 
we are God’s child. We forget both that it 
is God who works in us, and that he takes 
his time.

Mrs. 
Elisabeth 
Bloechl 

The Outlook | 28



Perfect, Not Perfect

Living as independent, postmodern 
Americans, we often believe that 
we are the masters of our fate, 
the captains of our soul. If we can 
change our gender at will or find 
success through right practices, 
what’s saving ourselves? We fail to 
grasp the twin truths that apart from 
him we can do nothing (John 15:5), 
and God made us alive in Christ 
while we were yet dead, powerless 
to do anything (Eph. 2:5). It he, not 
we, who saves us, making us perfect 
in Christ; and he, not we, who keeps 
us. Therefore, if God has declared 
us perfect in Christ, we are perfect 
indeed. But if being Christian means 
we are perfect in Christ, why do we 
still sin?

Perhaps because of our instant 
gratification age, we tend to expect 
personal holiness to happen 
instantaneously. When it does 
not, we worry that something 
went wrong, just as we fret over 
not receiving a reply from a friend 
we’ve texted. While God proclaims 
us forgiven and free through Christ 
(justification), we are still in the 
process of learning how to live in 
this freedom (sanctification). We 
will not learn this, through the 
Holy Spirit, until heaven. While still 
earthly, we sin; and one of the sins 
is doubting Christ’s work in us: 
lacking assurance. As Ryle states, 
“while it is true that a person may 
have saving faith in Christ and yet 
never enjoy an assured hope . . . 
all God’s children have faith—but 
not all have assurance.” If that is 
true, what is the point of struggling 
to find assurance? Isn’t it enough 
that someone just reminds us 
occasionally that we have a nose on 
our face?

Leisure to Work for God

Assurance of salvation makes us 
stronger Christians. Ryle writes, 
“Faith [which we all have] . . . is 
the root—assurance the flower.” 
The healthier the root, the more 
abundant the flowers. If we have 

strong faith and absolute confidence 
that we will one day be with God 
in glory, we fear neither death, 
storms, bad tidings, nor difficult 
circumstances.

Assurance is to be desired, because it 
tends to make a Christian an active, 
working Christian . . . a believer 
who lacks an assured hope will 
spend much of his time in inward 
searchings of heart about his own 
state. Like a nervous hypochondriac 
person, he will be full of his own 
ailments, his own doubtings and 
questionings, his own conflicts 
and corruptions. In short, you will 
often find he is so taken up with his 
internal warfare that he has little 
leisure for other things and little 
time to work for God (Ryle).

Assurance, then, is of infinite value 
as it frees us up to serve God fully. 
And, just as we can cultivate the 
ground to encourage growth, so we 
can cultivate our faith to grow our 
assurance.

Cultivation

The first step is to look outside 
ourselves to God and his world as 
it is—not as we think it should be. 
As I said earlier, the reality is that 
assurance is the work of the Spirit 
in us, not our own inferences. He 
convinces us we are God’s children 
(Ryle; see Rom. 8:16). Trust that 
reality and seek to understand 
more deeply what it means through 
studying God’s Word. Here are a few 
excellent passages with which to 
start:

“By this all men will know that you 
are My disciples, if you have love for 
one another” (John 13:35).

“Truly, truly, I say to you, he who 
hears My word, and believes Him 
who sent Me, has eternal life, and 
does not come into judgment, but 
has passed out of death into life” 
(John 5:24).

“For I am confident of this very 
thing, that He who began a good 
work in you will perfect it until the 
day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).
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The more we dwell on these and 
other like passages, the more our 
confidence grows as does our 
understanding of how God has 
ordered the world. We begin to see 
the world correctly, and our place 
in it as children of God. Creation 
becomes, for us, a concrete and 
tangible way of knowing God. Just 
as we can understand Van Gogh 
more by studying his art, so we can 
learn more about God through his 
creation. Revel in it, contemplate on 
it, and talk to God about it.

Never can we underestimate the 
centrality of prayer to the Christian 
faith. Through prayer, God fills 
and grows us. Through prayer, 
we are drawn outside of ourselves 
to another, the Other. Through 
prayers answered, God confirms 
his faithfulness. So pray often and 
specifically. Then listen, wait, abide 
in stillness before the God who 
saves.

Worth the Seeking

If we seek after these things and 
fill our minds and mouths with the 
truths revealed to us through God, 
we can rest easy. If we stop naval 
gazing and start star gazing, we find 
reality is far more fixed than could 
be imagined. Assurance of salvation 
is freedom from ourselves and is 
central to a robust Christian life. It 
means believing unwaveringly in 
God’s promises to us through Christ. 
And though many of us reduce 
assurance to emotional experience, 
that does not mean it is out of reach. 
So in the words of Ryle, I urge you 
“though it tarries, wait of it. Seek on, 
and expect to find . . . [for] believe 
me, believe me, assurance is worth 
the seeking.”
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What Is Reformed Evangelism?

Evangelism—it’s important. In fact, 
it’s to be part of the warp and woof 
of any healthy church. As Reformed 
Christians, we’re right to ask if 
there’s a distinctly Reformed way 
to evangelize. The answer is yes, 
although that doesn’t make it more 
complicated or burdensome, but less 
so.

What makes Reformed evangelism 
uniquely Reformed is simple: biblical 
evangelism is Reformed evangelism. 
As Reformed Christians, we’re 
conscious not only of the “what” 
of Christianity, but the “how.” We 
believe, in other words, that both, 
and not only the “what,” are to 
conform to God’s Word. That frees 
us from being run by methods—the 
hustle of trying various tricks and 
tools until we find one that works (at 
least once). We should be interested 
in people, not gimmicks.

What do we find in the Bible about 
evangelism? First, it’s clear that it’s to 
occur through the church. There are 
no lone gunners for Jesus in the New 
Testament, and where we do find any 
(Apollos, Priscilla and Aquila, for 
example) they’re given the full story 
and are brought into the fold. That 
doesn’t mean evangelizing always has 
to be inside the church building, but 
it does mean that it’s to be clearly a 
result or fruit of the church, even if 
there are only a few people directly 
involved in it. It also means that the 
eventual goal of evangelism is to see 
those evangelized in the church and 
ultimately a part of it.

The Scriptures make clear that the 
pastor, among his duties, should 
also be an evangelist, as Paul had 
instructed Timothy (2 Tim. 4:5). 
That doesn’t mean the pastor should 
be knocking on doors every day, but 
it does mean part of his ministry is 
to be a “good news-er” or evangelist, 
one who speaks the good news to 
those who either don’t know it or 
are unclear about what it is. We 
also see in the New Testament the 
pattern for people coming to Christ, 
especially in Paul’s ministry: he came 
into town, preached and taught, 
but didn’t then leave, saying, “Good 
luck!” to those he left behind. Instead 
he helped gather new believers into 
their own community, introduced 
the sacraments, gave instruction 
to set aside elders and deacons for 
worship, ministry, and rule, and was 
sure to stay in touch after he’d gone. 
Paul, in other words, was a church 
planter.

Off the Hook?

If you’re a lay person, you may at this 
point be thinking, “Whew! Well, that 
lets me off the hook.” But wait—not 
so fast. In 1 Peter 3:15, we’re all told 
to “always be prepared to give an 
answer to everyone who asks you 
to give the reason for the hope that 
you have.” Interestingly, the apostle 
Peter writes, before instructing us 
in this, to “revere Christ as Lord in 
your hearts” for this very purpose. 
We revere him because he is worthy, 
of course; but note that Peter here 
is writing something imminently 
practical, that Christians ought so to 
revere Christ for the express purpose 
of being always prepared so they 

don’t come up short or get thrown off 
guard when asked about their faith 
or their behavior because of their 
faith. We’re to have an answer ready 
to give for any question about the 
hope that we have in Christ.

This might be termed defensive 
evangelism, being prepared with the 
good news for someone who inquires 
about our lives, church, or why we 
do the things we do and don’t do 
the things we don’t do. The answer 
should never be, “Well, that’s the way 
I was brought up” or “My family and 
I have always done things this way,” 
but the “good news,” that is, that God 
himself in Christ has given himself 
for me, in payment for all my sins, 
and in doing so has made me a “new 
creation” and has provided me with 
an entirely other orientation. Would 
you like to know more about that?

But if there’s a defensive kind of 
evangelism, there’s also an offensive 
kind. By this I mean not waiting for 
someone to ask you a question but 
taking the initiative with people. 
Well, isn’t that the pastor’s job? Sure. 
But in Ephesians 4:11, one of the 
gifts given to the church that Paul 
enumerates is, yep, evangelism. 
We may think that this is still only 
the pastor’s job, until we read all 
of Ephesians 4:11: right next to the 
listing of evangelists as a gifting from 
the Lord is another gifting—“pastors 
and teachers.” Oh-oh. Does that 
mean one doesn’t have to be a pastor 
to be an evangelist? Yes, it does.

Let’s put this in perspective. First 
Corinthians 12 and Romans 12 list 
numerous gifts given by the Lord 

Mr. Gerry 
Wisz
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to and for the church. Ephesians 4:11 lists roles to be fulfilled because of some of these gifts. 
Are they offices? Some of them are. Are all of them? “Prophets” is listed as one of the roles, yet 
a first-century church prophet needn’t be a pastor-teacher or apostle. Just ask Agabus. Can the 
same be said of evangelist (aside from a classis-confirmed church planter)? I think it can. This 
is simply to say that evangelism is a gift, just like giving, prophecy, or even (strong) faith. We all 
should give, are prophets (in terms of speaking God’s Word), and have faith, yet there’s a distinction 
drawn by Paul in terms of gifting nonetheless.

Whose Job Is This?

Do you see where I’m going with this? Christ’s church in its various 
congregations can and should explore its gifting among its 
members (besides the pastor) for evangelism. Like giving, 
prophecy, and faith, we all have this gifting, but some 
more so, or are more disposed to it, than others. 
Not everyone has the gift of evangelism in full 
measure, although everyone should be able to give 
an answer if asked. But some may have it and are 
not encouraged to develop it since evangelism 
has always been seen as “the pastor’s job.” The 
pastor, because he’s in the called role of a shepherd-
teacher, needn’t be the only one with the gift of 
evangelism. Maybe you have it, too. (Gulp!)

How do you know if this is your particular gifting? Are 
you a conversationalist or the quiet type? Are you a listener as well 
as a talker? Do you know the Scriptures and have a vision for the 
kingdom of God, its growth and inevitable success, even though you 
may not be witnessing that just now? But I’m not good at this; I’ve never done 
it, you might say. If you’ve never done it, how do you know you’re not good at it?

No one likes to be rejected, and with Christian evangelism, there’s a lot of that. This is 
where our Reformed theology comes in handy. There are many good books on evangelism written 
from a Reformed perspective. I’ve read quite a few over the years, but one stands out above the rest: J. 
I. Packer’s Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God. It’s short, well-written, and stands up even though it’s 
well over fifty years old. Packer offers much wisdom in this little book, but most valuable is his thesis 
evident in the title itself.

As Calvinists, we know that we can’t save anybody—not even ourselves, let alone 
someone else. It’s God who saves, but faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word 
of Christ (Rom. 10:17). How will they know if they don’t hear, since many wouldn’t 
dream of ever darkening the door of a church? We need to tell them, while realizing 
it’s not up to us. To understand that God is sovereign in salvation unburdens us. It 
means we don’t have to major on method, worry about having said the 
wrong thing, or be concerned that we’re somehow not winsome enough. 
God will take our faltering words, so long as they’re also 
his words, and do with them what he pleases. That he 
will do something is clear: His Word never 
returns to him void but accomplishes what 
it’s been sent forth to do (Isa. 55:11). This 
should really be the reason to exclaim, 
“Whew!” It’s not up to us.
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God’s Conduit

A Calvinist, as such, is the only truly 
liberated evangelist. That doesn’t 
mean we shouldn’t be prayerful about 
any evangelism we may be doing, or 
that we shouldn’t care about being 
sloppy or unprepared, or chalk up 
every badly gone conversation to 
the sovereignty of God without 
reviewing how we could and should 
improve our approach. But it does 
mean that the weight of what’s going 
on spiritually during any evangelistic 
encounter isn’t in the approach; it’s in 
God. We’re only to be faithful to his 
Word, gently, patiently telling people 
what it says.

Does that make you feel a little better 
about the possibility of taking this 
on? It should, since you’re not alone, 
even though it may be just you and a 
co-worker at the water cooler, or the 
guy in front of you in the long line 
at Starbucks, or the person sitting 
opposite you in the food court at the 
mall nursing her tea. You have the 
church behind you, your pastor to 
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help answer difficult questions, and 
your prayer group to remember that 
so and so. But most importantly, 
you have God, Who’s at work in and 
through that encounter, as you gently 
bring his Word, yes, but also before 
the encounter even happened. That 
should make you feel good about the 
possibility of evangelism indeed.

Here’s another thought. The gospel 
isn’t for everybody, and if God deigns 
to save someone, that person will 
get saved, so where do I come in 
on all this? First, the gospel is for 
everybody. Paul, addressing the 
Areopagus, said, “He commands all 
men everywhere to repent” (Acts 
17:30). That doesn’t mean everyone 
will repent once they hear. Some may 
later, some not at all. Not every call is 
effectual. But it does mean that we’re 
to be “profligate” with the gospel.

Who will believe, how, and when is 
not up to us and, really, none of our 
business; it’s God’s. We, however, 
need to be on hand to encourage, 
teach, and disciple into the church 
those who do believe. Moreover, 

it’s true that if someone has been 
marked for salvation by the Lord, 
that this person will become a 
Christian with or without you. But 
think of the privilege, and joy, of 
being an instrument in God’s hands 
for this to have happened! That, too, 
after all, falls within the sovereignty 
of God, doesn’t it?

I’d mentioned a conversation at the 
water cooler or while in line for 
coffee or while taking a breather in 
the mall’s food court, but we know 
these, although possible, are highly 
unlikely. We need a venue, a means 
for approach, a way in. There are 
several, which I’ll lay out in my next 
article.

WELCOME CARRIE

The Reformed Fellowship Board is 
pleased to announce the addition of 
Carrie Knol to our staff as Assistant 
Business Manager.  

Carrie will be assisting Shelly Terpstra, both 
working on a part-time shared-time basis. Carrie 
and her family are members of Grace United 
Reformed Church of Alto, Michigan. She is a 
former Christian school teacher and presently is 
a stay-at-home mother of four.  

HEAVEN
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HEAVEN
A little bit like heaven

This peaceful place must be,

Where worries seem to drift away

and life is so carefree!

I hear the treetops whispering

Their message soft and clear:

“Just take your time and rest awhile—

No need to hurry here.”

The trees, the sky, the flowers,

The waves upon the shore,

The friendly greeting of our hosts—

Now who could ask for more?

God’s handiwork surrounds us;

It gives us just a peek

Of all the joy that heaven holds

Of which the Bible speaks.

Mrs. Nancy Moelker and her husband, Roger, 
are members of Bethany United Reformed 
Church. This poem, “Heaven,” is taken from 
In God’s Arms: Inspirational Poems for the 
Christian Soul by Nancy Moelker.

Vacationing in the U.P. at a somewhat rustic, 
very quiet resort owned by the nicest, most 
helpful couple prompted the words to this 
poem.

For when this life is over,

We’ll step on heaven’s shore

And in that bright and blessed place

There’ll be joy forever more.

All worries will have vanished,

Our tears all wiped away,

There’ll be no pain or sorrow there—

Just carefree happy days.

Heaven’s Host himself will greet us,

Our Savior, God’s own Son;

With outstretched arms he’ll say in love,

“Welcome home, my child! Well done!”

Up-North photography by Jeff Steenholdt
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Patient in Adversity Dr. Harry 
Arnold

 One of the instructive features 
of the Heidelberg Catechism is that 
it often includes the benefit of one’s 
belief. For example, in Lord’s Day 
10, after explaining the meaning 
of the providence of God it goes 
on to ask “how this knowledge 
can help us” (Q. 28). We find the 
same approaches elsewhere in the 
catechism (see Q. 36 and Q 45). In 
its answer in Q.28 the catechism 
singles out three aspects of help that 
one gains from knowing about God’s 
complete control over all things, 
namely, “patient when things go 
against us,” “thankful when things 
go well,” and “good confidence in 
our faithful God and Father’s love.” In 
this article I would like to reflect on 
the first mentioned benefit, namely, 
patient in adversity.

There is no better example of 
patience in adversity than the 
case of Job. Scripture records the 
sad account of all Job’s losses as 
messenger after messenger comes 
to him with bad news: the loss of 
sheep, camels, servants, and worst 
of all, his own sons and daughters. 
Yet we read that Job’s response was 

to “fall down and worship God.” He 
then spoke those oft-quoted words: 
“The Lord gave and the Lord has 
taken away; May the name of the 
Lord be praised. In all this, Job 
did not sin by charging God with 
wrongdoing” (Job 1:22–23).

Job’s response is a far cry from what 
we often hear from people when 
things go against them today. One 
response is often “Why me?” as 
though they don’t deserve this. Or 
others will say: “Is God punishing 
me for some sin I have committed?” 
Yet the catechism tells us that God 
is teaching us patience. In time of 
adversity, when the wicked oppose 
the righteous, God’s people are to 
“wait for the Lord; be strong and 
take heart and wait for the Lord” (Ps. 
227:14).

Be aware, however, that it is not 
always easy to wait with patience. 
Think of how impatient we become 
when we are waiting for someone 
who has not arrived to meet us at the 
appointed time. It is easy to become 
impatient with God also when he 

doesn’t seem to fulfill his promises 
as quickly as we think he should. For 
example, sometimes we pray for a 
sick one to be healed and instead 
that person worsens and even dies. 
We wonder then why God hasn’t 
fulfilled his word as found in James 
4:15: “the prayer offered in faith [for 
the sick one] will raise him up.” Right 
away, some will ask why God didn’t 
answer our prayer. But, according to 
what the catechism teaches us, God 
is answering our prayer by teaching 
us patience in our adversity. And 
that is a great and marvelous answer 
to prayer because it allows us to 
experience God’s fatherly love in our 
trials.

It is well to remind ourselves that 
all that comes against us is not 
necessarily in the form of persecution 
by our enemies, as some of our 
brothers and sisters still experience 
today. All one has to do is look to 
Asia and Africa to see the reality of 
Christians suffering persecution by 
other religions and governmental 
agencies. But all adversity is not the 
direct result of enemy opposition to 
the gospel and Christ’s followers. In 
some situations adversity can strike 
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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.

us in the normal affairs of life—loss of 
employment because of an economic 
slump, sickness, physical infirmity, 
loss of child, parent, or close friend.

Many have recently experienced 
loss of home and property, personal 
possessions, and family members 
through hurricanes, tornadoes, and 
the like. These events come to us in 
God’s providence and also call for 
patience in adversity. The question 
we must ask ourselves is, “How 
are we responding when things go 
against us?” Our catechism informs 
us that we can learn to be patient in 
such situations.

One thing is clear in Scripture: we 
are required to go on with our work 
while waiting patiently for the Lord to 
act. We read of righteous Noah who 

continued to build the ark while God 
waited patiently to bring judgment 
on that unrighteous generation (1 
Pet. 3:20). Surely, life must continue 
to go on while the Lord teaches us 
patience in the midst of adversity.

Nevertheless, we must always seek 
to live according to God’s most holy 
standards. We must realize that living 
in the world may cause us to be 
like Lot, “tormented in his righteous 
soul by the lawless deeds he saw 
and heard” (2 Pet. 2:7–8). Learning 
patience in adversity also requires, 
therefore, obedience to God’s moral 
law.

Knowing that God controls all events, 
we must bear our sufferings with 
patience, since God always has the 
end in view. In the case of Job, we 
read: “The Lord blessed the latter 

part of Job’s life more than the first” 
(Job 42:12). We also know that the 
end for every believer is going to 
be better for those who endure with 
patience the trials of this life. That’s 
why the apostle Paul states that the 
believer in Christ “would prefer to 
be away from the body and at home 
with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8).

Truly, as Scripture affirms, “The Lord 
is full of compassion and mercy” 
(James 5:12).

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.
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Book Review Mr. Charles 
Ray McNinch

The Future of Everything: Essential 
Truths about the End Times, William 
Boekestein. Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2019. Paperback. 160 
pages.

Reviewed by Mr. Charles Ray McNinch

The “theory of everything” describes 
the scientific quest to explain all reality. 
In the science of theology, eschatology 
is the biblical explanation of the history 
of humanity in light of God’s ultimate 
destiny for all things. Commonly 
referred to as the doctrine of the end 
times, eschatology is not meant to be 
a segregated article of faith. As Pastor 
William Boekestein explains in his 
new book, The Future of Everything: 
Essential Truths about the End Times, 
“eschatology is meant to be understood 
as the glorious consummation of God’s 
will for everything”—a lens through 
which the whole of Christianity may be 
comprehended.

From Christ’s ascension to his glorious return, the New Testament 
church lives in a kind of eschatological tension described by Herman 
Ridderbos as “the already and the not yet.” Rev. Boekestein challenges 
his readers to recognize that in every generation, this reality shapes 
the church as it waits for its blessed hope, “the appearing of the glory 
of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ.” Often Christians acquiesce 
to false narratives about the end of the world. The faithful pastor must 
take hold of the gospel like a plow, breaking up the fallow ground of 
human speculation and presuppositions, re-exposing believers to the 
hope of immortality that lies in God alone through faith in Jesus Christ. 
This is the premise upon which Pastor Boekestein introduces us to 
eschatology.

Beginning with the transcendent reality of God’s grace at work in our 
present faith, the author points us to the beautiful future of God’s fully 
realized kingdom in realities yet to come. In part 1 he casts a renewed 
vision for our evangelical imagination. Then, in part 2, he calls us away 
from clichéd “end of the world” abstractions to a personal eschatology 
more faithfully embodying New Testament faith and practice.

Rev. Boekestein is a theologian as well as a pastor, so in part 3 he takes 
time to connect systematically the biblical dots about the end times, 
the return of Christ, the final judgment, heaven and hell, and the new 
heaven and earth. Though this section stalls some of the excitement 
generated by the opening chapters it is by no means pedantic. The 
author’s thought-provoking review of what has generally constituted the 
church’s eschatological witness in every age becomes the foundation 
for his carefully grounded final appeal for an applied eschatology—
where Christ’s ascension and Great Commission are seen as the 
fulfilling of the creation mandate in his new humanity, the church, whose 
re-genesis and faithful declaration of the gospel display God’s kindness 
and glorious reign over everything.

Pastor Boekestein has written an insightful book. It is comprehensive, 
clearheaded thinking. Complete with study questions, it is perfect for 
Sunday school, home groups, and anyone looking for invigorating 
conversation about the consummation of the age—in light of what the 
Bible has to say about these things.

Mr. Charles Ray McNinch
is a member of Covenant United Reformed Church in Kalamazoo, 
MI, and a lay minister. He and his wife, Kathy, have been married for 
forty-two years and have four children and eight grandchildren. Mr. 
McNinch is retired.
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Book Review Shorts Rev. Jerome 
Julien

Bible Studies on Jacob
(Genesis 25–49)  
2007. 156 pages.

Bible Studies on Genesis 
1–11 
2007. 186 pages.

Bible Studies on Joseph  
and Judah. (Genesis 37–50)

By Mark Vander Hart. 

2008. 148 pages.

Grandville, MI: Reformed Fellowship, 
Inc., 

Reviewed by Rev. Jerome M. Julien

Some time ago I reviewed Rev. Vander 
Hart’s study material on Genesis 1–11. 
These two volumes continue to open 
up the material in Genesis in the same 
helpful way as he did in the material 
on Genesis 1–11. Perhaps some day he 
will finish Genesis 12–25, and it will be 
available also. This would be helpful 
for the churches because Genesis is 
the foundation of all that follows in 
Scripture.

As usual, Rev. Vander Hart gives 
the background of the passage to 
be studied, as well as discussion 
questions. He points out clearly the 
history of redemption in these lessons.

These volumes on Genesis are 
certainly valuable for group study, but 
they are also wonderful guides for 
personal study. Happy and blessed 
studying!

God’s Ambassadors: The 
Westminster Assembly 
and the Reformation of the 
English Pulpit, 1643–1653. 
Chad Van Dixhoorn. 

Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2017. xxv + 215 
pages.

Reviewed by Rev. Jerome M. Julien

This volume, part of a series 
called Studies on the Westminster 
Assembly, is valuable for every 
minister and lover of church history. 
In fact, it has value for everyone 
involved in the ongoing activity of the 
church.

The Westminster Assembly had to 
deal with doctrine and the task of 
the church due to the spiritual death 
and carelessness of the English 
churches in the days following 
the unique reformation there. It is 
well-researched, as the footnotes 
and bibliography show. While some 
chapters are more technical than 
others, it lays out the requirements 
for preaching.

As I read about the extensive exams 
given to incoming preachers, I 
wondered how many ministers 
would be approved if the methods 
and content of pre-ordination exams 
were still followed today. Perhaps we 
would do well to attempt to follow 
some of the Westminster method of 
examination today.

The last one hundred pages lay out 
the nature of the office of the minister 
of the Word and his essential labor of 
preaching.

Highly recommended.

Rev. Jerome Julien
is a retired minister in the URCNA 
living in Hudsonville, MI, and 
serves on the board of Reformed 
Fellowship. He and his wife, Reita, 
are members of Walker URC in 
Grand Rapids, MI.
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Book Review Mr. Myron  
Rau

Calvin on Scripture and 
Divine Sovereignty, 
By John Murray 

Baker Book House, 1960; reprint, 
Solid Ground Christian Books, 2009. 
84 pages. Available from Reformed 
Fellowship, Inc.

Reviewed by Mr. Myron Rau

This little book contains three of 
the four lectures given by Professor 
John Murray in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, in May 1959, under the 
auspices of Reformed Fellowship, 
Inc. This was done in connection with 
the commemoration of the 450th 
anniversary of the birth of John 
Calvin and the 400th anniversary of 
the publication of Calvin’s Institutes 
of the Christian Religion final edition.

There were those who advocated 
that John Calvin did not hold to the 
inerrancy of Scripture. Murray refutes 
those notions in these short but 
comprehensive lectures: “Calvin’s 
Doctrine of Scripture,” “Calvin and 
the Authority of Scripture,” and 
“Calvin on the Sovereignty of God.”

John Murray was a renowned 
professor at Westminster Theological 
Seminary in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, for many years. 
According to the foreword of this 
book by Reformed Fellowship, 
Murray was regarded by many as 
the foremost among living Reformed 
theologians and was well acquainted 
with Calvin’s works. It goes on to 

say that the lectures drew large 
audiences of ministers, professors, 
students, and interested laymen.

For a layman like myself, this 
book is not light reading. Murray 
demonstrates from Calvin’s 
Institutes and his other writings that 
he indeed held to the inerrancy 
of the Scriptures. Throughout it 
demonstrates Murray’s unique 
ways with words. Much of the 
writing is interrupted with Latin 
phrases and quotes. Each chapter 
being less than twenty pages 
makes it easy to read the entire 
chapter at once.

The book was originally published 
by Baker Book House before 
Reformed Fellowship published 
books. In 2009, Solid Ground 
Christian Books produced a new 
edition of this volume which 
includes, for the first time, a subject 
and Scripture index. This was 
done on the occasion of the fiftieth 
anniversary of the delivery of this 
series of lectures as well as the 
five hundredth anniversary of the 
birth of John Calvin. Solid Ground 
Christian Books believes that 
there are many treasured works 
from the past, and they are always 
searching for such works to make 
them available again. Reformed 
Fellowship is making this historic 
book available in their book store 
at https://www.reformedfellowship.
net/bookstore-3.

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

Born: October 14, 1898

Bonar Bridge, Scotland

Died: May 8, 1975



“Read, read, read. No one can read. Listen, listen?
Anybody can listen.” - Martha
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ABOUT THE END 
TIMES. 

When we reflect on what will 
happen not only when we die 
but when this present age ends, 
some combination of ideas, 
images, hopes, and fears floods 
our minds. 

In The Future of Everything, William 
Boekestein encourages us to allow our 
thoughts on the end times to be guided by 
God’s Word. While combing the Scriptures 
to find direction related to subjects like 
death, the millennial kingdom, the return 
of Christ, the resurrection, judgment, 
heaven, and hell, Boekestein helps us 
cultivate a vision for the future that 
impacts our walk before God’s face today.
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All of us think about the end times. When we reflect on what will happen not only 
when we die but when this present age ends, some combination of ideas, images, 
hopes, and fears floods our minds. In The Future of Everything, William Boekestein en-
courages us to allow our thoughts on the end times to be guided by God’s Word. 
While combing the Scriptures to find direction related to subjects like death, the mil-
lennial kingdom, the return of Christ, the resurrection, judgment, heaven, and hell, 
Boekestein helps us cultivate a vision for the future that impacts our walk before 
God’s face today.

“This is definitely a book I’d give my friends who want to understand the end times 
from a biblical perspective. Grounded in Scripture, The Future of Everything is immense-
ly practical—at least for everyone who will die one day. I heartily recommend it!”
Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Theology, Westminster Seminary 
California

“Here is a clear, orderly survey of what the Bible teaches us to expect as God works out 
His purpose for His world.”
J. I. Packer, Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Emeritus, Regent College

“This volume succeeds admirably in presenting biblical teaching on the end times 
for a broad readership yet without sacrificing substance. It rescues ‘eschatology’ from 
becoming an abstract word by emphasizing throughout the relevance and practical 
implications of what will take place at Christ’s return for the present life of Christians 
and the mission of the church in the world. The series of questions that accompany 
each chapter makes it ideal for individual and group study.”
Richard B. Gaffin Jr., professor emeritus of biblical and systematic theology, 
Westminster Theological Seminary

“William Boekestein has served the church well by writing The Future of Everything. 
Anyone looking for a primer on eschatology will discover an excellent resource in 
these pages. Boekestein addresses the range of subjects that fall under the heading 
of eschatology in an accessible and concise yet informative way. Most importantly, 
every Christian reading this little volume will find their eyes directed more toward 
heaven and their hearts stirred by the eternal promises of God.”
Jason Helopoulos, senior pastor at University Reformed Church

WILLIAM BOEKESTEIN is pastor of Immanuel  
Fellowship Church in Kalamazoo, Michigan.
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