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Giving Thanks
Meditation

Rev. Wybren		
Oord

“You crown the year with Your goodness,
and Your paths drip with abundance.”
—Psalm 65:11

O

ne of the most
popular songs we sing
at Thanksgiving time
contains these words:
“Come, ye thankful people
come, Raise the song of
harvest home.”
For many people, it is
hard to raise the song
of “harvest home.” They
live in the city. They do
not help with the farm
work or the harvest.
Recently a young lady was
interviewed on television
concerning a huge dairy
farm that was being built in
her area. She complained
about the smell it would
bring and added that farm
was unnecessary. After all,
she argued, she could buy
milk at the store.

Even on the farm it is not like it used
to be. The more advanced machinery
moves even the farmer farther away
from nature. When I grew up on
the farm, we milked the cows four
at a time. A local farmer in our
area has a milking parlor that milks
sixty-four cows at a time. My father
always insisted on paying cash for
his machinery. That usually meant
we had the oldest machinery in the
neighborhood. We would harvest our
corn one row at a time. The harvester
would bundle the corn in the field; we
would toss the bundles on the wagon
and then chop it at the silo. That meant
handling the stalks of corn at least
three times before getting it into the
silo. Believe me when I write that we
were thankful when the harvest was
home. We were thankful for the end
of each day!
Certainly we do not want to go back
to the days of the thrashing machines
or husking corn by hand. The trouble
is that all of this modernization has
taken away from us our sense of
wonder. As tractors become equipped
with GPS systems and combines with
built-in televisions, the work becomes
easier and takes us away from the
miracle of life within nature.
What thrill is there to picking up a
dozen eggs at the local grocery store

compared to carrying a basket to
the chicken coop and gathering the
eggs from their nests? It is much
more satisfying to harvest a bushel
of tomatoes from one’s own garden
than buying a pound at the store.
Roundup takes care of our weeds, the
lawn service schedules our mowing,
and the sprinkler system keeps it
growing. Somehow, the sense of our
thanksgiving to God was so much
greater when we actually had to
struggle with the land.
A quick trip to the store does
not produce the same kind of
thanksgiving to God for His blessings
as an actual harvest from the field or
garden. It has become more difficult
for us to keep grateful worship as a
very real part of our Thanksgiving
Day celebration.
Instead, we see it as a day of feasting,
over-eating, alcohol consumption,
and football. I have often heard the
day labeled as “Turkey Day” instead
of Thanksgiving Day, illustrating
where the priorities really are. It is a
shame that a sense of deep gratitude
to God is disappearing from our
culture today.
We need to see this day as a day of
giving deep gratitude to the almighty
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God for His rich blessings showered
upon us more abundantly than we
ever dreamed possible. Certainly God
has crowned us with His bounty so
that our wagons overflow (65:11).
Farmers are always impressed with
how much the crop is the direct result
of God’s divine help. But are the corn
fields, bean fields, and the gladiola
fields the only evidence we have of
God’s great goodness? Doesn’t God
shower His blessing on those who live
in the city?
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He most certainly does! We need but
look to the friendships established,
the food shared, and the possessions
given. All of it comes from God—
every physical blessing as well as every
spiritual blessing. All of us, from our
birth to our death, are guests at a table
that we did not spread. The sun, the
earth, and the air that we breathe all
come to us from God. Add to that the
love we share with family and friends
and the fellowship we have with fellow
Christians. Those, too, come from
God. In addition, the believer must
add the greatest gift of all that has
been given to us: reconciliation with
God through His Son, Jesus Christ.
All these are part of the great banquet
that God has given to us.

Last month, churches in Canada
celebrated Thanksgiving. This month,
special time is set apart by our
churches in the United States to bring
thanks to God for His bountiful gifts.
We are to use the time to learn more
about the God who has fed us for so
long. May there be real worship of the
true God who gives us our daily bread
for substance and the Living Bread for
salvation.

Rev. Wybren H. Oord is
the pastor of the Covenant
United Reformed Church in
Kalamazoo, Michigan.
He is also the editor of
The Outlook.
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Thoughts on Heaven to Inspire Joy

Rev. Jacques
Roets

I

f you were to make a list of nine Christian virtues or aspects that you would like to see
more fully developed in your life, would joy be included in that list? If it is, how high up
on that list would it be? Paul reminds us that joy is part of the fruit the Holy Spirit cultivates
in the lives of believers. And it is high up on the list, second only to love (Galatians 5:22). The
Holy Spirit evidently places a high priority in working joy into our lives!

What is this joy the Holy Spirit works
in us? Although it might contain
many elements, at least three are basic
and fundamental to this joy. First, it is
a joy in our present salvation, which
Peter explains in this way: “Though
you have not seen him, you love him;
and even though you do not see him
now, you believe in him and are filled
with an inexpressible and glorious
joy, for you are receiving the goal of
your faith, the salvation of your souls”
(1 Peter 1:8–9; cf. Luke 10:17–20).
The second aspect or focal point of joy
is closely related to the first: it is joy
in the future consummation of our
salvation. In the same passage, Peter
points to the believers greatly rejoicing
in “an inheritance that can never
perish, spoil or fade, kept in heaven”
for them (1 Peter 1:3–7). Paul describes
the Christian who has been justified
by faith in Christ as rejoicing “in the
hope of the glory of God” (Romans
5:2). In Hebrews 10:34 we read about
the power this joy has in those who are
gripped by it: “You . . . joyfully accepted
the confiscation of your property,
because you knew that you yourselves
had better and lasting possessions.”

The central aspect of this joy, though, is
ultimately a joy in the triune God, the
author and perfecter of our salvation!
The Psalmist expresses this in Psalm
43:4 by calling God “my joy and my
delight,” that is, “my exceeding joy.”
David praises God for his blessings
to the king and includes this blessing:
“Surely you have . . . made him glad
with the joy of your presence” (Psalm
21:6). What gladness and joy is found
in God’s presence? David tells us in
Psalm 16:11, “in Your presence is
fullness of joy; At Your right hand
are pleasures forevermore” (NKJV).
True joy, lasting joy, supreme joy, is
joy in God the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit! St. Augustine expresses this
well in one of his many prayers in
his Confessions:
O Lord, far be it from me to think
that whatever joy I feel makes me
truly happy. For there is a joy that
is not given to those who do not
love you, but only to those who
love you for your own sake. You
yourself are their joy. Happiness
is to rejoice in you and for you
and because of you. This is true
happiness, and there is no other.
Those who think that there is
another kind of happiness look
for joy elsewhere, but theirs is
not true joy.1
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This is the joy the Holy Spirit works
in the hearts of Christ’s own. But
this joy must be cultivated! We must
work at increasing it. Paul calls all
who “live by the Spirit” to “keep in
step with the Spirit” (Galatians 5:25).
How do we “walk in the Spirit” to
cultivate this joy?
One of the ways in which we can
increase our joy is to turn our eyes and
our emotions from this life and focus
them on the next, to set our hearts
and “minds on the things above, not
on earthly things” (Colossians 3:2).
As our minds and hearts are turned
to the sure realities of heavenly glory
that awaits all those whose “life is
now hidden with Christ in God”
(Colossians 3:3–4), our present joy
grows in spite of the difficulties and
trials we still endure in this vale of
tears. So what exactly can we meditate
on? Here are a few glorious promises
about our future home in heaven:
#1 Heaven is a place where sin is
absent: This is almost impossible
for us to imagine; how marvelous it
must be to have no more sin! For the
believer the presence of remaining,
indwelling sin is a great burden and
perpetual struggle (cf. Romans 7:13–
25). The apostle John expresses this
sinless future wonderfully in his first
epistle: “Dear friends, now we are
children of God, and what we will be
has not yet been made known. But we
know that when he appears, we shall
be like him, for we shall see him as he
is” (1 John 3:2). When Jesus comes,
we will be transformed into his image;
we will be glorified and become like
our Savior. What does this mean?
Many things, but at its core, it is that
we will be perfectly sanctified, that we
will be made completely holy, totally
sinless, as Jesus is! Just the thought
should lighten our sin-weary souls
and fill us with joy inexpressible and
full of glory!

The Outlook | 6

#2 Heaven is a place where even the
consequences of sin are removed:
Not merely sin, but also the brokenness
sin has brought will be absent. How
incredible that will be! Can you envision
such a place? There will be no more
sickness, no more disabilities, no more
sorrow, no more misunderstandings,
no more pain, no more poverty, no
more hunger, no more homelessness,
no more oppression, no more natural
disasters, no more destruction, no
more death, and no more tears! What
a glorious place this will be! There are
two beautiful descriptions in the book
of Revelation that give us a glimpse
of this wonderful world. Meditate on
these words:
Therefore, they are before the
throne of God and serve him
day and night in his temple;
and he who sits on the throne
will spread his tent over them.
Never again will they hunger;
never again will they thirst. The
sun will not beat upon them, nor
any scorching heat. For the Lamb
at the center of the throne will
be their shepherd; he will lead
them to springs of living water.
And God will wipe away every
tear from their eyes. (Revelation
7:15–17) [emphasis added]
And I heard a loud voice from the
throne saying, “Now the dwelling
of God is with men, and he will
live with them. They will be his
people, and God himself will be
with them and be their God. He
will wipe every tear from their
eyes. There will be no more death
or mourning or crying or pain, for
the old order of things has passed
away.” He who was seated on
the throne said, “I am making
everything new!” (Revelation
21:3–5) [emphasis added]
What joy these passages should
inspire in our hearts! Our future is
one of glorious restoration in which

all the earth will be made new!
One aspect of this beautiful future
that stands out is the restoration
of worship. In heaven our worship
will always be pure, holy, heartfelt,
undistracted, and completely in Spirit
and in Truth. The sinful wandering
of our minds, the inability to love
Christ as we ought, and the unfeeling
worship we so often bring will all be
transformed. John Newton expresses
this beautifully in his hymn, “How
Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds”:
Weak is the effort of my heart,
And cold my warmest thought;
But when I see Thee as Thou art,
I’ll praise Thee as I ought.2
It should stir our hearts to greater joy as
we anticipate the glorious, sinless home
and sinless worship that awaits us!
#3 Heaven is heaven, because God is
there! This is the most wonderful thing
about heaven; it is the place where
God is present among his people! His
presence makes heaven, heaven! Jesus
promises the repentant and believing
thief on the cross: “I tell you the truth,
today you will be with me in paradise.”
(Luke 23:43). What makes this
promise so magnificent is not the gift
of paradise, but the promise of being
in the presence of Christ forever. Read
again the two passages in Revelation
given above. Both of them emphasize
that every blessing that comes to us
and is enjoyed in heaven flows from
God! And the most glorious blessing
is God himself! Both passages focus
on the tender care God will show his
people who are finally home after
their long pilgrimage: God himself
will wipe away every tear from their
eyes. What a wonderful thing that will
be, finally to see Jesus Christ face to
face, to enjoy the glorious presence of

the Father and the Holy Spirit forever
and ever! Jonathan Edwards expresses
the anticipation of this future joy in
God well:
The enjoyment of God is the only
happiness with which our souls
can be satisfied. To go to heaven
fully to enjoy God, is infinitely
better than the most pleasant
accommodations here. Fathers

and mothers, husbands, wives,
or children, or the company of
earthly friends, are but shadows;
but God is the substance. These
are but scattered beams, but God
is the sun. These are but streams.
But God is the ocean.3
Oh, my dear Christian friend, would
this place not indeed be what the
older saints called “bliss”? Does this
not stir a passionate longing and

greater joy in your hearts? If there
is the smallest beginning of true
faith in any heart, there would also
be the beginning of true joy in this
glorious future that awaits all of
God’s children! And meditating on
the future glory that awaits us will
increase that joy. Therefore, “be joyful
in hope” (Romans 12:12).

.......................................................................................
Quotes on Heaven:4
“A continual looking forward to the eternal world is not
a form of escapism or wishful thinking, but one of the
things a Christian is meant to do.”
—C. S. Lewis
“Has this world been so kind to you that you should
leave it with regret? There are better things ahead then
any we leave behind.”
—C. S. Lewis

“My heaven is to please God and glorify him, and to give
all to him, to be wholly devoted to his glory; that is the
heaven I long for.”—David Brainerd
“O my Lord Jesus Christ, if I could be in heaven without
thee, it would be a hell; and if I could be in hell, and have
thee still, it would be a heaven to me, for thou art all the
heaven I want.”
—S. Rutherford

“The passing beauty and joys of the world points us
towards another world, a New Jerusalem in which ‘there
will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain,
for the old order of things has passed away’ (Revelation
21:4). In the meantime, we must live and work in the
world. Yet we do so as people who know that they are
on their way home, and anticipate the joy of return and
arrival.”
—Alister McGrath

“Heaven and Christ are the same thing.”
—S. Rutherford

“Hearts on earth say in the course of a joyful experience,
‘I don’t want this ever to end.’ But it invariably does.
The hearts of those in heaven say, ‘I want this to go on
forever.’ And it will. There is no better news than this.”
—J. I. Packer

“To pretend to describe the excellence, the greatness or
duration of the happiness of heaven by the most artful
composition of words would be but to darken and cloud
it; to talk of raptures and ecstasies, joy and singing, is
but to set forth very low shadows of the reality.”
—Jonathan Edwards

“There will be little else we shall want of heaven besides
Jesus Christ. He will be our bread, our food, our beauty,
and our glorious dress. The atmosphere of heaven will be
Christ; everything in heaven will be Christ-like: yes, Christ
is the heaven of His people.”
—C. H. Spurgeon

.......................................................................................
————————
1. Quoted by Philip D. Kenneson, in Life on the Vine, IVP:Downers Grove,
Ill, 1999:62.
2. 384 in the Psalter Hymnal, Board of Publications of the Christian
Reformed Church, Grand Rapids, MI, 1976.
3. From The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations. Compiled by Mark
Water. Baker Books: Grand Rapids, MI, 2000:469.
4. From The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations. Compiled by Mark
Water. Baker Books: Grand Rapids, MI, 2000:469–71.

Rev. Jacques Roets is the pastor
of Redeemer United Reformed
Church in Dyer, Indiana.
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T

here is an odd thing in the world
today. It is strange, peculiar;
it makes people ask questions; it
makes people uncomfortable and
uneasy. Some people love it and give
their whole lives to it. Others hate
it and do all they can to get rid of
it. They wish it would just go away.
It really does not fit in; it does not
really belong here. It says things that
are not popular or cool or trendy.
It is odd!
What is this oddity? The church. The
Christian church looks like an alien
place to those who are not churchgoers. For example, if you would
read Heidelberg Catechism Q/A 54
to an unbeliever, she’d either laugh
or shake her head in confusion. As
we consider the church and what
the Scriptures say about her, the
main point is clear: the church is
countercultural. The church is not of
this world; it is other-worldly. She
is here on earth, but this is not her
proper place.
In 1 Corinthians 1:2, Paul gives us a
few details and truths about Christ’s
church. In four ways, Paul shows us
how the church is different than the
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world. In one verse, Paul instructs
the church about the church; he
gives her an identification card, so
to speak. Before looking at these
four details about the church, please
note that I am speaking about biblical
churches. When I say “church,”
I mean solid biblical churches—
Reformation churches that display
the three marks (preaching of the
gospel, administration of the two
sacraments, and the practice of
Christian discipline). Also, though
this would be the proper place to
discuss the Reformed teaching
of the visible/invisible church
distinction, there is not enough
space to do so. I refer the reader to
the standard Reformed treatments
of the visible/invisible church, such
as the Belgic Confession article 29,
the Westminster Confession of Faith
chapter 25.

The Church is Called by God
to Call on God
Paul calls the church the church of
God (1 Corinthians 1:2). The church
belongs to God—that is simple
enough. He is writing to the church
that belongs to God. The church is
a “God-work,” we might say; it is for
His glory, the object of His love. She

.......................

The Mission of the Church: 					
Be a Church!

Rev. Shane
Lems

was formed by Him, is upheld
by Him, and will remain with
Him. As the Heidelberg says, He
gathers, preserves, and protects
her (Q/A 54). The church is not
my church or your church; it
is not Paul’s church or Peter’s
church. We are God’s people,
the sheep of His pasture
(Psalm 100).
Also notice the “called”
language in verse two.
Again, we see God at work:
He calls. He called Paul to
be an apostle (v. 1) and He
calls the church together.
By His divine and effective
summons, the church is
gathered and chosen. We
do not go to church because
some people a long time
ago thought it would be a
good idea. We do not go

to church because someone started
a helpful club that soothes us on the
battlefield of life. That is what the
world might say. The world says that
we are masters of our own destinies,
that we write our own stories, that
we give ourselves a name, and that
we have the freedom to start a club
if we want. However, the church says
the opposite. God is the master of
our destinies; He writes His story and
brings us into it; He gives us a name;
He called us as a church to worship
Him.
This is what the call to worship is all
about in our liturgy. We are reminded
at the outset of public worship that
we are not just a neighborhood club
gathering to hear a lecture. God calls
His people to come to Him in worship.
The preacher does not call the people
together; God does. The first words
we hear in the service remind us that
we are called to gather. God calls His
people. The church is called by God.
Paul also says that the church calls
on God (v 2). The church in Corinth
in the first century and the church
everywhere calls on the name of Jesus
Christ our Lord. God calls us to call
upon Him. This too is reflected in
the church’s liturgy: after the call to
worship we call upon His name in
the invocation, “Our help is in your
name, O Lord!”
God’s people calling on Him did not
begin in the first century. We have
to go all the way back to Genesis
4:25–26. The first generations of
humans began to call upon the name
of the Lord. Adam and Eve had a son
to replace, in a way, the murdered
Abel. Seth was born; he and his wife
soon bore a son called Enosh. They
began to call upon the name of the
Lord. They invoked God to be their
covenant Lord and Protector; they
called on Him to protect them in a
chaotic world.
We still call upon the name of Yahweh
like that. The church today joins the
voices of Seth and Enosh, Paul and

the churches at Corinth, and the
church throughout history. In liturgy
and in life, we call upon the Lord
because we have been called by Him.
We still confess His sovereignty and
confess that we need Him, that we are
dependent upon Him. In summary,
the church is God’s church, and she is
called by Him to call upon Him.
The world may say that the church
is like the YMCA, or some sort of
Optimist or Rotary club. The world
may say that the church is a place
people go to cope, a religious therapy
session, a religious pep talk to help
people let go of their pasts. They may
say that the church is a place to be
motivated and inspired. They may say
that it is a center for cultural change,
a hub for community renewal, or
a faith-based initiative to help the
government make this nation a bit
better. Primarily, however, the church
is none of these. It is primarily a people
called by God to call upon Him.

The Church Preaches 		
the Gospel
We have noted how Paul described the
church as called by God. But how does
He call people to Himself? The answer
to that is a well known Reformation
emphasis: by the preaching of the
gospel. The Heidelberg is right: Christ
gathers, protects and preserves His
chosen people through His Word and
Spirit. Zacharius Ursinus commented
on Q/A 54: the church is “called . . .
by the preaching of the gospel for the
purpose of hearing and embracing
the word of God.”1 This is exactly the
emphasis of Scripture. A few verses
after 1 Corinthians 1:2, Paul reminds
us that he was called to preach the
gospel, the cross of Christ (1:17).
Of course, the world does not like the
term “preacher of the gospel.” The
world says the pastor is an entertainer,
manager, therapist, performer, or
political guide. The world explains
that the pastor tells us how to deal with
life, how to become better people, or
how to live our best life now. But the

church follows the Bible and says no to
these. Paul says it clearly and often: the
pastor is a preacher of the gospel. Let
the church that does not preach Christ
be accursed (1 Corinthians 9:16)!
In 1 Corinthians 1:1–3, Paul names
Christ four times. Though it is not
explicitly mentioned in these three
verses, it is clear from the whole
New Testament, especially in Acts,
that the church preached the gospel
and people became “church goers”
through that preaching. What is the
gospel? The gospel is foreign. It is an
“alien word,” as Luther liked to call
it, a word extra nos. In summary,
the gospel is the glad tidings that
Jesus lived a perfect life and died a
substitutionary death for His people;
the third day He rose again from
the dead and ascended into heaven.
It is nicely summarized for us in the
Apostles’ Creed. The church is just as
odd and alien as its gospel is. These
things are not of this world!
The world will say suffering is bad and
must be avoided; they will say that no
suffering is good and that a bleeding
man on a cross is foolish, offensive,
and just plain stupid. They will laugh
at Calvin’s liturgical absolution: “To
all who in this manner repent and
seek Jesus Christ for their salvation, I
declare absolution in the name of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
Amen.” But the church says that God
saves people through the suffering
and bleeding of His Son, Jesus Christ.
The church rejoices in the message
of the cross. The church preaches
the very name that saved them: God
reconciling the world to himself in
Christ. This is why the Reformers
called the preaching of the gospel a
mark of the church. Romans 1:16 and
1 Corinthians 1:18 are the bright texts
that tell the church to preach hard.
The church can be a hundred things
and have a hundred societies and
committees, but if she does not
preach the gospel of salvation from
sin by Christ’s finished work, it is not
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a church at all. The church may be
helping people let go of the past and
embrace the future, it may be restoring
justice in the community, it may be
building shelters for the homeless,
but if the church does not preach the
gospel, it is not a church! This sounds
harsh to democratic, capitalistic
ears. It is offensive and “intolerant,”
not “politically correct,” but it is
one of those things that Scripture is
abundantly clear on: Woe is me if I
do not preach the gospel! That “woe”
language is not a simple, “shame on
me” cry, but a serious interjection of
divine denunciation: God, kill us if we
do not preach the gospel.
This is also why preaching sometimes
hurts. Preaching Christ crucified
is an assault on the world, a
confrontation of worldviews, and a
clash of opposites. Many preachers
have compared preaching to surgery:
it hurts, but it is good for you if the
doctors do it right. The reason it
hurts is because preaching the “alien
word” of the gospel cuts away at the
infections of the world in us. It cuts
the world out of us, and it hurts. We
want to hear messages that tell us
how much potential we have, how
good we are, how we can be all that
God wants us to be. But when the
“other” word from Scripture comes
to us, we are reminded that we have
no potential in ourselves, that we are
nothing but a worthless heap of sins
on our own, and that sometimes God
does not have a wonderful plan for
our lives. That hurts! But the gospel
makes all things new and better. The
gospel is a word from heaven about
heaven. Paul says in 1 Corinthians
6:11, “Such were some of you. But you
were washed, you were sanctified,
you were justified in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of
our God.” The church has been called
by God through the preaching of the
gospel to call upon Him. And we are
also called for something.
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The Church Called Out of
the World: Holiness
The church of God is called to be
saints (1 Corinthians 1:2). We are
called “set apart by Jesus’ work.” Paul
uses the terms sanctified and saints.
This means separate and separated.
The church is set apart from the
world by Jesus Christ. In baptism,
as the Heidelberg Catechism Q/A
74 notes, we are “distinguished”
from unbelievers. Baptism is our
“odd” mark. The church in Corinth
in the first century and all Christian
churches are set apart from the rest
of the world. That does not mean we
should go live in caves or communal
cultic colonies; it does not mean
we should stay out of Target; nor
does it mean we need to wear holy
underwear. But it does mean we are
different. It means we are called to
holiness, purity, and godly living
while in this world. We can not just
leave the world, but we must be holy.
This holiness is most evident on
Sunday. On the Lord’s Day, we
receive that special call to worship
in community. Paul says it this way:
we are called to call on the name of
the Lord (v. 2). Our “set apartness” is
most evident in Sunday worship. In
other words, the contrast between the
church and the world is most obvious
when the church is worshiping.2 To
put it bluntly, our worship looks so
odd because we are not the world, but
the church. Especially in our worship
we are reminded that we are set
apart. The church is an “other-world
community” gathered each Lord’s
Day around the story of God in Jesus
Christ as told by Scripture. No matter
how you parse it, that is not normal.
What we do in church, in worship, is
a visible and public display that we are
set apart. We totally forget about the
world for awhile, the TVs are off, the
newspapers are rolled up, IPods are
tucked away, and we are reminded of
a better world. This is a good reason
why we should be careful not to
let the world creep into the church

through the back door. We should
want to be the church, not the world.
Church needs to be different from the
local theater, YMCA, Blockbuster,
or fitness club. To be most specific,
if someone who had never seen a
Christian worship service would
walk into your church, she should say
“Wow, this is different!”
The church is not different because
we are conservative or traditional. We
are not odd because we have always
done it this way or because seventyfive years ago was the golden age
of the church. Some conservative
and traditional churches are a mess
because they do not preach the gospel
and live lives of holiness. We worship
this way because we are called out of
the world, set apart from the world,
to be the church. Like Seth, Enosh,
and Abraham, we may certainly
interact with the world on the stage
of common grace, but with them we
have peculiar altars, places of worship.
Really, Christian worship is a political
act that subverts the world’s values
by assigning glory and honor to the
God the world hates, as one preacher
has said. We see things upside down.
We are a set apart people; the gospel
calling of God does that to us.

The Church’s Makeup: 		
All Peoples
Another aspect of calling that Paul
emphasizes in 1 Corinthians 1:2 is
found way back in Genesis 4:26. Back
then, people began to call upon the
name of the Lord. As the Heidelberg
says, the church has existed from
the beginning of the world and
extends throughout time. Adam, Eve,
Seth, Enosh, Abraham, and so on
were members of this church, your
church. The church is not just “me
and Jesus” but all those everywhere
who call upon the name of the Lord
(1 Corinthians 1:2). We are a catholic
church—the church of Christ is not
fenced in by time or geography. The
church is made up of people out of
the entire human race. Paul is writing

to one city’s churches of a particular
era, but by extension this also means
the global church, the Christian
church in China’s underground, the
Christian church being persecuted in
Colombia, and the Christian church
in Trinidad or Miami.
This reminds us well that we are
not the only church in the world.
The church is bigger than Classis
Pacific Northwest or the Southwest
Presbytery. The church is bigger
than the borders of North America.
Paul says it elsewhere just as loudly:
whoever calls on the name of the Lord
will be saved (Romans 10:13). Of
course the world and culture will try
to segregate things and break peoples
up into ethnic groups. Surveys will
ask you if you are Caucasian, Latino,
Other, or the almost humorous,
“Prefer Not To Answer.” The church
fills in the oval next to “Doesn’t
Matter.” Of course the world and
culture will say: red state, blue state.
The church says: neither. The world
will say women against men, adults
versus children, but the church does
not draw those lines. The world
will divide things up according to
language; the church does not. The
gospel we just heard is a gospel that
breaks down walls and barriers and
erases skin colors and language
distinctions. The church does not care
what you look like, what language you
speak, or whether you shop at Costco
or the Goodwill.
To make this a bit more concrete, I
once heard a story of a doctrinally
solid church in the Washington DC
area. Two men who were members
of this church also worked for the
federal government. In fact, one was
a Republican and one a Democrat.
During the week, they would clash
on social policy and other political
issues. But on Sunday, you could see
these two men share a hymnal, say the
Apostles’ Creed together with deep
conviction, and talk about irresistible
grace and limited atonement together
in complete agreement. Exactly. We

are not a red or blue church, not an
American or Chinese church. We’re
a Christian church, a place where
people can set aside petty differences
(race, language, politics, and age) to
hold hands, join voices, and call on
the Christ who called them. Children
and adults can come together to
confess sins, hear forgiveness, and
sing praise in unison. You just do not
find that on television.
Before concluding, I need to draw out
one more implication of Genesis 4:26
and 1 Corinthians 1:2; this doesn’t
mean the church will be huge. When
Moses and Paul tell us that all kinds
of people from all times and nations
and tongues call upon the name of
the Lord, they are not telling us that
the local display of God’s people will
be large. If you stand back and look
at the total historical picture—from
Adam after the fall to now, the church
is indeed massive. But these verses do
not mean your church in your town
will be massive. To draw another
contrast between us and the world,
capitalism and consumerism scream
in our ears, “Bigger is better!” “Bigger
means success!” But this is not what
we find in Scripture. If you read the
context of Genesis 4:26, Seth and
Enosh were named after a long line of
unbelievers. Looking later in history,
who can forget the tiny church in
1 Kings 19, during Elijah’s time? In
all of Israel, only seven thousand
worshipped Jehovah. Today, that
church would look like a miserable
failure. For the Christian church, big
is OK, but not a sign that it is better.

Conclusion
We must let the Bible push out of
our minds the world’s definitions

and thoughts of what the church is.
We have to let Moses and Paul tell
us what a church looks like instead
of Hollywood and Starbucks and
Walmart. In a word, we have to think
biblically about the church. We have
to face the fact and admit that we’re a
strange people! As one preacher has
said, we do not want to bend over so
far to speak to the world that we fall
into the world! The Bible calls you
aliens, exiles, pilgrims—that is what
our churches should portray.
By way of summary, the Scripture
tells us that the church is called out
by God to call on God, the church
is called to preach the gospel, the
church is called out of the world to
be holy, and the church’s makeup is
people from all times, tongues, and
tribes.
These are good things. We exist
because we were called, we exist
because of that gospel, and we exist
to preach that gospel. Our job as a
church is to be the church instead
of the subset of a certain culture,
political party, or society. The church
is countercultural. The church is
a caravan of tent-dwelling, crosscarrying Christians longing to be
really home. The gospel promises to
bring us there! This is why there is no
salvation outside the church.
————————
1. Zacharius Ursinus, Commentary
on the Heidelberg Catechism trans.
G. W. Williard (Phillipsburg: P&R,
n.d.), 286.
2. See chapter one of D. G. Hart and
John Muether, With Reverence and
Awe (Philipsburg: P&R Publishing,
2002).

Rev. Shane Lems
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Seminary California) is the
pastor and church planter
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Church in Sunnyside, WA
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T

he apostle Paul did not have a
“church-centered” evangelism.
The apostle Paul went wherever he
could in order to preach the gospel.
In Acts 17:17, we read that Paul
debated in the synagogues and in
the marketplace with those who
happened to be there. I think one
of the big mistakes in American
Christianity is that we think that
unbelievers should come to church
in order to be evangelized rather than
the church going to them in order to
evangelize them.

What Paul Didn’t Do
The apostle Paul did not go around
Athens asking people what they
wanted in a church and then proceed
to put together great programs with
contemporary music and uplifting
messages. We simply do not see him
trying to build a church by inviting
unbelievers to church. The apostle
Paul went to the unbelievers. He did
not wait for them to come to him.
American Christianity is stuck in the
“build it and they will come” model
of evangelism. We think that to reach
our neighbors for Christ, we must
have a worship service where they will
come and receive Christ.
But what is “church”? What Paul calls
“coming together as a church” is the
time when Christians come together
to worship the Lord by praising Him,
hearing His Word, and partaking of
the sacrament. This is a time primarily
for the believer (note: I’m not saying
we should discourage unbelievers
from coming if they want to come).
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But what does an unbeliever think of
church in the sense above? According
to Hart & Muether in their book, With
Reverence and Awe, “True worship,
then, will be odd and perhaps even
weird to the watching world. This
oddness is not lamentable but essential
to the church’s faithful witness” (34).

.......................

Paul’s Method of Evangelism

Rev. J. Wesley		
White

method you don’t do.”
So, what should we do? The answer
is quite simple. We should go out
and talk to people. We should talk to
whomever we meet. We should not
shy away from those who are smart

Since this is so obviously the case,
what have most American churches
done? They have sought to make
church more acceptable to the
unbeliever. They have filled it with
things that are acceptable to natural
man: music, drama, humor, and tips
for living. These are all things that are
not so strange to natural man. The
trouble is that the supernatural (the
holy God and His gospel) are often
left out.
On the other hand, imagine the
alternative. Let us say that you speak
to one of your friends, neighbors, or
relatives about the gospel of Jesus
Christ. He then becomes convicted
and decides that he want to be a
follower of Christ. Then you will not
need to cajole him into coming to
church. More often than not, he will
simply see it as the natural response
to becoming a Christian. In this way,
church remains what it should be.
It remains a gathering of believers
hearing the Word of Christ that they
might receive Him for justification,
sanctification, and salvation.

What Paul Did Do
One problem that often confronts
those who critique the modern
“seeker sensitive” church is that they
themselves have little to offer. They
do not do a lot of evangelizing of their
own. The seeker-sensitive church
might respond as D. L. Moody did,
“The method I do is better than the

or those who are poor or those who
are “evil.” We should look at ourselves
as debtors to all people, that is, those
who owe it to everyone to tell them
about Jesus (Romans 1:14).
Some people may think that this way
is somewhat superficial and treats
people as merely objects of evangelism
rather than as human beings. Though,
of course, such a thought is possible,
it does not need to be so. Instead, we
should do this out of a genuine love
for Christ and for others, recognizing
that it is genuinely in everyone’s best
interest to receive Christ. This is just

what Jesus said. We are to go and
preach the gospel to every creature
(Mark 16:15; cf. Matthew 28:19–20).
The apostles were to be His witnesses
to Jerusalem and Judea and Samaria
and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).
The story of Acts is how the apostles
went all over the world speaking
the truth about Jesus wherever they
possibly could.
This is what we must do in our day.
We must not wait for the people to
come to us. We must go out to them.

the tiny sacrifice of people thinking we
are strange to Christ’s reproach on the
cross that He endured for us as well
as the multitudes who have suffered
much, much worse for His name.
2. I am afraid of difficult arguments
and questions. Reply: Then, you
should study in order to be able to
answer better. But do not wait until
you have studied enough. Trust in
the Lord and the power of the Holy
Spirit. Explain what Christianity is
in a humble and gentle way and trust
that the Lord will help you.
3. I would rather take it easy (laziness).
Reply: Taking some time to relax and
refresh ourselves is fine, but not to
the neglect of our duties. Also, even
when we are relaxing, we are still
soldiers of Christ who continue to
serve in His army.
4. I am busy with other important
things. Reply: This is probably the
most prominent excuse for a pastor.
There is no end to administration,
organization, visits, meetings, and
teaching/preaching prep. However,
we need to see that evangelism has
just as much a claim to our time as
other duties of the ministry. We must
remember the importance of bringing
souls out of the kingdom of Satan to
the kingdom of Christ. We should
earnestly desire that God will use us to
bring many people into His kingdom.

We must find out where the people
are and go there and preach the
gospel. This is the special assignment
of pastors, but it is also the duty of
all Christians.

Common Objections/
Excuses
1. People will think I’m weird. Reply:
This is true, and I think this is the
main reason that we in America are
afraid to say things about Christ. We
live in a comfortable society, and we
are hesitant to do anything to disrupt
that. What we need to do is contrast

5. If they are elect, then they will find
me. Reply: We do not use this sort of
reasoning anywhere else; why should
we use it here? We do not say, “If God
wants my car to start, then it will
start on its own.” No. Recognizing
God’s sovereignty, we use the means
He has appointed. We put the key in
the ignition and turn. So it is in every
other area of life. God determines the
ends and the means, and we should
not expect the end without making
use of the means, which, in this case
is speaking the Word of God to those
around us. Besides, telling others
about the gospel is both commanded
by God and glorifying to God.

6. A pastor may say: I equip the saints,
and they evangelize. Reply: You must
lead also in this area, and this is your
calling. If you do not lead in doing
evangelism, then do not expect the
sheep to follow you in evangelism.
They will rather follow you by not
doing evangelism.
7. I’m not a pastor. Reply: You are a
soldier of Jesus Christ. You are called
to make His glory known. Has Jesus
not saved you, and do you not love
Him? Then, make it known to those
around you.

Some Practical Suggestions
There are really two things that we
need to do in order to implement
this method. First, begin with those
whom you know. It is easy for us to
categorize in our head who is and who
is not a good target for evangelism.
Do not do that. Think about who you
know, pray for them, and seek to tell
them about Christ.
Second, find out where there are
people and go there. Do not stay in
your comfort zone. Try to get new
people. In fact, think about all the
times that you do interact with people
throughout the day and week. Take
the time to speak with them and show
a genuine interest in them. Then pray
that the Lord will open the door for
you to tell them about Christ.
Finally, pray for yourself and others
that you would speak boldly. If we
ask God to give us opportunities
to glorify His name through
evangelism, He will give them to us!
Let us, then, seek the opportunities
around us and ask the Lord to open
the doors for us and bless us when
we walk through them.

Rev. J. Wesley White is pastor
of New Covenant PCA, a small
church nestled in the Black Hills
of Western South Dakota.
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Ruth 1:7ff

I

n only a few verses, Samuel has
provided us the setting for a dramatic
and deadly problem that has consumed
our family from Bethlehem. It is as if
Elimelech marched into the jaws of
death. While the family left in the
middle of a famine, the story has taken
a remarkable turn for the worse. In a
few verses everyone but Naomi is dead!
Elimelech is dead. Mahlon is dead and
Chilion is dead. There are no men to
provide for the future—in this sense
there is no future. The story forces us
to wonder what will happen now. What
can this family possibly do next?
As a result, the three women begin to
talk about their dreadful situation. Thus
begins the first dialogue of the story.
The unfaithfulness of Elimelech has
brought the expected (at least for the
sensitive reader) consequence of death
and hopelessness. Samuel wants us to
feel the utter despair in their plight. If
we understand their despair, we will be
ready to appreciate the amazing grace
of God. The reader will be thrilled
to watch God’s sovereign reversal—
the faithfulness of God reverses the
unfaithfulness of Elimelech.
Elimelech’s faithless actions have
brought him to the expected end,
which puts the family and the reader
on the road to a series of sovereign
reversals or “returns.” These reversals
culminate in the ultimate reversal of
our story up to this point, which is the
conversion of Ruth.
Just as dramatically as things turned
to death and to destruction, so now
our story turns towards life and
hope. Samuel emphasizes the radical
reversal of the fortunes of the people
in our story using the word return.
In fact, he uses this word so much
that you might think he has gone a
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bit overboard. He uses the word and
the concept as part of the dramatic
flair, which forces us to recognize
it. Sinclair Ferguson notes that this
word is the Old Testament’s main
expression for turning back to God’s
covenant grace and mercy—for
repentance, for conversion.”1
What an amazing turn of events we are
about to witness! The reverse setting
and reverse fortunes go together
with the reversal of the whole story.
Ruth’s conversion is nothing less than
the complete reversal of the whole
story towards a new direction, a new
beginning, and thus, a new hope.
Because it is vital for us to appreciate
what God is doing in the story, we
need to take note of the reversals
Samuel emphasizes. We move
dramatically from death towards life,
from Moab to Bethlehem, and from
famine to harvest.

......................

Sovereign Reversal

Rev. L. Charles
Jackson

The reversal in chapter one is obvious,
but it bears emphasis. Naomi returns to
the very place where our story began.
Notice that by the end of this chapter
the story comes full circle in many
ways. It is very close to the title of Dean
Ulrich’s book on Ruth entitled, From
Famine to Fullness. Not only are we
back in Bethlehem, but everything has
been reversed in extremely ironic and
rather odd ways. First, Naomi says, she
went out full but has come back empty.
Yet, at the beginning when they left
for Moab, the city of Bethlehem was
empty. As she returns to Bethlehem,
the city that was empty is now full. At
the beginning of the story, Elimelech’s
family left when there was a famine;
now they return at the beginning of a
harvest. What a radical reversal we see!
Samuel requires us to recognize the
nature of the reversal; it is God’s doing!
This is a radical reversal that occurs
because God sovereignly engineers it
in spite of Elimelech’s unfaithfulness.
God is sovereignly moving the family
back to Bethlehem even though
they had determined to go in the
opposite direction. For instance, we
can peek behind the scenes to see
God’s sovereignty at work in the life
of someone we have not even met—
Boaz. We will find out later that
Boaz’s faithfulness in Bethlehem has
apparently provoked the blessing of the
Lord, while Elimelech’s unfaithfulness
provoked the curse of the covenant
upon the family of Judah. So in spite
of Elimelech’s deliberate sins, God
has already been sovereignly working
to reverse the consequences of those
sins in an entirely different place, not
at all related (humanly speaking), yet
coupled together by sovereign design.
Since God is the one who established
David’s family in the land, this would

When we peel back some of the ironic layers, we
uncover deep covenantal theology. What Naomi
now thinks is death will ultimately bring her life.

be very important for the people of
David’s kingdom to realize.
God’s sovereign grace fills us with
a combination of humility and
confidence. He accomplishes his
divine design in spite of David’s
faithless family members. It is as if God
drags the family back to Bethlehem
kicking and screaming. In particular,
Naomi’s complaining reveals the exact
bitterness that she says is reflected in
the new name she gives herself. She
wants to be called Mara, which means
bitter. Even in the face of death and
destruction, Naomi is apparently not
humbled before the Lord.

Naomi’s Complaint:
Although we know that God has
reversed the situation for the purpose
of blessings, we see yet another bit of
irony, because Naomi interprets things
in reverse of God’s reversal. Naomi
complains that God has reversed
her pleasantness to bitterness, but
in reality at the very center of her
complaint, God is reversing the entire
direction of her life towards true
pleasantness and ultimate blessings.
When we peel back some of the ironic
layers, we uncover deep covenantal
theology. What Naomi now thinks
is death will ultimately bring her
life. She may complain about God
bringing bitterness, but this is merely
because, like her husband, she is still
unfaithful at heart.
Thus, our story is definitely at a
turning point. We are in the midst
of serious problems, and the reader
may ask “What will happen to the
covenant promises of God in the
face of such unfaithfulness? Will
they die? Will the line of David end
and the promise end with it?” If you

read biblical stories honestly, this is
certainly not the first time you could
ask this question.
To the contrary, redemptive history
is replete with the record of man’s
unfaithfulness. There are many stories
of men who are unfaithful and who
have provoked curses upon themselves
and those around them. Over and
over again in countless ways we find
men who are unfaithful, which brings
them and their families into truly
terrible situations. Yet, their plight
is consistently and lovingly reversed
by God’s sovereign faithfulness. How
many times have we seen this? How
many times do God’s people bring
themselves to the very precipice
of death and destruction? We can
recall that when it looked as if man’s
unfaithfulness had brought complete
ruin to the whole world, God gathered
Noah and his family into the ark and
provided them salvation.
Moses failed and was unfaithful. The
Judges failed and were unfaithful.
The Kings of Israel and Judah failed
and were unfaithful. They turned
left when they should have turned
right, and they turned right when
they should have turned left. Yet, over
and over in the biblical stories we see
the unfaithfulness of man not only
matched but completely reversed by
the faithfulness of God.
At this juncture in Ruth, our story
points us to the same conclusion about
unfaithful men. Almost everyone in
our story is dead—the men are all
dead, and the family has no hope for
the future, because in terms of her
child-bearing capacity, Naomi’s womb
is dead and unable to produce more
men. In this sense, death reigns!

How will God provide salvation
through the family of Judah if that
line is now dead? We are forced to
see the sovereignty of God at work.
How will God maintain his promises?
From where will new life come to the
tribe of Judah? It will not be from
the most expected source, which is
Naomi, but from a foreigner, Ruth the
Moabitess. God will bring salvation
from the most unlikely and humble of
places; ironically he will bring it from
Moab to Bethlehem.
This is yet another ironic reversal in
our story. Using a Moabite woman
in our story is like Jesus’ use of the
Samaritan in Luke 10. You would
expect Naomi, as an Israelite, as a
child of the covenant, to come back to
Bethlehem at harvest praising God,
for he has returned her to the land of
fruitfulness and fullness. Instead, she
complains bitterly about how God,
not her former husband or her own
actions, not even her sons and their
actions (who still had been given a
chance to repent and return to the
land), but how God has cursed her
and how he has made her bitter.
Naomi is bitter about her life. She is
bitter about the loss of her husband,
which is no small problem. Who will
care for her now? Who will provide
for her now without a husband? Since
her place is now among the widows,
she complains bitterly as someone
without a husband, and thus without
security or hope.
Yet, this is precisely the place her own
actions have brought her. Likewise,
this is the exact place God wants her
to be, so she (and we through her)
may learn of God’s tender love for
the helpless. She has clearly forgotten
that at the heart of the covenant is
a constant provision for the widow
and orphan. As such, God draws our
attention later to the tender heart
of Boaz, who obeys the Lord by
following the gleaning laws, which
provide for the needy.
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The place of the widow in the Bible is
central to the themes of redemption. It
is no coincidence that widowhood is
consistently listed as characterizing the
needy whom God loves. God is said to
have his eyes on the widow and the
orphan. It is also no coincidence that
the first time the word widow occurs
in the Bible is in Genesis 38. Yes,
Genesis 38 is the story of Judah and
Tamar, which is where our story has
its roots. Instead of trusting the Lord
for his future, Judah abused the widow
Tamar. This is where the tribe of Judah
crashed on the rocks of sin and lust and
where David’s ancestors ruined their
legitimacy for the future. In Genesis
38, the tribe itself had become like a
widow. See Genesis 38:11,
Then Judah said to Tamar his
daughter-in-law, “Remain a
widow in your father’s house till
my son Shelah is grown.” For he
said, “Lest he also die like his
brothers.” And Tamar went and
dwelt in her father’s house.
Judah was fearful that his daughterin-law was cursed and that she would
curse his sons, two of whom had
already died. Judah was abusive and
unkind to the widow Tamar, and he
thus acts contrary to the covenant.
God, on the other hand, gives his
people clear direction regarding
kindness to the widow.
“You shall not afflict any widow or
fatherless child. If you afflict them in
any way, and they cry at all to Me, I
will surely hear their cry” (Exodus
22:22–23).
The widow and the orphan were
pictures of the helpless person.
They lacked the security and the
protection that they needed. Hence,
God consistently warns his people
to give due regard to the needs of
the widow and orphan. The widow
possessed a position of special
affection in God’s economy.
For the LORD your God is God
of gods and Lord of lords, the
great God, mighty and awesome,
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who shows no partiality nor
takes a bribe. He administers
justice for the fatherless and the
widow, and loves the stranger,
giving him food and clothing.
Therefore love the stranger, for
you were strangers in the land of
Egypt (Deuteronomy 10:17–19).
One could cite verse after verse in the
Old Testament that reveals a particular
divine concern for the widow. This
is of course no less true of the New
Testament. Indeed, religion in the Old
Testament and the New Testament is
summarized in James 1:27, “Pure and
undefiled religion before God and the
Father is this: to visit orphans and
widows in their trouble, and to keep
oneself unspotted from the world.”
The widow becomes a veritable
picture of the kind of person whom
God loves. God becomes a father to
the fatherless and a husband to the
widow. Here the theme of husbandry
is being plastered over every angle
and aspect of our story in Ruth.
The story begins with an unfaithful
husband, and then the rest of the
story moves us to the conclusion of
how God, through Boaz, provides a
faithful husband. God’s provision of
a faithful husband will resurrect the
line of Judah from death. Of course,
we should see Christ in this story
from the beginning to the end.
God is providing Naomi with hope
through a future husband, and it
is not because of her faithfulness
and humility. The whole story turns
towards a future hope because of
God’s tender concern for the humble.
Here the irony resumes. For instance,
Naomi’s name means pleasant, which
has an ironic twist at first, but now
she cries out that her name is Mara,
or bitterness. This also holds irony
in it because God is in the process of
providing her with true pleasantness
through a faithful husband, through
a coming savior, or what our story
calls the kinsman redeemer. But at
this time in our story, Naomi refuses
to look forward to this redeemer with

hope. She refuses to look forward to
the hope of the Lord! Rather, Samuel
uncovers her hard-heartedness in the
dialogue that follows.

Dialogue
Beginning with verse seven we hear
the first dialogue of our story. Up to
this point we have heard only from
our narrator. Now we begin to hear
from the characters themselves.
Ruth 1:8 initiates the first discussion,
which seems to point to a new
literary unit. Now we hear from
them in their own words.
For the rest of the chapter we only hear
from the women of our story. Other
than our narrator, there are no male
characters speaking in this chapter.
It is worth noting that the heroine
of our story is a woman. We see that
the story of salvation is as much for
women and girls as it is for men and
boys. The primary figures in the story
of redemption are male, but there is a
fundamental focus on women as well.
Like Mary the mother of Jesus, Ruth
is a humble woman of faith. God uses
the humility and faithfulness of such
women to form the very foundation
of our faith.
In the dialogue and discussion among
the women, we also learn a good deal
of theology. Even more pointedly,
we are focused on Naomi and Ruth.
Naomi’s words are first, and they set
the stage for the radical reversal that
God is about to engineer.

Naomi’s Complaint
Continued
As she speaks to her daughters-inlaw, she says, “May the Lord grant
you pleasantness.” She is determined
to detach herself and leave the land of
Moab, but she will not face the reality
of her situation. In fact, we actually
see her physical attempting to detach
herself from these young women.
We find a deep-seated bitterness in
Naomi. Naomi blames God almost
entirely for her lot even though she
has created it. Notice her words to

her daughters-in-law contain a kind
of implication against the Lord. She
invokes the Lord’s name.
And Naomi said to her two
daughters-in-law, “Go, return
each to her mother’s house. The
LORD deal kindly with you, as
you have dealt with the dead and
with me. The LORD grant that
you may find rest, each in the
house of her husband.” Then she
kissed them, and they lifted up
their voices and wept (vss. 8–9).
She says, “The LORD deal kindly with
you, as you have dealt with the dead
and with me.” Naomi reverses reality
when she says, “May the Lord deal
kindly with you,” implying that the
Lord has not dealt kindly with her.
Naomi’s complaint reveals a heart full
of bitterness and she harshly implies
that the Lord has not dealt kindly
with the dead or with her.2
The structure of Naomi’s words
implies a deep-seated bitterness. For
instance, she says, “May the Lord grant
you rest,” leaving the impression that
she thinks the Lord has not granted
her rest. Naomi requests that the
Lord would grant them peace with
a husband, implying that she thinks
the Lord will not provide Naomi such
peace or such a husband.
When you listen to her complaint,
you discover that she is bitter and

that she believes her trouble is the
Lord’s doing. Isn’t this just par for
the course? We act contrary to faith
and then cry bitterly to the Lord at
the mess we have made. We howl at
the Lord, implying that he has made
our lot bitter, when in so many cases,
as with Naomi, God has actually
worked to bring salvation, while we
have done our level best to provoke
death. Here God is actually working
to drive Naomi back to the city of
bread, and yet she fights him. She
goes back, as we say, “kicking and
screaming.” Isn’t this so common
for us? We rush towards a wall of
destruction and we run straight into
a fortress of harm; then we moan
and cry as we wallow in the wounds
we have created for ourselves.
“Of course,” we say, “the Lord just
doesn’t want me ever to get ahead
financially,” as we pull out the credit
cards to pay for our dinner out.
As Naomi finds desolation in Moab,
and as she realizes that there is bread
in her homeland, she decides to go
where there is food. She now heads
back to Judah. As she leaves to return
to the homeland, her daughters-in-law
attempt to follow her to Bethlehem in
Judah. As we mentioned earlier, Judah
is under a curse for failing to maintain
the Levirate law. From Genesis 38
we recall the terrible story of incest
and illegitimacy. Hence, Samuel is
pointing to the coming restoration
and redemption of the tribe of Judah
through the Levirate law that Judah
had violated.
The two daughters-in-law are also
heading to Judah, and, ironically,
Naomi attempts to dissuade them.
Naomi has not been a woman of faith,
and she continues in faithlessness.
Rather than encouraging these two
young women in the hope of the
covenant and the possible redemption
in the land, she attempts to discourage
them from the only hope they really
have for finding true food.
Ironically, Naomi tells them that they
should not come. In a stunningly

hard-hearted push, she is trying to
turn them back to the ways of death.
She has, as we noted, a serious reality
problem. At this point she can’t seem
to come to grips with her self-created
hardships, and she improperly
attempts to direct these two young
women back to the path of death.
We are not told exactly why she tries
to keep them from coming with her,
except that she seems so blurred with
bitterness at God that she herself
would not even be returning to the
land of Judah except for temporary
food. Jim Jordan aptly states, “This
whole family has been characterized
by food and not faith.”3 It was food
and not faith that drove Elimelech
to leave the house of bread. Now it is
also for food and not faith that Naomi
is driven back to the land.
She reminds us of the Israelites who
chased Jesus around the lake for more
food after he had performed a miracle
to feed them. Like Naomi, they are
characterized by food and not faith.
Jesus answered them and said, “Most
assuredly, I say to you, you seek Me,
not because you saw the signs, but
because you ate of the loaves and were
filled. Do not labor for the food which
perishes, but for the food which
endures to everlasting life, which the
Son of Man will give you, because God
the Father has set His seal on Him.”
Then they said to Him, “What shall
we do, that we may work the works
of God?” Jesus answered and said to
them, “This is the work of God, that
you believe in Him whom He sent.”
Therefore they said to Him, “What
sign will You perform then, that we
may see it and believe You? What
work will You do? Our fathers ate the
manna in the desert; as it is written,
‘He gave them bread from heaven to
eat.’“ Then Jesus said to them, “Most
assuredly, I say to you, Moses did not
give you the bread from heaven, but
My Father gives you the true bread
from heaven. For the bread of God
is He who comes down from heaven
and gives life to the world.” Then they
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Naomi’s bitterness drives her to a life
of seeking food that perishes rather
than seeking true bread from God
through faith.
————————
1. Sinclair B. Ferguson, Faithful God, 25.
2. See audio sermons “Ruth Chapter
One: The Story Begins,” by James
Dennison.
3. Jim Jordan, “Ruth,” audio tape #2.

Ruth 1:11–21

.......................

No More Sons

said to Him, “Lord, give us this bread
always.” And Jesus said to them, “I
am the bread of life. He who comes
to Me shall never hunger, and he
who believes in Me shall never thirst”
(John 6:26–35).

Rev. L. Charles
Jackson

But Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters; why will you go with me?
Are there still sons in my womb, that they may be your husbands?
Turn back, my daughters, go—for I am too old to have a husband. If I
should say I have hope, if I should have a husband tonight and should
also bear sons, “would you wait for them till they were grown? Would
you restrain yourselves from having husbands? No, my daughters;
for it grieves me very much for your sakes that the hand of the LORD
has gone out against me!” Ruth 1:11–13

N
Questions for
Consideration
1. How does Samuel use the word
“return” to teach us?
2. Describe some of the “returns.”
3. How does Naomi respond to 		
God’s sovereign reversals?
4. Give some biblical examples of
God’s faithfulness in reversing
the unfaithfulness of men.
5. How does the idea of 			
widowhood fit into our story?
6. How is Naomi still operating
by the principle of “food, not 		
faith”?
7. What role does bitterness play
in Naomi’s bad decisions?
8. How does John 6 help us to 		
understand this story?

The Outlook | 18

aomi actually persisted in dissuading one of her
daughters-in-law from following her to the Promised
Land. In her arguments she even has the audacity to pretend
that the whole ordeal is worse for her than for them. Making
reference to the levirate laws, she contends that even if she
could bear a son, the two younger women would be too old
by the time the sons could marry either one of them. Here she
completely ignores the possibility of other family members
who live in the land acting as husbands to them. Instead
Naomi insists on concentrating entirely on the deadness of
her womb. She believes, and thus she acts as if, there is no
hope for the future. Her thoughts are simple—her sons are
dead, her womb is dead and the future of her house is dead.
We are reminded of the story of Genesis 38 and Judah’s
refusal to follow God by faith when his sons had died. Indeed,
like Judah, Naomi tries to rid herself of a woman who she
believed was a curse.1

Naomi ruminates about the wondrous possibility of her bearing a
son, but because everyone is too old she quickly concludes that this is
impossible. She should have recalled redemptive history—this would
not be the first time God brought miraculous life to the dead womb
of an older woman. Even though God has changed these kinds of
situations in the past, Naomi persists in her despair and drives Orpah
away from the hope of the covenant. Furthermore, Naomi blames God
for her despair while never assigning any responsibility for her plight
to the unfaithfulness of her husband. She refuses to assign any guilt to
her husband, even though he had attempted to provide for his family’s
future outside of the covenant. What a missed opportunity!

She could have sought restoration as
she confessed her sins; instead she
blames God. Her situation was the
accumulation of a series of ungodly
decisions and faithlessness. Yet,
Naomi assigns the responsibility to
God, telling her daughters-in-law
to return to Moab in order to find
a husband, which she believes that
neither she nor God can provide. In
responding in this way, she indicates
that she does not believe God will
provide them with a future—she is
not living by faith. This is a recurring
issue in the story of Ruth.
Next the reader encounters a setting
of profound emotions as Samuel
narrates a gripping incident of the
weeping, wailing, and sadness. One
does not need to pause at this scene
very long to feel the deep emotion
of the moment. These women were
touched with the hardest of life’s
trials and pains, and they realize that
nothing will ever be the same for them.
Thus the reader sees them clinging to
one another, lamenting with genuine
heartache and loss over this truly
sad transition. If you have ever had
to goodbye to a friend, or closer yet,
to a son or daughter as they leave
subsequent to their wedding, then
you know something of the emotion
of this scene. It is not only filled with
emotions, but it becomes one of the
many critical turning points in our
story.

Orpah Returns
As they weep and cling to her, Naomi
persists in pushing them back to
Moab. Orpah, whose name probably
means fawn, reacts naturally, leaving
Naomi and returning to her people.
After all, if Naomi’s God has mocked
Naomi’s name as a pleasant one and has
refused to provide for her family, what
hope would one expect for Orpah, a
foreigner. Orpah may have properly
noticed that the family’s position was
characterized by rootless wandering
for food—hardly an enticing prospect
or a foreign widow. Just as their sons’
names would indicate, when the
family finally settled in another land,
they found nothing but the agony of
a gradual languishing away. Naomi’s
testimony of the cruelty of God had
its intended effect. Orpah listened to
the bitter words of Naomi and she
decided to return to Moab. In striking
contrast, Ruth did not despair.
Once Naomi caused Orpah to return,
she concentrated her full efforts on
persuading Ruth to leave her. Ruth
1:15 rightly tells us the nature of
returning to Moab. This return is a
return to the gods of Moab. We read,
And she said, “Look, your sisterin-law has gone back to her
people and to her gods; return
after your sister-in-law.”
If you think about the theological

import of what Naomi was trying
to do, you realize that she was a
terrible witness! A sensitive reader
will discover that this was not merely
a return to the fields of Moab, but a
return to the gods of Moab.
Dean Ulrich rightly notes,
By sending Orpah and Ruth back
to their gods, Naomi broke the
first commandment and denied
its practical application to a
specific case. . . . The one true
God was allegedly not sufficient
to grant security to all who trust
in him, regardless of national and
social background.2
Naomi was arguing vigorously to
push these women to their assured
doom. Imagine an Israelite from
Bethlehem having become so bitter
that she tries to push her daughtersin-law away from the Lord. Naomi’s
arguments would lead them to their
eternal death. We can give thanks that
the future did not depend on Naomi!

Ruth’s Conversion
In the midst of this very emotional
scene something rather dramatic
emerges; Ruth refuses to leave. Naomi
cannot detach Ruth from her because
she is holding fast. Ruth clings to
her and refuses to let go. She holds
so tightly that she becomes the only
person in our story who sees with
the eyes of faith. Surprisingly, Ruth
November 2009 | 19

(not Naomi) interprets her decision
to return to Bethlehem as a religious
commitment to the Lord.
Ruth determines to follow the God
of Israel and takes Naomi’s place
as the covenant representative of
the family, just as Boaz later will
take the place of Elimelech as the
family’s covenant representative.
Elimelech failed; the sons failed,
and Naomi failed; now we have a
foreigner refusing to fail. Samuel
portrays Ruth as an active contrast
to Naomi and Orpah. She will not
despair but holds tightly, clinging to
the covenant promises and looking
to the future.
Naomi uses the omnipresent word,
“return.” At first, both women
promise to “return” saying “our return
will match your return.” But Ruth
determines to act with true faith. She
clings to the covenant and to the faith
that Naomi must have taught her
when they first met. Ruth’s grasping
hold of the covenant promises of
God provides not only the reversal
of the lot of foreigners such as Ruth,
but the reversal of the entire city of
Bethlehem, and through it, the whole
world. What follows is perhaps one of
most-quoted conversion experiences
in the whole Bible. This is a confession
of faith par excellence.

But Ruth said: “Entreat me not
to leave you, Or to turn back
from following after you; For
wherever you go, I will go;
And wherever you lodge, I will
lodge; Your people shall be
my people, and your God, my
God. Where you die, I will die,
and there will I be buried. The
LORD do so to me, and more
also, If anything but death parts
you and me” (vss. 16–17).
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Ruth Joins the Pilgrimage
This passage continues in the vein of
many Old Testament books regarding
the theme of pilgrimage. The Bible
characteristically portrays the history
of redemption as a pilgrimage. God’s
covenant people are on a journey of
faith. Indeed, the call of our father
Abraham from Ur of the Chaldeans
to the city of God is much like a
foundation of the walk of faith for all
of God’s people. Ruth now chooses to
join this journey with the covenant
people of God. She decides to follow
in the walk of faith. Ruth chooses to
journey to the house of bread, and
this act of faith is what reverses the
direction of our story and begins the
new story of restoration and hope.
There is now a future for God’s people.
Ruth is a faithful bride, and God has
now become her husband. Samuel
provides the reader with a tangible,
colorful picture of God’s faithfulness
to the widow.

Covenantal: YourPeople
Will be my People
If you are either starting your
pilgrimage or if you have been
walking for a long time, Ruth’s story is
encouraging—no person ever walks
the journey of faith alone. Ruth not
only started a pilgrimage, she joined
a family. Rather, God calls us out of
darkness and into his glorious light
in the company of others. We join his
covenant people, and we do not do this
as individuals. In the Bible there is no
such thing as individualistic salvation,
and there are no lone rangers in
God’s kingdom. Ruth herself makes
this connection, saying that Naomi’s
people will be her people, and thus
she becomes a part of the covenant
community. Her destiny and her
future are wrapped together with the
future of God’s community. Even as
an “outsider,” Ruth soon discovers the
blessing of covenant community. In
this sense, Ruth’s confession of faith
includes the confession of the “holy
catholic church.” We are called to be

covenantal. There is a proper sense of
connectedness in her confession.
In committing herself to the Lord,
Ruth uses a covenant expression as a
vow or oath. We see this same thing
in Genesis 15, when God acts as the
one who invoked a self-condemning
or a self-maledictory curse. This
phrase “may the Lord deal with me,”
is a part of Ruth’s covenant with the
Lord as well as with Naomi, and she
invokes the name of the Lord.

Buried in the Land
“Where you die, I will die and be
buried.” Here we may see something
of the land as a place of hope and
resurrection. When discussing the
concept of famine, we noted that the
land was a place of hope and rest. It is,
therefore, very important to be buried
in the land. The land represented
resurrection and hope for future rest.
The land was a symbol of the future
Sabbath and resurrection life.
As Elimelech left the land of
promise, he went into the wilderness.
He journeyed to Moab, a land
characterized by death for God’s
covenant people. Here again the irony
is amazing. In the Old Testament, God
had established the land of promise as
the place where his name was exalted.
The land was the dwelling place of
God. To be outside of the land was
to be outside the promise of the
covenant. The land was holy to God; it
was sacred. God had invested the land
with powerful redemptive meaning.
It was the place where God promised
to dwell with his people. The land
in some ways was like the garden of
Eden. It was the place where God had
promised peace and rest to his people.
In the Old Testament, the land
was the place of rest. Hence, it was
considered the proper place of burial.
Indeed, Moses devotes a large section
of the Genesis account entirely to
Abraham’s negotiation and purchase
of a burial plot for Sarah (Genesis 23).
The father of our faith considered it

very important to bury his family in
the land. Jim Jordan states,

he was put in a coffin in Egypt
(Genesis 50:25, 26).

Abraham was a stranger and
sojourner in life, but in death he
was a stranger no longer. Hence,
he actually owned this part of
the land, and this was a down
payment on possession of the
whole of the land.3

When we die, we go to God, and
He is our dwelling place. When we
die, we go to Abraham’s bosom; we
go to be with Christ. Today it no
longer matters where we are buried
in regard to sacred space. In the new
covenant, Christ is our ultimate place
of dwelling. We are in Christ, and
as such we no longer have a piece of
land wherein we find rest or hope for
resurrection in the future.

This is not the only place in Genesis
in which God makes it evident that
his people should be buried in the
land of promise. Jacob instructs his
sons in Genesis 49:29–33:
Then he charged them and said
to them: “I am to be gathered
to my people; bury me with
my fathers in the cave that is in
the field of Ephron the Hittite,
in the cave that is in the field
of Machpelah, which is before
Mamre in the land of Canaan,
which Abraham bought with
the field of Ephron the Hittite as
a possession for a burial place.
There they buried Abraham and
Sarah his wife, there they buried
Isaac and Rebekah his wife,
and there I buried Leah. The
field and the cave that is there
were purchased from the sons
of Heth.” And when Jacob had
finished commanding his sons,
he drew his feet up into the bed
and breathed his last, and was
gathered to his people.
It is important to be buried in the
land of promise. This is not the end
of the emphasis on burial in the land.
Indeed, the next chapter in Genesis
offers us great detail regarding Jacob’s
funeral and the trip to the land for
burial. Furthermore, Joseph also
underscores the importance of burial
in the land:
Then Joseph took an oath from
the children of Israel, saying,
“God will surely visit you, and
you shall carry up my bones
from here.” So Joseph died, being
one hundred and ten years old;
and they embalmed him, and

Unfortunately, in a number of
Christian traditions this idea lingers
in superstitious ways. Some traditions
place a strong belief in “holy” places.
Certain places are invested with
special power as they are considered
holy and sacred to God. This is why
if someone is excommunicated from
these churches, they lose the privilege
of being buried on sacred ground. In
fact, when the famous John Wycliffe
died, he was in good standing and was
buried on holy ground. However, after
his death, he was excommunicated
posthumously, and his bones were
exhumed. After his remains were
unearthed they were burned as those
of a heretic.
Old Testament literature taught that
the land was the location where God
had set his name as a sacred place,
which God had set apart for holy use.
Therefore, the land had a tremendous
significance and it mattered greatly
where God’s people were buried. In
the Old Testament it was important to
be buried in the land as a symbol of
their hope of future rest, but this is no
longer the case in the New Testament.
When we die, we go to be with Christ.
The Scriptures inform us that to be
buried in the land was to be asleep
in the place where God dwells. It
was to be asleep with the Lord. Now,
of course, we sleep in Christ when
we die, and in Christ we wait for the
resurrection. Hence, even in the burial
practices of the Old Testament saints,
we are beautifully pointed to Christ
and the hope of the resurrection.

In the Old Testament, the land was part
of the promise of the covenant. God’s
land was sacred space. This would
become even more specific when
God built the temple. The land and
the temple were the places where God
promised to dwell with his people.
In the new covenant, the church has
replaced God’s special covenant land.
The people of God are the land today
(see Hebrews 12:22). The church is
now the place where God has ordered
His name to dwell. Thus, the church
has replaced the land as the “place”
of blessing. This is not to say that the
actual parcel of earth upon which a
church building is dedicated is sacred
dirt. But rather, wherever God’s name
is named among His people, He has
promised to dwell there in the midst
of them. His covenant promises are
no longer bound to a geographical
location, but they are given to His
body, the church.4
You can commonly see this concept
perverted in horror movies in which
sacred dirt or water or other objects
are used to ward off evil things.
Many of these perversions come
from churches that continue to mix
Old Testament and New Testament
concepts improperly. Yes, the church
is the holy land or dwelling of God.
But this does not mean that church
property has any more sacred value
than farmland in Ohio.
A missionary to Ethiopia came to
visit our church and showed slides of
superstitious Christians who bowed
down to kiss what they considered to
be sacred holy stones. These stones
were invested with special powers
because of their connection to past
spiritual wonders. The superstitious
worship of stones and sacred places
is testimony to the perversion of this
Old Testament concept. In the New
Testament, the Bible teaches that the
whole earth is to become sacred, as
the church goes into the world making
disciples of its inhabitants. Now
wherever God’s people go, the land
goes with them, because they are the
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place where God has placed His name.
Many prophetic or eschatological
schemes still include strange concepts
of the resurrection of a promised
land, and they are utterly misleading.
The land always pointed us to the
place of rest within God’s covenant,
which ultimately is Jesus the Christ.
The church as the dwelling place of
God is now the land in the sense that
this is the place where God has caused
His name to be named; it is now the
sacred place for God’s people. This is
true, of course, not in a geographic
sense, but in a spiritual sense.
At this time in redemptive history,
geographically speaking, there is no
sacred space. Now the promises with
respect to the land have been replaced,
and the whole earth is made clean in
the work of the church. Now, wherever
God’s people dwell, there the concept
of sacred land is fulfilled—there is no
sacred land in the same sense as there
was in Ruth’s day. Ruth’s heart’s desire
points us to what our desire should
be—we should want God to dwell
with us forever. Christ has come as
the dwelling place of God. Outside of
Christ there is no hope of life. It was
to this that the concept of the land
of promise pointed, and to this Ruth
testified in her statement that she
longed to be buried in the land.

Buried in Bethlehem
Here we look at a minor, but poignant,
image of Ruth as the new Rachel. Ruth
was asking to be buried in Bethlehem.
She would become the fruitful bride
and bear a child of the covenant.
Hence, she would be like a second
Rachel, a new bride of the covenant. In
redemptive history, Bethlehem was the
place where Rachel was buried, and this
would be the place where Ruth would
find a faithful husband and become
the blessed bride of the covenant. She
will take the place of Naomi as the new
bride of the covenant.
Now the two of them went until
they came to Bethlehem. And it
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happened, when they had come
to Bethlehem, that all the city
was excited because of them; and
the women said, “Is this Naomi?”
But she said to them, “Do not
call me Naomi; call me Mara,
for the Almighty has dealt very
bitterly with me. I went out full,
and the LORD has brought me
home again empty. Why do you
call me Naomi, since the LORD
has testified against me, and
the Almighty has afflicted me?”
(Ruth 1:19–21)
Naomi cries out against the Lord,
revealing a deep bitterness against
her God. She continues to blame
the Lord for her circumstances and
she does not properly acknowledge
any need for repentance for leaving
the land or for giving her sons to
Moabite women. Instead, she accuses
God as one who brought her to these
woeful circumstances. Is this not
characteristic of bitterness toward
God? We sin and we rebel, but when
the painful consequences begin to
strangle us, we cry out in bitterness.
Naomi now asserts that her new name
is Mara or bitter. This also reminds
us of Rachel’s death in Bethlehem,
when she named her son Ben-Oni,
son of sorrow. Rachel was essentially
asking to be called Mrs. Sorrow. Here
Naomi seems to be doing the very
same thing. Naomi is continuing in
Rachel’s footsteps of bitterness. As the
story unfolds, Ruth will replace these
women, and she will become a blessed
bride of the covenant. Rachel died in
bitterness, and Naomi has already
expressed both her deadness and
bitterness. The pattern of resurrection
reversal is obvious. Resurrection
through God’s intervention is the
only hope for the future—and this
is exactly what will happen. Once
the city of Bethlehem was cursed
and Rachel died a sorrowful bride,
but now God reverses the scene and
brings new life to the city.
Hence, Samuel continues to use new
life or resurrection as a consistent

theme. Because God is faithful
to his covenant, He will offer His
people a new beginning. This is so
characteristic of the hope of the
covenant. At this juncture in Ruth,
we have a new beginning—salvation
comes as a new beginning. Salvation
is the image of new beginning—the
image of God providing life from the
dead. Consequently, salvation never
comes from man. It always comes as
God breaks into history from eternity
and provides redemption. He brings
hope to the hopeless and life to the
dead. Noah was spared a certain death
from the worldwide flood because
God gave him new life. Abraham was
called out of the city of death and into
life with God. Israel was taken out of
the land of slavery, and God brought
them out unto life. In Ruth we see
yet one more of the many beautiful
illustrations of this same “death to
life” principle of redemption.
In Ruth’s story, God is about to create
new life from the dead womb of Naomi.
The pages of redemptive history testify
that the idea of God bringing new life
from dead wombs is not new. Didn’t
God break through the death of Sarah’s
womb and provide resurrection life?
This is yet another grand example of
resurrection life to the dead womb.
Naomi is dead, but Ruth will take her
place and bear a son, Obed. Naomi
adopts Obed, and once more salvation
comes through resurrection.
Given Naomi’s bitterness, we know that
her actions will not be the basis of any
hope. If it were left to the one whose
name means pleasant, there would be
nothing but bitterness. Yet, the chapter
ends with the hope of a harvest. Though
the chapter began with a famine, it now
ends with a harvest.
Another common theme in Ruth is
that of God raising the hope of new
life from a barren woman. God brings
new life from a woman in whom
there is nothing but death. He did
this with our mother Sarah. He did
this in answer to the tearful prayers of
our mother Hannah. He is doing this

through Ruth, who, like these others,
becomes a paradigm for the coming
of our mother Mary.
The mother of our Lord is named
Mary, which means bitter. This is the
pattern of the Old Testament and
barren women whose faithfulness
and humility provoke God to grant
them new life. In one sense the whole
old covenant is a bitter experience,
because people keep dying, and there
does not seem to be any hope. In Mary
we have new life or resurrection life
coming from the womb of a virgin.
Ruth’s book provides a pledge for
the coming Servant of the Lord who
would be born in an unexpected way.
Obed the slave or servant is the son of
Ruth, the Moabitess.
Scholars don’t agree on the meaning
of Ruth’s name. Some say the name
Ruth means “a sight,” “a companion,”
or “a female friend.” Ruth was literally
“a female friend” and “a companion”
to Naomi. The meaning of her name
is less important than the virtual title
that Samuel gives for her. One scholar
argues that there is an unspoken
communal conspiracy not to mention
the Moabitess.5 Thus, she is Ruth “the
Moabitess.” Her virtual title is the most
important part of her name—she is a
foreigner! She was from Moab, and
this was the hallmark of who she was.
In fact, the text begins to make a
transition. As it does so, Samuel
calls her “Ruth the Moabitess” for
the first time in the story. Yes, we
already know that she is a Moabite,
but she is given the title, “Ruth the
Moabitess.” She is connected to Moab
in an ironic manner. As our earlier
discussions noted, Moab was a noted
land of curse. In particular, Moab was
a place where the men of Israel were
plagued because of the women they
married. Our minds might certainly
wander back to the roots of the family
of Moab. Ruth’s ancestors come from
Lot’s incestuous relations with his
daughters, as we read in Genesis 19:
Thus both the daughters of Lot

were with child by their father.
The firstborn bore a son and
called his name Moab; he is the
father of the Moabites to this day
(vss. 36, 37).
Our story is specifically connected
to the childlessness of Tamar, the
daughter-in-law of Judah, and the
incest that ensued, and the apparent
hopelessness that this brought
(Genesis 38). Likewise, Ruth’s
origin is doubly ironic, because her
cursed forefathers had their origin
in the same kind of problem with
childlessness complicated by incest.
Hence, Ruth’s role as the bride of the
covenant is even more ironic given
her origins.
There is layer upon layer of ironic
hopelessness. Yet God, in his matchless
mercy, peels back those layers with
the power of the resurrection. Indeed,
the layers of despair and hopelessness
actually work to enhance the wonder
of God’s grace. God undoes what it
is impossible for man to undo. God
stands where it is impossible for man
to stand. So the cross and resurrection
are powerfully projected as man’s only
hope in the face of sin and death—
only God can save.
There is such deep inspiration in this
story. We may be covered with layer

upon layer of sin and death, but the
resurrection power of our Savior
strips it of its power over us. “O
death, where is thy sting?” says Paul.
What seems impossible for man is
easy for the God of the resurrection.
The layers of irony should deepen our
own appreciation of the compassion
and power of God to bring life where
there is nothing but death. Truly
God brings hope to the hopeless and
power to the powerless.
————————
1. See Dean R. Ulrich, From Famine
to Fullness: The Gospel According to
Ruth, P & R Publishing, 2007, 27.
2. Ulrich, From Famine to Fullness, 32.
3. Jim Jordan, “The Book of Ruth,
chapter 1b” audio tapes Biblical
Horizons
4. See Edmund P. Clowney, The
Church, (IVP, 1995), 44–45.
5. Ian M. Duguid, Esther and Ruth,
Reformed Expository Commentary,
(P&R, 2005), 144.
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Questions for Consideration
1. Why does Naomi determine that there is no hope for the future?
2. What was the religious significance of Naomi’s attempt to send 		
her two daughters-in-law back to Moab?
3. Why does Ruth refuse to leave?
4. How does Ruth join a pilgrimage? Does she join it alone?
5. Why would someone in the Old Testament want to be buried in
the Promised Land?
6. How has this connection to the land changed in the New Testament?
7. How is Ruth like a second Rachel, and how does she point forward?
8. Explain the beauty of Ruth’s status as a foreigner.
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Christ Our Priest

Rev. Talman
Wagenmaker

We come God through Jesus,
come because of His one sacrifice,
come because of His continuing intercession,
come presenting ourselves for service.

W

here is the God of glory? Where
is the God who is surrounded
by angels, who is brilliant in light?
Where is the God whom to know is life
itself? Can you by walking or riding in
a car or an airplane come before God?
Of course, you can’t. There is nowhere
upon earth or in space that we can
travel and enter into God’s presence.
There is nowhere that the throne
room of God may be accessed by you
or me in an earthly manner.
Because God is separated and distant
from us, there are some people who
deny that He exists. “Show me,” they
say, “and I will believe. Unless you can
prove God’s existence I will not accept
it.” Those are atheists. They do not
believe in God.
Yet every day, even those who would
claim to believe in God often live as
though there is no God. They act as
though God does not exist, as though
God does not see, and as though
God is not present. Even you and
I are tempted to forget about God
and ignore Him in our lives. “God is
nowhere,” the atheist cries, and many
of our words and actions agree with
his statement.
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Where is the God of glory? I cannot
show Him to you because He has
exiled us from His presence. I cannot
demonstrate to you the magnificence
of God’s presence because we are
separated from God. There is a barrier
between man and God—a barrier
that has been in place since the fall
of Adam in Paradise. This barrier is a
direct result of man’s sin against God.
Here is where the priest enters. Already
in Paradise the role of priest was
active. Adam was a priest, although he
did not do what we commonly think
of priests doing—offering a sacrifice
for sin—because there was no sin.
Since a priest deals with the people’s
approach to God, Adam’s fall into sin
increased our need for a priest. We
need a priest in order to reconcile us
to God. Our sin is a barrier between
ourselves and the sinless, holy God;
it is the problem that you and I have.
God will not allow sin or sinners in His
presence. Something must happen to
resolve the problem of sin in our lives.
The priest is responsible to make that
something happen: he must present
the sacrifice for sins, so that man may
again approach unto God.

The Bible sets this forth throughout
its thousands of pages, but we also
see it in cultures throughout the
world, throughout history. There is
a recognition, of sorts, of a barrier
between us and God, a barrier that
can be removed only by a sacrifice.
The offering of sacrifices to appease a
deity is found throughout the world,
and it is based on the historical
connection that every human has to
Adam and Eve. We are separated from
God. God’s Word clearly shows that
the soul that sins shall die, and that
without the shedding of blood there is
no remission of sins.
Because of these facts, the Old
Covenant had many priests and
many sacrifices. These all looked
upward and forward to our only true
High Priest. They did not actually
accomplish anything themselves with
regard to the sin-barrier, but they
clearly pointed to the One who would
remove the sin-barrier. The barrier
always existed, as exemplified by the
thick curtain that hung in the Jewish
temple between the Most Holy Place

of God’s earthly presence and the Holy
Place and beyond.
Jesus’ work of redemption is founded
in the reality of priesthood. It is not
only that of prophet and teacher, which
is bloodless. Modern man often wants
to focus only on a muted prophetic/
teaching office of Jesus, but biblical
religion requires the shedding of
blood, the messy office of priest. This
is because our sin is what separates
us from God, and sin is messy. God
declared that the soul that sins shall
die. Because Jesus died for us, in our
place, we can now come before God.

Come Because of His One
Sacrifice
A sacrifice represented a substitute
taking the penalty for the sin of the
one who brought the sacrifice. It was
not the government that supplied the
sacrifice, nor did the priest or prophet
supply it; it was the one who was
coming to worship God, the one who
was seeking to approach God. It was
the sinner who brought the sacrifice,
because the sacrifice represented a
substitute taking the penalty for his
sin. Often in the Old Covenant the one
who was bringing the sacrifice would
lay his hands on the sacrifice, making
even clearer the transfer of guilt from
him to the sacrifice.
The priest would then offer the
sacrifice. The priest was trained in
the right way to offer it. This is what
Jesus did. Jesus offered a sacrifice. He
offered it exactly as God desired it to be
offered, exactly so that the substitute
would take the penalty for the sin
of the one who needed the sacrifice
offered. What was the sacrifice Jesus
offered? It was not a bull or a goat.
Nowhere in the Gospel accounts do
we have recorded that Jesus presented

an animal sacrifice. He offered His
own body as the sacrifice; this is what
no other priests had ever done.
Throughout the Old Testament we
read of priests who were corrupt,
who would try to advance their
own interests. Eli’s sons, Hophni
and Phinehas, for example, stole the
choice of the meat from the offerings.
They fornicated with the women who
served at the entrance to the Tent
of Meeting. They sought only their
own interests and pleasures as they
executed the office of priest, abusing
the office. But when Jesus came, He
did not seek to serve Himself. He
was the Lord of Glory Himself who
came as servant, offering Himself as a
sacrifice. Among a race of priests that
sought pleasure and promotion, Jesus
came, offering Himself, willingly.
Disregarding the unfaithful priests
from the midst of the human race,
Jesus came and offered Himself, rather
than an animal, as a sacrifice. He
sacrificed His own body; He shed His
own blood. This is one reason why it
is through faith in Jesus’ blood that we
are forgiven our sins: because His own
blood was the key sacrifice He offered
to reconcile us to God.
Let us turn our gaze away from the
selfish, gluttonous priests of Israel
to ourselves. We might wring our
hands when there is selfishness and
greed and lust in the high offices of
government, but we are not guiltless.
Your town may seem like a very moral
place filled with salt-of-the-earth
people, but the same disease is in our
hearts by nature that is in the heart
of every corrupt politician. It was not
simply because the Jewish priests were
wicked that Jesus came as our high
priest. It was not merely because we
had corrupt leaders that Jesus came
to be a faithful leader. It was because
we needed Him to offer a sacrifice. We
needed a sacrifice to be offered for us.

It was for us that Jesus died, that He
offered this sacrifice. We were guilty,
not Jesus. We deserve death because
of our sins.
Jesus offered the sacrifice for us, and
because of this, we are free. He set us
free. We read in Hebrews 9:12 that
Jesus obtained eternal redemption.
Redemption means to buy back; it
means we were bought back. We were
purchased from the destruction that
was the penalty for our sin, set free
from that bondage. This, too, never
happened before in the history of
mankind. It did not happen with the
sacrifices the heathen offered; it did
not happen with the sacrifices that the
Jewish priests offered. Never had true
and complete freedom resulted from
a sacrifice.
There are some who like to compare
the sacrifice of a soldier to the sacrifice
of Jesus. Some time ago I heard a song
on a Christian radio station that did
just this: the singer was remembering
a soldier in a film she had seen who
climbed up a hill, fought, and died
in a fight for freedom. But there is a
world of difference between a human
soldier, fighting and dying in a human
war, and the death of the Son of God.
The death of our soldiers is a great
sacrifice, a wonderful work for which
we as citizens are very thankful, but
it has no comparison to the sacrifice
of Jesus. Those who die in our wars
are humans, sinful by nature, under
God’s wrath by nature, bound in the
darkness of sin by nature. The sacrifice
of our only High Priest Jesus was that
of Himself, the sinless, righteous, holy,
perfect, glorious Son of God.
If a man who had murdered ten
children stood before a judge, and
the judge were to order that a bug be
stepped on in place of that criminal
being punished, we would be outraged,
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and rightfully so. Should a murderous
man escape death because a bug was
killed in his place? What does that
say about the value of the precious
children whom that man murdered?
But consider the opposite; what if a
man willingly offered to die in the
place of a worm that someone planned
to use for fishing bait. There, we are
outraged at the opposite valuation—
that a man would offer to die to save
a worm. Of what value is a worm? Of
what value is a worm compared to a
man? Yet, consider what Jesus did. He
is the Son of God; He is God the Son,
and He willingly suffered and died in
the place of wretched sinners like you
and me. He sacrificed Himself to set
us free.
Because of this, the sufferings of Jesus
have infinite value and are more than
sufficient to satisfy God’s justice so
that those for whom He died are set
free. Christ set us free by the one
sacrifice of His body. Because of
the value of the person who offered
Himself, because of the glory of our
only High Priest, we are set free. This
is God’s promise to all those who trust
in Jesus and believe in Him. Through
His sacrifice, you have forgiveness of
all your sins.

Come Because of His
Continuing Intercession
Hebrews speaks of Jesus having entered
into the Most Holy Place, the true
Most Holy Place of God’s presence in
heaven. It is there that Jesus intercedes
for us. Jesus “pleads our cause,” as the
catechism says, which does not mean
that we have a case that simply needs
to be presented by someone who has
connections or by someone who is
more eloquent that we are, but that
Jesus pleads for our advantage based
upon His own merits, not our own
(for we have none).
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The infinite value of Christ’s one
sacrifice supplies the basis for His
continuing work. Jesus offered the
infinitely valued sacrifice of Himself,
and now He intercedes on the basis of
that sacrifice. He presents before God
what He has done. It is not as though
God the Father must be “won over”
to be on our side. It was the Father’s
love for us that prompted Him to
send Jesus to die for us. It is that God’s
justice must be satisfied, and it is
His own sacrifice that satisfies God’s
justice that Jesus pleads.
No more sacrifice is needed. However,
this sacrifice must be applied to us.
Eternal life does not reside within us;
true and perfect righteousness is not
something we can supply, even after
we have been Christians our whole
lives. We are continually, constantly
in need of God’s grace in Christ.
Jesus pleads His merits on our behalf,
so that God’s grace continues to us
throughout our lives.
It is a human-based religion that says,
‘all we need is to hear about the gospel,
for then it is up to the individual to
believe it and by his believing it to
be saved.’ It is a God-based, biblical
religion that says, ‘we need to hear
about the historical gospel, but then
God Himself must create faith within
our hearts so that we believe in this
gospel and through faith receive the
blessings of the Christ of the gospel.
We need God to change us. We need
God to act for us and within us. We
need God to keep us in the grace into
which He has brought us. It is not
primarily my acting; it is primarily
God’s acting.’
Christ’s intercession is His pleading
our cause with the Father so that
the gospel is proclaimed to God’s
chosen ones, so that the Holy Spirit is
now sent to God’s elect, so that God
works within us that which Christ
has purchased for us by His death on
the cross. We would not have the inworking of what Christ worked-out
if Christ were not still actively living,

actively pleading for us with the
Father.
The same Son of God who offered
Himself on Calvary’s cross for you is
now the one who prays for you. Do
you worry about the economy or the
harvest? Do you worry about what
someone will think or say about you?
Do you worry about the evils in our
world affecting you or your children?
Do you worry that your troubles and
temptations and trials will overwhelm
you? All of these things would be
beyond us, but we are not alone.
We are not left to ourselves. Jesus
is interceding for us. Find solace in
Christ’s intercession. He is pleading
before the Father for you, that your
faith will not fail, that your sins will
always be forgiven, that you will always
be God’s child, and that God will
never deal with you in wrath. What do
we need to fear, therefore, upon this
earth? Nothing. What do we need to
fear from the world, our flesh, or the
devil? Nothing. God is for us; who can
be against us? Christ is pleading your
cause with God Almighty; what have
you to fear? Fear not. Worry not.

Come Presenting Ourselves
for Service
We have been set free by Christ’s
sacrifice so that we should serve the
living God. We present ourselves for
service to God. Christ has offered
Himself; Christ continues to plead
for us; we are freed to love God and
neighbor. That is our service.
There is no need to shed our blood in
this sacrifice in order to pay for our
sins. Christ’s blood has been shed to
pay for our sins; we no longer need
any shedding of blood. All the bloodshedding ceremonies are done away
with—the sacrifices of animals as well
as circumcision. However, sacrifices
are still made. Peter said we offer
“spiritual sacrifices.”

Jesus offered Himself as a sacrifice
on the cross. We are freed to offer
ourselves as living sacrifices. We are
freed to live as Adam was supposed
to live before the fall. God created
us to serve Him; Adam’s fall into sin
ruined that and introduced the need
for a sacrifice to bring reconciliation;
Christ’s work of redemption supplied
the needed sacrifice, and He has
reconciled us to God. Now you and I
live according to what we were created
to do, because we were redeemed unto
it: live for God!
You have been cleansed from acts that
lead to death; you have been cleansed
so that you may serve the living God.
This is what no animal sacrifice could
ever do; this is what no sacrifice of
sinful man could ever do; but this
is exactly what the sacrifice of the
Son of God has done. You have been
cleansed; you have been forgiven; you
can now serve the living God! You
live, therefore, not in order to become
cleansed, to become a priest, but you
live as a priest, as one who has been
cleansed.

comes from Christ alone. God truly
forgives all the sins of those who trust
in Christ. Having been cleansed, live
for Him!
The apostle Peter exhorts us as priests,
as aliens, and strangers in the world,
to keep away from sinful desires, to
live such good lives that others may
see our good deeds and glorify God.
You are a priest, offering a spiritual
sacrifice. Keep away from sinful
desires! You have been separated unto
priestly service for God. You are a
priest, offering a spiritual sacrifice. Are
you living so that others see your good
deeds and glorify God? Know that
Christ has offered Himself to cleanse
you from your sins. Know that you
share in Christ’s anointing so that you
are commissioned to live a thankful
life. Know that Christ is pleading for
you so that you are empowered to live
a thankful life.

You share in Christ’s anointing as
priest. Your sharing is not to shed
your blood for sins but to offer your
life—alive, moment by moment—to
the Lord in service. John Calvin had
as his motto, “My heart I offer to you,
Lord, promptly and sincerely.” That
is the core of your calling as a priest:
to present yourself to God as a living
sacrifice of thanks.
What is it that hinders you from
serving God? Are you ashamed about
your past, ashamed because of the
sins you committed as a teenager, as
a young adult, the sins you committed
five years ago or even yesterday? Seek
forgiveness in the shed blood of Christ
and know that you have been cleansed
of those sins, cleansed so that you
can now present yourself to Him as
a living sacrifice of thanks. Receive
the cleansing of your conscience that
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t was Carlyle, in his famous book,
On Heroes and Hero-Worship,
who described his heroes as being
first of all men of sincerity. “I should
say sincerity, a deep, great, genuine
sincerity, is the first characteristic of
all men in any way heroic.” He meant
by it “not the sincerity that calls itself
sincere”; but that sincere conviction
of the soul, that he is “a messenger,
sent from the Infinite Unknown,
with tidings to us.” Among his heroes
he includes, with great impartiality,
Napoleon as well as Cromwell,
Mohammed as well as Luther; but it
is at least open to question, whether
he would have been willing to give
John Calvin a place among them. This
is possible, for Carlyle had a great
admiration for that extreme Calvinist
of his own country, John Knox. But
it is also possible that he would have
suspected Calvin’s sincerity, that first
virtue of his heroes; and how could he
in that case have given him a place in
his famous gallery of heroes?

A Man Hated and Loved
The name of the reformer of Geneva
was often maligned in his time, and
this is an old story. We can divide the
historiography of Calvin’s life into
two classes.
From the beginning there has been
a genuine and comprehensive survey
of his life and deeds, the biography of
Beza being a notable example.
From the beginning there also was a
distorted and ill-disposed description
of his person and character. The Vie
de Calvin of his enemy Bolsec was a
notorious case in point. And so it has
been till our day: the finest and most
comprehensive biography of Calvin
in our own age is that of Doumergue,
who praises his hero abundantly,
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while the Roman Catholic historian
Favre-Dorsaz pictures him as a man
of pride and an impostor. Always
again it was Calvin’s sincerity that
was questioned, his divine call as a
reformer. He has been accused of
being a tyrant, a dictator, the pope
of Geneva, a man who sought his
own glory and not the glory of God.
However, in this Calvin does not
stand alone. You have only to read the
splendid oration of H. H. Kuyper: Het
Zedelyk Karakter van de Reformatie
Gehandhaafd tegenover Rome (The
moral character of the Reformation
defended over against Rome) to
realize that similar accusations have
been hurled at Luther.
The question arises: How is it possible
that men who sacrificed their lives
in the service of God could be
denounced in such a manner?
The answer is to be found in the
deep-rooted antagonism to the work
of God in the great Reformation. To
this we may add that both Luther and
Calvin had to say about themselves:
“Homo sum et nihil humanum me
alienum puto” (I am a man and
nothing human is strange to me).
Calvin was a man with the defects
and sins of a human being. He was
a man with a burning heart, and the
confession, that “even the holiest men,
while in this life, have only a small
beginning of the perfect obedience,”
was his own.
At the end of his life he declared
concerning himself:
I have had many faults, and you
have had to put up with them,
and all that I have done is of no
value. The wicked will seize me
upon that word, but I say it again:
all that I have done is of no value,
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Calvin as Man and as Christian

Dr. Louis
Praamsma

and I am a wretched sinner. But,
if I may say so, I have wanted
to do well, my sins have always
displeased me, and the fear of
God has been in my heart.
And when he was banished from
Geneva in 1538, for the sake of his
firm defense of the purity of the
church, he wrote these words in a
letter of consolation to that church:
As often as the question recurs
of compearance [appearance in
a court] before God, I have no
doubt that he has humbled us in
this way to make us acknowledge
our ignorance, our imprudence,
and those infirmities which, for
my own part, I feel in myself, and
have no difficulty in confessing
before the Church of the Lord.
Calvin’s weakness was ever his Gallic
temper, his emotionality, his passion;
sometimes he spoke too fervently, too
uncontrolled; his heart burned, and
people knew it; but usually the word
of Beza appeared to be true:
The Spirit of the Lord had taught
him to moderate his anger in this
manner that he never spoke a
word which was improper for a
good-natured person.
However, Calvin’s weakness was the
reverse side of a very strong trait:
he was a man with a heart; a heart
burning for the honor of the Lord;
a heart full of compassion and love
for the people of the Lord and the
coming of his kingdom. Therefore
it is no wonder that he had many
warm friends as well as enemies; that
men were willing to go through fire
and water for him; that young men,
students, liked to be in his home; that
he was a man of great and sincere
attraction and friendship. I refrain

maintain discipline in harmony with
that gospel; and he never wavered or
trembled. On his deathbed he spoke
to the ministers of the city and he
recalled the tumult of 1547 when a
mob invaded the Council of the city.
from giving examples, which exist in
great abundance, as I have shown in
my biography of the Reformer.
It is not an easy task to present in a
single article a sketch of Calvin as man
of God. I think I can do this best by
turning to our Catechism’s definition
of a Christian and try to give an
impression of Calvin as prophet, as
priest, and as king; that would have
been according to Calvin’s own taste.

Calvin as Prophet
What is a true prophet?
A true prophet, according to
Catechism, is one who confesses the
name of Christ. Now, this has been to
the honor of John Calvin that in his
whole life he strove to be a confessor
of Christ.
In this respect there was no difference
between Calvin and Luther. There
has been much controversy about
the question of Calvin’s dependence
on Luther. He has been called an
“epigone” of Luther, or even a man
who has distorted Luther’s message.
Fundamentally, however, there was
no difference between the two great
reformers. Both brought the message
of justification by faith only; Calvin
even preferred Luther to Zwingli and
in turn Luther read a book of Calvin
“with special delight.”

No Compromiser
Calvin was in and before all things
a messenger of Jesus Christ; but this
was his special distinction, that he
brought this message consistently and
without any form of compromise.
He was at heart a scholar, and his
personal preference was for a quiet
life, with his books and his studies.
But as soon as he was converted, he

knew he was called by the Lord to
bring the new message of the old
gospel everywhere and always. In
consequence he was pursued from
one place to the other, from France to
Italy, from Italy to France, and from
France to Germany; but on the way
he was arrested by Farel; he was called
to a prophetic office in Geneva, an
office he did not want. He said he was
too young and too inexperienced and
he had other ideals; but in the voice of
Farel he heard the voice of the Lord
and he could not resist it.
Calvin was always the prophet
without compromise. The most
striking example of this attitude can
be found in his struggle against the
“Nicodemites” in France. These men
of Reformed conviction remained
outwardly Roman Catholic for fear of
the persecutions. They were “middleof-the-road men,” and in those hard
days they seemed to have sufficient
reasons for the concealment of their
faith. But Calvin wrote a treatise
against them, and even a second one.
When I heard that many persons
complained about my strictness, and
especially persons of that class who
consider it a proof of superior wisdom
to care for their personal safety, I
wrote an Apology, which has made
their ears tingle even more severely
than did the former book.

When I came in they said ‘Monsieur,
withdraw, it is not you that we want.’
But I said to them. ‘No, I will not. Go
on, you blackguards, and kill me; my
blood will witness against you and
these very benches will require it at
your hands.’ So I have been through
many struggles, and yours will be
not less than mine but greater. For
you are in the midst of a perverse
and unhappy generation and, though
there are some righteous men among
them, the nation is a wicked one and
you will have trouble when I go.

Loyalty to the Word
That was the fearless language of
a prophet; in that spirit Calvin
proclaimed the Word of God all his
life. And he proclaimed the whole
Word of God. Read his Institutes
and you will always be amazed at his
wide and profound knowledge of the
Bible in all its parts. If Calvin was
convinced of one thing, it was of his
faithfulness to the Scriptures. He had
not thought out his doctrine, he did
not want a Calvinistic system, he did
not propound a philosophical system
whose keynote was predestination or
the sovereignty of God; he was only a
prophet of the Word of God.

The Struggle in Geneva

Therefore Calvin so ardently desired
personal contact with Luther; and
he pinned his hopes on an open
discussion with the fervent Lutherans
because he was convinced of the
power of the Word of God. He felt they
would have to come to an agreement
if all would only bow themselves
before the authority and majesty of
that Word.

Calvin was the prophet of Geneva.
Almost his whole life in this city was
a hard struggle for the purity of the
gospel and the right of the church to

Calvin was a prophet who opposed
all heresies: the ecclesiastical heresies
of Rome, the spiritual heresies of
the Anabaptists, and the intellectual

Calvin dared to stand alone with the
gospel. He stood like the prophet of
old and he demanded of his followers
the same resolute stand.
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Here was a priest who knew what sorrow was,
but for that very reason he could comfort those
in distress.
heresies of the humanists. He was
not a man who loved to fight. As
we have already said, he was a man
with a warm heart that craved true
friendship; but when the Word of
God was at stake, he barked as a dog
barks when his master is attacked.

the Cries, the laws on luxury in
Geneva; but it is a proven fact that in
those days other cities had the same
or similar laws. In Geneva those laws
were enforced because Calvin did not
want them to be a dead letter.

Calvin was a prophet, not the least
in his beautiful commentaries. His
expositions of the Word of God, in
their sober style, are still of great
value. They are well written and rich in
contents. Their background is always:
“Speak, Lord, for thy servant heareth.”

Calvin wanted Christians to present
their lives as living sacrifices of
thankfulness to God. We may say that
he was the creator of an “innerweltliche
Askese” [worldly asceticism]. He
wanted the people of Geneva to be
in the world and yet not of the world,
and he himself set the example.

Calvin as Priest

Suffering and Self-Denial

Speaking of Calvin the priest, we
have to bear in mind the words of the
Catechism: “that I present myself a
living sacrifice of thankfulness to him.”

Night and day Calvin sacrificed
himself to the demands and needs of
the work of the Lord. His very weak
body was kept under control by a
very strong will. It is most moving
to read in one of his last letters to the
physicians of Montpellier:

The doctrine of Gratitude is a central
doctrine, a culminating-point in
Calvin’s theology. It was the big risk
of the theology of Reformation, it was
the splendid emphasis but also onesidedness of Luther’s theology that its
first and last word was the doctrine of
justification by faith. Calvin did not
fall a victim to that one-sidedness.
His first and his last word was not:
“Are you saved?” but: “Do you serve
the Lord with your whole life and in
sincere thankfulness?”

Emphasis on Christian
Living
And here also, precisely as in his
prophetic office, Calvin was a man
of consistency. He wanted real
thankfulness, not merely some
beautiful words; and so he became the
exponent of a so-called rigid discipline.
Was it really a rigid discipline? I
should prefer to call it a consistent
discipline. Much fuss is made about
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Twenty years ago I experienced
the same courteous services
from the distinguished Parisian
physicians Acatus, Tagant, and
Gallois. But at that time I was
not attacked by arthritic pains,
knew nothing of the stone or the
gravel. . . . I was not tormented
with the gripings of the cholic, not
afflicted with hemorrhoids, nor
threatened with expectoration of
blood. At present all these ailments
assail me as it were in troops.
Calvin did not live in these nervous
days of faith-healing. He accepted his
diseases from the hand of his heavenly
Father, and he worked in His service
till the night came.

Tender Sympathy
Here was a priest who knew what
sorrow was, but for that very reason

he could comfort those in distress. In
all his letters one can find the most
splendid examples of the tender
concern of his heart for the people of
the Lord all over the world. I mention
only the one which he addressed to
M. de Richebourg after the death
of his son, who had been a pupil of
Calvin in Strasbourg. He writes:
When I first received the
intelligence of the death of
Claude and of your son Louis,
I was so utterly overpowered
that for many days I was fit for
nothing but to grieve; and albeit
I was somehow upheld before the
Lord by those aids wherewith He
sustains our souls in affliction,
among men, however, I was
almost a nonentity; so far at least
as regards my discharge of duty,
I appeared to myself quite as
unfit for it as if I had been half
dead. . . . The son whom the Lord
had lent you for a season He
has taken away. If you bethink
yourself how difficult it is, in this
most deplorable age, to maintain
an upright course through life,
you will judge him to be blessed,
who, before encountering so
many coming dangers which
were already hovering over him,
and to be encountered in his
day and generation, was so early
delivered from them all. He is like
one who has set sail upon a stormy

and tempestuous sea and, before
he has been carried out into the
deeps, gets in safety to the secure
haven. Now certainly, because the
Lord Himself, who is the Father of
us all, had willed that Louis should
be placed among his children as a
son of His adoption, he bestowed
this benefit upon you, out of the
multitude of His mercies, that
you might reap the excellent fruit
of your careful education before
his death; whence also you might
know your interest in the blessing
that belonged to you: “I will be thy
God, and the God of thy seed.”
Calvin was a comforter, because he
was a man of prayer.
The finest part of the Catechism,
dealing with the subject of Gratitude,
has its foundation in Calvin’s Institutes.

Calvin as King
Speaking of Calvin the king, we again
quote the Catechism in its definition
of the name “Christian”: “that I with a
free and good conscience fight against
sin and the devil in this life, and
hereafter reign with Him eternally
over all creatures.”
Calvin was a man of the battle,
the spiritual battle, not because he
loved war, but because he feared
the Lord and was ready to face all
the consequences. I have already
mentioned the fact that he wanted
the Reformed people of France to be
free from fear, to confess their faith
publicly, never to be ashamed of the
truth of Christ. The consequence
was persecution and martyrdom.
Nevertheless, Calvin sent his young
students to that country to be fearless
preachers of the only way of salvation.
And when they had to die, Calvin
comforted them and did not hesitate
to send new preachers. In this way
a strong Church arose, the church
of the Huguenots, who went to the
scaffold singing psalms.
In 1552 five young Frenchmen,
instructed in Lausanne, went back to

their own country. They were arrested
at Lyons, and after a long trial, during
which the cruelty of the judges was
equaled only by the constancy of the
victims, they were executed. Calvin
wrote them:
We hope, come what may, that
God of His goodness will give
a happy issue to your captivity,
so that we shall have reason to
rejoice. You see to what He has
called you; doubt not, therefore,
that according as He employs you,
He will give you strength to fulfill
his work; for He has promised
this, and we know by experience
that He has never failed those who
allow themselves to be governed
by Him. Even now you have proof
of this in yourselves, for He has
shown His power by giving you so
much constancy in withstanding
the first assaults. Be confident,
therefore, that He will not leave
the work of His hand imperfect.
Calvin himself was hard pressed in
Geneva; more than once he was in
danger of death. But he built a church!
He went the way of the Lord and he
held his ground fighting with a free
and good conscience against the
Lord’s enemies. In that church which
he founded, Calvin acknowledged
that Christ only was its King. During
his entire life he had to fight for the
right of the consistory to rule the
church in the name of the Lord. More
than once it seemed as if he would
lose the battle, but in the end he won.
Calvin was not the dictator of Geneva;
the church was ruled by its own officebearers in the name of their King.
And then Calvin also had a vision of a
very splendid and a very wide spiritual
kingdom—not only the kingdom of
the instituted Church, but also the
kingdom of Christ in the area of the
state and of science. Calvin believed
that the laws of the state should be
in accordance with the Word of God
and that science should be studied
in obedience to the Lord of science.
Therefore he founded his university,

and by means of that university he
sent Calvinists to all parts of the
Christian world, who stood up for
Jesus and lifted high his royal banner.
In the beginning of this article I
quoted Thomas Carlyle on what
makes a man a hero. He writes about
his great Scottish hero, the Calvinist
John Knox, that he strove to make of
Scotland a theocracy. “He did mean,”
Carlyle writes,
that Kings and Prime Ministers,
and all manner of persons, in
public or private, diplomatising
or whatever else they might be
doing, should walk according
to the Gospel of Christ, and
understand that this was their
Law, supreme over all laws. He
hoped that some day he would
see such a thing realized.
Carlyle might have said the same of
Calvin, and we shall apply his words
about John Knox to the reformer
of Geneva:
Theocracy, government of God, is
precisely the thing to be struggled
for! There will never be wanting
men who shrug their shoulders
and say: ‘A pious dream!’ We will
praise the hero rather, who does
what is in him, and wears out,
in toil, calumny, contradiction,
a noble life, to make a God’s
kingdom of this earth.
————————
This article is reprinted from the March,
1959 issue of the Torch and Trumpet.
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