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Behold Your King
Meditation

Rev. Daniel  
Hyde

Can you feel the anticipation and 
excitement? Look around and 

see thousands upon thousands of 
jubilant citizens hail the newly elected 
president lining Pennsylvania Avenue 
as the motorcade goes by. Watch and 
listen to the inauguration of a new 
President of the United States. What 
a memorable event in the life of our 
nation! What a turning point! What 
a hopeful day! No more “politics as 
usual,” finally “the most open and 
honest” government ever, finally an 
“outsider” to Washington D.C. is in 
the White House, a real “reformer 
with results.”

Yet the bright light of that day turned 
into a storm cloud. Here we are, eight 
years after the inauguration of our 
former President, wondering what 
happened, only to be filled again 
with disappointment, despair, and 
disillusionment at the whole political 
process. This was what it was like on 
Palm Sunday some two thousand 
years ago in Jerusalem.

In John 12 we feel the anticipation of 
the people lining the streets as they 
ask each other, “What do you think? 
That he will not come to the feast at 
all” (John 11:56)? We feel their hope 
when we read that a “large crowd . . .  
had come to the feast” (John 12:12). 
The first-century Jewish historian, 
Josephus, tells us that around the 
year AD 60 there were two and a 
half million pilgrims in Jerusalem 
for the required Passover Feast. Can 
you imagine that? That would be like 
having nearly the entire county of San 
Diego packed into a tiny city whose 
area was only about one hundred and 
twenty five acres within the city walls!

All the acclamation and adulation 
was there, but in a few short days—
not years—everything was dashed in 
disappointment. What is so amazing 
is the plan of God. Out of our despair 
and disillusionment he builds a stage 
to perform his most amazing act. 
Here on Palm Sunday, the stage is set 
for the act of Good Friday, only five 
short days away.

The Promised King
O Church, behold your King, the 
promised King. This great crowd heard 
that Jesus was coming—against their 
expectations! They knew the Pharisees 
wanted him dead; in fact, they even 
plotted to kill Lazarus, whom Jesus 
had raised from the dead (John 12:9–
11). Yet Jesus comes anyway because 
he has a divine mission to fulfill: “For 
I have come down from heaven, not 
to do my own will but the will of him 
who sent me” (John 6:38).

This great crowd goes out to the 
city gate with palm branches and 

crying out at the top of their lungs, 
“Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in 
the name of the Lord, even the King of 
Israel” (John 12:13)! The promise that 
faithful Israelites sang for generations 
in Psalm 118 is now fulfilled.

The palm branch was a symbol, first 
of all, of praise (cf. Rev. 7:9–10). But 
the palm branch had a second, and 
more deeply felt symbolism for the 
first-century Jews. It was a symbol 
that was placed on their coins after 
Judas Maccabaeus had cleansed the 
Temple in December 164 BC and 
began the Feast of the Rededication 
of the Temple. It was a symbol of 
political salvation. The Messiah, the 
anointed king, the Christ, entered the 
city of God as was promised, to bring 
salvation. The Jews saw it, however, in 
terms of political salvation from the 
Roman Empire.

They also cried out, “Hosanna,” 
which means, “Save now!” It is time! 
In their minds the great tyrant, the 
Roman Empire, would now be cast 
down. Because our Lord’s kingdom 
is not like the kingdoms of this 
world (John 18:36), we receive an 
exhortation from this text not to 
attach our ultimate hopes and dreams 
to any particular party, person, or 
politic. This is strikingly illustrated 
for us as this promised king came 
into Jerusalem, riding on a donkey. 
Contrary to popular understanding, 
riding in on a donkey was not merely 
a sign of our Lord’s humility. Instead, it 
was a dramatic fulfillment of what the 
Old Testament Scriptures promised. 
In Genesis 49:11 we are told that 
Judah’s great descendant would bind 
“his foal to the vine and his donkey’s 
colt to the choice vine.” The prophet 
Zechariah picked up on this imagery 
over a thousand years later, saying, 

“Behold Your King!” (John 12:12–19)
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“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! 
Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! 
Behold, your king is coming to you; 
righteous and having salvation is he, 
humble and mounted on a donkey, on 
a colt, the foal of a donkey” (Zech. 9:9). 
Riding in on a donkey was our Lord’s 
way of demonstrating not merely his 
meek and mild rule as a new kind of 
king, but that as a different kind of 
king, he would humiliate himself so 
far as to be cut off like a sacrificial 
donkey. For as Jacob prophesied: “He 
has washed his garments in wine and 
his vesture in the blood of grapes” 
(Gen. 49:11).

The World’s King
O Church, behold your King, the 
world’s King. In this we find an aspect 
of Palm Sunday in John’s account that 
we do not see in the other Gospel 
accounts. He is not just Israel’s 
promised King, but he is the world’s 
King. In verse 19 the Pharisees say, 
“Look, the world has gone after him.” 
The word John uses here is kosmos. 
They are not saying every human 
being whoever lived is following 
Jesus, contrary to the Arminian’s use 
of the word “world;” instead, what 
John is showing in the context is that 
“the large crowd” at the Feast was 
made up of a whole host of Jews as 
well as Gentile converts.

We see this in the verse just after the 
text before us. In verse 20 we read, 
“Now among those who went up 
to worship at the feast were some 
Greeks.” Their words to Philip were 
those that have been inscribed on 
innumerable pulpits ever since: “Sir, 
we wish to see Jesus” (John 12:21). 
Here on Palm Sunday a part of our 
Lord’s triumph in his entry was to 
begin his work of “draw[ing] all 
people to myself ” (John 12:32). In 
fulfillment of such great promises as 
our Lord’s promise to Abram (Gen. 
12) and Solomon’s Psalm (Ps. 72), 
Jesus was showing himself a blessing 
to the nations.

How amazing is our King! He comes 
not for one ethnic people, but for all 

peoples. He comes not only for those 
whose skin is white, but also for those 
who skin is black, and every shade 
in between. He comes not for the 
righteous, but for sinners. He comes 
not only for the rich, but especially for 
the poor. He comes not only for those 
in the covenant at that time, but for all 
those of the innumerable host (Rev. 
7:9), those who are outsiders, those 
who are strangers, those who are 
without hope, and those without God 
in the world (Eph. 2). You see, Palm 
Sunday is about our Lord’s coming for 
you! Hallelujah! What a Savior!

The Soon Glorified King
O Church, behold your King, the soon-
to-be glorified King. Jesus’ triumphal 
entry on what we call “Palm Sunday” 
is a memorable event in the history of 
salvation as an aspect of the work of 
Jesus as Messiah. God’s covenant of 
grace continued to be unfolded, like 
a newly bought carpet, yard by yard. 
What began as a simple promise to 
Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:15 was 
elaborated upon to Abraham (Gen. 
12, 15, 17). More of the work of God’s 
redeeming plan was unfolded under 
the great glory of the days of Moses at 
Sinai (Ex. 19, 24) and to David, whose 
line would rule forever (2 Sam. 7). 
It all sounds so glorious. It all sounds 
so full of kingly glorification. Yet even 
as our Lord entered the city his own 
disciples “did not understand these 
things at first” (John 12:16). They were 
only given the illumination of the Holy 
Spirit to understand these things after 
Jesus was “glorified” (John 12:16).  
In the rest of the New Testament 
Jesus’ glorification is portrayed as his 
glorious resurrection, ascension, and 
session as the triumphant King of 
the world he was “declared to be the 
Son of God in power according to the 
Spirit of holiness by his resurrection 
from the dead” (Rom. 1:4); when he 
“ascended on high he led a host of 
captives, and he gave gifts to men” 
and “ascended far above the heavens” 
(Eph. 4:8, 10); and he is “exalted at the 
right hand of God” having been made 
“both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:33, 36).

In John’s gospel the beloved disciple 
shows us something truly sensational, 
truly shocking, and truly stunning. 
John says Jesus was glorified at his 
crucifixion, on the cross. “The hour 
has come for the Son of Man to 
be glorified” (John 12:23 cf. 7:39). 
“Now is the Son of Man glorified, 
and God is glorified in him” (John 
13:31 cf. 17:5). While Paul preached 
Jesus’ entire earthly sojourn as his 
humiliation (Phil. 2) and especially 
the crucifixion as Jesus’ being cursed 
by God on account of our sins (Gal. 
3:10), John preaches the irony of 
Jesus’ death as his glorification.

John is saying that the theology of 
the cross is the only true theology of 
glory; that suffering is the pathway 
to glory; that Christ had to die that 
we might thereby have life. Behold 
your King, O Church! There he is on 
his way into the city, only to be led 
outside in shame. There he is hailed 
as conqueror, only to seemingly be 
conquered. Yet there he is for the 
world to see him, and for those who 
will see in faith they will see their sins 
abolished that they might be led in 
his royal procession into the heavenly 
courts of the Lord. Behold your 
King by glorying only in the cross, 
knowing nothing else but Christ and 
him crucified.
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As we approach that time of 
year when the church in 

particular remembers the death 
and resurrection of our Savior, it is 
appropriate to consider this often 
perplexing question. Christians, 
faithful to a Reformed understanding 
of Scripture, have always held that “it 
was God’s will that Christ through 
the blood of the cross (by which he 
confirmed the new covenant) should 
effectively redeem from every people, 
tribe, nation, and language all those 
and only those who were chosen from 
eternity to salvation and given to 
him by the Father” (Canons of Dort, 
II:8). This teaching has been called by 
various names: “Limited Atonement,” 
“Definite Atonement,” or most 
preferably, “Particular Redemption.”

However, many Christians challenge 
this teaching that Christ died only for 
his elect people. They often appeal 
to the following Scripture passages 
to point out why they consider this 
doctrine to be unscriptural:

John 3:16: “For God so loved 
the world that He gave His only 
begotten Son, that whoever 

believes in Him should not 
perish but have everlasting life.”

1 Timothy 2:5–6: “For there 
is one God and one Mediator 
between God and men, the Man 
Christ Jesus, who gave Himself a 
ransom for all.”

1 John 2:2: “And He (Jesus Christ) 
Himself is the propitiation for 
our sins, and not for ours only 
but also for the whole world.”

Hebrews 2:9: “But we see Jesus, 
who was made a little lower than 
the angels, for the suffering of 
death crowned with glory and 
honor, that He, by the grace 
of God, might taste death for 
everyone.”

These passages talk in such universal 
and inclusive terms of Christ’s death 
that it seems clear to them that the 
Reformed position must be contrary 
to Scripture.

How should Reformed Christians 
respond to these charges, and how 
can we defend biblically our teaching? 
In what follows we will look at a few 

important arguments to show the 
Scriptural basis of the Reformed 
position.

The Unity of Scripture
The principal starting point must be 
that the teaching of Scripture forms a 
unified whole. Simply put: Scripture 
cannot contradict itself! We cannot 
take one verse from Scripture to 
teach what Scripture clearly denies 
elsewhere. Even those who disagree 
with the Reformed view, will (have 
to) agree on this point, since a denial 
of this impinges upon the faithfulness 
and trustworthiness of God.

Salvation is Limited 
Scripture emphatically teaches that 
not everyone will be saved. Although 
there are those who take the above 
mentioned passages in an absolute 
way saying that all mankind will be 
saved (we call them “Universalists”), 
they have to deny our Savior’s 
persistent teaching about the reality 
of hell for those who unbelievingly 
reject him and his teaching (Jn 3:17–
21, 36; Mk 9:42–48; Mt 7:13–14, 
21–27; 25:31–46; etc.). All Bible-
believing Christians would agree that 

For Whom Did Christ Die? Rev. Jacques Roets
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these passages, although using such 
universal language (“all,” the “whole 
world,” “everyone”) do not teach that 
everyone will necessarily be saved. 
So here we see that both Calvinists 
(Christ died for the elect only) and 
Arminians (Christ died for all) limit 
salvation in some way. Therefore, it is 
disingenuous to smear Calvinists for 
preaching a “limited atonement!” If 
you are not a Universalist, you have to 
limit the atonement in some manner. 

What is Limited: The Extent 
or the Effect?
This is the real question. The 
Arminians say that because Christ 
died for all, and Scripture clearly 
teaches that not all will be saved, 
it therefore must mean that Christ 
did not die to effect salvation for all. 
Christ’s death in and of itself did in fact 
save no one. His death does not secure 
or guarantee salvation for anyone. He 
only makes salvation possible for all 
men. Christ did not redeem anybody, 
but merely made redemption possible. 
What makes Christ a Savior is not 
ultimately his work, but my faith. By 
teaching this, Arminians must limit 
the effectiveness of Christ’s work. But 
Scripture clearly affirms the definite 
accomplishment of Christ’s cross in 
the following passages:

Matthew 1:21 “you shall call His 
name JESUS, for He will save His 
people from their sins.”

2 Corinthians 5:21 “For He made 
Him who knew no sin to be sin 
for us, that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him.” 
(“Might become” does not point 
to possibility but to the purpose 
and definite accomplishment 
of the main action, namely “He 
made Him . . . to be sin.”)

Galatians 4:4–5: “But when the 
fullness of the time had come, 
God sent forth His Son, born of 
a woman, born under the law, to 
redeem those who were under 
the law, that we might receive the 
adoption as sons.”

Hebrews 2:17 “Therefore, in all 
things He had to be made like 
His brethren, that He might be a 
merciful and faithful High Priest 
in things pertaining to God, to 
make propitiation for the sins of 
the people.”

Hebrews 9:11–12: “But Christ 
came as High Priest of the good 
things to come, with the greater 
and more perfect tabernacle not 
made with hands, that is, not of 
this creation. Not with the blood 
of goats and calves, but with His 
own blood He entered the Most 
Holy Place once for all, having 
obtained eternal redemption.”

Many more passages can be pointed 
to that affirm the real actual 
accomplishment of Christ’s work. 
He does not only makes salvation 
possible, he does save; he does not 
only make redemption possible, 
he does redeem, “having obtained 
eternal redemption”; he does not only 
make propitiation possible, he does 
turn away the wrath of God for those 
for whom he died; he does make 
propitiation! Christ accomplished 
nothing less than what he set out to 
do. For he said: “the Son of Man has 
come to seek and to save that which 
was lost” (Luke 19:10), and this is 
exactly what he did. As the apostle 
Paul affirms in 1 Timothy 1:15: “This 
is a faithful saying and worthy of all 
acceptance, that Christ Jesus came 
into the world to save sinners, of 
whom I am chief.”  If Christ’s work 
is as effective as Scripture declares it 
to be, then there are only two options 
open: 1) All men are in fact saved; or 
2) Only those are in fact saved who 
were intended to be saved. We have 
already disqualified the first option 
since it clearly contradicts Scripture. 
That leaves us with only option two 
as a viable explanation of Scripture. 
Before we move on to discuss the 
design of the cross we must mention 
that the “infinite value and worth” of 
Christ’s death is “more than sufficient 
to atone for the sins of the whole 

world” (Canons of Dort, II:3). We do 
not deny this. We confess this with 
all our heart! But since the Scriptures 
teach us that not all are saved, we must 
begin to see God’s will and purpose 
with the cross.

The Design or Purpose Behind 
the Cross
Here the harmony and cooperation 
between the three persons of the 
Trinity is of the utmost importance. 
God the Father elected out of the 
whole human race before the 
foundation of the world a multitude 
no man can number unto eternal life 
(Eph. 1:4–5; Rom. 8:28–30). Then the 
Father gave this multitude to his Son, 
Jesus Christ, to save. No place is this 
more emphatically stated than in Jesus’ 
high priestly prayer of John 17. Listen 
to these phrases:

“as many as you have given me” (2),

“the men whom You have given 
Me out of the world” (6),

“I do not pray for the world but 
for those whom You have given 
Me, for they are Yours” (9),

“Holy Father, keep through Your 
name those whom You have 
given Me” (11),

“Father, I desire that they also 
whom You gave Me may be with 
Me where I am” (24).

It was for these whom the Father 
had given Him, and for these alone, 
that Christ secured eternal salvation. 
John 6:38–39 makes the point: “For I 
have come down from heaven, not to 
do My own will, but the will of Him 
who sent Me. This is the will of the 
Father who sent Me, that of all He has 
given Me I should lose nothing, but 
should raise it up at the last day.” It is 
even clearer in John 10:25–29: “Jesus 
answered them, “I told you, and you 
do not believe. The works that I do in 
My Father’s name, they bear witness 
of Me. But you do not believe, because 
you are not of My sheep, as I said to 
you. My sheep hear My voice, and I 
know them, and they follow Me. And 
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would be Luke 2:1–3: “And it came to 
pass in those days that a decree went 
out from Caesar Augustus that all the 
world should be registered. . . . So all 
went to be registered, everyone to his 
own city.” Here the reference to “all 
the world,” “all” and “everyone” does 
not refer to the whole world but only 
those under Roman jurisdiction. 
This fact must be taken into account 
when reading those seemingly 
universal passages.

Remember also that biblical words 
have various meanings. This is 
particularly important when we look 
at the word “world.” It can mean the 
“world” created by God (Jn 1:10), 
it can be the sinful rebellious world 
(Mt 18:17; 1 Jn 2:15–17), it can be a 
reference to the Gentile “world” in 
contrast to the Jewish one (Eph. 2:12). 
So we have to figure out exactly what 
the reference is of “world” in any 
particular passage.

As Christ’s work is before us once 
again, let us marvel at the cross of 
Christ and what he did actually 
accomplish for us. Let us not be 
ashamed of the cross of Christ for it is 
the “power of God unto salvation for 
everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16).

I give them eternal life, and they shall 
never perish; neither shall anyone 
snatch them out of My hand. My 
Father, who has given them to Me, is 
greater than all; and no one is able to 
snatch them out of My Father’s hand.” 
Why will Christ’s sheep not perish 
but inherit eternal life? Because their 
Good Shepherd said earlier: “I lay 
down my life for the sheep” (10:15). 
Christ’s death is limited in its extent 
to the multitude the Father has given 
him and whom he calls his sheep, 
but it is definitely not limited in its 
effectiveness! Christ did accomplish 
salvation for all his people. Now it is to 
these people, for whom the Father has 
given Christ and for whom Christ laid 
down his life, that God the Holy Spirit 
comes to apply to their hearts the very 
salvation accomplished in Christ (Cf. 
John 3:3–8; 6:44–45, 64–65; 14:26). 
Here we have the harmony and 
perfect agreement between the three 
persons of the Trinity: God the Father, 
planned and purposed the salvation of 
the elect, Jesus Christ accomplished all 
that the Father purposed, and the Holy 
Spirit applies the salvation purposed 
and accomplished to those whom the 
Father elected and for whom Christ 
actually died. The Arminian position 
presents a contorted and frustrated 
Godhead: The Father purposes 
salvation only for those who he 
foresees will believe, the Son makes 
salvation possible for all, and the Holy 
Spirit has to wait until the sinner turns 
the doorknob of his heart to let him 
in. Here the Father, Son, and Spirit are 
working at cross purposes, and in the 
end salvation still rests in the hands of 
man. But Scripture is clear: “Salvation 
is of the LORD” (Jonah 2:9). Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit work together 
to bring the elect multitude into the 
fullness of salvation.

The “Universal” Passages
The final question is what do we do 
with the passages mentioned above 
that seem to use such universal 
language? Here are a few pointers:

Always read these passages in their 
context. Often the context will 
make clear that it does not include 
everyone head for head. Hebrews 2:9 
is a good example of this. Who is the 
“everyone” for whom Christ tasted 
death? Well, they are “the many sons” 
to be brought to glory (v. 10), they 
are “those who are being sanctified” 
(11), they are those who are called 
by Christ “My brethren” (12), and 
they are called “the children whom 
God has given Me” (13). Clearly this 
defines the “everyone” for whom 
Christ tasted death and it shows that 
it is not every single person head-
for-head.

It is important to take into account 
that not every instance of universal 
language is always meant to include 
every single person. Matthew 10:22 
says “And you will be hated by all for 
My name’s sake. But he who endures 
to the end will be saved.” Here the 
“all” clearly does not include the 
disciples as if the one disciple will 
hate the other. Another example 
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Paul’s Doctrine of Salvation Mark J. 
Larson

Five “faithful sayings” are scattered 
throughout the pastoral epistles 

of the New Testament (1 Tim. 1:15; 
3:1; 4:8–9; 2 Tim. 11–13; Tit. 3:4–7). 
The reliable and trustworthy statement 
given in Paul’s letter to Titus is 
particularly significant, for it may be 
regarded as a condensed summation 
of Pauline theology on the doctrine 
of salvation. In this brief sentence, 
the apostle sets forth the wonders of 
salvation in terms of its source, basis, 
achievement, and objective. We find 
that our meditation upon the biblical 
doctrine of salvation raises our thoughts 
upward to the contemplation of God 
himself and forward to the eschaton in 
which we as the children of God receive 
our promised inheritance of life in the 
age to come: “But when the kindness 
of God our Savior and his love for 
mankind appeared, he saved us, not on 
the basis of deeds which we have done 
in righteousness, but according to his 
mercy, by the washing of regeneration 
and renewing by the Holy Spirit, whom 
he poured out upon us richly through 
Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being 
justified by his grace we would be made 
heirs of eternal life according to hope” 
(Tit. 3:4–7).

The Ultimate Fount
Standing behind the saving work of 
God in Christ and the application of 
that purchased redemption by the Holy 
Spirit is the fundamental goodness of 
the divine nature. The sending forth 
of the Son when the fullness of the 
time came to be born of a woman 
for the purpose of redemption (Gal. 
4:4–5) was a powerful epiphany—a 
rich manifestation of his kindness 
and a revelation that God has the 
attribute of philanthropy, a love that 
goes beyond Israel even to all the 
nations (Eph. 3:3–6), a benevolence 
for mankind in his weakness and sin.

The contrast between God the Father 
and man the fallen son is striking. Paul 
reminded Titus of human depravity 
in his affirmation that we all were at 
one time “spending our life in malice 
and envy, hateful, hating one another” 
(Tit. 3:3). Against the backdrop of 
the darkness of human sin and the 
cold feelings generated by ill will, the 
light and warmth of divine kindness 
appeared in the gift of the Son of God 

who became man in order that he 
might suffer in our place because of 
our sin.

The Firm Foundation
The love of God for mankind moved 
him toward us in the work of salvation. 
But before Paul elaborates upon this, 
he presents a strong denial along with 
a crucial affirmation. “He saved us not 
on the basis of deeds which we have 
done in righteousness, but according 
to his mercy” (Tit. 3:5). This statement 
does not negate the fact that good 
works have an important place in the 
life of the Christian. Paul expresses 
his concern about this very thing to 
Titus, the ministerial colleague whom 
he left on the island of Crete to bring 
organization to the infant churches 
(Tit. 1:5). “Our people,” he conceded, 
“must also learn to engage in good 
deeds to meet pressing needs, so that 
they will not be unfruitful” (Tit. 3:14). 
Good deeds, he teaches, are the fruit 
of salvation, not the basis of it.

Paul had learned this crucial lesson 
by painful experience. He had made 
great gains in Judaism, advancing 
beyond many of his contemporaries 
(Gal. 1:14; Phil. 3:7). As to the 
outward demands of righteousness 
commanded by the Torah, he was 
blameless (Phil. 3:6). His father, a 
Pharisee, saw to it that his infant son 
was circumcised according to the 
book on the eighth day (Phil. 3:5). 
Paul himself was neither a pagan, 
nor a proselyte to Judaism. By birth 
he was “of the nation of Israel,” the 
one and only people chosen by God 
among all the families of the earth 
(Phil. 3:5; Amos 3:2). He was of the 
tribe of Benjamin, the only tribe 
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along with Judah who ever remained 
faithful to the house of David from 
whom the Messiah would come 
according to the flesh. Although born 
in Tarsus of Cilicia and part of the 
Jewish dispersion, he was raised in 
a household that insisted upon the 
importance of being able to read and 
speak Hebrew (Phil. 3:5). The Torah 
for Paul the Pharisee was everything; 
it was to be, so he thought, the way of 
life and salvation.

It was on the road to Damascus that 
reality finally sank in. With respect 
to the core demands of the Torah he 
had failed. “You shall love the LORD 
your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your 
might” (Deut. 6:5). Thus instructed 
the Law. In persecuting the Messiah 
Jesus, Paul found himself for what he 
truly was, a blasphemer (1 Tim. 1:13). 
The second great commandment laid 
down a similar requirement: “You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 
19:18). On the way to Damascus, the 
realization dawned upon his mind and 
soul that he was a “violent aggressor” (1 
Tim. 1:13), a “persecutor of the church” 
(Phil. 3:6), an antagonist of the people 
loved by the Messiah himself.

The failure of Paul is the failure of 
each one of us. Our salvation cannot 
be based upon a foundation of deeds 
that we have done in righteousness. 
No matter how careful we may be 
in constructing a foundation of 
personal goodness and integrity, 
one undeniable fact remains—our 
foundation will always be cracked 
with omissions and inconsistencies. 
An imperfect foundation cannot 
bring justification, the declaration by 
God that all is well and that his law 
has been fulfilled. The Torah demands 
that we “abide by all things written in 
the book of the law, to perform them” 
(Gal. 3:10). This is its insistence upon 
a perfect and complete obedience. For 
fallen man, weak through the flesh 
(Rom. 8:3), the necessity of perfect 
love exceeds what he can do. Thus 
we must look to the righteousness 

of another, the righteousness found 
in Christ which comes from God 
through faith alone (Phil. 3:9).

Providential experience and divine 
revelation taught Paul the way of 
salvation. The basis for the salvific 
activity of God is not to be found in 
human achievement. The saving hand 
of the Almighty extended itself toward 
Paul not because of his personal merit, 
but rather on the basis of what God 
is in himself—full of compassion and 
goodness toward man in his broken 
condition. It is all according to his 
mercy (Tit. 3:5; 1 Tim. 1:13).

What was true for Paul is true for all 
of us. “I found mercy,” maintains the 
apostle, “so that in me as the foremost, 
Jesus Christ might demonstrate his 
perfect patience as an example for 
those who would believe in him for 
eternal life” (1 Tim. 1:16).

Redemption Applied
Our salvation is grounded in what 
God is, full of grace and mercy. But 
it is achieved through the work of 
Christ and the Spirit. In this particular 
faithful saying, the apostle directs 
our attention to the application of 
redemption by the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit. (Earlier in this epistle, in 
Titus 2:14, he had focused upon the 
priestly activity of Christ in offering 
himself a ransom payment and 
thereby liberating his people from 
the bondage of a lawless style of life). 
He teaches that we are delivered from 
our moral filth and weakness by the 
work of the Spirit in our lives. In a 
moment by an ineffable mystery he 
brings cleansing, “the washing of 
regeneration.” Over the course of a 
lifetime by our continual engagement 
with the Scripture he brings renewal—
so that “beholding as in a mirror the 
glory of the Lord,” we find that we 
“are being transformed into the same 
image from glory to glory” (2 Cor. 
3:18). We find as the years go by that 
“though our outer man is decaying, 
yet our inner man is being renewed 
day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16). Because of 

the Spirit we are no longer what we 
once were, for Christ is being formed 
in us (Gal. 4:19). Our thoughts and 
words and acts begin ever so slowly to 
resemble the life of Jesus. Even in this 
life it becomes evident that the Son 
of God is “the firstborn among many 
brethren” (Rom. 8:29). We begin to 
bear the family resemblance. People 
begin to see our older brother Jesus 
in us his younger brothers and sisters.

The contemplation of the order of 
salvation in terms of “the washing 
of regeneration and renewing of the 
Holy Spirit” leads Paul to the broader 
consideration of the history of 
salvation. Having referred to the Holy 
Spirit, he identifies him as the one 
“whom he poured out upon us richly 
through Jesus Christ our Savior” (Tit. 
3:6). The verb ekcheo (“to pour out”) 
ties directly in with what happened 
on Pentecost. The sound from heaven 
like a violent rushing wind and the 
filling of the disciples with the Holy 
Spirit is described as the pouring forth 
of the Spirit of God (Acts 2:17, 33).

The saving work of the Spirit in our 
lives ought to remind us that we 
are living at a remarkable time in 
the history of salvation. Although 
believers were regenerated by the 
Holy Spirit in Old Testament history, 
the granting of the Spirit in those days 
was different from what it is in the 
new covenant era. “The difference 
is remarkable and essential” and we 
need to appreciate the hour of blessing 
in which we live (Herman Bavinck, 
Our Reasonable Faith, p. 386).

Here we may rejoice that whereas 
some individuals had the Spirit in 
the time of the Old Testament, all 
believers now, without exception, 
have the Spirit dwelling in their hearts. 
Truly “it is all believers in their places 
and stations, churches in their order, 
and ministers in their office, unto 
whom the promise of him is made” 
(John Owen, The Holy Spirit, p. 154). 
Paul indeed assumes the reality of the 
universal distribution of the Spirit 
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upon believers in his declaration 
that he has been “poured out upon us 
richly” (Tit. 3:6).

We may also take comfort—
particularly as we are reminded of 
our daily sins—that the presence of 
the indwelling Spirit in our lives is 
not temporary, as it was in the Old 
Testament. The Spirit who has been 
sent forth into our hearts (Gal. 4:6) 
is our permanent possession. It can 
be rightly affirmed that “his abiding 
presence” is “the pre-eminent blessing 
of the new covenant,” “the crowning 
Messianic blessing” (Benjamin 
Warfield, “The Spirit of God in the 
Old Testament,” pp. 148–9).

The Divine Objective
Paul moves at last from an exposition 
of new covenant life in the age of the 
Spirit to a final statement regarding 
the intention of God in bringing 
salvation to his people. The grand 
object of divine salvation is clearly 
stated in these terms: “So that being 
justified by his grace we would be 
made heirs of eternal life according 
to hope” (Tit. 3:7). It is the desire of 
God that he would have sons in order 
that he might bestow upon them 
the greatest inheritance ever, life 
everlasting in the age to come. This 
inheritance however is conditioned 
upon the reception of the legal 
blessing of justification.

What is justification in the theology 
of Paul? The apostle well understood 
from the Torah that human judges 
were not to rush to judgment. They 
were to “hear the cases” that were 
brought to them for resolution (Deut. 
1:16–17). They were to examine all 
of the evidence, and they were to 
recognize that they were the vicars 
of God standing in his place when 
they rendered judgment (2 Chron. 
19:5–7). They were to render a verdict 
deciding who was in the right and who 
was in the wrong with respect to the 
Law. The legal finding would then be 
announced so that the judges would 
“justify the righteous and condemn 

the wicked” (Deut. 25:1–2). As the 
Reformed have always understood, “to 
judge is to determine and pronounce 
truly and justly, according to the laws, 
what is good, what is evil, what is right, 
and what is wrong” (Henry Bullinger, 
Sermon VIII, The Second Decade).

The Almighty as “the God of gods 
and Lord of lords” is no less a judge 
than the men who preside in earthly 
courtrooms. He “does not show 
partiality nor take a bribe,” and “he 
executes justice for the orphan and 
the widow” (Deut. 10:17–18). But 
what is utterly remarkable about God 
is that he is a judge “who justifies the 
ungodly” (Rom. 4:5).

How can this be? In what way can 
there be justice in this kind of 
justification? The answer is found 
in the divine act of imputation. 
Righteousness is credited to the 
person who believes apart from 
works (Rom. 4:5–6). God finds the 
ungodly to be righteous and accepts 
them as such in justification because 
they have gained Christ and are found 
in him, not having a righteousness 
of their own derived from the Law, 
“but that which is through faith in 
Christ, the righteousness which 
comes from God on the basis of 
faith” (Phil. 3:8–9).

It is no wonder then that Paul insists 
that we are “justified by grace”—
by the absolute antithesis of works. 
Indeed, “if it is by grace, it is no longer 
on the basis of works, otherwise grace 
is no longer grace” (Rom. 11:6). Quite 
clearly, there is no room in Pauline 
doctrine for any notion that we are 
justified by grace and works. This 
was the dreadful mistake made by 
the Semi-Pelagian theologians in the 
late medieval church. Gabriel Biel, 
for example, in a sermon preached 
in the cathedral at Mainz stated that 
“the many praiseworthy effects of 
grace can be summarized under three 
headings: (a) making acceptable, (b) 
justifying, and (c) making the works 
which result meritorious and worthy 
of eternal life, of grace and glory” 

(“The Circumcision of the Lord,” c. 
1460). Here Biel mistakenly mixed 
grace and works in his doctrine of 
justification—the same fundamental 
error made in our day by teachers who 
embrace the new perspective on Paul 
as they speak about a final justification 
based upon a believer’s works.

This was a mistake that Luther and 
the Reformed in the sixteenth century 
would not make. On the basis of their 
Pauline exegesis, the biblical message 
of sola gratia would be thundered 
from pulpits scattered throughout 
Protestant lands. There was the 
recognition that the gospel alone—
the message of grace alone and faith 
alone—is able to extirpate pride from 
the human heart. As Paul himself 
declared, “For by grace you have been 
saved through faith; and that not of 
yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as 
a result of works, so that no one may 
boast” (Eph. 2:8–9).

The apostle urged Titus to place the 
Pauline Summa at the very center of 
his ministry: “This is a trustworthy 
statement; and concerning these 
things I want you to speak confidently” 
(Tit. 3:8). What place does this 
passage have in our lives? Are we 
willing to base our hope of salvation 
upon the truthfulness of what the 
apostle has here affirmed? What will 
result from a sincere embrace of the 
Pauline Summa on the doctrine of 
salvation? We will realize that there is 
no real ground for even the smallest 
seed of pride to begin to germinate in 
our lives. We will thus endeavor to live 
with the same determination found in 
the life of Paul: “But may it never be 
that I would boast, except in the cross 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14).
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them harm.” In other words, “This 
time, I really have a reason to kill 
these people.” Remember, Samson 
already had good reason to destroy 
the Philistines—God had called him 
to do it! Samson’s motivation was 
vengeance for not getting what his 
eyes wanted. Once more, Samson 
ended up doing the right thing for the 
wrong reason.

In response, Samson caught three 
hundred foxes—or, more likely, 
jackals. The same Hebrew word can 
be used for either animal, and jackals 
naturally go in packs, while foxes are 
solitary, so catching a large number 
of jackals is more likely. Samson 
tied them together by their tails in 
groups of two, with a lit torch tied 
to each pair, and burned the crops 
of the Philistines. In other words, 
Samson raised an army of three 
hundred soldiers with torches, a lot 
like someone else we know. He then 
set his army loose into the Philistines 
ready-to-harvest wheat fields.

Why did Samson do this? Who knows? 
He was Samson. He did bizarre things 
all through his life. Many theologians 
through the centuries have tried to 
read interesting allegorical meanings 
into this act, but the text does not give 
us any cue or clue. It may be best to just 
accept this as a bizarre act by Samson. 
Actually, it was pretty strategic. Verse 
1 informed us that this took place 
at the time of the wheat harvest, the 
peak of agricultural activity.

What is missing from this story, 
however, is the LORD. There is no 
reference to the Spirit of the LORD, no 
reference to God whatsoever. Samson 
is still accomplishing God’s purposes, 
but the focus is all on Samson. When, 
in verse 6, the Philistines ask, “Who 
did this?” the answer they receive 
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Some time has passed since we 
last read about Samson. Last we 

heard about him, he had killed thirty 
Philistines to fulfill a bet. He had 
walked out on his wife because he 
had lost a riddle game, and returned 
home to his mother and father. Now 
we find him in 15:1 deciding to go 
visit the woman who he still thought 
was his wife, taking a young goat to 
her as a gift (a young goat back then 
would be equivalent to dinner in a 
really classy restaurant). Here is the 
rub: the last verse of chapter 14 told 
us that his wife was taken away and 
given to his best man. Samson must 
not have known about that. He did 
not figure that his behavior in chapter 
14 might put his relationship with 
his former wife in jeopardy. There is 
trouble ahead.

Once he arrived at her house, he was 
surprised to find that her father would 
not allow him to enter. The father’s 
defense was that he had thought that 
Samson hated her for what she had 
done and that when Samson had left 
in chapter 14, he had not planned on 
coming back. The father thought the 
wedding was officially over. To make 
Samson happy, the father offered his 
younger daughter to him instead. The 
same thing happened when Laban 
gave Jacob Leah rather than Rachel, 
when Lot offered his two daughters 
to the mob in Sodom to protect his 
guests, and later with some other 
people in the book of Judges. This is 
not good parenting; it is Philistine 
behavior. The father acted as if 
Samson was only using his eyes to 
make a decision. Unfortunately, he 
was right.

In verse 3, Samson’s responded, 
“This time I shall be innocent in 
regard to the Philistines, when I do 

is “Samson,” not the LORD. The 
Philistines responded by burning 
his wife-that-was-not-a-wife and her 
father alive. Their motivation was 
“Samson burned our crops, so we 
will burn you, since we do not want 
to mess with Samson.” This shows us 
a little bit about the impact our sins 
can have on other people. Sin does 
not just affect you. It affects people 
around you, too. Other people (like 
Samson’s wife and father-in-law) can 
end up getting hurt.

In verses 7–8, Samson swore 
vengeance. Samson and the 
Philistines were worse than five-
year-olds on a playground (“you 
hit me, now I’m going to get you!”). 
This became a cycle of increasing 
violence. Samson promised them 
that after he got vengeance, he would 
quit. Yet, he does not quit. In each 
cycle, Samson responded with even 
more violence than before. What 
was Samson’s motive in all of this? 
He wanted revenge because they had 
burned his wife. It did not matter that 
the Philistines were oppressing the 
Israelites. But when the Philistines 
hurt other Philistines, Samson got 
up in arms. Verse 9 further points 
out the uselessness of Samson’s act. 
Nobody benefited from Samson’s 
revenge. In fact, it caused the 
Philistines to attack Judah, raiding 
Lehi to look for Samson.

We would hope that Samson would 
rally the troops and take on the 
invading Philistines. Perhaps now the 
Spirit of the LORD would come upon 
Samson and Israel and there would 
be a marvelous victory leading to the 
ultimate deliverance and unity of the 
Israelites. The men of Judah, however, 
were not interested in a unified Israel. 
Instead of turning to the LORD, they 
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went to the Philistines, asking why 
they were being attacked. When they 
found out that the Philistines were 
looking for Samson, they offered to 
help in his capture. The Israelites were 
ready to hand their deliverer over 
to their oppressor, working hand in 
hand with the Philistines—the very 
people God had told them to destroy.

In verse 11, three thousand men of 
Judah came down to talk to Samson. 
They told him, “We thought you 
knew that the Philistines are our 
leaders!” How far they had fallen 
since chapter 1! In chapter 1, Judah 
had led the people and possessed the 
land, according God’s instructions. 
At the end of chapter 1, the tribe of 
Dan was in the worst state. Now here, 
Samson, a Danite, was the leader. 
Now, the original rot of Dan had 
spread to all of Israel, even Judah. 
They did not even want deliverance; 
they were reconciled with being ruled 
by the pagans. How depressing.

It would have been wonderful 
if Samson, in reply, had given a 
tremendous, inspiring speech like 
Henry V; a “win one for the Gipper” 
speech that would turn Israel around, 
and lead them on to a glorious 
victory. Rather, Samson tries to 
defend himself, saying “They hit me 
first!” He agreed to go with the men of 
Judah to the Philistines if they swore 

not to attack him themselves. So the 
men of Judah took Samson bound to 
Lehi to deliver him into the hands of 
the Philistines.

As they approached Lehi, the 
Philistines came out shouting to 
meet them, celebrating the capture 
of Samson. The Spirit of the LORD 
rushed upon Samson, just as it did 
when he met the lion. He easily 
snapped his ropes, grabbed a fresh 
jawbone of a donkey, and killed a 
thousand men in a massive show of 
strength, using the jawbone as his only 
weapon. The Bible goes out of its way 
to mention that it was a fresh jawbone 
Samson used. This is not given to us 
for us to admire Samson’s strength and 
ingenuity, but to let us know Samson 
had again, broken his Nazirite vow by 
touching dead carcasses.

In verse 16, Samson sang a nice little 
song to celebrate his victory. You may 
recall that Deborah also sang a song 
of victory in Judges 5. Deborah’s song, 
however, is much different from that 
of Samson. Deborah’s song praised 
God for His help. Samson’s song was 
praise for himself and for his human 
efforts. Samson did not seem aware 
of the work of the Holy Spirit. He just 
took for granted that God would give 
him strength in his endeavors.

Killing a thousand Philistines with 
one’s bare hands can apparently make 
one thirsty, and Samson became very 
thirsty. For the first time in the story 
of Samson, he cried out to the LORD 
for deliverance from the thirst. His 
prayer runs along the lines of “Hey 
God, I did you a favor, and I want a 
favor done back!” He ended his prayer 
by saying he did not want to fall into 
the hands of the uncircumcised. How 
ridiculous! He had been in their 
hands for his whole life, spending 
time with them, even marrying 
them. He thought he could use the 
LORD when it was convenient, and 
that he could ignore Him the rest of 
the time. Samson treated God just as 
he treated his wife at the beginning 
of this chapter, when he thought he 
could live at home and only go to her 
when he wanted something from her. 
We are often the same way; we only 
cry out in prayer when we are sick, or 
someone is in the hospital, or when 
we are in a fix. But when things are 
going fine, we take God for granted. 
In verse 16, Samson was singing his 
own praises, “I did it, I did it!” But 
now that he needs something, he 
says “I am your servant; you did it; 
now give me water.” When life was 
good, Samson was saying, “See what a 
wonderful thing I have done with my 
life!” but when times were bad, “God, 
why did you let this happen? It’s all 
Your fault!”
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Lesson 15: Points to Ponder

1. How do the threats of the Philistines to Samson’s “wife” and   
 her subsequent death at their hands show Satan to be a hard   
 taskmaster?

2. Show other places in Scripture where God used sinful actions to  
 accomplish His purposes. Have you ever found God doing this  
 in your life?

3. How are we guilty of doing the right things with wrong motives?

4. How was the spiritual condition of Judah similar to that of   
 Samson? How are we often guilty of accommodating the   
 enemies of God in the church? In our own lives?

5. Give examples of selfishness in prayer. What does Jesus say about  
 such prayers in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:5-7)?  

6. What is the sad result of taking God for granted when times are  
 good but calling on Him when things are not good?

7. In what ways have we become satisfied in our bondage? How has  
 God delivered you from this bondage?

Samson’s prayer was orthodox; 
everything he said was wonderful. In 
different circumstances, this would be 
a perfect thing to say. But in the light of 
Samson’s character and what had just 
happened, we really cannot believe that 
Samson meant what he said. This is not 
the evidence of a changed heart, just 
a greedy heart. So often our prayers, 
too, sound pious, but are really driven 
by selfishness and a desire to sound 
good. We only come to God when we 
need something. Our prayers sound 
orthodox and good, we would get an 
“A” in prayer class, but it does not ring 
true. We pray our beautiful prayers, 
but our hearts are somewhere else. We 
have secret agendas in our prayers; we 
want God to be our servant, not the 
other way around.

How did God respond to Samson’s 
prayer? He could have said, “Samson, 
you love the Philistines so much—go 
ask them for water!” That is what He 
said to Israel through the prophet in 
Judges 6. Instead, God gave Samson 
water, answering Samson’s prayer. 
God responded in grace to Samson’s 
selfish prayer.

The passage ends, “and Samson 
judged Israel for 20 years.” Israel truly 
got the judge they deserved. God 
turned them over to their fate (as in 
Romans 1). The Israelites got a judge 
who was just like them. Samson, just 
like Israel, was under the control of 
the Philistines, unwilling to cry out 
to the LORD. He was happy in his 
bondage to the Philistines, as was 
Israel. He took action only when it 
was personal. He served the Kingdom 
only when it served him. We do the 
same thing, too. Israel and Samson, 
her judge, were defunct. What they 
need, and what we need, is a new 
Israel and a new Judge. We can find 
both in Christ.

Christ is so different from Samson. 
When the Spirit indwells Samson, 
people end up dead. Christ, 
empowered by the Spirit, brings life. 
He brings real and true deliverance 
to His people in a way that Samson 

never could. No one is ever saved by 
a Samson. Samson hid in the rocks 
in the midst of Judah’s troubles. 
Jesus came down to earth in the 
midst of our sins. Samson was all 
about himself; Jesus completely gave 
Himself to redeem His people. Christ 
does not serve Himself, but willingly 
offered Himself for you and me. There 
are ironic parallels between the stories 
of Samson and Christ. Samson was 
bound by his own people and handed 
over to those who hated him. So was 
Jesus. Samson beat his captors up. 
Christ went all the way to the point 
of death so that He can take those 
enemies and make them His friends, 
redeeming them as His people.

Christ is the opposite of Samson. What 
difference does that make? It makes 
all the difference. Samson judged for 
twenty years, and nothing happened. 
Christ is our Judge. He intercedes for 
us for all eternity at the right hand of 

God. Judah had no desire to be saved. 
Neither do we. We are completely 
happy in our sins. This shows God’s 
drastic love for us—He did not wait 
for us to cry out to Him first. It was 
while we were still sinners that Christ 
died for us. God was determined to 
save us. This is wonderful good news 
to us because we are so much like 
Samson. When life is going well, we 
forget God. When we are in need, we 
suddenly get religious and remember 
the proper jargon. But God saved us 
anyway. God delivered people who 
did not want to be delivered. And 
now God empowers us to trust in 
Him, to look to Him, to bear fruit for 
Him, to engage in spiritual warfare by 
bringing the gospel to the Philistines 
and Judeans (who are happily in 
bondage to their sins) around us. The 
God who saved people like us will 
also save people like them.
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Bible Studies on the Book of Judges 
Lesson 16: Judges 16

Mr. James
Oord 

Judges 15 ended by telling us that 
Samson “judged Israel in the days 

of the Philistines for twenty years.” 
This is the typical ending formula 
for the accounts of the judges. This is 
the logical ending of the sad story of 
Samson. There should not be another 
chapter after this one. But there is.

After killing all those Philistines in 
chapter 15, Samson went to Gaza 
(even farther into Philistine territory 
than Timnah). Surprise, surprise, 
Samson’s eyes got him into trouble 
again. He saw a prostitute and wanted 
her. So, he went to her. The Philistines 
decided to try to ambush him by 
waiting outside the house until 
morning. Samson, however, rose at 
midnight and skipped town. While 
leaving, he decided to take the city 
gates with him as a souvenir. Ancient 
gates were really big. To carry them 
all the way to Hebron was quite a task. 
Samson was showing off his strength, 
boasting. He had not changed at all 
since chapter 15. He still relied on 
his sight to tell him what to do; he 
still loved the Philistines and still had 
disregard for Israel. Samson did not 
cry out to the LORD here. He did not 
need it! He felt that he was perfectly 
capable of taking on the Philistines. 
He carried off their gates in a 
demonstration of his own greatness. 
He went way beyond what was 
necessary to display his own might. 
The narrator does not say this, but he 
does not have to; by now, we know 
Samson well enough to know that this 
action was very self-centered.

After this, Samson fell in love with 
another Philistine woman, named 
Delilah. The fact that it says he 
“loved” her shows just how connected 
Samson was to the Philistines. It also 
explains why he stayed with her in 

spite of what transpired. In verse 5, 
the Philistines hired Delilah. She did 
not love him; she just saw him as a 
means to make money. We cannot 
really blame her though. She was 
offered 1,100 pieces of silver from 
each of the five kings, which was an 
outrageous sum (about 15 million 
dollars). In addition, Delilah knew 
that the Philistines would probably 
kill her if she did not cooperate. 
Delilah seemed quite willing to go 
along with the plan. Her goal was to 
seduce him and find the secret of his 
super strength. And so we head into 
a dangerous game played between 
Delilah and Samson.

Round 1 is found in verses 
6–9. Delilah decided to try the 
straightforward approach. She 
asked him where his strength came 
from. “Now Delilah, why do you 
want to know?” “Oh, Samson dear,” 
she answered, “I want to play this 
fun game called ‘the Philistines are 
coming!’” So Samson told her a little 
fib about fresh bowstrings. Why fresh 
bowstrings? They are fresh and made 
from dead animals (from the guts). 
Samson was repudiating his vow as 
a Nazirite. Delilah tied Samson in 
fresh bowstrings and told him that 
the Philistines were upon him. He 
easily snapped them. The Philistines 
probably remained in hiding when 
they saw Samson snap them so easily.

And so, round 2 began. Delilah said 
“You have mocked me and told me 
lies,” which is ironic, since she was 
planning to deceive and sell him. This 
time, he feeds her a lie about new ropes, 
with the same result. He escaped.

We enter round 3 (verses 13–14). 
This time, Samson told her to weave 
his hair into a loom. We are getting 

closer to the truth here, but Samson 
easily escaped again.

The fourth time is the charm, in this 
case. Round 4, verses 15–17, is the last 
round. Delilah asked “How can you 
love me when you keep doing this to 
me? Your heart is not with me; you 
keep mocking me!” But she was the 
one whose heart was not ultimately 
with him. Like his first wife, Delilah 
nagged him day after day, and 
eventually, he told her all his heart. 
He told her that he is a Nazirite, but 
only told her about the hair part of 
the vow. There is a real ambivalence as 
to what is going on in Samson’s heart 
and mind. On the one hand, maybe 
he did not believe that this was where 
his strength came from. He had to 
know that she was going to try it out, 
so why would he tell her if he thought 
it was true? On the other hand, he 
was sincere in his speech. Maybe he 
really did love Delilah and thought 
that she would keep his secret. 
Whatever Samson thought, Delilah 
did go through with her plans and 
had all his hair cut off. As in all the 
other rounds, she woke him from his 
sleep, shouting, “The Philistines are 
upon you!” And he awoke from his 
sleep, expecting his strength to carry 
him through, but the LORD had left 
him. He was abandoned. Samson was 
seized, his eyes were gouged out, and 
he was taken down to Gaza and made 
to work a grinding mill in the prison, 
like an ox.

Does this teach that men should not 
get their hair cut? No. This goes back 
to the idea of consecration. We, like 
Samson, need to dedicate ourselves 
to God. We are to consecrate 
ourselves, and not take our identities 
as “Nazirites” for granted. We are set 
apart as Christians, called by God to 
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be holy. That is the danger of growing 
up in the church. We get involved in 
the church from an early age, so that all 
spiritual things come “naturally.” We 
become complacent. We must beware 
that we are not lulled into a mundane 
Christianity, letting the things that we 
do guide us. The challenge for us is 
to distinguish between externals and 
internals. We can so easily go about 
defining Christianity externally, 
making too many external markers, 
like what version of the Bible you use, 
or not to “drink or smoke or chew or 
go with girls who do,” or conversely, 
say that by smoking and drinking, we 
are expressing our Christian liberty 
and taking pride in that. We think 
that by all these outward badges, we 
are part of the covenant community.

God looks at the internal, what is in 
our hearts. This is especially applicable 
to teenagers. As a baby, Samson did not 
choose grow out his hair, but eventually 
the not-cutting-his-hair thing became 
Samson’s responsibility. This is where 
teenagers are—they are going from 
being controlled by their parents to 
doing things by themselves. We need 
to ask them, and more importantly, 
they need to ask themselves, why 
they are doing what they are doing? 
Do they believe and go to church out 
of an internal conviction? Or is it just 
because that is what their parents did?

Verse 22 contains a hopeful 
foreshadowing, “the hair of his head 
started to grow back.” Clearly this is 
foreshadowing, but foreshadowing of 
what? Could this mean that Samson 
had repented and had a change 
of heart? Samson’s hair starting 
to regrow leaves open some new 
ideas—is this a new start? Was there 
a genuine rededication to the LORD? 
The Bible does not say. It does not say 
“Samson started to regrow his hair” 
but “the hair began to grow.” All this 
tells us that the story is not yet over.

In verse 23, we are told that the 
Philistines were having an intense 
party, a festival to Dagon, their god. 
This is an anti-climax to how you 

would expect a story of a judge to 
end. It should end with a festival to 
the LORD. Instead, the Philistines are 
throwing a party for their god. And—
how nice!—Samson got invited to 
their party. He was the entertainment. 
Samson presented a very tragic 
figure—a blind man called to parade 
around in front of the Philistines.

In verse 28, Samson cried out to the 
LORD again. Positively, He cried 
out to the LORD, asking Him to 
strengthen him so that he could be 
avenged. Negatively, it is a cry for 
vengeance. The previous prayer was 
a prayer for life; this is a prayer for 
death. Samson spent his whole life 
trying to be among the Philistines, 
and now he died with them. In verses 
29–31, in one last desperate show 
of superhuman strength, Samson 
brought down the house as an 
entertainer, killing three thousand 
Philistines. No longer able to fill his 
heart with the lust of his eyes, Samson 
finally accomplished what he should 
have been doing all his life.

Samson had judged Israel for twenty 
years. What did all that accomplish for 

Israel? The answer is precisely nothing. 
Israel was still in bondage. God began to 
deliver his people, as He had promised 
in 13:5, but we are still looking for 
somebody different, somebody better 
than this, which will eventually lead us 
into I Samuel (the book of Judges is in 
historic sequence between Joshua and I 
Samuel—Ruth is in a different location 
in the Hebrew text).

Now we are truly finished with the 
story of Samson. We have seen him go 
from being consecrated as a baby, to a 
young man filled with the Spirit of the 
LORD, to a broken man whose life was 
controlled by his sinful eyes. Charles 
Spurgeon pointed out that Samson 
was a picture of every Christian. Like 
him, we all face real dangers like pride 
and self-confidence. Samson’s whole 
life is a downward cycle of recklessness 
and self-destruction. His life teaches 
us that even those who look good, as 
Samson did in chapter 13, can end 
up like Samson in chapter 16. As 
Christians, we can be found at either 
end, or anywhere in between. There are 
many lessons to be learned, depending 
on where we are in the cycle.
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Lesson 16: Points to Ponder

1. Read 1 Corinthians 10:13. Samson did not fail because the   
 temptation was too strong, nor because it was inescapable. Why  
 did he fail? How do we find ourselves doing the same? How does  
 the petition “lead us not into temptation” address this?

2. How do Samson’s games with Delilah fit in with the rest of  
 his life?

3. Why do you suppose Samson did not become suspicious of   
 Delilah in her attempts to discover his strength?

4. How do some Christians define Christianity externally today?    
 Do you see similar patterns in your church? In your own life?

5. How did Samson become complacent in his beliefs? How does   
 a person growing up in the church avoid becoming complacent?   
 How can we avoid becoming “smug” Christians?

6. How can a person help another who is filled with shame or   
 depression? Remember, restoration is not built on performance  
 but on God’s grace.

7. How does Christ fill us with both humility and confidence?

If you are on the top of the cycle, if your 
life looks more like Samson’s early life, 
if you are on fire for the LORD and 
doing His work, congratulations. But 
be careful of pride. The temptation 
for people at the top of the cycle is 
to assume that since God worked 
through them in some way that they 
must be special. Every young person 
who has been on a mission trip 
comes back with some high spiritual 
experience, assuming that God has 
done something dramatic and special 
through him. Every person who has 
volunteered at a homeless shelter 
for a week or gone to an evangelical 
conference thinks that he is special. 
It is true that there is a growing 
awareness of self and of God that 
comes through such experiences, and 
I recommend everyone to take part 
in them, to go out and get involved. 
But, they can be dangerous. Such 
experiences lead to self-confidence 
and recklessness. We think, “I am 
serving God, so He should do good 
things to me.” And such thoughts lead 
to self-destruction. God did not do 
the marvelous things we thought that 
He would, so we get disappointed and 
self-destruct. This is what happened 
to Samson.

What about the people who are down 
at the bottom of the Samson spiral, 
who recognize themselves as bound 
and headed to Gaza? If the temptation 
at the top is pride, the temptation 
down here is to turn to other alternate 
resources, like suicide, drug abuse, 
alcohol, etc, since they have nothing 
else to turn to. People at the bottom 
feel despair and a loss of hope. There 
are more people down here than you 
may think. Suicides always surprise 
those around them. If you are not at 
the bottom, you need to reach out 
to those who find themselves near 
the bottom with love and hope. If 
you are at the bottom, focus on the 
gospel. God grew Samson’s hair back. 
God could not leave Samson where 
he was. God could not leave Samson 
tied up at the mill in Gaza. Even 

die for His own sins; He was not being 
punished for His pride; He was doing 
this for our sins. And that is not the 
end of His story. In the resurrection 
of Christ, God joins us to Him. This 
is more than a new beginning, for we 
are given the Spirit of Christ. How 
do we get to be a part of this new 
creation? We repent, looking only 
to Christ, knowing increasingly that 
there is no good thing in us. And 
now we can do all things through 
Christ (not through ourselves). That 
is the means by which God provides 
hope to people both at the top and at 
the bottom of the spiral. Christ has 
come and fulfilled the law for us, for 
Pharisees as well as prodigal sons.

 

though Samson was faithless, God 
was always faithful.

Samson failed. He was not enough. 
We are not enough, either. We cannot 
be our own deliverers. You know, the 
bottom of the spiral is in some places 
a safer place than the top. It is hard to 
get people at the top to realize this, 
to see the dangers of pride, because 
pride is so deceptive. People at the 
bottom know enough to understand 
that there is no hope within them. 
We need a greater deliverer than 
Samson; we need a greater deliverer 
than ourselves. We need someone to 
come as the new Samson, as the new 
Israel, and to take the same path—
set apart to the LORD, holy from 
His birth, able to live a perfect life. 
Jesus came and did all those things 
perfectly. But He ended up in the 
same situation as Samson did, dying 
stretched out against His will, with 
insults hurled upon Him by mocking 
onlookers. But why? Christ did not 
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Calvin and His Contributions  
to the Reformation

Louis 
Praamsma

He died as he had lived, trusting 
the promises of the Lord! Three 

weeks before his last day he wrote 
these words to his old comrade-in-
arms, Farel: “It is with difficulty that 
I draw my breath, and I expect that 
every moment will be my last. It is 
enough that I live and die for Christ, 
who is the reward of his followers 
both in life and death.”

Then came the end on Saturday, May 
27, 1564. He was buried somewhere in 
the Genevan cemetery, but, according 
to his express wish, no stone was erected 
above his bones, and “no man knoweth 
his resting-place until this day.”

Who was this man who lived and died 
in the utmost simplicity, who had no 
children, but who could declare, “. . . 
that he had offspring in thousands 
over the whole of Christendom”? 
We write of John Calvin, the last 
of the great reformers, the church-
father of Reformed and Presbyterian 
Christianity. Four centuries have now 
passed since his death.

It is impossible to sketch in a short 
essay his character, theology and 
influence. He has been praised 
beyond measure and slandered 
beyond measure.

He has been called ‘the Caliph of 
Geneva’ (Audin, Spalding). He has 
also been called ‘a character of great 
majesty’ (the Genevan Little Council). 
A man, who was certainly not a 
Calvinist, declared of him: “Among 
all he accomplished most, because 
he was the most Christian among 
all, yea the most Christian man in 
Christianity” (Renan). Calvin himself 

would have protested those last words 
of praise; he was a very simple man 
indeed, even somewhat shy. At no less 
than three occasions in his life, he had 
to be brought to his God-appointed 
place by a kind of ultimatum (Geneva, 
Strasburg, Geneva again).

His heart longed for friendship and 
work; the friendship of a gentle soul as 
Melanchthon’s; and the plain and hard 
work of a scholar at his study. But the 
hand of the Lord brought him in the 
midst of the spiritual battlefield of his 
time. If ever there was a predestinated 
man, called to a great purpose, then it 
was John Calvin.

What was that time in which he lived?
We can call it the crisis of the 
Reformation. When Calvin initiated 
his work in Geneva (1536), Zwingli 
had died, and the reformer of Basle, 
Oecolampadius, had followed him 
into the grave. The Swiss reformation 
seemed to have come to a standstill. 
Luther would die some years later 
(1546), and the morality of the 
Lutheran countries still left much to 

be desired; the Lutheran theologians 
were divided among themselves, and 
Melanchthon was an uncertain man, 
certainly not a convinced leader. The 
anabaptistic revolution had stamped 
all reformation-work as a fantastic 
fallacy, and in the Netherlands this 
new movement was smothered in 
blood. In France many were burned 
at the stake. In England Henry VIII 
tried a strange type of reformation 
in harmony with his personal wishes. 
In Germany Charles V pursued the 
aim of repressing Protestantism 
in a very astute manner, and the 
Counter-Reformation began its work 
in the Council of Trent and the first 
endeavors of the Jesuits. This was the 
time of John Calvin, and it seemed 
to be most probable that the young 
flower of the Reformation would 
be crushed under the feet of many 
enemies; that this movement would 
be shipwrecked as had been the 
movements of the Hussites and the 
Wyclifites two centuries earlier.

But God in His providence had decided 
otherwise. He raised up the reformer 

The four reformists commemorated on a wall 
in Parc Des Bastions in Geneva, Switzerland. 
Depicted are William Farel, John Calvin, Theodore 
de Beze and John Knox. These statues are more 
than 15 feet high each.
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of Geneva, who completed and 
perfected the work of his predecessors 
and was blessed with the progress and 
extension of the Reformed faith not 
only in Switzerland and France, but 
also in the Netherlands and parts of 
Germany, in England and Scotland, 
in Poland and Hungary, and finally in 
America and throughout the world.

How did he succeed in such an 
astounding enterprise?
We can only answer: with the help 
of God and as an instrument in His 
hand. Calvin did not make Calvinists, 
but God prepared the hearts for the 
message of the pure gospel. Is, then, 
that message of Calvinism to be 
identified with the pure gospel? Not 
as far as Calvin and the Calvinists are 
concerned, who were and are only 
imperfect human beings. They should 
always repeat the device: ecclesia 
reformata, quia semper reformanda 
(a reformed church, because it should 
always continue in reforming). Not as 
far as any theological work of Calvin 
is concerned which is, after all, only 
human and fallible.

But certainly, as far as the aim and 
purpose, the heart and core of this 
theology is concerned. It aims only at 
bringing the pure gospel, reformed, 
stripped of all human additions.

Let us take a look at it. Then we are 
struck first of all by the prominence 
which Calvin conferred on the Word 
of God. Often he has been accused of 
having framed his Calvinistic system 
of doctrine as the logical conclusions 
of one religious or philosophical 
principle. But Calvin was not in the first 
place a systematizer or a dogmatician, 
but an exegete, an interpreter of 
Scripture. His Institutes are the 
systematic exposition of that doctrine 
which he found in the prophetic and 
apostolic books of the Old and New 
Testament. Calvin expressed himself 
in no uncertain terms:

This is the difference between the 
apostles and their successors: the 
former were sure and genuine 

scribes of the Holy Spirit, and 
their writings are therefore to be 
considered oracles of God; but 
the sole office of others is to teach 
what is provided and sealed in the 
Holy Scriptures (Inst. IV, VIII, 9).

As a matter of fact, all the reformers 
acknowledged the sole authority 
of the Bible. But with Calvin we 
find a kind of intrepidity and 
consistency which made him take 
all the words of Scripture seriously. 
When Scripture spoke of human 
depravity, he did the same; when 
Scripture made mention of God’s 
predestination, he followed that 
line without hesitation; when 
Scripture spoke of the necessity of 
regeneration, he stressed that point; 
when Scripture emphasized human 
responsibility, he did the same, and 
asked absolute obedience to God’s 
commandments. 

Calvin was therefore, in the second 
place, the man of the fear of God. His 
last words to the Syndics and Senators 
of Geneva, spoken on April 27, 1564, 
were: “I again entreat you to pardon 
my iniquities, which I acknowledge 
and confess before God and His 
angels, and also before you, my much 
respected Lords.”

That expression “before God and His 
angels” is a repeated expression in 
his letters and treatises. He always is 
mindful and makes others mindful 
of the presence of God. He has 
been called “the messenger of that 
Jehovah who had appeared to Moses 
upon Mount Horeb and who, in 
their wanderings, had gone before 
the children of Israel in a pillar of 
fire” (Carew Hunt). Another author 
compares him with Moses, who had 
seen God and whose face shone by the 
brightness of God’s glory, and adds: 
“The same must repeat itself inwardly 
with him who, as Calvin did, looks 
upon God daily and does not turn his 
eye from his face” (E. Stahelin).

Because Calvin was the reformer of 
the fear of God, he was also the man 

of the glory of God in human life. Not 
only man’s soul, but also his head and 
hand should praise the Lord. Not 
only the psalms in church, but also 
the science of the scientists should 
honor Him. Not only the clergy, but 
all the citizens of Geneva should obey 
their Lord in their threefold office as 
prophets and priests and kings.

Calvin shared with Luther the central 
doctrine of justification by faith only; 
he declares that the sum of the gospel 
embassy is to reconcile us to God, 
since God is willing to receive us into 
grace through Christ, not counting 
our sins against us (Inst. III, XI, 4). 
Yet his final aim is not the salvation 
of souls, but the honor of God in all 
spheres of life.

He has often been accused of being 
the dictator of Geneva who ruled 
and reigned with an iron hand. This 
accusation is not true. During a period 
of several difficult years, he found a 
council of hostile citizens against him. 
He had to fight the battle of his life in 
order to obtain real freedom for the 
church. As a matter of fact, the strict 
laws of Geneva requiring a sober and 
modest life and forbidding dancing, 
cursing, luxury and all forms of Romish 
superstition were to be found in other 
Protestant cities also.

But the difference was that in the city 
of Calvin those laws were enforced; 
in other cities they were often dead 
letters. Calvin wanted them to be taken 
seriously, and he succeeded in the time 
of some twenty years to transform 
Geneva from a most frivolous city into 
the model-city of the Reformation, 
in which the fear of the Lord was the 
beginning of wisdom.

In the fourth place we should stress 
Calvin’s ecumenical position.

He has been called—and rightly so—
the one international reformer. It is 
a well-known fact, that his simple 
house in Geneva became in due time 
the headquarters of the Reformation-
movement. His correspondence 
embraced a large part of Europe, 
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while he gave leadership to churches 
in several countries. He approached 
the Lutheran churches and admired 
Luther as a father in Christ; he was 
the close friend of Melanchthon and 
contacted Bullinger, the successor of 
Zwingli in Zurich, and succeeded with 
him in unifying the Swiss Reformed 
churches. He even desired a general 
council of all Protestant church 
leaders, not to engage in permanent 
dialogue, but to frame and define a 
common confession of faith founded 
on the Word of God.

He wanted a real union and not a 
sham union. Therefore he warned 
with all his heart against compromise 
with Rome; and also against closer 
relations with the Anabaptists and 
Socinians, the liberals of that day. 
He did not like the maneuvers of his 
friends Bucer and Melanchthon, who 
were inclined to express themselves 
in vague terms and glib formulas. He 
warned against the interim policy of 
Charles V, who tried to seduce the 
Protestants. He wrote to the kings of 
England and Poland and other high 
placed persons, that they should take 
a firm stand and purge their churches 
from all papal idolatry, making them 
truly reformed churches.

We might conclude by saying that 
Calvin wanted a real church. In his 
own life he showed much reverence 
for the church, as long as possible, 
even in a corrupt or disorderly state. 
He hesitated long before he left 
the Church of Rome. Only God’s 
own hand could convince him of 
the lawfulness of that step after the 
experience of his subita conversio 
(sudden conversion). And after 
his expulsion from Geneva he did 
not allow his followers to establish 
separate churches; he hated schism 
and wrote “that the ministry and 
sacraments should be held in 
such reverence that wherever they 
perceive them to exist, they should 
judge the Church to be.”

Therefore he wanted one church of 
the Reformation, only one church. 

But it should be a real church, the 
purity of which was evidenced by the 
faithful use of Christian discipline. It 
has been questioned whether Calvin 
(as several Reformed Confessions 
do) considers this use of discipline 
to be one of the marks of the church. 
It is unquestionable that he fought 
the struggle of his life to get and 
maintain it. In 1538 he was expelled 
from Geneva because he refused to 
administer the Lord’s Supper without 
the proper use of discipline. During 
the second period of his ministry 
there he wrestled for years to establish 
that discipline.

“As the saving doctrine of Christ,” 
he said, “is the soul of the church, so 
does discipline serve as its sinews, 
through which the members of the 
body hold together, each in its own 
place. Therefore, all who desire to 
remove discipline or to hinder its 
restoration are surely contributing 
to the ultimate dissolution of the 
church” (Inst. IV, XII, 1).

In the exercise of discipline Calvin 
stresses moderation and mildness. 
He does not carry the idea of a 
pure church too far. Well known 
are his words: “The pure ministry 
of the Word and the pure mode of 
celebrating the sacraments are, as we 
say, sufficient pledge and guarantee 
that we may safely embrace as church 
any society in which both these 
marks exist. The principle extends 
to the point that we must not reject 
it so long as it retains them, even 
if it otherwise swarms with many 
faults. What is more, some fault may 
creep into the administration of 
either doctrine or sacraments, but 
this ought not to estrange us from 
communion with the church. For not 
all articles of true doctrine are of the 
same sort” (Inst. IV. I, 12).

The positive contribution of Calvin 
to the work of the Reformation 
on this score has been that he 
settled the freedom of the church 
to arrange its internal affairs by 
means of its own consistory. Luther 

had taken refuge in the princes of 
Germany, who assumed the task 
of organizing the several churches 
and of appointing governmental 
consistories. Zwingli had called upon 
the magistracy of Zurich to rule the 
church. Consequently discipline in 
the Lutheran and Zwinglian churches 
had not been maintained in purity. 
It was Calvin’s ideal to have a free 
church in a free city, although in his 
days the power of the government 
of Geneva over the church was still 
great, and even the elders were not 
appointed after a free election by the 
people but by the councils of the city. 
Calvin’s ideal was a church governed 
only by its own office-bearers and (in 
France) by its own minor and major 
assemblies; a church fundamentally 
only governed by its Head Jesus 
Christ and free from all interference 
by the state.

It is difficult to say whether Calvin 
was the man primarily of the right 
organization of the church, of the 
personal fear of the Lord, or of the 
subjection of all areas of life to God 
and His Word. However that may be, 
we honor him as a chosen vessel of 
God, an instrument in the hand of the 
Almighty who gave him at the right 
time to His church.

We conclude with the words of his 
friend and successor, Beza, penned 
at the end of his Life of Calvin: “I 
have been a witness of Calvin’s life 
for sixteen years, and I think I am 
fully entitled to say that in this man 
there was exhibited to all a most 
beautiful example of the life and 
death of a Christian, which will be 
as easy to calumniate as it will be 
difficult to emulate.”
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In the year 1973, Rousas John 
Rushdoony wrote a book entitled 

The Institutes of Biblical Law. This 
book was intended as an introduction 
to the Christian Reconstruction 
Movement. Gary North, a disciple of 
Rushdoony, and author of the book 
Backward Christian Soldiers? defines 
Christian Reconstruction as follows: 
It is “A recently articulated philosophy 
which argues that it is the moral 
obligation of Christians to recapture 
every institution for Jesus Christ. It 
proclaims ‘the crown rights of King 
Jesus.’ The means by which this task 
might be accomplished is . . . biblical 
law. This is the tool of dominion. 
We have been assigned a dominion 
covenant—a God-given assignment 
to men to conquer in His name (Gen. 
1:28; 9:1–7).”1

Gary North added this subtitle to 
his book: An Action Manual for 
Christian Reconstruction. The book 
is advertised with the following blurb 
on the back cover: “Satan may be 
alive on planet earth, but he’s not well. 
He’s in the biggest trouble he’s been 
in since Calvary. If Christians adopt 
a vision of victory and a program of 
Christian reconstruction, we will see 
the beginning of a new era on earth: 
the kingdom of God manifested 
in every area of life. When Christ 
returns, Christians will be occupying, 
not hiding in the shadows. . . . This 
book shows where to begin.”2 The 

goal set forth in his book is clear: he 
wants nothing less than Christian 
dominion in the political, economic, 
and social spheres; he wants 
nothing less than a visible victory 
on earth before Christ returns. In 
fact, it is only when Christians have 
established this “golden age” on 
earth that Christ will then return.

Rushdoony, North, and those who 
have taken up their mantle would 
do well to consider Revelation 12:5. 
The preceding verses have been 
pointing toward, even pressing 
forward, to this great verse. For 
here in Revelation 12:5, we have 
before us, at last, the birth of the 
woman’s Child.

In verses 1–2, we saw the great sign 
in heaven, the sign of the woman—
that woman being clothed with the 
sun, with the moon under her feet, 
and on her head a garland of twelve 
stars. As glorious as the sign of that 
woman is, it nevertheless points us 
beyond the woman to her Child. 
Note verse 2: “Then being with 
child, she cried out in labor and in 
pain to give birth.” Thus we read 
verses 1–2 with great expectancy, 
not unlike the expectancy of a 
mother great with child. Verses 1–2 
point us to the birth of the Child.

In verses 3–4, we saw another sign 
in heaven, the sign of the fiery 
red dragon—that dragon having 
seven heads and ten horns, and 
seven diadems on his heads. As 

horrific as the sign of that dragon is, 
it nevertheless points us beyond the 
dragon to the dragon’s intent. Note 
verse 4: “His tail drew a third of the 
stars of heaven and threw them to the 
earth. And the dragon stood before 
the woman who was ready to give 
birth, to devour her Child as soon 
as it was born.” Thus we read verses 
3–4 with great urgency, wondering 
whether the child will be devoured at 
His birth. Verses 3–4 point us to the 
birth of the Child.

Now at last, in verse 5, we have before 
us the birth of the Child—that Child 
whom the woman expected—that 
Child whom the dragon sought to 
devour. “She bore a male Child, who 
was to rule all nations with a rod of 
iron. And her Child was caught up to 
God and His throne.”

“She bore a male Child.” At first 
glance, it seems that what we have 
here is a reference to Jesus’ birth of 
the virgin Mary. After all, we read: 
“she bore a male Child.” The woman 
must be Mary, and the reference 
must be to the birth of Jesus Christ 
in Bethlehem. Revelation 12:5 would 
seem to be John’s apocalyptic record 
of the incarnation.

Upon further study, however, we begin 
to see that such an interpretation 
cannot be correct. The woman of 
Revelation 12 is not Mary, it is the 
church. The church is pictured here as 
the expectant people of God—those 
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“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Me.” 
Christ begins His reign with His resurrection, ascension, 
and session at the right hand of God. Here is the beginning 
of the fulfillment of Psalm 2. 

saints of the Old Testament who 
longed for the birth of the seed of the 
woman, as well as those saints of the 
New Testament who, with us, long for 
the return of Jesus Christ. While Mary 
is certainly included in this picture of 
the woman in Revelation, she is not 
the woman of Revelation 12. The 
woman of Revelation 12 is the church. 
Revelation 12:5, therefore, cannot be 
a reference to the birth of Jesus Christ 
by the virgin Mary; it cannot be a 
reference to the incarnation.

But if Revelation 12:5 is not a 
reference to the incarnation, then 
what is it referring to? To answer that 
question we must note that this male 
Child “was to rule all nations with a 
rod of iron.” The quotation is taken 
from Psalm 2:7–9: “I will declare the 
decree: the Lord has said to Me, ‘You 
are My Son, today I have begotten 
You. Ask of Me, and I will give You the 
nations for Your inheritance, and the 
ends of the earth for Your possession. 
You shall break them with a rod of 
iron; You shall dash them to pieces 
like a potter’s vessel.” The birth of the 
male Child in Revelation 12:5 is the 
fulfillment of these verses from Psalm 
2. It is important to note that while 
Psalm 2 is quoted several times in the 
New Testament, it is never applied 
in the New Testament to the birth of 
Jesus Christ by the virgin Mary.

On the contrary, Psalm 2 is 
consistently applied in the New 
Testament to the resurrection, 
ascension, and session of Jesus Christ 
at the right hand of God. Consider 
Acts 13:26ff., where the apostle 
Paul is preaching in Antioch: “Men 
and brethren, sons of the family of 
Abraham, and those among you who 
fear God, to you the word of this 
salvation has been sent. For those who 
dwell in Jerusalem, and their rulers, 
because they did not know Him, 
nor even the voices of the Prophets 
which are read every Sabbath, have 
fulfilled them in condemning Him. 
And though they found no cause 
for death in Him, they asked Pilate 

that He should be put to death. 
Now when they had fulfilled all that 
was written concerning Him, they 
took Him down from the tree and 
laid Him in a tomb. But God raised 
Him from the dead. He was seen for 
many days by those who came up 
with Him from Galilee to Jerusalem, 
who are His witnesses to the people. 
And we declare to you glad tidings—
that promise which was made to the 
fathers. God has fulfilled this for us 
their children, in that He has raised 
up Jesus. As it is also written in the 
second Psalm: ‘You are My Son, 
Today I have begotten You.’” Acts 
13:33 applies Psalm 2, not to the birth 
of Jesus Christ in Bethlehem, but to 
the empty tomb. Acts 13:33 applies 
Psalm 2 not to the incarnation, but to 
the resurrection!

Similarly in Hebrews 1, we find this 
quotation of Psalm 2, “God who at 
various times and in various ways 
spoke in time past to the fathers by 
the prophets, has in these last days 
spoken to us by His Son, whom He has 
appointed heir of all things, through 
whom also He made the worlds; who 
being the brightness of His glory and 
the express image of His person, and 
upholding all things by the word of 
His power, when He had by Himself 
purged our sins, sat down at the 
right hand of the Majesty on high, 
having become so much better than 
the angels, as He has by inheritance 
obtained a more excellent name than 
they. For to which of the angels did 
He ever say, ‘You are My Son, today 
I have begotten You.’” Hebrews 1:5 
applies Psalm 2, not to the birth of 
Jesus Christ in Bethlehem, but to the 
ascension. Hebrews 1:5 applies Psalm 
2 not to the incarnation, but to the 
ascension and session of Jesus Christ.

Revelation 12:5 is consistent with 
the rest of the New Testament in its 
understanding of Psalm 2. Thus what we 
have before us in Revelation 12:5 is not 
the incarnation of Jesus Christ, but the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, together 
with all that entails, including the 
ascension into heaven and the session 
at the right hand of God.

But why is Jesus’ resurrection, 
ascension, and session at the right 
hand of God pictured to us here in 
terms of a “birth”? Certainly John is

directing our attention to the very 
purpose for which Christ was born, 
namely, to rule the nations. Christ’s 
rule begins to come into its fullness 
in connection with His resurrection, 
ascension, and session. You might 
recall that it was not until He had 
been raised up from the dead and 
was about to enter into heaven 
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In His humility there 
is exaltation! In His 
apparent weakness 
there is strength! In his 
apparent defeat there 
is victory! In His cross 
there is glory! 

that He said to His disciples: “All 
authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to Me.” Christ begins 
His reign with His resurrection, 
ascension, and session at the right 
hand of God. Here is the beginning 
of the fulfillment of Psalm 2.

Though Psalm 2 has begun to be 
fulfilled, it will not find its complete 
fulfillment until Christ comes again. 
Revelation 19:11ff. makes that clear 
as it quotes from Psalm 2 once more: 
“Now I saw heaven opened, and 
behold, a white horse. And he who sat 
on him was called Faithful and True, 
and in righteousness He judges and 
makes war. His eyes were like a flame 
of fire, and on His head were many 
crowns. He had a name written that 
no one knew except Himself. He was 
clothed with a robe dipped in blood, 
and His name is called The Word 
of God. And the armies in heaven, 
clothed in fine linen, white and 
clean, followed Him on white horses. 
Now out of His mouth goes a sharp 
sword, that with it He should strike 
the nations. And He Himself will rule 
them with a rod of iron. He Himself 
treads the winepress of the fierceness 
and wrath of Almighty God. And He 
has on His robe and on His thigh a 
name written: KING OF KINGS 
AND LORD OF LORDS.” Clearly, 
here the context is that of the second 
coming of Jesus Christ; it is then that 
He shall rule the nations with a rod 
of iron. It is then that Psalm 2 shall be 
completely fulfilled.

Though Psalm 2 will not be completely 
fulfilled until Christ comes again, 
Revelation 2:26–27 makes clear that 
with the resurrection, ascension, and 
session of Jesus Christ at the right 
hand of God, Psalm 2 is even now in 
the process of being fulfilled: “And he 
who overcomes, and keeps My works 
until the end, to him I will give power 
over the nations—‘He shall rule them 
with a rod of iron; they shall be dashed 
to pieces like the potter’s vessels’—as 
also I have received from My Father.” 

Though Christ’s reign over the nations 
with a rod of iron will not be completely 
fulfilled until He comes again, already 
now He is on the throne, already now 
He is reigning, already now He rules all 
nations with a rod of iron. Christ Jesus 
is on the throne. Christ Jesus rules over 
all the nations. Christ Jesus rules with a 
rod of iron.

But that leaves us with a question: if 
Jesus Christ is on the throne, if He 
is indeed presently ruling all nations 
with a rod of iron, then why don’t we 
see it? Why don’t we see Him dashing 
the nations to pieces like a potter’s 
vessel? Where is His rod of iron? To 
answer that question consider the last 
statement of Revelation 12:5, “And her 
Child was caught up to God and His 
throne.” Is there anything there that 
strikes you? Do you see what John 
sees? You probably envision a mighty, 
risen Christ—powerful, majestic, 
all-glorious—ascending into heaven 
to take His place at the right hand 
of God. That is not what John sees. 
John sees a Child, a meek and humble 
Child. “And her Child was caught up 
to God and His throne.”

Here the imagery of Revelation 12:5 is 
simply profound! The wisdom of God 
is being unveiled to you here! John 
sees a Child caught up to God and His 
throne! John sees a Child raised from 
the dead! John sees a Child ascending 
into heaven! John sees a Child sitting 
at the right hand of God! You expect 
to see a King—mighty in strength, 
in power, in majesty, and in glory—
instead you see a Child—a meek and 
humble Child!

The imagery is similar to that which 
we saw in Revelation 5. There, John 
wept because no one was found worthy 
to open the scroll. And then one of the 
twenty four elders said to John, do 
not weep, for the Lion of the Tribe of 
Judah has prevailed to open the scroll 
and to loose its seven seals. And when 
John looked, expecting to see the 
Lion of the Tribe of Judah—a mighty, 
powerful, majestic, and glorious 
figure—he saw a Lamb as though it 
had been slain. Expecting to see a 
mighty Lion, John saw a meek Lamb  
That was the imagery in Revelation 5. 
Now, expecting to see an exalted King, 
John sees a humble Child. That is the 
imagery in Revelation 12.

The point is this: Jesus Christ is 
indeed on the throne; He rules all 
nations. But He rules all nations, 
presently at least, in meekness and 
humility. He reigns as a Child. In 
fact, the rod of iron with which 
He rules is nothing less than His 
meekness and humility! Was it not 
in the meekness and humility of 
the cross that Jesus was exalted in 
John’s Gospel? Jesus Himself said, 
“And I, if I be lifted up, will draw all 
peoples to Myself !” It is at the cross 
that Jesus Christ is glorified! It is at 
the cross—as He hangs naked and 
undone, dying for sinners—that He 
accomplishes, completes, finishes, 
and secures the redemption of every 
last elect child of God—there is 
glory in the cross! In His humility 
there is exaltation! In His apparent 
weakness there is strength! In his 
apparent defeat there is victory! In 
His cross there is glory!

And it is the message of that cross that 
conquers sinners, and will continue 
to conquer sinners until Christ comes 
again! The message of the cross is 
truly a rod of iron that dashes us to 
pieces like a potter’s vessel! The cross 
strips us of our pride and humbles us. 
The cross destroys our self-confidence 
and breaks us. The cross empties us of 
ourselves and kills us. The cross does 
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all of this in order to bring us life. 
This is the power of Christ’s present 
reign—the power of the gospel in 
conquering sinners! This is how 
His kingdom advances—the gospel 
is preached, and sinners, dead in 
trespasses and sins, are made alive!

I might add that we find in the 
picture of the Child, the pattern for 
the church’s life presently. As the 
hymn so appropriately puts it: “not 
with sword’s loud clashing, or roll 
of stirring drums, with deeds of love 
and mercy, the heavenly kingdom 
comes.” That is not sentimental fluff, 
that is what the Word of God teaches! 
I refer you here to 2 Corinthians 10, 
where the apostle Paul describes 
the spiritual warfare in which we 
are engaged with these words: “For 
though we walk in the flesh we do 
not war according to the flesh. For 

the weapons of our warfare are not 
carnal but mighty in God for pulling 
down strongholds, casting down 
arguments and every high thing that 
exalts itself against the knowledge 
of God, bringing every thought into 
captivity to the obedience of Christ” 
(2 Corinthians 10:3–5). And what are 
our mighty weapons? Paul defines 
them in verse 1 of the chapter, where 
he says, “Now I, Paul, myself am 
pleading with you by the meekness 
and gentleness of Christ . . . ”

The kingdom of God advances with 
the proclamation of the gospel. When 
Constantine wielded the sword in 
the name of Christ and His cross, he 
was engaged in the utter antithesis 
of what is set before us here in 
Revelation 12:5. When the Crusaders 
wielded the sword in the name of 
Christ, they were engaged in the 

utter antithesis of what is set before 
us here in Revelation 12:5. When in 
the Civil War, both the north and the 
south invoked the name of Christ, 
believing that they were battling in 
His name, and that with their victory, 
the kingdom of God would come on 
earth, they were engaged in the utter 
antithesis of what is set before us here 
in Revelation 12:5.

Contrary to the belief of the 
Christian Reconstructionists, the 
kingdom of heaven does not come by 
Christians exercising dominion over 
the political, economic, and social 
spheres of this world—that’s not the 
role of the Christian, and it is certainly 
not the role of the church. The role of 
the church is to be the church, and 
that means proclaiming the gospel, 
announcing what God has done 
in Jesus Christ for the salvation of 
sinners, and summoning men and 
women to repentance and faith in 
Him. The role of the Christian is not 
to lord it over the world, but to serve 
the world, and that in conformity to 
Christ, the only Lord.

As we eagerly long for the return of 
Jesus Christ, let us keep our eyes upon 
our King, who rules presently in the 
meekness and humility of a Child, 
and who conquers the nations with 
His rod of iron, the gospel.

Endnotes 
1. Backward Christian Soldiers? 
Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian 
Economics. 1984. p. 267.

2. Ibid., back cover.
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The Crux of the Reformation

One of the oddest aspects of 
contemporar y  American 

Protestantism is the lukewarm 
attachment if not indifference 
by evangelicals to the doctrine 
of justification. If any particular 
doctrine was responsible for the 
rupture of Christendom, it was the 
understanding of salvation that 
resulted from Reformers’ teaching 
on justification by faith alone. Of 
course, the formal principle of the 
Reformation, that is, the doctrine 
of sola Scriptura, challenged the 
authority of the papacy and the 
theological tradition of Rome 
in a way that also intensified the 
challenge of Protestantism. But the 
doctrine of Scripture was a formal 
matter—a question of how to resolve 
controversies within the church. 
Should resolution depend upon the 
teaching handed down to the church 
because of the official authority of 
those responsible for such teaching? 
Or should the resolution depend upon 
what God has revealed in his Word? 
As important as these questions were, 
the destiny of man’s soul was not as 
directly involved in their answers as it 
was in the question of how a person is 
right with God.

Roman Catholics and Protestants 
still disagree on this most basic of 
Christian subjects: “what must I do 
to be saved?” That is, they used to 
disagree. But lately the disagreement 
on salvation has calmed down. In 
fact, for fifteen years the idea of 
“Evangelicals and Catholics Together” 
has become a real possibility because 
of a conference and document that 
bear this name. In 1985, Chuck 
Colson of Prison Fellowship and 
Richard John Neuhaus of the Institute 

on Religion and Public Life gathered a 
group of American Christian leaders 
to explore putting an end to Roman 
Catholic-Protestant antagonism 
in order to fashion a common 
religious response to secularism 
and to end needless competition 
between the two branches of Western 
Christianity. In 1992 Neuhaus and 
Colson assembled leaders from both 
traditions to work on statements that 
would clarify ways in which Roman 
Catholics and Protestants embrace 
a common witness. By the time 
“Evangelicals and Catholics Together: 
The Christian Mission in the Third 
Millennium” came out, Neuhaus 
had converted from Lutheranism 
to Roman Catholicism. But this 
did not prevent Protestant leaders 
such as Bill Bright, J. I. Packer, Os 
Guinness, Richard Mouw, and Pat 
Robertson from signing a statement 
that affirmed, “All who accept Christ 
as Lord and Savior are brothers and 
sisters in Christ” and went on to 
declare that evangelical Protestants 
and Roman Catholics were in fact 
such siblings in Christ. This was 
news to many Roman Catholics and 
Protestants because of important 
differences regarding the nature of 
the church, membership, and the 
sacraments. But the biggest difficulty 
was that Roman Catholics and 
Protestants were supposed to disagree 
about the gospel. “Evangelicals and 
Catholics Together” suggested that 
those previously on different sides 
of the Protestant Reformation now 
confessed a common Christ and a 
common mission.

The reasons that prompted 
evangelical Protestants to sign such 
a statement certainly varied. But one 

reason that could not have influenced 
those deliberations or decisions was 
an understanding of the fundamental 
questions regarding salvation that 
separated Protestants and Roman 
Catholics at the Reformation. For 
anyone who still believed that 
justification by faith alone went to the 
heart of the gospel would have needed 
to ignore the clear teachings, as well 
as the practices that followed from 
them, that defined Protestantism and 
Roman Catholicism.

Development of Doctrine
The doctrine of justification by faith 
alone was a long time in coming. In 
the early church some of the church 
fathers spoke of justification by faith 
but did not distinguish it clearly from 
regeneration. Often the early church 
conceived of regeneration as taking 
place in baptism which included 
forgiveness of sins. The lines separating 
justification as a legal declaration 
of pardon from sanctification as 
moral renewal continued to be 
murky in the medieval church. 
Scholastic theologians invariably 
taught that justification included 
two components—a declaration 
of forgiveness and an infusion of 
righteousness. Thomas Aquinas 
effectively codified these views by 
teaching that in justification grace is 
infused in man, thus making him just, 
and so this moral renovation becomes 
the basis for the forgiveness of sins. 
This gave momentum to the idea of 
merit, that a man was justified partly 
on the basis of his own good works.

Martin Luther experienced firsthand 
the burden that this understanding 
of salvation placed upon those who 
wanted a clear conscience. In his 
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Pictured is the chapel where John Calvin taught Sunday school. The chapel is known as the John Knox Chapel as this is where he 
preached weekly when he was in Geneva, exiled from Scotland. A church with services in Dutch currently meets here.

marvelous biography of Luther, 
Roland Bainton captures well the 
discomfort that Rome’s teaching 
presented to a zealous monk who 
wanted to be right with God. Luther 
was keenly aware of his sins, and 
yet could find no remedy in Rome’s 
scheme. According to Bainton, the 
sacrament of penance was designed 
especially for sinners with guilty 
consciences. “This was only required 
of them, that they should confess 
all their wrongdoing and seek 
absolution.” Luther was scrupulous 
in availing himself of this apparent 
relief from the guilt of sin. Yet, he 
became haunted that he could never 
confess all of his sins. Not only was he 
incapable of remembering them all, 
but he believed that he was engaged 
in self-deceit or overlooking sins 
to salve his conscience. Luther also 
began to see that the problem was 
deeper than a list of all his actual sins. 
Depravity was a human condition, 

not merely a series of acts. This was 
the impasse to which Luther came 
before looking at Scripture more 
carefully on the nature of justification. 
According to Bainton, “Sins to be 
forgiven must be confessed. To be 
confessed they must be recognized 
and remembered. If they are not 
recognized and remembered, they 
cannot be confessed. If they are not 
confessed, they cannot be forgiven.” 
As elaborate as Rome’s ministry was, 
it had no comfort to offer a sinner. The 
reason was that salvation according to 
the Roman Catholic system required 
an initial act of contrition in order 
for it to be completed by the gift of 
merit granted through God’s grace. In 
other words, Rome believed (and still 
believes) that salvation is the reward 
for an accumulation of merit on the 
part of the Christian.

Soon Luther began to teach and write 
on justification by faith alone in ways 

that both challenged the teachings 
of Rome and its entire system of 
meriting salvation by good works. 
The first Lutheran confession of faith, 
the Augsburg Confession (1530), put 
the matter of justification this way in 
Article IV: “men cannot be justified 
before God by their own strength, 
merits, or works, but are freely 
justified for Christ’s sake, through 
faith, when they believe that they are 
received into favor, and that their sins 
are forgiven for Christ s sake, who, by 
His death, has made satisfaction for 
our sins. This faith God imputes for 
righteousness in His sight.” Luther’s 
teaching found support not just 
in Lutheran but also in Reformed 
churches. John Calvin, who had 
converted to the Protestant cause at 
the age of 24 and only two years later 
found himself ministering reluctantly 
in Geneva, put the nub of the issue with 
Rome well in a catechism he devised 
for the newly Reformed church:
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The Christian life changed from one of fear and a constant 
sense of guilt to one of a life of thanksgiving and service. 

Master: You say then that before 
we are born again and formed 
anew by the Spirit of God, we can 
do nothing but sin, just as a bad 
tree can only produce bad fruit? 
(Matthew 7:18.)

Student: Altogether so. For 
whatever semblance works may 
have in the eyes of men, they are 
nevertheless evil, as long as the 
heart to which God chiefly looks 
is depraved.

Master: Hence you conclude, 
that we cannot by any merits 
anticipate God or call forth his 
beneficence; or rather that all the 
works which we try or engage 
in, subject us to his anger and 
condemnation?

Student: I understand so; and 
therefore mere mercy, without 
any respect to works, (Titus 3:5), 
embraces and accepts us freely 
in Christ, by attributing his 
righteousness to us as if it were 
our own, and not imputing our 
sins to us.

Master: In what way, then, do you 
say that we are justified by faith?

Student: Because, while we 
embrace the promises of the 
gospel with sure heartfelt 
confidence, we in a manner 
obtain possession of the 
righteousness of which I speak.

Master: This then is your 
meaning—that as righteousness 
is offered to us by the gospel, so 
we receive it by faith?

Student: It is so.

The doctrine of justification was 
breathtakingly simple and cut through 
the Gordian Knot that had developed 
in Roman Catholic theology, thanks to 
confusion over forgiveness and merit, 
works and grace. First, Protestants 
denied that man could do anything 
to merit God’s favor because of the 
depths of human depravity. Any work 
performed by a person living after the 

fall, even an apparently good one, was 
infected with sin, and could not merit 
God’s favor. Second, the only remedy 
for this state was the sovereign grace 
of God in both the redeeming work 
of Christ and the application of that 
work through the Holy Spirit. Christ 
lived a perfect life and accomplished 
the righteousness that God requires of 
all men. He also suffered the penalty 
for sin, and triumphed over sin and 
death by rising from the dead. Christ’s 
satisfaction of divine justice with his 
death (passive obedience), and his 
achievement of holiness through a 
sinless life (active obedience) became 
the basis for salvation from and 
forgiveness of sin. The way a believer 
received Christ’s righteousness was 
not through works or human effort 
but through faith, by receiving 
and resting alone on Christ’s work. 
Furthermore, this faith was a gift 
bestowed by the regenerating work 
of the Spirit. All of a sudden, the 
gospel offered real comfort for weary 
and guilt-ridden sinners. Christians 
received forgiveness for all their sins 
(past and future), and obtained the 
alien or imputed righteousness of 
Christ merely by believing upon him.

The doctrine of justification also 
involved a reformation of Christian 
devotion. Instead of viewing the 
church as a dispenser of grace to all of 
those who expressed the right amount 
of contrition and did the right number 
of good deeds, the church became the 
instrument by which God proclaimed 
the good news of forgiveness and built 
up believers in faith. And instead of 
regarding worship as a time when 
during the mass Christ’s sacrifice 
was repeated to pay for believers’ 
sins (both living and dead), worship 
became a time to offer up praise and 
thanksgiving for Christ’s once-for-
all sacrifice and to be encouraged 

in holiness. In other words, without 
justification Christians needed the 
church to complete Christ’s ministry. 
But with justification, Christians 
learned from the church to trust 
completely in the all-sufficient work 
of Christ. The Christian life changed 
from one of fear and a constant sense 
of guilt to one of a life of thanksgiving 
and service.

The papacy condemned the views of 
Protestants as early as 1520 when Pope 
Leo X issued a bull against Luther. But 
not until the Council of Trent, which 
met from 1545 to 1563, did Rome’s 
official view on justification take 
shape. In the Canons of Trent, Rome 
embraced a view of justification 
that denied imputation and insisted 
on infused righteousness (moral 
renovation) as the basis for salvation. 
According to Trent, “the alone formal 
cause is the justice of God . . . whereby 
He makes us just, that, to wit, with 
which we being endowed by Him, are 
renewed in the spirit of our mind, and 
we are not only reputed, but are truly 
called, and are, just, receiving justice 
within us, each one according to his 
own measure, which the Holy Ghost 
distributes to every one as He wills, 
and according to each one’s proper 
disposition and co-operation.” In 
effect, justification was an inwrought 
grace of holiness that depended on 
the believer’s cooperation. Rome did 
not stop with a positive declaration. 
It added an anathema (“let him be 
accursed”) to the following view of 
the merit of good works: “If any one 
says, that the good works of one that is 
justified are in such manner the gifts 
of God, as that they are not also the 
good merits of him that is justified; 
or, that the said justified, by the good 
works which he performs through 
the grace of God and the merit of 
Jesus Christ . . . does not truly merit 
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increase of grace, eternal life, and the 
attainment of that eternal life—. . . let 
him be anathema.”

The Protestant Reformation 
represented an opportunity for Rome 
to clarify its teaching that had been 
muddy and unspecified throughout 
much of the Middle Ages. But instead 
of refining its understanding the 
gospel, Rome dug in its heels and chose 
to endorse a view of salvation almost 
the direct opposite of Protestantism 
and more definite than anything that 
had existed in the church prior to 
1517. Where Protestants recognized 
genuine comfort in the redeeming 
work of Christ, Rome only saw a 
threat to the way it thought Christians 
became righteous. In so doing, Rome 
turned Christ from the accomplisher 
of redemption to an accomplice of 
the good works of believers. For 
Protestants, righteousness came 
completely from Christ; for Rome 
righteousness came by Christians 
with the help of grace making 
themselves good.

Evangelicals and Catholics 
Together: An Oxymoron
Despite the incredible comfort that 
comes with knowing that we no 
longer face condemnation because 
Christ faced it for us, that he lived a 
perfect life, so that we now are clothed 
with his righteousness, evangelical 
Protestants in recent years have been 
willing to look at the old differences 
of the sixteenth century as museum 
pieces from the Christian past 
without ongoing relevance for the 
church’s ministry or Protestant self-
understanding. That may seem like 
an overstatement except that some of 
Evangelicalism’s most distinguished 
leaders have participated in the 
project, “Evangelicals and Catholics 
Together.” In 1997, the meeting of 
evangelicals and Roman Catholics 
produced a follow-up document, 
“Evangelicals and Catholics Together: 
The Gift of Salvation.” The statement 
attempted to use Protestant language 

such as justification by faith alone, 
justification as a declaration of God 
based on Christ’s righteousness, and 
justification as completely gracious. 
But the language also gave lots of 
room for Roman Catholics to read 
the statement in ways compatible 
with Trent (minus the anathemas, of 
course). It affirmed that justification 
is “entirely God’s gift” and not earned 
by human works. This was no change 
from Rome’s contention that the good 
works man performed to cooperate 
with God’s grace were also the result 
of grace. “The Gift of Salvation” also 
said that faith, the means by which 
we receive justification, involves 
repentance and the response of the 
whole person, including “the mind, 
the will, and the affections, issuing in 
a changed life.” The statement further 
also declared that in justification 
came the gift of the Holy Spirit 
“through whom the love of God is 
poured forth into our hearts.” As 
much as Evangelicals and Catholics 
Together tried to use Protestant 
phrases, it ended up blurring those 
important distinctions to justification 
that regarded it as an act of God’s 
free grace, a pardon from all of the 
believer’s sin, a reckoning of the 
believer as righteous, only because of 
the righteousness of Christ, received 
by the lone instrument of faith.

John Murray of Westminster 
Seminary knew that the differences 
between Roman Catholics and 
evangelical Protestants could not be 
so easily resolved. In his essay, “The 
Crux of the Reformation,” he wrote 
that the basic religious question is 
“How can a man be just with God?” 
After sin, this question took on added 
weight because man is “wrong with 
God.” Murray argued that Rome 
still answered the question of how 
to become right with God the way 
it answered the question at Trent. 
Justification for Rome “consists in 
renovation and sanctification.” Even 
those modern Roman Catholic 
theologians who were willing to 

regard justification as declarative 
still believed the righteousness 
that allowed God to declare the 
verdict of “justified” was an infused 
righteousness, not an imputed 
righteousness from Christ’s own 
merits. According to Murray, to make 
“justification consist in renovation 
and sanctification is to eliminate 
from the gospel that which meets our 
basic need as sinners.” “The answer 
that makes the lame man leap as an 
hart and the tongue of the dumb 
sing . . . is the proclamation that a 
sinner is accepted with God because 
he is clothed with a righteousness in 
which omniscience can find no spot 
and perfect holiness no blemish.” 
This is why Murray concluded that 
the worthy heirs of Paul and the 
Reformation must maintain and 
defend a gospel “of a full, perfect, 
and irrevocable justification by free 
gift through faith in Jesus Christ, on 
the basis of a righteousness undefiled 
and undefilable.”

The doctrine of justification by 
faith alone is why, contrary to 
contemporary developments, Roman 
Catholics and Protestants of the 
evangelium are not together.
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Book Review Rev. Jerome Julien

From House to House: Articles and Helps  
for Beginning Elders 
By W. Huizinga 

Armadale, WA 6992, Australia:  
The Reformed Guardian, 2004   
73 pp. soft cover   
Available at Bethel Book, 274 McNaughton Ave. East, 
Chatham, ON N7L 2G8, Canada   
Phone: 519-351-4290 

Reviewed by Rev. Jerome Julien.

Every year elders are faced with the task of Family 
Visiting. It is never an easy task and, because of this, 
there is always a desire for help. Before this book 
closes, there are ten different suggested passages 
for use on visits, with a short explanation of each 
passage. There are also suggested questions for 
discussion growing out of these passages. Every elder 
will find this section of great value for his work. The 
elders in the church I serve have found them to be 
very helpful.

Family visiting is a fading practice in many churches 
for many reasons—none of them good. This little 
volume will be of help in counteracting the trend. 
Issues such as the importance of the elder, the 
background and value of the Reformation practice of 
Family Visiting, and how it should be conducted are 
all considered on its pages. Perhaps a thorough study 
of it will restore this valuable practice to what it is 
meant to be.

 Although the references are made to the “Form for 
the Ordination of Elders and Deacons” used by the 
Canadian/American Reformed Churches and by 
the Article 31 Churches in the Netherlands, we can 
certainly learn from these chapters—and should!  
Any printed material on this subject is valuable for 
the whole Reformed community. There is precious 
little available today. 

Material from three authors has been brought 
together to produce this small, practical volume.  
Although the subtitle labels the book “for beginning 
elders,” even seasoned elders will benefit from 
studying it.
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The Board of Reformed Heritage Christian School 
is currently seeking applicants for a high school 
faculty opening for 2009-10, school year. The 
opening is for any combination of math, science, 
or history. Successful applicants will be able to 
serve the Kingdom of Jesus Christ teaching His 
covenant youth. Reformed Heritage is committed 
to distinctively Reformed Christian education in 
the tradition and devotion to the historic Reformed 
faith. Our goal is to train our young people to be 
servants of Christ in all areas of life. 

A cover letter and resume can be mailed to:  
Reformed Heritage Christian School 
700 N. Fletcher Ave., Kalamazoo, MI. 49006 Attn: 
Mr. Dave Vander Meer

Or email: dnjvm5@att.net
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Rev. Besteman is an emeritus 
pastor in the URCNA. He is a 
member of the Bethany United 
Reformed Church in Wyoming, 
Michigan.

Jessie had already celebrated 
her ninetieth birthday 
when I first met her. She 
had raised a large family 
and now had many 
grandchildren as well as a 
growing number of great-
grandchildren. She prayed 
for each one by name daily. 
Jessie was a resident of 
a retirement home. Her 
small room was modestly 
furnished. She did not need 
much. She had learned to be 
content with what she had. 
I remember well that one 
year she received a beautiful, 
handcrafted shawl as a gift. 
Although the gift was given 
as an expression of love, it 
presented a dilemma. 
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God’s People, My ParishRev. Art  
Besteman

Jessica already had a shawl. She wondered what to do with the new one. 
My wife and I suggested that she place the new one in her dresser and wear 
it on special occasions. She, however, could not justify having two shawls, 
so the new one had to be given to the Christian School Society Sale. Jessie 
was an ardent supporter of Christian education.

There is one conversation with Jessie that stands out particularly well in 
my memories of her. I had gone to visit Jessie early one afternoon. My wife 
usually accompanied me, but this time I had gone alone. It was during the 
Lenten Season. As our visit was drawing to a close, I took out my Bible 
for devotions. Since we had been discussing the meaning of the season, I 
chose to read a passage dealing with the suffering and death of Christ. At 
the conclusion of the reading, Jessie expressed her wonder at the suffering 
endured by Christ for our salvation.

I responded by saying, “Just think. We will have all eternity to thank Him 
for what He has done for us.”

Jessie, without hesitation, was quick to reply, “But dominee, we can’t wait 
for eternity to thank Him for what He has done for us.” And, of course, she 
was right. 

The apostle Paul taught us the same thing so forcefully when he wrote 
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to Christians at Rome, “I beseech 
you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your 
bodies a living sacrifice, holy, and acceptable to God, which is your 
reasonable service” (Romans 12:1). May our lives, indeed, be lived as 
expressions of gratitude for the great salvation wrought for us by Christ—
the great price of which we remember in a special way during this season 
of the year.
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Pax Vobiscum (Peace be with you) 
Effects Require Causes

Prof Henry
Drummond
(1851-1897)

Christ’s life outwardly was one 
of the most troubled lives that 

was ever lived: Tempest and tumult, 
tumult and tempest, the waves 
breaking over it all the time till the 
worn body was laid in the grave. But 
the inner life was a sea of glass. The 
great calm was always there. At any 
moment you might have gone to Him 
and found Rest. And even when the 
blood-hounds were dogging Him in 
the streets of Jerusalem, He turned 
to His disciples and offered them, 
as a last legacy, “My peace.” Nothing 
ever for a moment broke the serenity 
of Christ’s life on earth. Misfortune 
could not reach him; He had no 
fortune. Food, raiment, money-
fountain-heads of half the world’s 
weariness—He simply did not care 
for; they played no part in his life; He 
“took no thought” for them. It was 
impossible to affect Him by lowering 
His reputation; He had already made 
Himself of no reputation. He was 
dumb before insult. When He was 
reviled He reviled not again. In fact, 
there was nothing that the world 
could do to Him that could ruffle the 
surface of His spirit.

Such living, as mere living, is 
altogether unique. It is only when 
we see what it was in Him that 
we can know what the word Rest 

means. It lies not in emotions, nor 
in the absence of emotions. It is not 
a hallowed feeling that comes over us 
in church. It is not something that the 
preacher has in his voice. It is not in 
nature, nor in poetry, nor in music—
though in all these there is soothing. 
It is the mind at leisure from itself. 
It is the perfect poise of the soul; the 
absolute adjustment of the inward 
man to the stress of all outward 
things; the preparedness against 
every emergency; the stability of 
assured convictions; the eternal calm 
of an invulnerable faith; the repose of 
a heart set deep in God. It is the mood 
of the man who says, with Browning, 
“God’s in His Heaven, all’s well with 
the world.”

Two painters each painted a picture to 
illustrate his conception of rest. The 
first chose for his scene a still, lone 
lake among the far-off mountains. 
The second threw on his canvas a 
thundering waterfall, with a fragile 
birch-tree bending over the foam; at 
the fork of a branch, almost wet with 
the cataract’s spray, a robin sat on its 
nest. The first was only Stagnation; 
the last was Rest. For in Rest there 
are always two elements—tranquillity 
and energy; silence and turbulence; 

creation and destruction; fearlessness 
and fearfulness. This it was in Christ.

It is quite plain from all this that 
whatever else He claimed to be or to 
do, He at least knew how to live. All 
this is the perfection of living, of living 
in the mere sense of passing through 
the world in the best way. Hence His 
anxiety to communicate His idea of 
life to others. He came, He said, to give 
men life, true life, a more abundant 
life than they were living; “the life,” as 
the fine phrase in the Revised Version 
has it, “that is life indeed.” This is 
what He himself possessed, and it is 
this that He provides. And hence His 
direct appeal for all to come to Him 
who had not made much of life, who 
were weary and heavy-laden. These 
He would teach His secret. They, 
also, should know “the life that is life 
indeed”.

Prof Drummond
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