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Blessed Assurance
Meditation

Rev. Wybren  
Oord
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Jesus answered and said to him, “Most assuredly, I say to you,  
unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” 
John 3:3

In John 3 we read of a wise old 
ruler by the name of Nicodemus 

who came to Jesus by night. The 
conversation they had is perhaps one 
of the most familiar conversations 
of Jesus, and yet, it is also one of the 
most misunderstood passages in all of 
Scripture.

Nicodemus came to Jesus. He was 
a Pharisee, a member of the Jewish 
ruling council, a teacher in Israel. He 
was the one to whom the people of 
Israel were to go to for advice—and 
he came to Jesus. He came, however, 
not as a typical Pharisee. Nicodemus 
was not one who would likely have 
contorted his face on the street corners 
while fasting so that others could see 
his suffering. He was not likely one 
who prayed on the street corner at the 
appointed hour so that others could 
hear his beautiful prayers. He was not 
one who had externalized his religion. 
Nicodemus was a godly Pharisee.

The Pharisees has a lot of good things 
going for them. They believed in man’s 
moral accountability. They believed 
in the resurrection of the body and 
in a future life with its rewards and 
punishments. But they also believed 
in a salvation by works—that 
somehow a person could earn his way 
to heaven. Because of that, they were 
ardent followers of the Law.

To make certain that they kept the Law, 
they made more laws. For example, 
if an insect was biting your arm on 
the Sabbath, you were not allowed 
to kill it or even remove it from your 
arm, lest you be guilty of hunting 

on the Sabbath Day. The Pharisees 
had compiled over six hundred laws 
concerning the Sabbath Day just so 
that one would remember to keep the 
day holy as God had commanded.

So, there was Nicodemus. He had 
seen or heard of the many miraculous 
signs that Jesus had performed. He 
had heard of the uplifting teachings 
of Jesus and witnessed the excitement 
of this new teacher. Nicodemus saw 
in Jesus something that the other 
Pharisees missed. He saw Jesus as a 
teacher come from God.

How that must have excited 
Nicodemus! How nice it would be for 
this teacher of Israel to ask this teacher 
from God a few questions. As an ardent 
follower of the Law, Nicodemus must 
have often wondered if he was doing 
the right thing. How often he must 
have wondered how he could know for 
certain that the laws he was keeping 
were enough to earn salvation.

Before the Reformation, a young 
monk by the name of Martin Luther 
would climb on his knees up and down 
the stone stairway of the monastery 
in penance seeking forgiveness. On 
his mind was the constant fear that 
when he got to heaven he would not 
have climbed enough steps to attain 
forgiveness. How horrible it would be 
to hear the words of God in judgment 
saying, “No, Martin Luther, you missed 
entrance into heaven by three steps.” 
Like Nicodemus, Luther wondered if 
he was doing the right thing.

How often we ask ourselves that 
very same question: “Am I doing the 

right thing?” How can we know for 
sure that we are going to heaven? 
If you ask representatives of many 
religions today (Romans Catholics, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, etc.) 
what assurance they have that when 
they die they will go to heaven will 
answer, “Absolutely none.” For them, 
for Luther, for Nicodemus, and often 
for us there is that constant lingering 
question: “Am I doing the right thing 
for my salvation?”

The Radical Teaching   
of Jesus 
This question was so much a part of 
the life of Nicodemus that he didn’t 
even have to ask Jesus the question. 
Jesus answers it before Nicodemus 
can even ask it. The answer Jesus 
gives is a radical answer! The answer 
He gives is completely different from 
that given to the rich young ruler. He 
knew Nicodemus was one who tried 
to diligently keep the Law. He did not 
have to tell him to be a keeper of the 
Law. He did not tell Nicodemus to 
love God with heart, mind, and soul. 
He said, “Unless one is born again, he 
cannot see the kingdom of God.”

For Nicodemus, who expected that 
the Law was sufficient, this was a 
radical answer. It is radical because 
a radical change must take place in a 
person’s heart. All too often when this 
passage is read the conclusion is: “You 
must be born again! You must make a 
decision!” That is, however, not what 
Jesus teaches in John 3. In fact, Jesus 
teaches that you cannot make the 
decision to be saved by yourself. You 
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must be born of water and the Spirit! 
Jesus went on to teach that the Spirit 
is like the wind. You can hear the 
sound of it, but you cannot tell where 
it has been or where it is going.

It is the Spirit of God who chooses 
you for eternal life. It is not a sinner 
choosing to be saved. Just as with our 
first birth, we are completely passive 
in our rebirth. It is not by keeping and 
teaching the Law, Nicodemus. It is 
not by doing penance on your knees 
at the monastery, Luther. It is not by 
living a moral life, going to church, 
or participating in the sacraments, 
dear reader. None of these provides 
salvation. Salvation is the work of 
God through the Holy Spirit. It is a 
gift from God.

To be born again involves a total 
abandonment of every attempt to 
become righteous by yourself and 
instead depending entirely upon the 
death of Jesus Christ for your salvation. 
It is trusting completely in Jesus.

When Jesus said that a person must 
be born again, He was not saying, “By 
all means see to it that you are born 
again.” Jesus was saying salvation is 
not something that you have to do 
but something that has to happen to 
you. The Holy Spirit has to plant the 
life that is from above into your heart.

That is where the assurance comes. 
It is not our own deeds that bring 
us eternal life. It is something the 
almighty God has preordained long 
before the earth was ever created 
(Ephesians 1:4). God chose us not 
because we were such nice people. 
He chose us not because we have 
bloodied our knees on cement steps 
in penance. He chose us according to 
His good pleasure and He implants 
in His own a new life. It is all an act 
of God.

The Promise of Assurance
This should not have been anything 
new to Nicodemus. As a leader in 
Israel, he should have known about 

the great power that God has to 
change lives. God had promised in 
Ezekiel 36:26, “I will give you a new 
heart and put a new spirit in you. I 
will remove from you your heart of 
stone and give you a heart of flesh.”

Study of Scripture would have taught 
this teacher in Israel that God not only 
can give a person a new heart and a 
right spirit, but God also promises 
that He will do so. The implantation 
of the new heart and a right spirit, 
as promised by God, is the rebirth of 
which Jesus spoke.

For Martin Luther this was the 
great and marvelous revelation that 
sparked the Reformation! Climbing 
up and down those stairs on his 
knees, he recalled Paul writing, “My 
grace is sufficient for you.” He recalled 
the words of Romans 3:28, “For we 
hold that a man is justified by faith 
apart from the works of the law.” 

And he recalled the words of Romans 
5:1, “Therefore, since we are justified 
by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

No longer did Luther have to fear that 
the number of steps he climbed was 
not enough to grant salvation. It did 
not matter how many steps, if any, he 
climbed: faith in Jesus Christ would 
justify him. Salvation was his through 
the grace of God by the sacrifice of 
Jesus Christ.

Our assurance of salvation does not 
come from ourselves based on our 
choosing correctly. It is from God 
who has chosen us to be His own. He 
has brought salvation to His elect, and 
nothing can snatch them away!

The Response
This gift, however, was not without 
price. The very one to whom Nicodemus 
was speaking paid the price. Through 
His suffering and death we are granted 
the assurance that we may walk holy 
and blameless before God. He paid the 
price for all who place their hope in His 
atoning sacrifice.

The question that we must ask is not, 
“Am I doing the right thing for my 
salvation?” The question we should 
ask is, “How can I best express my 
love to the One who guarantees 
my salvation through His own 
death?” Out of love for what Christ 
accomplished on our behalf, we seek 
to live lives that bring glory and 
honor to our Savior, Jesus Christ.
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“And what if God puts you to a 
difficult test by bringing to you the 
necessity of leaving all to follow Him, 
to leave your country, to abandon 
your parents, your friends, your 
goods, and your possessions, and to 
break off all the attachments that you 
have to the world? Make it known 
that you are the true children of this 
father [Abraham] of believers, and 
imitators of his faith by detaching 
yourselves voluntarily from all that 
you hold most dear and sweet in the 
world and showing that you truly 
love God above all, that you prefer 
His grace to the love of the world, the 
salvation of your soul to the ease of 
your flesh, and the glory of heaven to 
the advantages of the earth.”—From 
the sermon “The Calling of Abraham” 
by Francis Turretin (1623–1687)

When we think of the Reformation, 
Italy is generally the last place that 
would come to our minds. A firm 
and permanent Reformed church 
never did establish itself in Italy. 
However, Italy did influence the 
Reformed churches significantly 
through her Reformed pilgrims who 
wandered throughout Europe fleeing 
from the horrors of the Inquisition. 
In this article, we would like to give 
an overview of the life of one of the 
most illustrious Protestant emigrants, 

Francesco Turrettini. He should not be 
confused with his famous grandson, 
Francis Turretin, who wrote the 
massive systematic theological work 
the Institutes of Elenctic Theology.

The Reformation in Lucca
The ancestral homeland of the 
Turrettini family was the Tuscan 
city of Lucca, just a few miles from 
the more famous city of Pisa. In the 
sixteenth century, Lucca was an 
independent republic. It was like 
many of the other cities of Northern 
Italy, enriched by eastern trade 
and experiencing the culture of the 
Renaissance. The merchants of this 
town traveled throughout Europe 
selling silk cloth and other items that 
they manufactured.

It seems that it was through the travels 
of these Italian businessmen that 
the Reformation first came to Lucca. 
Already in the 1520s, the Lucchesi 
Senate banned all “Lutheran” books 
from the city. Consequently, the 
city of Lucca was already somewhat 
prepared for the coming of a great 
Reformer to their city.

And a great Reformer did come to 
the city. His name was Peter Martyr 
Vermigli. He was born in 1500 and 

had become an Augustinian monk, 
eventually being promoted to Visitor 
of the Order. Vermigli had earlier 
come to Protestant convictions 
through his reading and contacts with, 
among others, the Spanish Reformer, 
Juan Valdèz.

In 1541, Vermigli became the Prior 
of the monastery in San Frediano in 
Lucca. This not only gave him power 
of the monastery but also great 
influence in the city. Almost at once, 
he began the work of reforming the 
Church. Immediately, he began to 
preach through the Bible in Italian. 
He also founded a college in the 
city. The teachers of this school read 
like a who’s who list of Reformed 
theologians of the second half of 
the sixteenth century. Immanuel 
Tremellius, a converted Jew who 
later made a new translation of 
the Hebrew Bible into Latin with 
Franciscus Junius, taught there along 
with Jerome Zanchius or Zanchi. 
The result was that the Reformation 
began to be established in the 
Republic of Lucca.

By 1542, the news of the spread of 
“heretical” Protestant doctrines in 
Lucca had reached Rome. One thing 
we should understand about Italy 
was that it had been in near constant 
warfare for several hundred years, one 

Francesco Turrettini (1547–1628):
Pilgrim of Faith

Rev. Wesley
White
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city-state vying against another for 
power. Something like heresy would 
be a plausible pretext for an invasion 
and new war. That’s why the bishop of 
Lucca wrote to the Senate of Lucca in 
1542 that they should work to stamp 
out these “heresies.” He wrote, “[I] beg 
you to take steps to cure the evil while 
still possible; assuring that if you do 
not do this, and quickly, measures 
will be taken by others in a manner 
most displeasing to yourselves.”1 His 
warning was no idle one, and the 
senate began to act.

The Senate of Lucca did not actually 
pass a law against the “Lutherans” 
until 1545. At this time, Vermigli 
fled to Switzerland and then 
Germany, where he continued to 
spread the biblical teachings of the 
Reformation. In spite of these laws, 
the Reformation continued, as did the 
complaints against Lucca. In 1555, 
Giovanni Carafa became pope as 
Paul IV, and Michel Ghisleri became 
the commissar of the Inquisition. 
Both of these men were fanatical 
opponents of the Reformation. Seeing 
the writing on the wall, many of the 
Protestant families of Lucca and other 
cities began to emigrate.

Many of the Lucchesi families 
emigrated to Lyon. For several 
centuries, trade had passed through 
northern Italy to Lyon and finally to 
Antwerp. Consequently, the families 
of Lucca had many connections 
and even relatives in Lyon. After the 
emigration, the Lucchesi merchants 
continued to travel through Lyon 
and would speak with their relatives 
who had left Lucca. Thus, the 
Reformed faith continued to spread 
in Lucca through the travels of the 
Lucchesi merchants.

The Senate of Lucca did not want 
to ban travel to these places that 
were so vital to their economy, but 
they did feel the need to respond, if 
not out of Roman Catholic piety, at 
least out of fear of reprisal for their 
inactivity. They passed a decree 
on January 9, 1562 that may seem 

somewhat shocking to modern ears. 
They declared that all those who had 
emigrated were rebels of the city and 
forbade them to live in Italy, Spain, 
France and its possessions, Flanders, 
or the Brabant (the last two being 
modern Belgium and Netherlands). 
Furthermore, to put teeth into their 
decree, they offered a monetary 
reward and a lifting of banishment to 
anyone who could authenticate that 
they had killed one of these rebels in 
those places.

The Turrettini Family
Having seen the background in 
Lucca, we turn to Francesco and his 
family. The Turrettini family had 
been prominent in Lucca since at 
least the early fifteenth century. They 
were nobility. In the Holy Roman 
Empire, children of the nobility could 
generally not take part in commerce. 
However, the sons of nobles in the 
cities of Lucca, Genoa, Venice, and 
Florence were given an exception 
by the Emperor. The Turrettini 
family was thus active in the silk 
trade of their nation. The influence 
of the Turrettini family can also be 
seen in their prominent position in 
the government. Francesco’s father 
Regolo was actually gonfalonier or 
chief magistrate of Lucca.

Francesco himself was born on May 
5, 1547. The period of his life in 
Lucca covers the establishment of the 
Reformed Church in Lucca as well as 
the persecutions. He was an active 
and able young man. By the age of 17 
or 18, he was running his father’s silk 
business to the point that Regolo did 
not have to give any thought to it.

We do not know when Francesco 
was converted to the biblical gospel. 
However, when Pope Gregory XIII 
dispatched the bishop of Rimini 
on a disciplinary mission to Lucca, 
Francesco had reason to fear that 
the Senate would deliver him up to 
the Bishop. On October 17, 1574, at 
the age of 27, he left Lucca with just 
a few possessions. Later, the bishop 

of Rimini sought to get him to return 
and gave assurances that he would 
be satisfied with merely occasional 
conformity. He refused, as he later 
told his sons, because it was his 
firm faith that “one could not obtain 
salvation in every religion.” He was 
officially condemned as a rebel and 
traitor on February 28, 1578.

Francesco’s Wanderings
The first place that Francesco went 
was Lyon. Very soon afterward, he 
went on to Geneva, having only two 
cases of silk in his possession. He 
was one of the last refugees to arrive 
from Italy, and he was treated with 
suspicion by the Italians. Turrettini 
soon proved himself, however. He did 
not have any work in the city, and so 
for the first time he truly gave himself 
to study and grew in his faith in 
Christ. He also learned how to make 
a particular type of silk as a trade.

On August 22, 1579, Francesco 
followed the old trade route from 
Lyon to Flanders and in particular, 
Antwerp, the center of commerce 
in Europe. There was a French 
Reformed church there, and many 
Italians and Frenchmen had fled there 
via Lyon. Francesco also traveled to 
this commercial center of Europe and 
began a business there.

At this time, the Netherlands and 
Belgium were all united in opposing 
the authority of Philip II, King of 
Spain. Eventually this would result in 
the split of the provinces into Spanish 
Belgium and Dutch Belgium or, as 
they are called today, Belgium and the 
Netherlands. Philip II sent Alexander 
Farnesse, Duke of Parma, to fight 
in the provinces. From 1584–1585, 
he laid siege to Antwerp. Francesco 
feared that if the city were taken, he 
would be handed over to be killed 
because of the Lucchesi decree of 
1562. He fled a few days before the 
siege ended. For the rest of his life, 
he gave thanks to God that he had 
delivered him from this great danger.
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outshine our love for our families as 
the sun does the stars. It means that 
when God calls us to leave them for 
His sake, we must do so. Francesco 
could have compromised and stayed. 
Instead, he held fast to the true faith 
and left.

We also observe in Francesco the 
promises of Christ who said, “There 
is no one who has left house or 
parents . . . for the sake of the kingdom 
of God who shall not receive many 
times more in this present time, and 
in the age to come eternal life” (Luke 
18:29–30). Like Abram, Francesco left 
his home, not knowing where he was 
going. But God finally led him to a 
place where he could not only follow 
the true religion, but also to a place 
where he prospered in this life. Like 
Job, he lost all his possessions, only 
to regain them later with interest. We 
are so often worried when we have to 
make sacrifices for the kingdom of 
God. We think that we will lose this 
or that. We need to trust in Christ 
who has said that he will not only give 
us eternal life if we follow Him, but 
will also take care of us in this life and 
bless us even with prosperity insofar 
as it redounds to His glory and our 
good. Consider the life of Francesco 
when you have to make the little 
sacrifices for the Kingdom and see 
how God amply rewards His servants 
for the sacrifices they make for Him.

————
1. Janet Ross and Nelly Erichsen, The 
Story of Lucca (New York: E.P. Dutton 
& Co., 1912), 84.
2. Eugène de Budé, Vie de François 
Turrettini, Théologien Genevois 
(Lausanne: George Bridel, 1871), 6.
3. Ibid., 12.

From Antwerp, Francesco made his 
way to Frankfurt am Main, now the 
largest city in Germany and then a free 
city-state. The Italians who emigrated 
had a predilection for city-states like 
their own. From Frankfurt, he went 
on to the city of Basel in Switzerland 
where he lived for two years. Francis 
Turrettini’s biographer, Eugène de 
Budé, describes the arrival of these 
Italians in Switzerland this way: 
“Pursued by papal rage on the foreign 
soil that had offered them their first 
asylum, these martyrs of the faith 
finally arrived in Switzerland where 
they found a much safer refuge.”2 We 
should not think that the decree of 
1562 had been forgotten because it 
was introduced twenty years earlier. 
Henry IV, King of France, rebuked 
the Lucchesi for that decree in 1596 
and asked them to repeal it.

On February 22, 1587, Francesco 
formed a partnership with M. 
Wertmüller of Zürich for the sale of 
silk and settled in the city. Turrettini 
settled in the city of Zürich where he 
did not know the language. Because of 
the decree of 1562, Turrettini had to 
do business in someone else’s name. 
In spite of these handicaps, the Lord 
blessed his labors, and he was able to 
amass a large fortune, which became 
the foundation for the wealth of the 
Turrettini family. Rarely did any 
merchant in that day focus on one 
business. Turrettini also became a 
banker and was later the confidential 
banker for the Genevan government.

In 1587, at the age of forty, Turrettini 
married the seventeen-year-old 
Camilla Burlamachi, also from a 
noble, emigrant Lucchesi family. 
Camilla had survived the dangers of 
the St. Bartholomew Day’s massacre 
and arrived safely in Switzerland. 
During their stay in Zürich, the 
couple had several children, among 
whom was the great theologian 
Benedict Turrettini.

In 1592, Francesco decided to settle 
his family in Geneva. From that point 
on, he became an ardent supporter of 

this city. He had found a permanent 
home for his family. He built a house 
in 1620 in which his descendants 
still dwelt down into the nineteenth 
century. He gave generously to the 
city. In 1622, he lent a large sum to 
the city in order to help them finance 
their wars against the Duke of Savoy, 
who was constantly threatening to 
retake the city that had renounced his 
rule a hundred years earlier.

In 1627, Turrettini and his sons were 
made bourgeoisie, or citizens, of the 
city. This gave them the right to vote 
in the General Council, and Turrettini 
became a member of the Council 
of 200 and the Council of 60. These 
were set up to mostly give advice, and 
the Council of 60 elected the Senate, 
which actually governed the city. He 
very well might have been elected 
to the Senate, but only native born 
citizens could serve on the Senate 
or Little Council. Turrettini did not 
enjoy his status as a citizen long; he 
died on March 13, 1628.

Conclusion
De Budé wrote concerning Francesco, 
“He found his delight in the fear 
of the LORD and in doing good. 
When he died, he left a beautiful 
memory behind for his children, a 
noble example for his descendants to 
follow.”3 He was diligent in his labors 
and devoted to the Lord. He left to the 
city of Geneva a great sum of money 
for the help of the poor, but his 
greater gift was his descendants, such 
as Benedict and his grandson Francis, 
who taught theology in the city and 
preached to the people of the grace of 
God in Christ.

In the life of Francesco we see a 
wonderful example of someone who 
showed that “if anyone comes to 
Me and does not hate his father and 
mother, wife and children, brothers 
and sisters, yes, and his own life also, 
he cannot be My disciple” (Luke 
14:26). This does not mean that we 
should literally hate our family. It 
means that our love for Christ should 
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Report on Classis Central United States  
of the United Reformed Churches in North America

Classis spent much of the remainder of 
its meeting hearing reports about what 
God is doing in the midst of the churches. 
Looking to some of the church plants 
in Classis Central US, delegates heard 
a report from Rev. Valentin Alpuche 
concerning his church planting work 
among the Hispanic community of 
Chicago Heights, IL, under the oversight 
of Faith URC in Beecher, IL. Elder Phil 
Veltkamp provided an update on the 
work at Springfield United Reformed 
Fellowship, which the Consistory at 
Covenant Reformed Church in Kansas 
City, MO, supervises. And Rev. Spencer 
Aalsburg offered an update on the work 
at Sioux Falls URC Fellowship, which 
is supervised by the Consistory at 
Hills URC.

Classis also offered counsel to Lynwood 
URC concerning its desire to call Mr. Phil 
Tjoelker as a church planting minister at 
Providence United Reformed Fellowship 
of Tinley Park, Ill.

In a communication distributed prior 
to the meeting, Lynwood’s Consistory 
explained that Mr. Tjoelker would 
continue his work as a part-time nursing 
home chaplain. However, since this 
arrangement is not typical, the Lynwood 
Consistory decided to seek the advice of 
classis before proceeding. Having heard 
Lynwood’s plan, Classis Central US 
advised them to proceed with plans to call 
and ordain Mr. Tjoelker.

Another Chicagoland development was 
revealed with the introduction of Rev. 
Ted Gray of First CRC of Oak Lawn, IL. 
Attending at the invitation of the Oak 
Glen Consistory, Rev. Gray explained 
that the Oak Lawn congregation recently 
voted to leave the CRC and join the URC. 
The Oak Glen Consistory plans to help 
arrange for Oak Lawn’s reception and for 
Rev. Gray’s colloquium doctum.

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..

Convening at Covenant Reformed 
Church of Pella, Iowa, July 14–15, 2009

Two men moved closer to becoming 
ministers of the Word and sacraments 
at a recent meeting of Classis Central 
US of the United Reformed Churches 
in North America. Meeting on July 
14–15 at Covenant Reformed Church 
of Pella, Classis Central US spent most 
of its meeting examining Mr. Matthew 
Nuiver for ordination and Mr. Zechariah 
Schiebout for candidacy.

Matthew Nuiver is a member of 
Cornerstone URC in Hudsonville, MI, 
who graduated from Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary in 2004. He and 
his wife, Lisa, both graduates of Dort 
College, have three young daughters. 
The URC of Wellsburg, IA, called Mr. 
Nuiver in March to serve as its pastor. 
Following his examination, Classis 
Central US declared with thanksgiving 
to God that Mr. Nuiver had sustained 
his examination and was eligible for 
ordination in the URCNA. The elders of 
the URC of Wellsburg announced that 
his ordination and installation service 
will be held (D.V.) at 7 p.m. on Friday, 
July 31, at the URC of Wellsburg.

Zechariah Schiebout is a member of 
Covenant Reformed Church in Pella, 
Iowa, and a 2009 graduate of Mid-
America Reformed Seminary. He and his 
wife, Rachelle, have two young daughters. 
Mr. Schiebout worked as an electrician 
for five years prior to attending seminary. 
He received his undergraduate degree 
from Iowa State University.

Hearing that the Consistory of Covenant 
Reformed Church had judged Mr. 
Schiebout to have sustained his candidacy 
examination, the delegates of Classis 
Central US expressed their concurring 
opinion, with thanksgiving to God.

The assembly was privileged to receive 
greetings from Rev. Charles Muether, 
pastor of Hope Reformed Presbyterian 
Church (OPC) of Pella. Speaking on 
behalf of the Presbytery of the Midwest 
of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 
Rev. Muether expressed appreciation for 
the URC and offered encouragement on 
behalf of the OPC.

Delegates also heard reports from five 
ministers and an elder concerning 
assemblies of the RCUS, CanRC and 
PCA which they had attended on behalf 
of Classis Central US.

In other business, the classis declined to 
act on an overture from Grace URC of 
Waupun which would have overtured 
Synod London 2010 to refine the content 
of the federation’s directory, to establish 
an annual “archive” directory, and to 
make that archive directory available in 
electronic or in printed form. Delegates 
expressed the opinion that these matters 
should be raised by the URC’s Website 
Oversight Committee. 

The next meeting of Classis Central US 
is slated for Tuesday and Wednesday, 
Oct. 20–21. The Consistory of Immanuel 
URC of DeMotte, IN, is the convening 
consistory.

Classis wishes to express its sincere 
appreciation to the Covenant Reformed 
Church of Pella, Iowa, for its gracious 
hospitality; to the Consistory of Faith 
URC in Beecher, IL, for its work in 
preparing for this meeting; and to Rev. 
Harold Miller and Rev. Todd Joling for 
serving as chairman and vice-chairman, 
respectively.

For further information, contact 
Rev. Doug Barnes, pastor of Hills 
URC & Stated Clerk of Classis,  
by telephone at 507–962–3254 or via 
e-mail at hillsurc@alliancecom.net

Rev. Doug 
Barnes
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Famine in the House of Bread
Ruth 1:1ff 

Rev. L. Charles
Jackson

All good stories are generally 
divided into three basic parts: 

a problem, an unraveling, and a 
solution.1  Following this pattern, 
Ruth’s narrative has an opening 
scene that introduces us to a genuine 
predicament.   As the story opens, we 
encounter a man who takes his family 
to Moab because there is a famine 
in Bethlehem of Judah.  He and his 
sons die in Moab leaving his wife 
and eventually his daughter in law, 
Ruth, to return to Bethlehem.  When 
they return, Ruth meets Boaz, and he 
fulfills the role of kinsman redeemer.  
What begins as a tragedy of death and 
sorrow ends in the birth of new life 
and the resurrection of hope for the 
family of David.  What a great story. 
But wait, it gets even better!  There 
is so much more to this story than 
merely the people in it—this story is 
the story of the gospel.  

Many of the commentaries on Ruth 
argue that the initial setting provides 
a mere backdrop to the story and 
nothing more. However, there appears 
to be far more than meets the eye. 

Now it came to pass, in the days 
when the judges ruled, that 
there was a famine in the land 
(Ruth 1:1).

The stage is set, and the setting is loaded 
with redemptive meaning.  That is 
to say, the setting has redemptive or 
covenantal significance.  For example, 
the opening lines point us back to 
the book of Judges and one of the 
recurring themes in that book.  Note 
Judges 21:25.

In those days there was no king 
in Israel; everyone did what was 
right in his own eyes.  

  

If we are correct about the date of the 
book, then it fits perfectly with how 
the book of Judges ends and how 
Ruth’s story begins.  Ruth is the perfect 
story of transition.  However, even if 
the date does not match exactly with 
the conclusion of Judges, the author is 
definitely pointing us back to Judges 
and to something that occurred in that 
time.  The something that occurred is 
immediately coupled together with 
the problem of a famine.  Hence, we 
can connect a theme in Judges with 
the events unfolding in our story here 
in Ruth.  

The author has a covenantal 
perspective as he links us to Judges.  
Therefore, when we read of the times 
of the Judges and we also see that 
there is a famine in the land, we are 
confronted with a setting that is 
charged with theological/redemptive 
meaning.  The famine in the land 
informs us about more than the 
climate; it awakens us theologically to 
the unfaithfulness in the land. 

When we read the Bible, we should 
expect to be taught the way of the 
covenant.  There is nothing random, 
therefore, about the construction of 
biblical narratives.  As noted in the 
introduction, biblical narrative has 
redemptive or covenantal structure.  
This means that we can find 
redemptive theology or theological 
concepts not only taught explicitly, 
but also reinforced as the theology is 
embedded in the very structure of the 
text.  Indeed, the structure of Judges 
begs us to ask about the future.  We 
cry out in frustration and desperation, 
“Who will free the people of God 
from this vicious cycle of failure and 
death? Who will be the judge that 
does not fall like Samson fell?  Who 
will come without the frailty and 

weakness of Gideon?”  Ruth’s story 
springs up beautifully in the context 
of this agonizing cycle of failure, 
except with Ruth we are pointed to 
the need for more than a judge; there 
is a need for a faithful husband.  We 
are connected theologically with 
the last verse of Judges as it unfolds 
in Ruth, but with curses that will be 
reversed by a faithful husband rather 
than a judge.  

Irony 
Samuel uses irony as his most 
powerful literary tool.  This means that 
irony becomes the most important 
device for deepening our meditation 
on Ruth’s story.  We already noted 
that irony occurs when something 
that usually means one thing is 
deliberately twisted or changed so 
that it transmutes into the opposite.  
Samuel does this, not just once or 
twice, but he layers the whole story 
with irony.   The reader is required to 
peel back these layers of irony so as 
to deepen his appreciation of God’s 
grace and mercy to the needy.   What 
a delight it becomes to experience 
the layers of irony unfolding into a 
beautiful story that breathes with 
love, life, and hope.  

Famine
Ruth opens with a startling statement 
of famine.  And it happened or came to 
pass when the judges judged “famine” 
was in the land.  Indeed, Ruth begins 
with a stark opening sentence that is 
intended to alarm the reader.  To an 
ancient Israelite, the idea of famine 
in the land should have confronted 
them with a theological challenge.  
Famine should have provoked the 
faithful person to inquire, “How 
could there be famine in the land 
that was supposed to be flowing with 
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milk and honey?”  Of course as we 
will see in a moment, this becomes 
even more ironic because the story 
is set in Bethlehem.   God had given 
Israel the land as a place of rest and 
blessing.  Thus, there was something 
covenantal about this famine.  The 
only time the land was dry was during 
times of curse.  This also reminds us of 
the way of God’s people in the book of 
Judges.  When they turned away from 
God, He turned away from them.  He 
turned his back on them and He dried 
up the land.  

The Promised Land, which was 
supposed to be characterized as a 
fruitful land, is now described as dry.  
Elimelech is confronted with more 
than merely the problem of feeding his 
family; he has a covenantal choice set 
before him.  To use a food metaphor, 
the table is set for a choice that will 
determine the course of the story.  
Will he respond with repentance and 
humility or will he seek blessings 
outside the land?  He can respond out 
of a sense of fear and desire for food 
or out of a sense of faith.  Elimelech 
responds with fear and flight.  

We are not told how long Elimelech 
may have waited before he made 
his fateful decision.  But, given his 
subsequent actions, we have no 
problem understanding that his final 
decision was more closely connected 
with food than with faith.  He did 
not seek repentance, nor did he stay 
to witness the recovery of the land.  
Rather, he searched for other places of 
blessing; he left the land of promise.  

One may rightly ask why we would 
criticize this poor fellow for trying 
to get his family some food.  Why 
shouldn’t he leave the land to find 
food?  We answer this question with a 
reminder that Israel was under God’s 
command to remain in the land as 
part of their call to be faithful.  So 
God says in Deuteronomy 4:1, 

Now, O Israel, listen to the statutes 
and the judgments which I teach 
you to observe, that you may live, 

and go in and possess the land 
which the LORD God of your 
fathers is giving you.

Moses reiterates to the people of God 
that they must not only remain in the 
land He gives them, but they must 
occupy this land in spite of dreadful 
obstacles.  If they were not faithful to 
this task, they would be tested even 
more severely and called back to 
faithfulness.  Thus, we know that in 
these kinds of redemptive narratives 
famines are not random.  When 
famines strike the land, they are not 
the result of a bare meteorological 
phenomenon.  This is the modern 
understanding of weather.  But in 
Old Testament redemptive narrative, 
famines often come to the land as 
God curses his people or tests them 
regarding their faithfulness.  For 
whatever the reason in God’s sovereign 
purposes, famines provide the context 
for the test of faithfulness.  Thus, the 
reader of this narrative is forced to 
see the covenant connection between 
famine and the passages found in 
Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28.  
Famine in the land of promise can 
mean only one thing; God is testing 
with his people.  Famine in the Old 
Testament is a call to repentance and 
to covenant renewal.  

God had given the Israelite a way of 
understanding the world and life in 
the land.  He promised blessings for 
obedience and curses for disobedience.  
In Leviticus 26 we read,

If you walk in My statutes and 
keep My commandments, and 
perform them,  then I will give 
you rain in its season, the land 
shall yield its produce, and the 
trees of the field shall yield their 
fruit.  Your threshing shall last 
till the time of vintage, and the 
vintage shall last till the time of 
sowing; you shall eat your bread 
to the full, and dwell in your land 
safely [which is exactly what we 
see later when Boaz the faithful 
husband responds to God with 
faithfulness— remember he lays 

down on a huge pile of harvest 
from the land]. But if you do not 
obey Me, and do not observe 
all these commandments, I will 
break the pride of your power; I 
will make your heavens like iron 
and your earth like bronze. . . .  
And your strength shall be spent 
in vain; for your land shall not 
yield its produce, nor shall the 
trees of the land yield their fruit.

The same pattern in the land is taught 
in Deuteronomy 28.

Now it shall come to pass, if you 
diligently obey the voice of the 
LORD your God, to observe 
carefully all His commandments 
which I command you today, 
that the LORD your God will 
set you high above all nations 
of the earth. . . . Blessed shall 
be the fruit of your body, the 
produce of your ground and 
the increase of your herds, the 
increase of your cattle and the 
offspring of your flocks.  Blessed 
shall be your basket and your 
kneading bowl. . . . But it shall 
come to pass, if you do not obey 
the voice of the LORD your 
God, to observe carefully all 
His commandments and His 
statutes which I command you 
today, that all these curses will 
come upon you and overtake 
you: Cursed shall be your basket 
and your kneading bowl. Cursed 
shall be the fruit of your body 
and the produce of your land, 
the increase of your cattle and 
the offspring of your flocks.

The people were to know that as 
they lived in the land of promise in 
faithfulness, God would bless them.  
However, as they lived in the land and 
were not faithful, then God would 
bring famine.  Ruth places us in the 
middle of a scene of covenant testing.  

This forces our first character, 
Elimelech into a very important 
choice.  Where will he turn to find 
food for his family?  What will he do?  
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The scene requires Elimelech to make 
choices about his family’s future.  
These choices are also related to the 
covenant and to the unfolding theme 
of our story.  

Abraham had been faced with similar 
choices. and God had used a famine 
to challenge him.  In Genesis 12. 
God tested Abraham’s faith in his 
promises.  Would Abraham believe 
that God would provide for him and 
protect his wife to whom God had 
given a promise of future blessings?  
You can almost feel the trembling in 
his voice as he pleads with his wife 
to pretend to be his sister.   When 
Abraham responded in fear rather 
than in faith, his choices were so bad 
that even an Egyptian king rebuked 
him in Genesis 12:18 saying, 

What is this you have done to 
me? Why did you not tell me that 
she was your wife? Why did you 

say, ‘She is my sister’? I might 
have taken her as my wife. Now 
therefore, here is your wife; take 
her and go your way.

Elimelech faces the same kind of 
choice that Abraham faced.  Even the 
structure of the Hebrew in our story 
is similar to that of Abraham’s story.  
Would he trust in God’s promise to 
provide food for his family in the 
land or would he leave in fear?  He 
was not a faithful husband.  The word 
of God required him to hold fast to 
the promises and thus to seek the 
restoration of the land.  

Elimelech chose to leave the land and 
to seek food from other fields.  He 
deliberately sought blessings outside 
of the land and thus outside of the 
covenant.  He took his family away 
from the covenant and proved to 
be an unfaithful husband.   Samuel 
immediately requires the reader to 
wrestle with the dire need of a faithful 

husband.  How will this family survive 
without a faithful husband? 

Rabbi Ginsburg argues that Elimelech 
is really not the problem; his sons are 
the problem.  He says this because the 
Hebrew that Samuel uses to describe 
Elimelech’s action is the word for 
“sojourning.”  This means, says the 
rabbi, that Elimelech was only on a 
temporary journey.  His sons, on the 
other hand, decide to stay or to dwell 
in Moab.2  On one level the rabbi 
is exactly correct.  We can be sure 
from this word that Elimelech had 
every intention of staying in Moab 
temporarily.  We can almost hear him 
telling himself and his family, “Look, I 
know that we shouldn’t be doing this, 
but we will only stay until the famine 
has ceased.”   

The use of this word highlights for 
us the problem with trying to justify 
faithless living because it will only be 
for a short time.  Likewise, the foolish 
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person who decides to live like this 
soon discovers the deadly character of 
such a decision.  The word does mean 
something, but not exactly what the 
rabbi thinks.  Rather it points to the 
common problem of the progression 
of sins.  That is to say, while Elimelech 
may have intended to stay only as 
long as the famine was in the land, his 
sons remained long enough to reap 
the consequences.  Certain decisions 
have a way of progressing to their 
natural conclusion.  The very first 
Psalm teaches us this in vivid images 
of walking, standing and sitting.  

Blessed is the man who walks 
not in the counsel of the 
ungodly, nor stands in the path 
of sinners, nor sits in the seat of 
the scornful; But his delight is in 
the law of the LORD, and in His 
law he meditates day and night 
(Psalm 1:1–2).

The psalmist maps out a common 
progression in the life of sin.  Sin 
has a way of making progress in our 
lives even if we start in rather small 
ways.  We may only intend to walk 
somewhere for a brief time.  Then 
we find that such ways become 
comfortable, and so we stand or 
linger in them.  The next thing we 
know, we find ourselves sitting in the 
seat of the fool.  Then the progression 
of sin is complete.  James illustrates 
the progression in the following way: 

Then, when desire has conceived, 
it gives birth to sin; and sin, when 
it is full-grown, brings forth 
death (James 1:15).

We should never have taken that one 
step in the direction of sin.  Elimelech’s 
actions are an apt illustration of this 
principle.  He intended to leave the 
Promised Land briefly in a time of 
famine, but his sons decided to live 
in the foreign land.  One can even 
imagine Elimelech explaining his 
apparently unfaithful choice to leave 
the land of God and spend time in 
Moab, but only until the famine is 
over.  “Then,” he might say, “we will 

return to the land of promise.”  But 
sadly for his sons, then never comes, 
and they die in Moab.  A baby viper, 
says the old puritan preacher, will 
soon grow into a large snake if you 
let it live—so don’t let it live for one 
second, but kill it quickly.  

Heightened Irony
. . . and a certain man of 
Bethlehem, Judah, went to dwell 
in the country of Moab, he and his 
wife and his two sons (Ruth 1:1b).

Ruth opens with some dramatic flair, 
which heightens the irony.  For instance, 
Samuel opens the story without 
naming Elimelech.  You may not even 
notice this at first, but the very first 
man in the story remains unnamed.  
He says “a certain man” of Bethlehem 
went to sojourn away from the land.  
This man, who is yet unnamed, left 
the land of promise.  This seems to be 
designed to provoke some questions in 
the mind of the reader.  For example, 
one might wonder, “Who is this 
guy anyway? Surely this poor fellow 
doesn’t understand the covenant.” The 
unnamed man is certainly one who 
doesn’t acknowledge that God is King.  
Yet we are about to learn that the man 
who acts contrary to faithful service 
actually has a name that means God is 
King; he acts in complete opposition 
to his name.  The man whose name 
means God is my King decided to 
reject the way of the King, leaving the 
land of life and blessing for a journey 
to a land of certain curses.  

Moab
And they went to the country of 
Moab and remained there (1:2b).

The author uses the literary setting 
to highlight for us that matters for 
this man are about to go from bad to 
worse.  This faithless man journeys 
to the worst possible place one can 
imagine as it relates to the hope for 
bread, to the land of Moab.  

Samuel’s use of setting is powerful as 
he highlights the inevitable problems 

that Elimelech will have.  It reminds me 
of a horror movie in which the setting 
lets everyone know that something 
terrible is inevitable.  Movie directors 
use this kind of setting to heighten 
the tension of a story.  Ruth’s story 
has exactly this kind of setting as it 
regards the covenant.  

A sensitive reader would have learned 
in covenant history that there are 
certain places one should never go for 
bread.  Of course, Moab is just such 
a place.  As Elimelech searched for 
bread, he went to the worst place in 
the world for bread. Why was Moab 
the worst place to look for bread?  This 
was the place that was characterized 
as the place of famine for Israel; 
Moab was known for withholding 
bread from Israel.  The land of Moab 
had been a consistent place of curse 
for the people of God.  We read in 
Deuteronomy 23:3–4,

An Ammonite or Moabite 
shall not enter the assembly 
of the LORD; even to the 
tenth generation none of his 
descendants shall enter the 
assembly of the LORD forever,  
because they did not meet you 
with bread and water on the road 
when you came out of Egypt, 
and because they hired against 
you Balaam the son of Beor 
from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to 
curse you.  

We need to let that sink in just a bit.  
Moab was a place of cursing for the 
people of God.  Why do we know this? 
Because Moab was a place known for 
its refusal to feed Israel bread.  Moab 
was the nation that actually hired 
Balaam to curse the Israelites.   If the 
reader knows redemptive history, 
then there isn’t a place on earth worse 
than Moab for an Israelite to turn for 
bread.  Yet, you guessed it; Moab is 
the very place that Elimelech chose as 
his destination for bread.  The place 
known for refusing Israel bread is 
the very place Elimelech chooses to 
move his family for bread.  Elimelech 
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Questions for Consideration

1. What do we mean when we say, “The setting has    
     redemptive meaning?”

2. How does the phrase “in the days when the judges ruled” fit   
    this idea?

3. What does the setting of a famine teach us?

4. What are some Old Testament passages that teach this?

5. How does this setting force Elimelech to make a choice?

6. Do you agree that this is a test of his faith?

7. Why was Moab such a bad choice as a place of hope?

exhibits an almost crazy decision 
when he left Bethlehem, the house of 
bread, and sought bread from Moab.  

Moab and her daughters
There is yet another irony in 
Elimelech’s choice of Moab.  The 
Moabites were known for their evil 
and for their false worship.  They 
worshipped the god Chemosh, and 
apparently even offered this god 
human sacrifices (see II Kings 3:27). 
Not only were they renowned for 
their immorality in general, but they 
had an infamous place in redemptive 
history.  The Moabites had resorted 
to more than one way to curse and 
to destroy the Israelites.  At first 
they hired Balaam to curse Israel.  
However, when that did not work, 
they turned to a different method.  
Do you recall what that method was?  

If you see what happens to Elimelech’s 
sons you will remember Moab’s 
method of destroying Israel.  They 
attempted to destroy Israel by getting 
them to marry their daughters.  It 
appears from redemptive history 
that the Moabites had deliberately 
schemed to intermarry with the 
Israelites in order to conquer them.  
In Numbers 25 we hear that the 
Israelites were beginning to fornicate 
with the Moabite women, and as 
a result God began to kill the men 
them with a plague.  In Numbers 
25:1–3 we read,

Now Israel remained in Acacia 
Grove, and the people began to 
commit harlotry with the women 
of Moab.  They invited the people 
to the sacrifices of their gods, 
and the people ate and bowed 
down to their gods.  So Israel was 
joined to Baal of Peor, and the 
anger of the LORD was aroused 
against Israel.

In Ruth, this element of the curse of 
the Moabites is also mentioned.  Thus, 
when Elimelech began to pursue 
daughters for his sons, ironically, 

he went to a place cursed for this 
very action.  He sought wives for 
his sons from the worst place in the 
world that a faithful Israelite could 
imagine, from Moab.  This was the 
land in which God had already killed 
the men of Israel for the very same 
action.  Hence, should a sensitive 
reader become surprised to read now 
that the result of Elimelech’s decision 
is death to his sons?  We see how 
heedless it was for Elimelech to seek 
refuge in this land for the reasons 
that he did.  He was clearly a faithless 
husband who led his family directly 
into death.  

Just as God had told the Israelites 
to remain in the land, He had also 
warned them about intermarriage 
with foreigners who may turn them 
to false gods.  The faithful believer was 
never to be “unequally yoked together.”  
The law had made this clear to God’s 
people using the illustration of yoking 
of a donkey with an ox.  Nobody would 
yoke a donkey with an ox because one 
is smaller and it wouldn’t work.  The 
law was there to remind them that 
they couldn’t join together the clean 
with the unclean.  Paul restates this law 
in II Cor. 6:14–18:

Do not be unequally yoked 
together with unbelievers. 
For what fellowship has 

righteousness with lawlessness? 
And what communion has 
light with darkness?  And what 
accord has Christ with Belial? Or 
what part has a believer with an 
unbeliever?  And what agreement 
has the temple of God with 
idols? For you are the temple of 
the living God. As God has said: 
“I will dwell in them and walk 
among them. I will be their God, 
and they shall be My people.”  
Therefore “Come out from 
among them and be separate, 
says the Lord. Do not touch what 
is unclean, and I will receive you. 
I will be a Father to you, and you 
shall be My sons and daughters, 
says the LORD Almighty.”

From start to his family’s finish, 
Elimelech acted contrary to his name 
and to the lessons of redemptive 
history.  Elimelech was a faithless 
husband who led his family into the 
yawning jaws of death.  

———————

1. Sinclair Ferguson, Faithful God, 
p. 21. 
2. Rabbi Eliezer Ginsburg, Mother 
of Kings: Commentary and Insights 
on the Book of Ruth, (Mesorah 
Publications, Ltd., 2002), p. 10. 
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Bethlehem:  
A New Direction for the Future 

Rev. L. Charles
Jackson

Ruth is filled with indicators that 
God will restore his people from 

the grip of death and set them in a new 
direction of life for the future.  Samuel 
weaves this theme into the fabric 
of the story of Ruth using even the 
city of Bethlehem as an illustration.  
We know now that Bethlehem is 
the house of bread, the place of our 
Savior’s birth, but this was not always 
the case.  

In Ruth’s story Bethlehem is 
permanently transformed from a 
place of considerable danger and 
doom to a place of blessing and hope 
as the house of bread.  We first hear 
of Bethlehem, which there is called 
Ephrath or Ephratha, in Genesis 
35.  This story associates Bethlehem 
with death.  One of the most painful 
episodes in the life of the patriarchs 
is the account of how death came to 
Jacob’s beloved Rachel.  Thus we read 
in Genesis 35:16–20,

Then they journeyed from Bethel. 
And when there was but a little 
distance to go to Ephrath, Rachel 
labored in childbirth, and she 
had hard labor.  Now it came to 
pass, when she was in hard labor, 
that the midwife said to her, “Do 
not fear; you will have this son 
also.” And so it was, as her soul 
was departing (for she died), that 
she called his name Ben-Oni; but 
his father called him Benjamin. 
So Rachel died and was buried 
on the way to Ephrath (that is, 
Bethlehem).  And Jacob set a 
pillar on her grave, which is the 
pillar of Rachel’s grave to this day.  

In earlier biblical literature, we see 
Bethlehem associated with ruin and 
death as it marks the spot of Rachel’s 
grave.  Far from a house of bread in 

the early stories of redemptive history, 
Bethlehem had been associated with 
events that led to ruin and to demise.  

Bethlehem is associated with the 
agony of the curse as Jacob’s firstborn 
son betrays him and disgraces his 
father and family.  So God says in 
Genesis 35:21–2,

Then Israel journeyed and 
pitched his tent beyond the tower 
of Eder.  And it happened, when 
Israel dwelt in that land, that 
Reuben went and lay with Bilhah 
his father’s concubine; and Israel 
heard about it. 

Moses tethers this city together with 
misery and disgrace, making it a place 
of defilement and contempt.  Thus, 
early in redemptive history the city 
connotes misery, hardship, and pain.  

This was the city of death and betrayal 
as recorded in Judges 17:7–13:

Now there was a young man from 
Bethlehem in Judah, of the family 
of Judah; he was a Levite, and was 
staying there.  The man departed 
from the city of Bethlehem in 
Judah to stay wherever he could 
find a place. Then he came to the 
mountains of Ephraim, to the 
house of Micah, as he journeyed. 
And Micah said to him, “Where 
do you come from?” So he said 
to him, “I am a Levite from 
Bethlehem in Judah, and I am on 
my way to find a place to stay.”  
Micah said to him, “Dwell with 
me, and be a father and a priest 
to me, and I will give you ten 
shekels of silver per year, a suit 
of clothes, and your sustenance.” 
So the Levite went in.  Then the 
Levite was content to dwell with 
the man; and the young man 

became like one of his sons to 
him.  So Micah consecrated 
the Levite, and the young man 
became his priest, and lived in 
the house of Micah.  Then Micah 
said, “Now I know that the LORD 
will be good to me, since I have a 
Levite as priest!” 

This man was Jonathon, son of 
Gershom, son of Moses.  Hence, the 
grandson of Moses was an unfaithful 
Levite associated with the city 
of Bethlehem.  

The city, then, was yielding unfaithful 
priests, and the fruit of this city appears 
to be rotten. See Judges 19:1–2:

And it came to pass in those days, 
when there was no king in Israel, 
that there was a certain Levite 
staying in the remote mountains 
of Ephraim. He took for himself 
a concubine from Bethlehem in 
Judah.  But his concubine played 
the harlot against him, and went 
away from him to her father’s 
house at Bethlehem in Judah, and 
was there four whole months. 

This slave wife was called out and 
now turned away from her husband.  
She became unfaithful and went back 
home to Bethlehem.  Here her father 
attempted to detain the Levite.  He 
kept detaining him and attempted to 
persuade him to stay with them.  Once 
more, therefore, we see Bethlehem as 
a place associated with unfaithfulness, 
betrayal, and death.  

In Ruth, Samuel records how God 
resurrects this city into the house of 
bread.  The story of Ruth acts as the 
all-important historical fulcrum in 
which God resurrects Bethlehem to 
its well-known status as a place of life 
and bread.  Hence, as Samuel unfolds 

October 2009 | 15



the narrative of Ruth, he begins with a 
city that in the past had an association 
with anguish and distress, but that now 
is linked with life and hope.  This hope 
would not only come to the people of 
God in Ruth, but this city would be 
the place of hope for the bread that 
would come down from heaven.  

Story Names: Elimelech
The name of the man was Elimelech, 
the name of his wife was Naomi, 
and the names of his two sons were 
Mahlon and Chilion—Ephrathites of 
Bethlehem, Judah (1:2a).

Not only does Samuel tell us the story 
of reversal in the fortunes of cities, but 
he even uses names to teach us of the 
reversal of the curse on families.  It is 
significant for us to remember that 
names in biblical narratives play a very 
important literary and redemptive 
role.  In the case of Elimelech, the 
name heightens the irony of his 
actions as well as the reversal that 
occurs at the end of the book.  

Elimelech’s name means, “God is 
my King.”  Matthew Henry properly 
noted that his name was a rebuke 
because he was unfaithful and lived 
contrary to it.1  Did he live up to his 
name?  Someone who had God has 
his King should have responded to the 
famine with humility and repentance 
on behalf of the land.  Living with 
God as your King would provoke 
you to recognize the covenant 
nature of your predicament.  Instead, 
Elimelech forsook the covenant, 
which is united so closely with the 
land.  He left the land and pursued 
death.  The reader who reads the 
text with sensitivity to the covenant 
is able to see his self-destructive 
path a mile away.  Hence, the story 
gives us plenty of warning, which 
Elimelech should have heeded.  The 
reader immediately notes the danger, 
while Elimelech walks headlong 
into destruction for himself and his 
family.  Thus, the irony of his faithless 
actions is heightened all the more.  
 

Elimelech should have been faithful 
to his name, God is King, and he 
should have turned the city towards 
repentance and into the house of 
bread. The painful consequences 
to his family are therefore going to 
be obvious.  

We see this not only in Elimelech’s 
name but also in his wife’s name, 
Naomi.  Her name means pleasant.  
Naomi is Elimelech’s wife and her 
name indicates a life of hope and 
pleasantness.  She is the bride to 
whom her husband should have been 
faithful.  With names that mean God 
is King and pleasantness you might 
expect this couple to be the picture of 
fruitfulness and hope.  Elimelech had 
the perfect name for his calling to be a 
faithful husband.  His task was to lead 
his wife in the way of life that provides 
pleasantness.  Yet, he led her away 
from hope—he was not a faithful 
husband.  Thus, Naomi whose name 
calls her to expect pleasantness, finds 
herself led into a time of bitterness.   

The Two Sons:
Elimelech’s two sons are named 
Mahlon and Chilion, as noted in 
Ruth 1:2,

. . . and the names of his two 
sons were Mahlon and Chilion—
Ephrathites of Bethlehem, Judah. 

Here again emphasis is placed on 
their connection with Bethlehem and 
in particular with Bethlehem as the 
ancient city Ephrath.  These two sons 
were associated with Ephrath, and 
their names, which may have been 
Canaanite, indicate their expected 
lot.  The first son mentioned is named 
Mahlon, which seems to mean 
“sickness” or “weakness.”  The second 
son, named Chilion, has a name that 
means “pining away,” “failing” or even 
“annihilation.”2  Their names act as an 
eerie forecast of the coming doom for 
this family.  

Samuel uses irony to name Elimelech’s 
sons as he points to their destiny.  

  

Since their father has forsaken the 
covenant, their fate is a grim one.  
Hence, the author designates them 
as “weak” and “pining away.”  The 
birth of sons might normally forecast 
a hope for the future, but this story 
points to something entirely different.  

First, we should understand that 
in biblical literature the names of 
characters are used as part of the 
literary structure. The author uses 
this structure to teach redemptive 
lessons.  Although a missionary 
recently told me of an African woman 
who named her daughter Malaria, we 
don’t commonly name our children 
for dreadful images that represent 
a gloomy future.  For instance, we 
don’t really think that Elimelech 
and Naomi named their sons weak 
and pining away, do we?  No, they 
probably initially gave them names 
that they thought were appropriate.  
According to Richard Pratt, 

Old Testament stories differ 
from much world literature in 
their lack of attention to external 
appearance; physical descriptions 
occur only occasionally. . . . 
These clues for characterization 
occur so infrequently that they 
deserve special attention when 
they appear.3

Here Pratt was referring primarily 
to the external details of a story such 
as height and weight.  However, the 
same attention should be given to the 
names of biblical characters.  Samuel 
gives us more than subtle hints as to 
the character of the personalities who 
are involved in our story.  

Like much of biblical literature, this 
particular story uses names and 
name changes to teach us redemptive 
lessons.  While we are used to names 
being used in positive ways, here 
the text uses names for negative 
instruction.  Back to an earlier point, 
these people did not originally name 
their children weak and pining away.  
Rather, the author gave them story 
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names or names that match their 
significance in the covenant.  This 
is a very common teaching tool in 
biblical stories.  It is not allegory in the 
purest sense, but we see that names 
are chosen to point us to the covenant 
significance of the characters.  Also, 
God is the one who changes names in 
his sovereign power, indicating that he 
alone has the sovereignty over men.  

Thus, we see the covenant significance 
of Abram, whose name was changed to 
Abraham.  Jacob’s name was changed 
to Israel.  Saul’s name was changed 
to Paul.  Jesus changed Simon’s name 
to Peter.  Certainly, the list could go 
further.  We simply don’t expect that 
Elimelech and Naomi were holding 
their precious sons in their arms 
thinking of names to use and happily 
called one of them weakness.  No, these 
are their covenant names in the story.  

However, we are probably not as 
comfortable with name changes that 
are negative.  Furthermore, we are 
probably not as comfortable with 
name changes that occur before we 
are even able to ascertain the original 
name.  This does happen elsewhere.  
For example, if you read 2 Samuel 2:8 
and 1 Chronicles 8:33, you will find 
that one of Saul’s sons name was Ish 
Bosheth in the Samuel passage and 
Ish Baal in the Chronicles account.   

Ish Baal means “man of the master,” 
and the Chronicles passage calls him 
Ish Baal.  The word Baal originally 
simply meant Lord or master.  This 
would mean that Ish Baal was “God’s 
man.”  Certainly Saul named him 
a noble name that indicated his 
commitment to God.  However, the 
name Baal began to contain negative 
connotations connected to the false 
worship of Baal.  Hence, Ish Baal, 
which started as an innocuous title, 
and indeed an excellent title, was 
changed to correspond to the change 
of connotations connected to Baal 
and rebellion to God.  

The name was consequently changed 
from Ish Baal to Ish Bosheth.  This 

change clues us to the negative 
connotations associated with Ish 
Bosheth and his rebellion against 
God’s anointed one, David.  Ish 
Bosheth, in his rebellion against God, 
was a shameful man who brought 
shame to his father’s house.  The same 
thing occurs with another of Saul’s 
descendants, Mephibosheth, which 
means “from the mouth of shame.”  

Certainly we can surmise that 
Jonathan did not name his son, 
“mouth of shame.”  No, what happened 
is that Samuel ascribes a name that 
carries a redemptive/theological 
meaning.  Hence, the person 1 
Chronicles 8:34 refers to as Merib-Baal 
is the same person Samuel refers to as 
Mephibosheth.  Merib-Baal seems to 
have originated in the idea of “hero 
of Baal.”  The parents hoped the son 
would become a hero of the Lord.  
However, as Saul and his descendants 
brought shame to the line, the one who 
was originally named hero of God is 
now one who stands as a mouth of 
shame.  Indeed, what a beautiful story 
unfolds in the kindness of David in 
2 Samuel 9.  Samuel’s record of the 
kindness of David is heightened as 
we are reminded of the shame of the 
house of Saul.  What a grand reversal 
occurs with the lovingkindness of 
King David.  

The household rightly titled with 
the shame of unfaithfulness and 
rebellion is mercifully restored from 
worthlessness and shame to the table 
of the king.   Samuel uses the names 
of Saul’s descendants to unleash the 
richness of God’s mercy to those 
who come before him and recognize 
the reality of their shame.  Surely 
Jesus’ grand act of redemption is 
foreshadowed in this sweet story of 
a helpless descendant of Saul.  And 
for our concerns, we should note the 
centrality of the name changes, which 
heighten our insight.  

The use of name change to indicate 
theological meaning should not 
surprise us.  Indeed, Naomi, whose 

name means pleasant, tells us herself 
about a name change.  She will, 
through the author of the story, tell her 
people that she should no longer be 
called pleasant but bitter.  Therefore, 
Samuel ascribes the names of weakly 
and pining away to the certainly 
cursed sons of Elimelech.  Because of 
the unfaithfulness of Elimelech, these 
two young men are consigned to a 
life of languishing weakness.  Does 
this not provide rich insight into all 
those who wander from the way of 
life?  Those who stray from the hope 
of the covenant essentially consign 
themselves to a life of languishing 
desperation.  The story tells us that 
their future will be one of gradual 
demise and languish.  

Elimelech died: The story begins with 
death, death, and more death

Then Elimelech, Naomi’s 
husband, died; and she was left, 
and her two sons. Now they took 
wives of the women of Moab: the 
name of the one was Orpah, and 
the name of the other Ruth. And 
they dwelt there about ten years. 
Then both Mahlon and Chilion 
also died; so the woman survived 
her two sons and her husband 
(1:3–5).

Naomi, the bride of the covenant, is 
now stranded by her protector.4  Her 
husband is gone; her sons are gone, 
and her future is gone with them.  
God has brought them to their painful 
but expected end.  Elimelech, who 
was called to be a faithful husband, 
has caused his wife to be stranded 
in a foreign land.  Naomi was now 
a helpless widow.  Here the story 
provokes us to question the future.  
What will happen to the bride of this 
unfaithful husband?  

The Hope of the Coming  
Faithful Husband
Here a great transition takes place 
as Ruth begins to act in the place of 
Naomi.  The future of the covenant is 
going to belong to Ruth.  Naomi has a 
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dead husband, dead sons, and a dead 
womb.  There is no hope for Naomi.  
The bride of the covenant has been 
abandoned and the scene is desolate 
and hopeless.  Thus, the story now 
takes a dramatic turn towards Ruth.  
This beautiful young woman steps 
forward and takes the place of Naomi 
as the bride of the covenant.  Because 
she is faithful, the future belongs 
to Ruth.  Hence, Samuel turns the 
reader’s attention to this beautiful, 
faithful young woman.    

Ruth is young and has the hope of a 
husband as well as the hope of a living 
womb.  Thus, Ruth will be the one who 
will have a son.  We still have a rather 
obvious obstacle.  Samuel directs 
us to the stark reality that without a 
faithful husband, there is no hope not 
even for the vibrant, young Ruth.  The 
husbands who started this story are 
all dead.  Hence, it is necessary for 
the bride to be taken by a younger 
brother who would act the part of the 
levir.5  Yet, because Naomi is too old 
to remarry and have a younger son, 
their plight appears to be hopeless.  
Indeed, humanly speaking, the story 
is dead.  

How can there be a faithful husband 
who will lead them into the way of 
the covenant when they are all dead?  
The reader is forced to conclude that 
the only hope for new life in this 
story will come from God, who must 
somehow provide a faithful husband.  
Their eyes and the eyes of everyone 
who reads this story are pointed 
forward to the hope of the coming of 
the faithful husband—one who will 
bring life to the dead.  

The story causes us to cry out for 
someone to replace the death of 
this story with new life.  We long for 
someone to do what the first husband 
in this story refused to do.  A faithful 
husband would never take his family 
to the land of Moab.  Elimelech’s 
devastating choices have ruined his 
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Questions for Consideration

1. What was the city of Bethlehem like before the story of Ruth?

2. What do Elimelech and Naomi’s names mean?

3. What are their son’s names and what do they mean?

4. Why are names important in Bible stories?

5. How do name changes function in Bible stories?

6. What role does death play in the story of Ruth?

7. Do you think it is common to read Old Testament stories with   
    humility and empathy?

8. Do you recognize the call to Jesus in Ruth? Explain.

family and left them dead and hopeless.  
If there is going to be hope in our 
story, there must be a husband who 
will be faithful where the past husband 
has failed.  Hence, we see Samuel 
developing the story to the coming of 
Boaz as a type of Christ.  The imagery 
is as beautiful as it is obvious.  Just as 
Adam died in his unfaithfulness, so 
Elimelech died, and his descendants 
with him.  However, there is still hope 
in the coming of a faithful husband, 
Jesus the Christ.  You see how the 
theme of Christ, the covenant, and 
redemption are replete in this story.  
They are woven beautifully into the 
very fabric of the text.  The bitterness 
of unfaithfulness will be turned into 
the joy of new life through the true 
husband, Jesus the Christ.  

So many of us are like Elimelech 
searching for bread in Moab.  This is 
the place of dryness and death.  This 
is the place of weakness and wasting 
away.  Doesn’t this remind you of the 
story from John 6, where the people 
followed Jesus for food and not faith?  
Like Elimelech, they went from place 
to place looking for food; they wanted 
bread, but they didn’t want to find it 
in the place of God’s command.  

So often we do what the song writer 
says when we “look for love in all the 
wrong places.”  We look desperately, 
but we will never find it because it can 
only be found in the house of bread, in 
Jesus.  We are all faced with the same 
kinds of questions that Elimelech faced.  
Where will we go for bread?  Will we be 
motivated by food or by faith?  As such 
this story is also our story.  

If we seek bread outside the city we 
can expect starvation and death.  If we 
expect this life to give us more than 
it can give us, then we will certainly 
find frustration.  If a young person 
expects that college will give him 
everything he has been looking for, 
then he will find frustration.  If you 
expect your job to give you a sense 

of satisfaction and fullness, then you 
will be disappointed in the end.  You 
won’t find nourishment for your soul 
in any other place but Bethlehem.  

It is easy today not to learn from these 
stories.  We look at the stories now and 
say with a real measure of confidence, 
“Well, if I would have been Elimelech, 
I would have stayed in Bethlehem.”  
The most amazing example is that of 
the golden calf.  We fail to appreciate 
this story’s warnings because we say 
in our arrogance, “How could they 
have worshiped a golden calf after 
God had brought them across the Red 
Sea?  How could they have forgotten 
the blessings of the Lord so quickly?”  

How could those Israelites have become 
grumpy so soon after leaving Egypt?  
They were given bread from heaven, 
and yet they complained.  How, how 
could they do that?  Then you should 
stop for a moment and ask yourself an 
even more important question, “How 
could a New Testament Christian be 
so lazy and ungrateful for the bread of 
life, Jesus Christ?”  

It does not take too many of these 
kinds of questions to stir us to 
repentance and to faith.  We quickly 
say, “Forgive us, O Lord, for being 
unfaithful.  Forgive us, O Lord, for 
being so easily distracted from the 

source of true bread, Jesus.”  Perhaps 
you are asking yourself these same 
kinds of questions and you also need 
to be refreshed in Christ, who is the 
bread of life.  So the believer is called 
to refresh himself in the bread that 
satisfies to eternal life every time he 
approaches the Holy Communion.  
When we can come to the Lord, we 
are refreshed in the hope of bread that 
satisfies—Jesus Christ.  

———————

1. Matthew Henry, Commentary on the 
Whole Bible, vol. 2.   
2. Atkinson, The Wings of Refuge, 35.
3. Richard L. Pratt, He Gave Us 
Stories:  The Bible Student’s Guide to 
Interpreting Old Testament Narratives, 
(Wolgemuth & Hyatt, Publishers, 
1990), 137.
4. Jim Jordan, “The Book of 
Ruth,”(Biblical Horizons, Niceville, Fl, 
1982). audio tape #2. 
5.  See Deuteronomy 25:5–10 for the 
origin of levirate marriage.
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One of the trends among 
Christians today is a desire 

for only practical Bible messages. 
People do not want to hear about 
religious topics that are irrelevant to 
their faith-walk. In many ways this 
is an inappropriate demand since 
all true theology is practical (2 Tim. 
3:15–16). But is worship one of those 
relevant topics?

Robert Rayburn concludes an 
excellent address on worship with 
this claim: “The faith of many today 
has been weakened because they do 
not know how to worship.” If he is 
right, then worship is an intensely 
practical topic. John Calvin would 
certainly agree. According to him, 
“The whole substance of Christianity 
[chiefly consists in] the mode in 
which God is duly worshipped.” 
That is to say, all of Christianity can 
be boiled down to proper worship. 
Calvin said that the goal of theology 
is worship (taken from the Old 
English word worth-ship), that is, to 
declare the worthiness of God.

Worship was of the highest 
importance to Calvin and the 
Protestant Reformers. In a sense, the 
Reformation itself is the impact that 
Calvin and others had on Christian 
worship. The Reformation was 
mainly liturgical. Even reforms in 
doctrine were intimately connected 
with the church’s worship. Speaking 
more specifically, Calvin’s impact 
here is his “middle way” between two 
extremes that existed in his day and 
that exist in ours, as well.

On the one extreme is what we might 
call “non-liturgical worship.” All too 
often, services today are, according to 
Rayburn, “a hodge-podge of elements 
put together in such a way that neither 

the minister conducting the service 
nor the congregation participating 
has any real sensitivity to proper 
movement in the worship.” If any 
concern is given to the relationship 
between the elements of the service it 
is on largely pragmatic grounds.

On the other extreme is what we 
might call, “excessively-liturgical 
worship.” In these churches the 

drama is in the ritual, not in the 
doctrine. Rites are performed that 
few people understand but that give 
the worshippers the false satisfaction 
of having “done church.”

Calvin’s position was a middle way. To 
him, worship was structured as well 
as spirit-dependent. It was reverent 
but not enigmatic. It was to be in 
Spirit and truth.

Piety with Proper Bounds: 
John Calvin on Christian Worship

Rev. William  
Boekenstein
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fundamental about our worship 
services. Again, in the words of 
Rayburn, “Good worship services 
are not for the enjoyment of the 
worshipers. They are to provide an 
opportunity for devout believers to 
offer the sovereign God of the universe 
that adoration, praise, honor, and 
submission of which He is worthy and 
to receive that spiritual food which He 
provides true worshipers only through 
the Word and the sacraments.” 

Worship is not for the people but for 
God. As soon as we forget this we are 
headed for trouble.

Are our services chiefly aimed at 
attracting people? Are we focused on 
having just the right instruments or 
just the right praise leader? We need 
to be careful that the direction of 
our worship does not start drooping 
horizontally.

True worship is biblically based
Jesus also said that true worship is 
“in truth.” That is, true worship is 
governed by the truth of the Word.

Calvin draws this principle from 
the second commandment. If the 
first specifies which God to worship, 
the second tells us how to worship 
that God; specifically not based 
on our imagination and creativity. 
“The law,” said Calvin, “is a bridle to 
prevent men from turning aside to 
spurious worship.”

He said, very simply, “piety . . . 
confines itself within due bounds.” 
That is, true worship of God abides 
by the standards of God himself. 
The standard of Scripture trumps 
pragmatic concerns. Calvin is very 
strong on this point: “Nothing is 
more wicked than to contrive various 
modes of worship without the 
authority of the Word of God.”

We should examine every part of our 
worship service in light of the Bible. 
Calvin warns against “attempting 
anything in religion at random” or 
based on good intentions.

Not only is worship regulated by God’s 
word, it is also expressed through the 
Word. Our worship services must 
breathe a spirit of Bible. The Word 
must be sung, prayed, preached and 
received via the sacraments. If a 
stranger were to walk into your service 
at any point would he soon realize 
that your worship is an expression of 
the word of God?

True worship is spiritually 
simple
Jesus (in John 4:23) not only stresses 
that true worship is God-directed and 
Bible-based; it is also spiritual. I have 
combined spirituality with simplicity 
because, to Calvin, simplicity was 
essential for achieving the spiritual 
quality of worship. In other words, 
in advocating a spiritual simplicity 
Calvin opposed worship that is 
externally ceremonial.

What do we mean by that phrase? 
Calvin cites “incense, candles, 
holy garments, an altar, and [other 
assorted] vessels” as examples of 
the type of ceremonialism that is 
inappropriate in the gospel age. 
These ceremonies, while giving the 
appearance of spirituality, actually 
tend to obscure Christ.

Calvin acknowledged that, in the Old 
Testament, the godly did use many 
ceremonies, but explained that this 
was not fitting after the temple veil 
was rent and the temple ceremonies 
were fulfilled in Christ.

In our day, few Protestants would 
claim that these ceremonial 
accoutrements have any inherent 
spiritual significance. But what about 
their use as aids? Speaking frankly, 
Calvin found the argument to be 
quite lame. He wrote that God alone 
knows thoroughly what is good for 
us. He knows us better than we do, 
and He knows what is helpful for us. 
Imagine a child who uses chocolate 
syrup in the place of toothpaste and 
argues to his parent that it helps him 
get into the spirit of tooth brushing! 

In highlighting the contributions of 
Calvin, we are not suggesting that 
our worship today must look exactly 
as it did in Geneva in the sixteenth 
century. But to suppose that we have 
nothing to learn from Calvin is to cut 
ourselves off from all of the benefits of 
historic Protestant worship.

Calvin’s Principles   
of Worship
Three primary principles may be 
drawn from Calvin’s Commentary on 
John chapter four. This passage is an 
important starting point for Calvin 
on this topic. Here Jesus teaches 
the Samaritan woman the nature 
of true worship. The fulcrum of the 
discussion is Jesus’ claim that “True 
worshippers will worship the Father 
in spirit and truth” (John 4:23).

It may be that the following principles 
will seem rather ordinary to us. If 
so, we need to remember that in the 
eyes of the Catholic Church, Calvin 
was, and still is, a revolutionary. 
Calvin himself realized that these 
principles were considered radical. 
One of the most helpful of Calvin’s 
writings on worship is called “The 
Necessity of Reforming the Church.” 
In this treatise Calvin is responding 
to the allegation that his reforms 
of worship have “ . . . disturbed the 
church and in a manner convulsed 
the whole world.” If these principles 
seem commonplace today, that itself 
is a testimony to God’s enduring work 
through Calvin.

True worship is God-focused
The most important principle of 
worship is that it finds its center in 
God. As Jesus said, true worshippers 
worship “the Father.” Right worship 
of God, said Calvin, is “to ascribe 
and render to Him the glory of 
all that is good, to seek all things 
in Him alone, and in every want 
have recourse to Him alone.” True 
worship is, in a manner of speaking, 
to have a “God-complex.”

This teaches us something very 

Pictured on opposite page is a pulpit John Calvin used for worship sevices in Geneva. 
Photography by Jim Oord. 
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This “aid” to tooth brushing is 
actually counterproductive, as any 
good parent would understand. God 
best knows how to “get us into the 
spirit of worship.”

Still, Calvin did not maintain that 
ceremonies were not permitted in 
Christian worship. There are a few, 
he said, that do not obscure Christ 
but rather illustrate him very well. 
Chief among these are the Lord’s 
Supper and baptism. These are the 
Spirit-given rites that truly aid the 
spiritual worshipper.

Calvin disdained external distractions 
because he wanted to get to the heart 
of worship. True worship is a simple 
fellowship between the believer and 
the triune God.

Calvin called us to check our hearts. 
Some of us pride ourselves on having 
a good liturgy (or none at all). But a 
good liturgy (or lack thereof) will 
not make godly worship. A spiritual 
simplicity is the heart is the matter.

Calvin’s Principles Applied 
to Singing
Some implications of these principles 
have been drawn out already, but 
we conclude by applying them to 
what is usually considered the core 
of worship, singing. Singing is an 
appropriate test case because, as 
Calvin said, “singing has great power 
to inflame men’s hearts to praise God 
with a burning zeal.”

Singing must be God-directed
Interestingly, for Calvin, singing is 
prayer; prayer plus tune and rhythm. 
Although there are horizontal 
implications for prayer (and singing), 
it is primarily a vertical exercise.

For all we hear about seeker-sensitive 
worship, John 4:23 teaches that 
God is the seeker of worship. This 
understanding changes the way we 
approach singing. Since our singing 
is to God, it matters little what others 
think of it. When we sing, we should 
be sensitive to his watchful eye.

The demand that worship be God-
directed also means that every song 
we sing must lead directly to Christ. 
This does not mean that praise songs 
must avoid all personal references 
to the worshipper. But it must mean 
that the song clearly points to the 
redemption of God in Christ.

Singing must be spiritually 
simple
For Calvin, all worship is essentially 
spiritual. This means that singing must 
proceed from a sincere heart. In fact, 
Calvin argued that in true worship, 
the Spirit actually sings through us. Is 
this what your singing is like?

In terms of simplicity, worship songs 
should be accessible to all. This may 
mean explaining vocabulary in songs 
or explaining how they fit into the 
service. We should also be aware 
that certain songs are not meant 
for congregational singing but for 
professional performers and should 
be avoided in worship.

Singing must be governed   
by Scripture
One of the more controversial 
questions of church singing is, “What 
should we sing?” Calvin’s basic 
answer was: “The Bible, and primarily 
the Psalms.”

Calvin did not sing only Psalms. 
Singing of the Ten Commandments 
and of the Apostles’ Creed and 
Simeon’s Song (Nunc Dimittis) were 
regular parts of Calvin’s liturgy. He 
was convinced, however, in his words, 
that the inspired Psalms of David are 
the “best spurs to incite us to pray to 
God, to praise Him, and to meditate 
on His works in order to love, fear, 
honor, and glorify him.” Calvin’s 
famous claim that the Psalms are “an 
anatomy of all the parts of the soul” 
explains why in his opinion Psalm 
singing contributes to a balanced 
piety. Without being grounded in 
Psalms, worship is in danger of 
becoming one dimensional.

Conclusion
These are just a few of Calvin’s 
contributions to worship. The particular 
form that he advocated was not perfect, 
but we believe it was pointed in the right 
direction; it was governed by the right 
standard, and it flowed from a concern 
for spiritual sincerity.

One issue always associated with 
worship is that of change. Calvin 
demonstrates that the Christian 
church should always be reforming 
according to the Bible. Some churches 
are too quick to accept any change 
that may “work.” Some churches are 
too resistant to biblical change.

Calvin was satisfied that change was 
justified so long as our goal is that 
“the one God may be worshipped 
amongst us, and that his simple truth 
may reign in our church.” What more 
worthy goal could be imagined? And, 
as has been suggested, if worship is 
the sum of religion, what could be 
more practical?
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connected with the nations. One of 
the most notable passages to this effect 
is Isaiah 17:12–13a, where we read 
“Woe to the multitude of many people 
who make a noise like the roar of the 
seas, and to the rushing of nations 
that make a rushing like the rushing 
of mighty waters! The nations will 
rush like the rushing of many waters.” 
This beast from the sea, then, is in 
some way connected with the nations. 
This becomes clear in Revelation 
17:15, where John identifies the sea 
with the nations: “Then he said to me, 
‘The waters which you saw, where the 
harlot sits, are peoples, multitudes, 
nations, and tongues.’” The beast from 
the sea is in some way connected with 
the nations. 

As John sees this beast rising up from 
the sea, he sees “seven heads and ten 
horns, and on his horns ten crowns.” 
The numbers here are significant: both 
the numbers seven and ten represent 

completeness and perfection. Here 
then, in this beast from the sea that is 
so closely connected with the nations, 
is the picture of complete power and 
might. This beast is apparently perfect 
in power and might. There appears to 
be no weakness in him at all. 

In addition, John sees that this beast 
wears on his heads a blasphemous 
name. This beast has set himself up 
against the Lord and His Christ. His 
very name is blasphemous. This beast 
attributes to himself that which rightly 
belongs to the Lord and His Christ. 

As this beast continues to rise up out 
of the waters, John sees still more: 
“Now the beast which I saw was like 
leopard, his feet were like the feet of 
a bear, and his mouth like the mouth 
of a lion.” The imagery here is clearly 
taken from Daniel 7, where the lion, 
the bear, the leopard, and the terrible 
beast are identified respectively as 
the succeeding kingdoms of Babylon, 
Medo-Persia, Greece, and Rome. But 
as you compare the imagery of Daniel 7 
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Rev. Brian VosA Series on The Revelation 
of Jesus Christ 
Revelation 13:1–10 

In our study of Revelation 12 we 
were confronted with the great 

fiery red dragon, that serpent of old 
called the Devil and Satan. He is 
the dragon that deceives the whole 
world, the great enemy of our souls. 
As if the dragon of chapter 12 were 
not enough, we now come to chapter 
13, where we learn that the dragon 
has his minions. Chief among them 
are the two beasts described for us 
here in terms of the beast from the 
sea (vv. 1–10) and the beast from 
the earth (vv. 11–18). In this article 
we consider the beast from the sea 
(vv.1–10). 

John sees the beast from the sea, and 
he would have us see him as well. We 
begin with his hideous description and 
identity. John sees this beast “rising 
up from the sea.” This beast rises up 
from the chaotic, tumultuous waters 
of the sea that is his place of origin. 
The significance of his origin from 
the sea can be discerned from the 
Old Testament, where the sea is often 

“The Beast from the Sea”
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with Revelation 13, you’ll notice one 
distinct difference. In Daniel 7 you 
have four separate, distinct beasts, 
while in Revelation 13:1–10, you 
have one beast. What John is seeing, 
then, in this beast from the sea, is a 
composite picture of all the anti-
Christian nations and governments 
in the world that claim for themselves 
the authority and power that belongs 
to Christ alone. 

This becomes clear in the last 
statement of verse 2: “The dragon 
gave him his power, his throne, and 
great authority.”  The dragon, namely, 
Satan, gives to this beast from the 
sea his power, his throne, and his 
authority. In other words, Satan gives 
to the beast the kingdoms of this 
world. When he tempted Christ, Satan 
offered to Christ the kingdoms of this 
world. Christ, however, rejected the 
offer; He would not bow down to 
Satan. But what Christ refused, the 
beast accepted. This beast, then, is 
none other than the spirit of antichrist, 
that spirit that is operative among the 
nations and governments of the world 
that set themselves up in opposition 
to Christ and His kingdom. 

Notice verse 3: “And I saw one of 
his heads, as if it had been mortally 
wounded, and his deadly wound was 
healed.” The Greek says literally, “And 
I saw one of his heads, as though it 
had been slain.”  Does that sound at 
all familiar?  Were not these same 
words used in the description of the 
Lamb in 5:6?  Are these not the same 
words that are used in the description 
of the Lamb in 13:8?  This beast is a 
parody of the Christ. He sets himself 
up as the Christ. Do not let the 
imagery here escape you. It appears 
that this beast has the power of the 
Christ. He is mortally wounded; he 
receives a deadly wound, and yet that 
wound is healed. It appears that the 
power of death cannot touch him. It 
appears that death cannot hold this 
beast down. He is dead, but then is 
raised up once more. 

What are we to make of this?  Here we 
must bear in mind the origin of the 
beast: he comes from the sea. In other 
words, he is intimately connected 
with nations and governments that 
set themselves up against the Lord 
and His anointed. Now you begin to 
understand what is going on in verse 
3. Has there ever been a time in the 
history of the post-fall world in which 
there were no nations or kingdoms 
or governments set up in opposition 
to Christ and His kingdom? Of 
course not! Always there are nations, 
kingdoms, governments set up 
in opposition to Christ and His 
kingdom. That is the point here. In 
Daniel 7, succeeding kingdoms set 
themselves up in opposition to Christ 
and His kingdom. In Revelation 13, 
we learn that all of those kingdoms 
and nations and governments that set 
themselves up against Christ and His 
kingdom are of the same spirit—the 
spirit of antichrist. One nation may 
fall and another may rise—kingdom 
gives way to kingdom—government 
gives way to government—but they 
are all of the same beast. Just when 
you think the spirit of this beast is 
dead, it rises up to show itself again. 
And so this beast seems to have the 
power of resurrection. It dies, only 
to live again.1 Who, or what, then, 
is the beast from the sea?  William 
Hendriksen identifies the beast from 
the sea correctly when he writes: 
“The sea-born beast symbolizes the 
persecuting power of Satan embodied 
in all the nations and governments 
of the world throughout history. 
World-dominion directed against 
God’s people wherever and whenever 
it appears in history, that is the beast. 
. . . It indicates all antichristian 
governments.”2

Having considered the hideous 
description and identity of the beast, 
we turn our attention now to his 
mighty power. Notice verses 3b–4, 
“And all the world marveled and 
followed the beast. So they worshiped 
the dragon who gave authority to the 

beast; and they worshiped the beast, 
saying, ‘Who is like the beast? Who 
is able to make war with him?’” The 
beast is successful in causing the 
entire world to follow after him, so 
that the world worships the beast, 
crying out, “Who is like the beast? 
Who is able to make war with him?”   

Strengthened by the worship of the 
people, the beast then becomes all 
the more pompous and arrogant in 
his blasphemy, continuing to this 
day. Notice verses 5–6, “And he was 
given a mouth speaking great things 
and blasphemies, and he was given 
authority to continue for forty-two 
months. Then he opened his mouth in 
blasphemy against God, to blaspheme 
His name, His tabernacle, and those 
who dwell in heaven.”  The beast is 
even now active: he is given authority 
to continue for forty-two months. 
That time period we have identified 
as being equivalent to the 1260 days, 
the three and a half years—the  time, 
times, and half a time. In other words, 
the forty-two months is a reference to 
the time period between Christ’s first 
coming and His return. This means 
that the beast from the sea is active 
presently, right now. He is at work, 
and his work is this: he blasphemes 
the name of God, His tabernacle, 
and those who dwell in heaven. He 
blasphemes God, and he blasphemes 
the people of God. 

Scanning the annals of history, and 
even the world today, it is relatively 
easy to see those nations, kingdoms, 
and governments that have set 
themselves up against Christ and 
His kingdom. There have been, and 
continue to be, many nations on 
the face of the earth that persecute 
Christians, seeking to destroy the 
Church. All you have to do is read the 
latest issue of Voice of the Martyrs.3  

So great is the power of this beast, 
verse 7 can even speak of this beast 
overcoming the saints. “It was granted 
to him to make war with the saints 
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and to overcome them.” The beast is 
given power not only to make war 
with the saints, but to overcome the 
saints. That is disturbing!  Do not try 
to explain away the language here. 
The beast is given power to make war 
with the saints and to overcome them. 
That means, dear Christian, the beast 
is given power to make war with you. 
In fact, he is given power to overcome 
you. It means that the saints of God in 
the world are subject to persecution. 
It means that the saints of God are 
subject to imprisonment. It means 
that the saints of God in the world 
are subject to even death itself. In the 
eyes of the world, the saints of God 
are overcome by the beast. 

Never think that you are immune. 
Notice the end of verse 7: “And 
authority was given him over every 
tribe, tongue, and nation.”  You are 
and I are not immune to the power 
of the beast. Indeed, I dare say, left 
to ourselves, we are no match for the 
beast. Left to ourselves, we will surely 
go down to defeat. Left to ourselves, 
we will surely be overcome. 

But precisely here we are confronted 
with a greater power—the power of 
our God to save! We are not left to 
ourselves!  Verse 8: “All who dwell 
on the earth will worship him, whose 
names have not been written in the 
Book of Life of the Lamb slain from 
the foundation of the world.”  How 
wonderful is this verse!  It comes in 
the very place we need to hear it most. 
As we are brought face to face with 
the power and might of our enemy, 
pictured to us here in terms of the 
beast from the sea, we are brought 
face to face with the sovereign grace 
of our great God. Our names have 
been written in the Book of Life of 
the Lamb slain from the foundation 
of the world. Before the world was 
created, Christ the Son had already 
made a covenant with His Father, 
that He would come to this world 
as a Lamb, as the Lamb of God that 
takes away the sin of the world—as 
the Lamb of God that takes away your 

sin and mine. The point is this: our 
redemption is secure—it has been 
since before the foundation of the 
world!  The beast may persecute you; 
he may oppress you; he may imprison 
you; he may even kill you. But he 
cannot blot your name out of the 
Book of Life, nor can he snatch you 
away from the Lamb of God who was 
slain for you!  The Lamb slain is more 
powerful than the beast could ever 
hope to be! 

As if to impress this fact upon you, 
John then adds the words of verse 9: 
“If anyone has an ear, let him hear.” 
These were the words spoken to us 
in the letters to the seven churches. 
They are spoken to us once more in 
this passage.  The victory is given to 
us in Christ Jesus. It is a victory that 
neither the dragon nor the beast nor 
the world can ever understand. John 
explains it further in verse 10: “He 
who leads into captivity shall go into 
captivity; he who kills with the sword 
must be killed with the sword. Here 
is the patience and the faith of the 
saints.” 

There are saints of God who have been 
and who continue to be imprisoned 
for their faith. Who knows but that 
you may one day be one of them?  
There are saints of God who have 
been and who continue to be killed 
for their faith. Who knows but that 
you may one day be one of them?  You 
may well be overcome by the beast, 
whether it be by captivity or the sword, 
but precisely here is your victory. Do 
you remember those words near the 
end of Romans 8, those words that 
seem so out of place in that grand 
and glorious chapter, those words that 
read as follows: “For Your sake we are 
killed all day long; we are accounted 
as sheep for the slaughter.” Those 
words seem so out of place in Romans 
8. After all, here is this glorious 
conclusion to a glorious chapter. 
And then we read these words about 
being killed all day long, about being 
counted as sheep for the slaughter. But 
make no mistake about it, those words 

belong there. For you remember what 
follows them: “Yet in all these things 
we are more than conquerors through 
Him who loved us!”  

They may kill you all the day long, 
but you are more than a conqueror; 
even death is subject to the Lamb, 
and He uses it to bring you nearer to 
God. They may consider you as little 
more than a sheep for the slaughter, 
but even as they slaughter you, you 
are more than a conqueror, for in this 
you are being conformed to the image 
of God’s own Son, your Savior, Jesus 
Christ, who was counted as sheep for 
the slaughter, and who was killed, who 
was apparently overcome, but who, 
through His death overcame. This is 
the victory that neither the dragon 
nor the beast nor the world will ever 
understand. Our victory is in the Lord 
Jesus Christ, that One in whom we 
already now possess heaven itself. 

The opposition is mighty and powerful 
indeed. In fact, we are no match for 
him. But our God is omnipotent, and 
the enemy of our souls is no match for 
Him. “If anyone has an ear, let him 
hear. He who leads into captivity shall 
go into captivity; he who kills with the 
sword must be killed with the sword. 
Here is the patience and the faith of 
the saints.” As you face the power and 
might of the beast from the sea, is such 
patience and faith yours?   

————

1. I am indebted to the late Rev. 
Charlie Dennison for this insight. 
2. Hendriksen, William. More Than 
Conquerors. Grand Rapids, MI:  
Baker, 1967. p. 145.
3. See www.persecution.com for 
information on Voice of the Martyrs
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On September 11, when the 
airplanes struck the two towers 

and the Pentagon, the nation waited 
to hear from the president.  We had 
seen what happened in New York, 
in Pennsylvania, and in Washington 
D.C., but we needed to hear from our 
leader, to be reassured, to be calmed, 
to be given direction for how we would 
respond.  That word came.  So it is in 
any tragedy, whether wars or floods 
or hurricanes, we await the news 
briefing from our leaders because we 
expect them to have better knowledge 
of the situation, a grasp on the real 
issues, a plan to move forward.  We 
need to hear from them.

How much more is this true in our 
spiritual struggle?  We need to hear 
from God.  Before his rebellion 
against God, Adam would fellowship 
with God.  He had ready access to 
God.  He could hear from God.  After 
Adam’s fall into sin, the fellowship 
and communication was broken.  
There was no open relationship; there 
would be no words from God in the 
way it came before: God walking with 
man in the cool of the day.  Still, after 
the fall, we need to hear from God—
even more now because of our sin.  A 
great tragedy has occurred; a war has 
started and we are on the front lines.  
We must hear from God about the 

situation.  We must hear about His 
plan for defeating our enemies: sin, 
Satan, and death.  We need to have 
revealed to us the secret counsel and 
will of God for our deliverance.

That is where the prophet comes in.  
A prophet was one who was chosen 
by God to hear the counsel of God for 
His people.  He would then deliver 
God’s words to God’s people.  Both 
steps were necessary. The first step 
was being the one to whom God 
revealed His will.  The second step was 
to reveal God’s will to God’s people.  
There were many false prophets in 
the history of the church, those who 
claimed to speak from God, but 
they were false because God had not 
revealed to them His words, had not 
brought them into His council.

God’s church needs true prophets.  
God, in His grace, supplied them.  
Adam and Eve’s son, Abel, was a 
prophet, the first prophet after the 
fall into sin, as Jesus instructs us in 
Luke 11.  God continued to send His 
servants the prophets, delivering His 
Word to the church through them.

However, with Moses God set a new 
standard in delivering His Word.  
With other prophets, God revealed 
His will in visions and dreams, but 
with Moses God spoke “face to face,” 

clearly and not in riddles.  Yet even 
Moses had a barrier between him and 
God.  Moses was a faithful servant in 
God’s house, serving God by hearing 
and revealing God’s will, but Moses 
was a sinner; still more, Moses was 
human.  Although he encountered 
God as much as a sinful human could, 
even Moses could not bear the full 
presence of God and live.

We need a greater prophet than 
Moses.  We need a prophet who 
will perfectly reveal to us the secret 
counsel and will of God.  Moses did 
not deliver the final word from God, 
but Moses prophesied that another 
prophet would be sent.  Jesus is the 
fulfillment of this prophecy; Jesus is 
the Christ, the anointed one, our chief 
prophet and teacher, the One upon 
whom all the other prophets of God 
are patterned.  

Jesus Heard the Father
Jesus said in John 15:15, “Everything 
that I learned from my Father I have 
made known to you.”  What Jesus 
literally said was everything that He 
heard—not “learned” but “heard”—
from His Father He made known 
to the disciples.  Jesus heard from 
His Father a message for the church.  
Jesus was in God’s council, and He 
heard what God said in that heavenly 
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Christ Our Prophet

God Speaks Through His Prophet Jesus; 
                   Jesus Heard the Father; Jesus Reveals the Father; 
         We Confess Jesus Christ Our Prophet
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council.  He qualifies as a prophet.

Jesus did not hear God’s words as a 
mere human prophet heard it.  Jesus 
did not need to be elevated into the 
council of God, but, as John 1 makes 
clear, Jesus is the only begotten Son of 
God.  Jesus did not need to be caught 
up by the Holy Spirit into God’s 
presence as Abel or Moses or Elijah 
needed to be, for He exists there.  
From eternity past through eternity 
future, Jesus is in God’s council, for 
Jesus is God; therefore, He is in God’s 
council naturally, always, fully.

John wrote in 1:18, “No one has ever 
seen God.”  We need someone more 
than a mere human to be our chief 
and final prophet.  We need someone 
who is God Himself.  That is who Jesus 
is.  Therefore, Jesus heard the Father.  
He heard the Father fully.  He heard 
the Father perfectly.  He heard the 
Father completely and exhaustively, 
and without limitation.

Sometimes when we receive 
instruction, it needs to be repeated.   
We do not hear exactly what was 
said.  Not so with the Son of God.  
Jesus is the Son of God; Jesus is God 
the Son; Jesus is God.  Therefore, He 
hears perfectly and fully God’s secret 
counsel and will for our deliverance.  
Rest assured that the message Jesus 
brings is a true and faithful message 
from God.  We do not need someone 
else to correct what Jesus tells us.

There is nothing more that we need 
than what Jesus has heard.  God the 
Father hid nothing from God the 
Son; each is fully revealed to the 
other.  There is no knowledge or 
counsel or will within God the Father 
about which God the Son is ignorant.  
There is nothing that God the Father 
and God the Holy Spirit know that 
is not known by the Son.  It is not as 
though God the Son is one prophet 
toward us and God the Holy Spirit 
is another prophet, each bringing 
part of the complete message from 
God the Father.  God the Son knows 
completely the secret counsel and will 

of God for our deliverance.  There 
is perfect and full revelation and 
knowledge.  No mere human prophet 
can claim this.

Rest assured that the message Jesus 
brings is the full and complete message 
from God concerning our deliverance.  
There is no need to add to Jesus’ 
message, not from Mohammed or any 
others.  Jesus is the prophet beyond 
compare, for He is God Himself.  Jesus 
heard the Father.

Jesus Reveals the Father
Jesus came to proclaim the words 
that He heard from His Father.  Jesus 
said that He had made known to the 
disciples what He heard from the 
Father (John 15:15).  Jesus did not 
conceal the truth from His disciples.  
He did not treat it as secret, trying 
to draw people to Himself as some 
mysterious teacher.  Jesus made known 
to His disciples what He had heard 
from the Father.  He even says that 
“everything” He heard from the Father 
He made known to the disciples. No 
other mediator is needed.

Since Jesus is God the Son, He reveals 
perfectly what He has heard.  There 
is no loss in transmission.  Therefore, 
with Jesus we have the full knowledge 
of God’s counsel and will for our 
deliverance, and that full knowledge 
has been revealed to us.  Think of 
the great blessing we have that Jesus 
perfectly reveals to us God’s counsel 
and will.  We do not have to travel 
far distances to consult a holy man, 
as some religions expect; we do not 
have to pay an institution increasingly 
large amounts of money to gain access 
to the next level of hidden knowledge, 
as some religions require.  Such 
religions are false and do not have the 
true message that Jesus reveals to us.  
God does not conceal His plans for 
our deliverance as an army might try 
to conceal its plans from the enemy.  
It is all out in the open.  All that God 
intends for mankind to know about 
our deliverance has been perfectly 
revealed to us by Jesus, our chief 

prophet.  All you need is a Bible.  

The Bible stands alone among all 
books on earth.  It alone has God as its 
author; it alone contains the fullness of 
doctrine for our faith.  It stands alone, 
above the books of men and women, 
even those who appear to be the wisest 
among us.  It stands alone, above the 
creeds and confessions of the church.  
It stands alone as God’s Word, the 
words that Jesus reveals to us.

While there is no more direct 
revelation given from Jesus by His 
Holy Spirit, the Father and Jesus send 
the Spirit to cause us to grasp, receive, 
and trust what has been written in 
the Bible.  That is why we say Jesus 
perfectly reveals—using the present 
tense—not because there is more 
revelation, but because there is still 
illumination.  Illumination is when 
God’s Spirit opens our understanding 
to His words so that what was not 
understood becomes understood.  
Many of us have experienced this; 
we read a passage again and again; 
perhaps we hear a sermon on it or 
we have been meditating upon it.  
Suddenly we gain fresh understanding 
or application of that passage.  Such is 
not new revelation; it is illumination.  
In that way, Jesus reveals to us the 
secret counsel and will of God for 
our deliverance today, not with new 
revelation, but by illumining our 
minds and hearts to His word.

We Confess Jesus
The Word of God tells us about our 
deliverance from sin.  The Bible tells 
us that God sent Jesus to take upon 
Himself our sin, the punishment due 
us, and how Jesus offered His life in 
our place so that those who trust in 
Him would be forgiven of their sins.  
This is how we are reconciled to God.  
We are told the gospel of Jesus.  Here 
is hope; here is the real solution, in 
the midst of sin, suffering, and death.  

In Matthew 10:32–33, Jesus exhorts 
us to confess Him before men.  Jesus 
is not only speaking about confessing 
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Him in the assembly of the saints.  
Certainly, that is one place we are 
to confess Him, but it is especially 
confessing Him before those who do 
not confess Jesus.  

By the Holy Spirit, Jesus illumines 
His people to receive, understand, 
and believe His prophecy that He 
received from His Father.  Even more, 
by faith we are members of Christ 
and so share in His anointing.  Each 
true believer has been caught up into 
God’s council, not by a vision or a 
dream, but by the Holy Spirit through 
faith uniting him to Jesus, who is now 
seated at the Father’s right hand.

All true believers are appointed to 
speak this doctrine about Jesus to 
the world.  We are to confess His 
name.  That means that you claim 
Jesus as your Lord and Savior.  It 
means that you align yourself with 
Him, that you seek to follow Him 
in every area of your life.  It means 
that you speak to others about Him, 
in the political realm, in the family 
realm, everywhere.  When a question 
comes about what is right or wrong, 
when you have to render a decision, 
confessing Jesus means that you make 
a stand on the truth of Christ.  You do 
not go with the opinions of man.  You 
do not make decisions based upon 
what is expedient, what is practical.  
You confess Jesus.  It is He who 
perfectly reveals the secret counsel 
and will of God for our deliverance; 
it is in Jesus alone that true salvation 
is found.

We are to confess Jesus in the midst 
of unbelief in the world, in the secular 
universities, to the skeptics.  There is 
nothing else that will remove their 
unbelief.  The Holy Spirit uses the Word 
of God to work in the lives of people.  
God speaks through His prophet 
Jesus, and Jesus has commissioned 
you to confess His name.
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RYS Convention 
July 27–31, 2009 Rocky Mount, North Carolina 

Some would say that it is 
insanity to spend a total 

of thirty-five hours riding in 
a bus to spend five days in 
the sweltering heat of North 
Carolina. If you are one of 
those people, then you must 
never have gone to an RYS 
convention, because, as I’m 
sure the 650 people who 
attended would tell you, it was 
definitely worth it. When we 
left, we were blessed to see 
many members of our church 
family come see us off.  We 
filled up all the seats of the bus 
and settled in for a long ride, in 
whatever comfortable position 
we could find, even if it was 
stretched out on the floor. 
We were relieved and excited to 
pull into the Wesleyan College 
campus, looking forward to a 
shower and being reacquainted 
with old friends. We soon settled 
into our dorms and familiarized 
ourselves with the campus, 
especially the main auditorium 
and the cafeteria. Our main 
speakers this year were Rev. 
Godfrey and Rev. Kuiken, and we 
looked forward to the sessions 
they had prepared.

Annie
Pettit

We were not disappointed. It was a 
joy to be reminded of the forgiveness 
that is ours through Christ. Rev. 
Godfrey focused on the parable of 
the Good Samaritan, showing the 
only way to salvation; and an account 
of Jesus’ visit to Martha and Mary 
in Luke, emphasizing the important 
things in life: listening to God and 
following him in faith. Rev. Kuiken 
used the parable of the prodigal 
son to demonstrate forgiveness, 
pointing out the sins of both the 
younger brother (rebellion) and the 
older brother (self-righteousness). 
They both discussed the sin of self-
righteousness so prevalent among 
Christians and emphasized our utter 
helplessness without the work of 
Christ.

As if the main sessions weren’t 
enough, we were privileged to attend 
five workshops, discussing things 
from doubt, to calling, to growing 
up Christian. We were reminded of 
our duty as Christians to obey God, 
listening and trusting him in all 
things, hearing his call, conveying 
our faith, and letting him lead our 
lives. And, of course there were Son-
rise groups, small Bible study groups 
held every morning to reflect on what 
we had learned and preview what 
we would hear that day, and Son-set 
groups in the evening allowed each 
church group to touch base and share 
experiences from the day.

The week included many other 
activities as well. The day away 

was a trip to the ocean, where we 
could swim, play some volleyball, 
or just sit and relax on the beach 
with a healthy layer of sun screen, of 
course.  We also got to visit the North 
Carolina Aquarium, which we had 
all to ourselves. Dinner was served 
there as well.  It was a long fun-filled 
day. For those with a more athletic 
bent, there were sports: volleyball, 
basketball, soccer and a first ever 5K 
run. Throughout the week, there were 
other activities: a scavenger hunt, 
jeopardy, and, of course, the talent 
show. We recognized each and every 
performer’s God-given talent, and 
the choir, as always, was excellent: a 
culmination of the beautiful singing 
we enjoyed all week.

We learned many things during 
the week: a healthy appreciation 
for air conditioning, recognition 
of our need for forgiveness, and 
the joy of Christian fellowship. 
Most importantly, we learned the 
irrevocable truth of forgiveness: 
that, without a doubt, “As far as the 
east is from the west, so far has he 
removed our transgressions from 
us” (Psalm 103:12).  We discovered 
the truth of sharing forgiveness with 
others who have never experienced 
the true forgiveness that only comes 
with Christ’s sacrifice and God’s 
adoption of us as his heirs. It was a 
spiritually refreshing week wrapped 
in wonderful Christian fellowship.

FORGIVEN! PAID IN FULL!  
—PSALM 103:12

October 2009 | 29



..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..

LOGOS Conference Draws 82 Young Adults 

Since 1998, Reformed Youth 
Service (RYS) has had two Logos 

conferences each year, one in the 
summer and one in the winter. To 
those who attend or help make 
it happen it is known as Logos, 
although it is pronounced “logoes.” 
In Greek the word logos means the 
Word. Ed DeGraaf, the director 
of RYS, has seen Logos hit record 
numbers for the second time in three 
years, this past summer recording 82 
people. Winter Logos, though 
shorter, has also been hitting record 
numbers, drawing almost 140 people 
last winter when it was in Tustin, 
MI. Logos is for single adults age 
18–30 who want to enjoy fellowship 
with like-minded believers. Logos is 
also about the hope of gaining new 
knowledge of the Reformed faith, as 
well as encouragement to fight the 
good fight, to finish the race, as they 
head back home and back into the 
world. Reformed Youth Services has 
put together a committee of three 
people, who have attended Logos 
in past years and are still single and 

younger than thirty, to coordinate 
the Logos conferences.

This year’s summer Logos was held 
from June 30 to July 3, 2009 at 
Green Lakes Conference Center in 
Green Lake, WI. The Conference 
Center is open to other Christian 
organizations, and you can hear 
Christian music play in the cafeteria. 
The following is a typical Logos 
schedule:

The single adults have a three-hour 
window for registration once they 
arrive at the conference center. 
During this time they can get 
reacquainted with people they have 
not seen since last Logos. This is 
also a perfect time to get to know 
those who are attending Logos for 
the first time. Those who attended 
were from west north like Alberta, 
Canada, to as far east as New York. 
After registration the traditional 
supper is pizza and ice cream. After 
supper, everyone gathers together 
for the first of three sessions. The 
keynote speaker at this summer 
Logos was Rev. Jason Tuinstra, pastor 

of Emmanuel URC in Hanford, 
CA, speaking on “Blessed to Be a 
Blessing.” The sessions usually begin 
with a few announcements, as well as 
rewarding the person who signed up 
and paid first. (Most prizes are based 
on servitude and leadership). Prizes 
may be devotional or topical books, 
CDs, or a T-shirt. In honor of John 
Calvin’s 500th birthday, three books 
on Calvin were on this year’s prize 
table.

After the first evening session, 
everyone breaks up into their small 
group in which the leader will 
have questions to ask so everyone 
may get to know each better. On 
the second day, after breakfast, the 
same small groups will get to gather 
for devotional time. Questions are 
also provided for the leaders (some 
of the mature young men) as well 
as Scripture passages to read. The 
Scripture passage and the questions 
were based on what Rev. Tuinstra 
spoke about in the session the 

David  
Kroll
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night before. After devotional time 
everyone has about thirty minutes 
to socialize until they need to go to 
their first of three workshops. The 
workshops were lead by Rev. James 
Admiraal from Cornerstone URC 
in Hudsonville MI, Rev. Wybren 
Oord from Covenant URC in 
Kalamazoo MI, and Rev. Thomas 
Wetselaar from Immanuel URC in 
DeMotte IN. After the workshop and 
another session, everyone breaks 
for lunch, and after lunch is free 
time. This year’s free time consisted 
of a volleyball tournament and a 
kayaking race. There was enough 
time for everyone to do both. After 
dinner there is another workshop, 
and small groups to end the second 
day.

The third day is more relaxed. Again 
it starts off with devotional time 
followed by the last workshop. The 
third day featured a day away trip, 
which happens to be Noah’s Ark, a 
water park near Green Lakes, WI. 
Not everyone goes, so those who 
decided to stay back either went 
bowling or did some recreational 

thing at the conference center. 
Some of the things you can do at 
the conference center are jet skiing, 
climb a tower that looks over the 
entire lake, or go for a nature walk. 
Everyone returns in the evening 
to be back for a Q & A session, a 
time to get further information, 
or related information from Rev. 
Tuinstra. After the Q & A those who 
volunteered for the talent show will 
entertain everyone, and the talent 
show is then followed by small 
groups.

The last day of Logos runs the same 
schedule as the other days, but the 
times are bumped back to allow 
everyone to clean up their room 
and have everything packed away. 
Pictures are usually taken after 
devotional time, because it may 
be the last time that you see some 
of the people in the group. After 
three meetings of getting to know 
each other and three meetings of 
studying God’s Word, you can’t help 
but feel like family. Before lunch 
Rev. Tuinstra gave his last speech, 
and then asks a question based on 
his first speech. The person who 
can answer his question correctly 

wins a new ESV Bible. It is hard 
to say goodbye after lunch. With 
flashes from cameras going off, no 
one wants to go home. There has 
been too much fun, and a lot of 
inspiration from the speakers, so that 
everyone wishes Logos was a day or 
two longer.

The next Logos will be held at Cedar 
Lake Conference Center in Cedar 
Lake, IN, from December 31, 2009 
to January 2, 2010, D.V. Also, Logos 
has been such a hit that a West 
Logos is being planned. Ed and the 
committee are hoping, God willing, 
to have two Logos conferences next 
year, one in the California area, and 
one somewhere near Cincinnati, 
OH, so the day away trip may be the 
Creation Museum. It is a lot of fun, 
and very edifying, and more people 
are ever so welcome to join in. As Ed 
will say, “Hope to see you at the next 
Logos.”

David attends Lamont Christian 
Reformed Church
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I Timothy and 
Judges Study 
Guides coming 
soon!

Call our office for a free brochure of our latest publications: 877.532.8510 Toll-free in Canada and the USA.

SIGN UP NOW on our website: www.reformedfellowship.net

You will receive our new email newsletter. This new tool allows us to inform you immediately as new 
publications and events become available.

  Bible Studies
Genesis 1-11  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart 
Genesis 25-36   
The Life of Jacob  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Genesis 37-50 (Now in Print!)  
Joseph and Judah  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Deuteronomy : 
The Law of the Lord as Our Delight 
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Psalms 
 Walking About Zion: 
 Singing of Christ’s Church in the Psalms 
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Daniel  
Dr. John Piersma
Amos  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
Sermon on the Mount 
 Rev. Henry Vander Kam
Parables  
Rev. Henry  
Vander Kam
Acts 1-13  
Rev. Henry  
Vander Kam

Acts 14-28 
 Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Corinthians : 
Gospel Power Magnified through  
Human Weakness   
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Ephesians  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I & II Thessalonians  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Timothy & Titus 
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter: (New design!)  
Pilgrims Among Pagans  
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
I John  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

  Catechism Materials
Learning to Know the Lord  
by P. Y. De Jong 
First Book of Christian Doctrine  
by Hylkema & Tuuk 
A Beginning Course in  
Christian Doctrine  
by P. Y. De Jong & John R. Sittema

Subscriptions and Bible Study materials can be purchased online at 
www.reformedfellowship.net or email address: sales@reformedfellowship.net

  Other Materials
Called to Serve:   
Handbook for Office-bearers  
Michael Brown, ed.
Baptism, Election, & the  
Covenant of Grace  
R. Scott Clark
Postmodern Liberalism :  
 Repainting a Non-Christian Faith  
Casey Freswick
Jesus Loves the Little Children:  
Why We Baptize Children.

With Heart and Mouth: 
 An Exposition of the Belgic Confession 

In Living Color 
Images of Christ and the Means of Grace 
Daniel R. Hyde
With a Shepherd’s Heart:  
Reclaiming the Pastoral Office of the Elder 
 John R. Sittema
But for the Grace of God:  
An Exposition of the Canons of Dort 
 What We Believe;  
An Exposition of the Apostles’ Creed  
Cornelis P. Venema

The “Blue” Psalter Hymnal


