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The Lamb That Was Slain
Meditation

Rev. Wybren H.  
Oord 
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“And they sang a new song: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll 
and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your 
blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and 
language and people and nation.” Revelation 5:9DDuring the summer months our 

spiritual walk may at times be in need 
of spiritual renewal. Bible studies have 
come to an end, vacations are planned, 
and the church—and sometimes our 
spiritual walk—are put on a back 
burner. We still go to church and have 
our devotions, but it seems like we 
are just going through the motions of 
Christian work and Christian life.

We need spiritual renewal. Every 
Christian does. And there is no better 
way to seek spiritual renewal than 
to be reminded of who it is whom 
we serve and why it is that we serve 
Him. We must place ever before us 
the passion and death of our Savior, 
Jesus Christ. This meditation seeks to 
rekindle our zeal for Christ by looking 
at Him as the Lamb of God.

The Lamb Portrayed
In the Gospel according to John 
there are two references to Christ as 
the Lamb of God. Both are made by 
John the Baptist who, when he saw 
Jesus, said, “Behold the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world” 
(John 1:29).

The apostle John wrote not only the 
Gospel according to John, but he 
also wrote the book of Revelation. 
In Revelation John makes mention 
of Christ as the Lamb almost thirty 
times. It is rather surprising that this 
particular designation of Christ—as 
a Lamb—would appear so often in 
Revelation, since Christ is revealed to 
us in His ascension and glory. John’s 

description of Jesus in Revelation 
1:13–16 is hardly a picture of a lamb!

The Old Testament portrayed the 
Lamb of God as a sacrificial lamb. At 
the first Passover a lamb had to be 
slain and its blood was put on the door 
frames of the Israelite’s homes. By 
putting the blood on their doors, the 
Israelites were assured that the angel 
of death would pass over their homes 
and spare the firstborn within the 
house. The death of the lamb provided 
life for the firstborn—its blood saved 
the life of the child.

In the book of Revelation, Jesus is that 
slaughtered and stricken Passover 
lamb. He is, however, the Lamb exalted. 
He is addressed as God (compare 
Revelation 4:11 with 5:13). He is the 
One declared as “worthy.” In the song 
sung by the elders in heaven, the 
worthiness of the Lamb is not based 
upon His deity, His relationship as the 
Son to the Father, nor His perfect life 
of obedience. The reason the Lamb is 
praised by all of heaven and declared 
worthy is because of His sacrificial 
death. In his vision, John sees the lamb 
in the midst of the throne standing as 
though He had been slain.

The Lamb Wounded
The lamb received His reward for 
His willingness to suffer and die for 
the salvation of His people. It is His 
right to rule because He has merited 
all things through His sacrifice. The 
Lamb has overcome through His 
death and resurrection. Through His 

death, He conquered sin, death, and 
hell. He has defeated Satan and his 
dominion. As a result of His slaughter, 
He receives authority over heaven and 
earth.

Before the declaration by the elders 
that the Lamb is worthy, we read of 
a scroll that cannot be opened. The 
scroll contains the decrees of God. In 
it is the way of salvation; restoration 
for mankind to God. No one can 
open it. No one can break the seven 
seals that lock the scroll. None of the 
mightiest men on earth, none of the 
elders in heaven, none of the powerful 
angels around the throne can open the 
scroll that lead the human race back 
to Eden.

The news that none can remove the 
seals from the scroll caused John to 
weep. John knew his sin and his need 
for reconciliation with God. He could 
cry out with Paul, “O, wretched man 
that I am! Who will rescue me from 
this body of death?” (Roman 7:24). 
There is no one! Indeed this is cause 
for great weeping—to know that 
we are forever bound in our sin and 
enslaved to Satan.

In the midst of his tears, John sees 
an elder approach who tells him that 
there is one so powerful that He can 
defeat the powers of darkness; He 
is able to break the seven seals and 
open the scroll. It is the great Lion 
from the tribe of Judah. John turns 
to the throne, expecting to see the 
great Lion, the great powerful warrior, 
but instead upon the throne is a 
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At the very center, 
in the middle of this 
great multitude, is 

the Lamb of God. He 
has the highest and 
most exalted place. 
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The Outlook. 

precious little lamb looking as if it had 
been slain.

And the great book of our salvation is 
entrusted to this Lamb. He is declared 
worthy. He is exalted above all. He is 
the One who has been slain.

This refers to a particular time 
in history and to a particular act 
performed by the Son of God. It 
points us to the time when Jesus 
purchased mankind from sin and 
Satan for the service of God. The price 
of that purchase was not silver or gold, 
but the precious blood of Jesus Christ. 
We can never think too much of the 
cross! It is to the Lamb that was slain, 
who through that event redeemed us 
by His blood, that all glory, praise, and 
adoration must be given.

Blood is life. The essential idea is the 
self-sacrificed life of the Christ. Upon 
the Lamb remain the marks of the One 
who has been slain. He bears the death 
wounds upon His body. It is not just 
that He died, but that He died a very 
specific death as a sacrifice to save the 
lives of His people.

The Lamb Sacrificed
There are millions of people who have 
made sacrifices. Many have sacrificed 
their own lives for what they thought 
was the greater good. They did not, 
however, sacrifice their lives in the 
way Jesus did.

First of all, the sacrifice of the Lamb 
was in accordance with the eternal plan 
of God. He was the Lamb slain from 
before the foundation of the world. 
There was nothing accidental about 
His death. From the very beginning—
even before the beginning of Genesis 
1:1—it had been planned that the Son 
of God would lay down His life for His 
people. “He chose us in Him before 
the foundation of the world, that we 
should be holy and blameless before 
Him” (Ephesians 1:4).

In addition, this was a voluntary 
death. Among the millions that have 
died in battle, few do so willingly. The 
New Testament tells us repeatedly that 

Jesus set His face toward Jerusalem, 
knowing full well that He would go 
there to lay down His life a ransom for 
many. He did so willingly so that those 
who believe in His sacrifice would 
have their sins removed from them 
and placed upon Him, reconciling the 
sinner to the Father in heaven.

Finally, the sacrifice that Jesus 
offered was absolutely free from 
all imperfection. Not one of all the 
heroes who gave their lives for great 
and noble causes can make that claim. 
Jesus the Christ was spotless. He was 
in every way as we are, yet was without 
sin. His greatest enemies could not 
convict Him of any wrongdoing—
even the false witnesses could not 
agree on their testimony. He was holy 
and separate from sinners. He did not 
have to pay the penalty for sin that 
is death.

Our Savior freely took upon Himself 
our sin and died in our place. The 
wounds upon His body indicate that 
He has paid the price. He has obtained 
the victory for all who believe in Him.

One day we shall see those wounds. 
John describes Jesus as the lamb 
standing as though it had been slain, 
which signifies that the body had been 
cut into pieces (Leviticus 1:10–13) but 
now is healed and able to stand before 
us. The marks of His wounds are still 
visible. We shall see the nail prints 
upon His hands and the wound in His 
side. The scars of His sacrifice upon 
His perfect body will remind us of the 
great love that prompted the sacrifice 
the Son of God made on our behalf.

The Lamb Exalted
Through all eternity Jesus Christ will 
be the Lamb that was slain. We will 
praise Him because He was slain as a 
sacrifice for our sins.

Round about the throne are the elders 
representing the redeemed, the four 
living creatures who represent all of 
nature, and the myriads of angels 
who do the beckoning of Jehovah. 
And at the very center, in the middle 

of this great multitude, is the Lamb 
of God. He has the highest and most 
exalted place.

Without Him there would be no 
redeemed souls. Without Him there 
would be no church. Without Him 
there would be no hope for this sin-
cursed world. No matter how many 
countless ages will roll by in eternity, 
we shall never forget that we are there 
because of the cross. All we have or 
ever hope to become is the fruit of the 
cross and the gift of the Lamb that was 
slain for us.

In Revelation 7 there is a great 
multitude that no person can ever 
number. They are arrayed in robes of 
white. They carry in their hands palms 
of victory and join in the universal 
song of praise and triumph.

An elder approaches John and asks 
him, “Those who are clothed in robes 
of white, who are they and where do 
they come from?” (Revelation 7:13). 
The elder was among the others who 
sang in Revelation 5, “Worthy is the 
Lamb that was slain.” He represents 
the church triumphant. He is speaking 
to John who is still a part of the church 
militant.

The picture given to us is one of the 
church triumphant comforting the 
church militant in her grief, assuring 
her that the victory has already been 
won. The Lamb has been slain!

Who are those dressed in robes of 
white? They have come out of the 
great tribulation and have washed 
their robes—made them white—in 
the blood of the Lamb, Jesus Christ. 
“Therefore they may come before the 
throne of God” (Revelation 7:15). The 
blood of the Lamb assures us that the 
victory is ours because the Lamb has 
been slain for our sin.
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TThis article is a call to get to work! 
Thus far we have looked at the topic 
of unity in a somewhat conceptual 
manner. I say this, not to minimize 
the previous three articles, but to 
build upon them. I hope that you 
have been convinced of the need for 
unity in your life and in your church. I 
hope that your mind was enlightened 
by our exposé of false unity. I hope 
your soul has been lifted up by our 
affirmation of the reality of Christian 
unity through the triune God. All of 
this is important.

But now we must take action. 
Ironically, while Christian unity 
is a communal phenomenon, 
the obligation to maintain unity 
ultimately falls upon the individual. 
The question we should be asking 
is, “What must I do to promote 
unity?” The answers suggested below 
are not revolutionary, but they are 
essential. The first two have to do with 
acquiring the necessary attributes. 
We cannot “do” unity unless we 
have the prerequisite mechanics. 
The concluding points are practical 
suggestions for expressing solidarity.

I would suggest that two of the 
greatest roadblocks to unity are a too-
high view of self and a contentious 
tongue. If this is true, then humility 
and gracious speech are two essential 
attributes for unity.

Attributes for Unity
The Importance of Humility

“Why can’t we all just get along?” At 
a basic level it is because we think 
too highly of ourselves. Take this test. 
Have you ever said to one of your 
peers, “Don’t look at me like that”? 
Have you ever said to your parents, 
“You have no respect for me”? Have 

you ever said to your teacher, “You 
don’t treat me fairly”? Husbands, have 
you ever hollered out in a rage: “No 
one can talk to me like that!” Wives, 
have you ever said, “I don’t like the 
way you talk to me!” If you answered 
yes to any of these questions you 
may struggle with humility. Notice 
the emphasis: It is all about me! Our 
exalted view of self is a roadblock to 
unity because pride essentially says, 
“I and my needs are more important 
than you.”

Teaching “the art of self love” in our 
public schools and elsewhere is quite 
unnecessary. We do not need to be 
taught to love ourselves; it comes all 
too naturally. When my son was very 
young he stared me down and said, 
“Dad, you’re the worst.” Why? I had 
dared to upset him. This mindset of, “I 
am the best” and “you are the worst,” 
although not always manifesting itself 
quite so clearly, is natural.

The spiritual life reverses the way 
we naturally view ourselves and 
others. At the heart of humility is a 
modest view of self. Ephesians 4:1–
3 teaches a counter-cultural view 
of self: “ . . . with all lowliness and 
meekness . . . endeavor to keep the 
unity of the Spirit.” To glorify God 
in our relationships we need a lowly 
mindset. That is to say, we must have 
a realistic view of ourselves. We must 
realize that we are sinners and that we 
are created beings who are just one 
part of this great universe that God 
created for his own glory.

The complementary attitude to a 
low view of self is a high view of 
others. Romans 12:10 says, “In honor 
giving preference to one another.” 
Throughout his writings, Paul models 
a proper relationship between self and 
others: I count my life as nothing. But 

I do what I do for the sake of others 
(cf. 1 Cor. 3:7; Acts 20:24). According 
to Paul, our attitude should be: “I am 
the worst; you are the best!”

Notice how this attitude facilitates 
unity. We have all been around people 
who monopolize conversations. 
They honor and give preference to 
themselves. This never promotes 
unity. We also know people who, 
in honor, give preference to others. 
Those are people you want to be 
around. If everyone in the church had 
this attitude, we would experience a 
powerful spirit of unity.

How can one develop humility? 
First, be convinced of its importance. 
Humility is a tell-tale sign of imitation 
of Christ who humbled himself “in 
lowliness of mind esteeming others 
better than himself ” (Phil. 2:3). 
Corporate unity cannot exist without 
personal humility. Second, repent 
of your pride. Change comes only 
through repentance. Third, pray for 
humility. James says, “You do not 
have because you do not ask” (4:2).

Finally, develop humility by practice. 
Ideally, this practice would start when 
you are young. Parents, please take 
note of this. Our children naturally 
think that they are the best, some 
more than others. We need to teach 
our children to have a low view of self 
and a high view of others. Bold and 
regular exhibitions of pride should 
result in discipline. Those who are no 
longer young might begin to develop 
humility by starting small. Start by 
asking two questions: “Whom is God 
calling me to honor today?” And, 
“How can I demonstrate that honor 
by giving preference to that person?
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Christian Unity: Living in Communion  
with the Saints (4) What Must I Do?

Rev. William D.
Boekestein
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The Importance of a Self-controlled 
Tongue

When you get to heart of the matter, 
the cause of most divisions among 
people are words. “Without wood a 
fire goes out; without gossip a quarrel 
dies down.” (Prov. 26:20, cf. 16:28). 
Words fuel the fires of discord. The 
goal, then, is to tame the tongue.

Easier said than done, right? James 
says that you can more easily tame a 
wild stallion than your own tongue 
(3:3). He wrote, “It is an unruly evil, 
full of deadly poison” (3:8). The 
tongue is deadly in the sense that, as 
Jesus said, slander is murder (Matt. 
5:21, 22). The tongue is untamable 
and deadly apart from the power of 
God. But in the power of his Spirit, 
God does give directions for taming 
the tongue and thus promoting unity.

First, understand the purpose of your 
mouth. It is not just for eating! God 
could have created us with an orifice 
for inserting food that bypassed our 
lungs and went straight to our bellies. 
Nor is it just for breathing; we already 
have noses for that. The purpose of 
your mouth is to speak words; not just 
any words, but words that glorify God 
and build up our neighbor. James 
says, “With it we bless our God and 
Father, and with it we curse men . . . 
My brethren, these things ought not 
to be so” (3:9, 10).

Second, be quick to listen. In other 
words, we are to use our mouths in 
the designed order; we have two ears 
and one mouth. Good listening will 
promote unity since it avoids harmful 
speech. “The heart of the righteous 
studies how to answer, But the mouth 
of the wicked pours forth evil” (Prov. 
15:28). “He who answers a matter 
before he hears it; it is folly and shame 
to him” (18:13). Without real listening 
we cannot respond properly.

Here are a few suggestions for effective 
listening. First, pay attention. Some 
of us need to learn the definition of 
attention. It is “a selective narrowing 

or focusing of consciousness and 
receptivity.” People know when we are 
paying attention or not. An important 
signal of attention is eye contact 
and body language. Conversely, 
interruption clearly signals a lack of 
attention.

Second, be slow to speak. Being slow 
to speak may, in fact, mean speaking 
less! “In the multitude of words sin is 
not lacking, but he who restrains his 
lips is wise” (Prov. 10:19). “He that 
hath knowledge spareth his words . . .” 
(Prov. 17:27). An intimidating by-
product of speaking less is silence. 
Good listening, however, allows 
for silence. “Even a fool is counted 
wise when he holds his peace; when 
he shuts his lips, he is considered 
perceptive” (Prov. 17:28). When we 
do speak, consider asking a question. 
This reinforces the importance of our 
conversation partner.

Even if we follow all of these 
suggestions, we still might be tempted 
to blow out with harsh words. In this 
case, it might be prudent to get out of 
the situation. Taking a physical break 
from the situation can help deliver us 
from the temptation to say something 
hurtful. We certainly know how a 
situation can escalate. Leaving for 
a time can preclude that escalation. 
It also allows the hurtful thing that 
the other person said to echo in 
their minds, hopefully leading to 
repentance. Of course this may not 
happen, and we have to be prepared 
for that.

Pursuing Unity
Building on these two essential 
personal attributes of unity, here are a 
few practical suggestions for actively 
pursuing unity:

Focus on Family

The family is a microcosm of the 
church. To the extent that this is 
true, we can trace disunity in the 
church back to the family. I believe 
there is a growing sense of division 
between parents and children. 

A survey was taken several years ago 
in which seventy-five students from 
a conservative church were asked 
two questions. The first was “Is your 
home happy?” Only three children 
answered “yes” to this question. The 
second was, “What one thing would 
you see changed in your home that 
would make you a happier person?” 
Almost every student answered this 
question by saying, “I wish our family 
could get along.”1

Children think that their parents do 
not understand them and, what is 
sadder, do not care to understand 
them. I have heard students say that 
their parents are too busy for them. 
Parents sometimes think that their 
children are a nuisance; that they are 
ungrateful and immature. If we are 
really concerned about church unity 
we should begin by assessing our level 
of concord with those closest to us.

What about unity among siblings? 
One simple approach to facilitating 
unity among siblings is to recognize 
the mentoring opportunities and 
obligation that inherently exists 
between brothers and sisters. Younger 
children need to view older siblings 
as mentors. They should learn to 
honor them and learn from them. 
Older children need to view younger 
brothers and sisters as apprentices. 
For better or for worse, they are 
models of Christianity to those who 
look up to them.

Include Outsiders

Including outsiders is the counterpart 
to the previous point. We must begin 
with our own family, but we must 
not restrict our vision of unity to 
the confines of family, an easy thing 
to do. We like to be with our close 
friends. But how often does this 
desire become the favoritism that 
James warns against (2:5, 6)? Paul 
says that those less prestigious parts 
of the body are just as essential to the 
body. He wrote, “God has combined 
the members of the body and has 
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given greater honor to the parts that 
lacked it, so that there should be no 
division in the body, but that its parts 
should have equal concern for each 
other” (1 Cor. 12:24–26).

We need to start thinking outside 
our typical social group. The church 
I pastor has begun to look at every 
gathering as an opportunity to invite 
outsiders (even including the “church” 
picnic). At the same time, “outsiders” 
need to be willing to accept invitations. 
It does feel strange to be invited to do 
something with someone for the first 
time. But perseverance will prove the 
value of personal involvement.

Settle Disputes Quickly.

“Starting a quarrel is like breaching 
a dam; so drop the matter before a 
dispute breaks out” (Prov. 17:14). In 
other words, the more quickly you 
stop a leak in a dam, the easier it will 
be to repair. The more quickly you 
stop a breach in unity, the less damage 
it will do.

One of best ways to quickly settle a 
dispute is to overlook small issues. 
“He who covers a transgression seeks 
love, but he who repeats a matter 
separates friends” (Prov. 17:9). With 
longsuffering, we should bear with 
one another in love (Eph. 4:2). In his 
commentary on this verse, Calvin 
wrote that we will never forbear 
until our “natural fierceness has been 
subdued, and mildness acquired” 
(thus, the importance of humility 
above).

When it is not possible to overlook 
a matter, we should strive to be the 
first to give in and admit our fault in 
the matter. For a pointed illustration 
(from an unlikely source) on the 
stupidity of failing to do this, consult 
Dr. Seuss’ story, “The Zax,” in The 
Sneetches and Other Stories. When 
your brother has something against 
you, Christ says, “Agree with your 
adversary quickly . . .” (Matt. 5:25). 
What heartache would be prevented 
if we implemented this principle!

Mind Your Own Business!

Minding your own business does not 
necessarily mean not getting involved 
in other people’s issues. But it does 
preclude meddling. “Like one who 
seizes a dog by the ears is a passer-
by who meddles in a quarrel not his 
own” (Prov. 26:17). It also precludes 
getting involved in a conflict simply 
out of curiosity. If you are going to 
get involved in a “quarrel not your 
own,” it must be with the intention 
of healing the breach. While this 
principle is applicable universally, 
it is particularly important in small 
churches.

Avoid Divisive People

“I urge you, brothers, to watch out 
for those who cause divisions and put 
obstacles in your way that are contrary 
to the teaching you have learned. 
Keep away from them” (Rom. 16:17). 
It often happens imperceptibly. We 
tend to take on the characteristics 
of those whom we are around. My 
favorite “hangout” is a farm near my 
hometown. I used to occasionally 
sneak off to the farm to hang out with 
the guys, thinking my wife would not 
notice. Yet, every time I came home 
she would say, “You’ve been to the 
farm haven’t you?” I had acquired the 

smell of the farm animals simply by 
associating with them. This is true of 
human relationships, as well. We take 
on characteristics of those around 
us. Paul warns us to keep away from 
divisive people so that we do not 
become like them.

Another reason we are told to avoid 
divisive people is to give them a 
firm warning of how offensive their 
behavior is. By avoiding them are 
saying, “We want no part of your 
behavior. Divisiveness stinks; we do 
not want to take on that smell.”

As suggested earlier, “It’s time to 
get to work.” There is much work to 
be done. It should be obvious that 
although believers are unified by their 
mutual union to the triune God, there 
are nonetheless numerous practical 
obligations to maintain unity that 
fall upon us. Too often Christians 
complain about the state of the church 
without taking a critical look in the 
mirror. If there is a lack of unity in 
our churches, each of us should learn 
to say, “It is my fault.”

Do you have a humble character, 
or might your personal pride be a 
roadblock to unity? Do you have a 
tamed tongue, or might your words 
be dividing the body of Christ? Seek 
humility and a self-controlled tongue. 
Then begin with family, include 
outsiders, settle disputes quickly, 
mind your own business and avoid 
divisive people.

   

1. From Debi Pearl, Created to Be 
His Help Meet, (Pleasantville, TN: 
No Greater Joy Ministries, 2004), 
177,178.
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The Glory of God: Archetypal and Ectypal 
Part Two: The Image of God

Dr. Mark K.   
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The idea of the image of God 
in Reformed theology has 
never fully jelled. Too often in 
the minds of interpreters the 
idea suggests an analogy to be 
drawn between the Creator 
and the creature made in God’s 
likeness (the terms “image” 
and “likeness” are generally 
understood to be synonymous). 
The contrast is made between 
archetype and ectype, between 
infinite and finite being, and 
between incommunicable 
and communicable attributes. 
It is said that man mirrors 
God in some ways, more 
than others. The image is, 
accordingly, defined in two 
aspects, the narrower (true 
knowledge, righteousness and 
holiness, which are lost after 
Adam’s fall into sin) and the 
broader (including the ability 
to reason and communicate, 
to investigate and exercise 
dominion over creation with 
moral sensibility, what is a 
testimony to “natural law”). 

At best, the concept of man 
as image of God is elusive in 
theological exposition. The 
mistake is that exegetes have 
missed the immediate context 
of the revelation concerning 
man’s creation in God’s image 
in the opening chapter of the 
Bible. God said: “Let us make 
man in our own image.” Is this 
statement made by the Father 
to the other two Persons in 
the Godhead (what is implied 
in the notion of the “plural of 

Majesty”), or does this assertion bring 
into view the theophanic Spirit, God’s 
deliberative Counsel that includes 
the holy, ministering angels? In the 
previous article, we gave indication 
of the prevalence of the Glory-
theophany in the history of revelation, 
beginning with the account of creation 
and extending over the course of 
redemptive history, old and new 
economies. Parenthetically, the view 
that angels, lacking physical bodies, are 
thereby denied sonship—and not to be 
regarded as made in God’s image—is 
in error (see the argument presented 
in Part One; cf. additionally, Job 1:6, Ps. 
89:6,7; cf. Ps. 82:1). 

Likeness to God brings into view both 
priestly and kingly exercise, requiring 
consecration of and dominion over 
all creation. The office of prophet 
awaits the fallen situation in which 
humankind finds itself after Adam’s 
transgression in the garden of Eden. 
Essential to the biblical explication 
of the idea of man as image-bearer 
of God is the doctrine of probation, 
pertaining both to the angelic and 
human realms. The Psalmist tells 
us that the first Adam was created 
a little lower than the angels (Psalm 
8); the writer to the Hebrews informs 
us that the second Adam, in taking 
human form with a view to fulfilling 
all righteousness as covenant Head, 
was also made (i.e., positioned) a 
little lower than the angels (Hebrews 
2). Here we need to grasp the cosmic 
scenario laid out in Scripture. Prior 
to man’s creation, the angels were 
tested as to their allegiance to the 
Lord of heaven. The obedient angels, 
who successfully passed probation, 
were confirmed in true knowledge, 
righteousness and holiness. This 

state of glorification ushered the 
holy angels into the eternal presence 
of God, thus enjoying everlasting 
beatitude. Had Adam obeyed God 
and passed probation, he too would 
have been confirmed in righteousness 
(though final glorification would 
have awaited the fulfillment of the 
original cultural mandate, including 
procreation of the human race and 
dominion over creation as God’s 
vicegerent). The beatific vision of 
God would have come at the close 
of history, the inauguration of the 
Eschaton (the arrival of heaven on 
earth). Though he was without sin, 
Christ in his incarnation/humiliation 
as second Adam was not yet 
“confirmed” (i.e., justified, exalted) 
in his work as Redeemer and Lord. 
Upon completion of his probation 
(extending from his baptism by John 
to his death on the cross), Jesus was 
highly exalted above the heavens as 
the eternal Son of God, meriting the 
salvation of God’s elect. His reward 
was the kingdom of kings and priests, 
those renewed in the image of Christ 
in true knowledge, righteousness and 
holiness (Col. 3:10). 

It was at the moment of Christ’s 
sacrificial offering up of his own 
life that Lucifer was barred future 
contact with the divine Presence 
in theophanic Glory. The spiritual 
warfare that now ensues is one that 
is guaranteed a positive outcome for 
the saints of God (Eph. 6). All things 
work together for good to those 
called, justified, and glorified (Rom. 
8). So certain is the victory of Christ 
over sin and death, that the redeemed 
of the Lord are already glorified—at 
least in principle. As true image-

July/August 2010 | 9



bearers of God, the redeemed have 
been adopted into God’s family as 
legitimate heirs and sons. Sonship 
and likeness to God are equivalent 
concepts in the Bible; sonship means 
intimate relationship, communion 
and fellowship with God by way 
of covenant. The promise of the 
covenant is that God comes to dwell 
with his people by way of his eternal 
Glory-Presence. 

The ministering angels labor on behalf 
of those who are now being saved. At 
the close of history, sinners saved by 
grace will be elevated above the angels, 
so great is the measure of the Father’s 
love displayed in the death and 
resurrection of his only-begotten Son. 
The archetypal, deliberative Counsel 
is designated the “eyes of the Spirit,” 
surveying the events unfolding in the 
history of humankind (cf. Zech. 4:10). 
Spiritual warfare is cosmic in scope; 
it is intense and it is unremitting. To 
the extent that the people of God 
reflect his glory and truth, spiritual 
maturity and likeness to Christ is 
attained, though not perfectly prior 
to the Consummation (Eph. 4). We 
are reminded of the luminescence on 
the face of Moses when he spoke to 
God “face to face,” a glory that faded 
with the passage of time (what was 
a shadow of things to come). The 
redeemed of the Lord, however, enjoy 
a true glorification that does not fade 
or perish (2 Cor. 3:18, 1 Cor. 15:39–
49, and 1 Pet. 1:3–9). Our ethical 
likeness to God and our physical 
glory/luminescence are aspects of 
human image-bearing. Just as the 
heavens declare the glory of God, 
so do the saints who presently are 
seated with Christ in the heavenlies, 
serving as lights in a world of sin and 
darkness. Our bodies are temples of 
the Holy Spirit where God indwells (1 
Cor. 6:19, 20). 

There are various degrees of Glory-
imaging: There are the lesser and 
greater lights in the heavenly skies; 

there is similarly an array of light-
refraction on the earth below. 
Differing reflections of God’s glory 
appear in the angelic and human 
kingdoms. Yet none can compare 
with the glory to be revealed on 
the Last Day, when God the Father 
will be all in all (1 Cor. 15:24). The 
original design of creation was that 
humankind would be ushered into 
the consummate kingdom of light 
and righteousness by way of Adam’s 
successful consecration of his life to 
the glory of God. Consequent to his 
transgression, God opened up a new 
way to secure the proffered kingdom 
by means of his Son, who became 
incarnate in human flesh, yet knew 
no sin. He is the exact image and 
representation of God (Heb. 1:3, 4). In 
him we take on the divine nature, as 
finite creatures remade in God’s own 
image (2 Pet. 1:3, 4). Since the fall, 
the cultural mandate is bifurcated—
cultic and cultural activities are now 
distinct. As image-bearers, humanity 
exercises dominion over creation by 
means of common grace, itself a benefit 
of Christ’s atoning death. Image-
bearers renewed in the likeness of 
Christ are building a spiritual edifice, 
the Spirit-temple of God (1 Pet. 2:4–
10). The latter is exclusively the work 
of God’s saving grace. Humanity in 
its commonality continues to occupy 
the kingly office appointed to man at 
creation; redeemed humanity fulfills 
the priestly office by the cleansing, 
empowering, and equipping work 
of the Spirit of Christ. All glory to 
God who sovereignly rules over his 
creation with majesty and honor. 

Though analogies can be drawn 
between the natures of God and 
humanity, the biblical referent to the 
image-of-God idea is the theophanic 
Glory manifested at creation and in 
recreation. The creature fashioned 
in God’s likeness reflects his glory in 
terms of the twofold office of priest 
and king, a calling shared by angels 
and humankind (before sin entered 
the world). The image bears both 

an ethical and a royal component. 
As heirs of redemption, humanity 
in Christ experiences the unique 
electing grace and love of the Father 
in communion with the Son and 
the Spirit (1 Pet. 1:10–12). Until 
we experience the consummate 
(beatific) vision of God in glory, we 
are presently “being transformed in 
the same image from glory to glory, 
just as from the Lord, the Spirit” (2 
Cor. 3:18). 

Justification for the sanctity and 
preservation of human life in the 
present world order—including 
the institution of civil government 
associated with the “mark” placed 
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upon Cain and its reinstitution by 
God with Noah after the flood—is 
the dignity and royal status of human 
beings as God’s image-bearers (Gen. 
4 and 9). The apostle Paul speaks 
of civil magistrates as ministers of 
God having divine authority (Rom. 
13). The practice of “holy war” in 
the time of the Israelite theocracy, 
the extermination of those living 
in Canaan (the holy, symbolico-
typological site of God’s residence 
among his chosen people), brings 
into focus the implementation of 
“intrusion ethics,” pointing to the 
end-time judgment of God upon the 
ungodly, those who are his enemies. 
In the modern day just war theories 

are not based on “holy war,” but 
upon justice as revealed in natural 
law. One of the responsibilities of 
civil governments is to provide safety 
and protection for the citizens of 
earthly kingdoms. The goal is that 
nations might live peaceably. At the 
same time, however, the operation of 
God’s common wrath against sin and 
disobedience brings about conflict 
and destruction upon nations and 
peoples. Lasting peace is unattainable 
in this fallen world; both the 
expansion and the maintenance of the 
human race and its attending culture 
in this present evil age are subject to 

frustration and distortion by the sins 
of humankind. 

The only solution to humanity’s 
plight is the sanctifying, regenerating 
work of God the Spirit. The prophet 
Isaiah beheld the Lord of Glory and 
experienced the cleansing balm of 
God’s mercy and grace. With the 
removal of Isaiah’s iniquity (the benefit 
of Christ’s future atoning death) the 
prophet became spiritually qualified 
to minister on God’s behalf, declaring 
the will of God in the covenant lawsuit 
instituted against disobedient Israel. 
Exile in Babylon typified the payment 
requisite for Israel’s transgressions; 
the return to the land of Palestine 
symbolically announced Israel’s 
satisfaction for sin (see Isaiah 40:1,2). 
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Corollary to spiritual cleansing is the 
idea of investiture, being clothed in 
the righteousness of Christ by means 
of God’s justifying and sanctifying 
grace. Under the Mosaic institution, 
the priestly robes of Aaron were 
modeled after the tabernacle, which 
in turn were patterned after the 
heavenly sanctuary. Ultimately, the 
resurrection/glorification of the 
saints is attained in the eschatological 
replication of the image of Christ in 
consummate renewal, inner and outer 
(soul and body), on the Last Day, what 
is the Second Advent of the Son of 
God. The incarnate Glory embodies 
the exact image/representation of 
the Father through the Spirit. In his 
life, death, and resurrection Christ 
experiences the fullness of the 
Spirit without measure; upon the 
completion of his redemptive work 
Christ is identified as one with the 
Spirit (2 Cor. 3:18 and 1 Cor. 15:45). 
That is to say, in the economy of 
redemption, Christ and the Spirit 
are one. Christ has become “life-
giving Spirit.” As the body of Christ, 
the Bride is clothed in the likeness 
of Christ. She is the New Man. In 
former times, it was only the prophets 
of the old (Mosaic) covenant who 
experienced proleptically the reality of 
the consummate, eschatological Spirit 
in Glory-transformation. The Spirit-
rapture of the old covenant prophets 
was peculiar to their (postlapsarian) 
office; they uniquely experienced the 
likeness of the Spirit of the Lord. In 
the exercise of their prophetic role, 
they mirrored true likeness in the 
perfected image of Christ. 

Originally, completion of humanity’s 
cultic-cultural labors in the theocratic 
kingdom that was to encompass the 
entire world would have ushered 

humankind into God’s eternal 
Sabbath. Prior to the Eschaton, 
weekly observance of the seventh-
day Sabbath was an anticipation of 
consummate rest at the close of human 
history. With the entrance of sin and 
death into the world, the Sabbath 
ordinance was modified in a twofold 
manner. Initially, the seventh-day 
observance of sabbath-rest (what was 
a sign of God’s covenant established 
at creation) was withdrawn, only to 
be reinstituted in the typological, 
theocratic kingdom made with 
ancient Israel. Subsequently, Christian 
observance of God’s Sabbath-rest 
is marked by a change in day (from 
the seventh to the first day of the 
week) and by the practice of meeting 
together for corporate worship 
among the gathered saints, which 
does not include the requirement of 
cessation from earthly labors. In fact, 
the breaking of the original covenant 
at creation resulted in God placing 
a curse upon humankind’s labors, 
work that is now characterized by 
frustration, disappointment, and 
hard toil. The blessing of seventh-
day, physical resting was withdrawn, 
only to be reinstituted in the 
theocratic kingdom. The writer to the 
Hebrews makes clear that our true, 
eschatological rest awaits those of us 
who are in Christ, beneficiaries of 
his redeeming work. Only our cultic 
activities (the kingdom-work of the 
Christian church in the proclamation 
of the gospel and the missionary 
expansion of God’s spiritual 
kingdom) enjoy the blessing of God 
signified in the Sabbath ordinance, 
sign of redemptive covenant. Cultural 
activities, whether performed by the 
godly or the ungodly, do not share the 
Sabbath-blessing of God. Presently, 
the Sabbath is a sign and an ordinance 
extended to covenant-keepers, those 
who are in covenant with God by way 
of baptism. 

The Sabbath of God for the saints is 
life in the eternal Presence of the Lord 
of Glory, communion and fellowship 
with the triune God. The idea of image-
bearing and Sabbath-rest (symbolizing 
entrance into the true sanctuary, the 
throne-room of God) are unintelligible 
apart from their mutual interplay in 
the unfolding history of redemptive 
revelation. Redeemed humanity finds 
its true identity in its embodiment of the 
divine Glory, progressively enhanced 
over the passage of time, notably, over 
the course of the extension of God’s 
kingdom throughout the world. As 
God’s image-bearers, renewed in the 
likeness of Jesus Christ, the saints 
bear witness to God’s unmerited love 
and grace in accordance with the 
testimony of Scripture, the canons 
of Old and New Testaments (the 
authoritative documents of the people 
of God spanning the old and new 
economies of the covenant of grace). 
In our corporate worship we come to 
Mount Zion, the true Spirit-temple of 
God indwelling redeemed humanity, 
an eschatological anticipation of the 
consummate reality already enjoyed 
and experienced—to some degree or 
in one manner of speaking—by the 
sons of God, both men and angels (see 
Heb. 12:22, 23 and Col. 3:1–4). The 
pre-consummate manifestation of God 
is by way of Glory-theophany. We now 
eagerly await the return of the incarnate 
Son of God in Glory—that we might 
be transformed “from glory to glory,” 
changed into his glorious likeness. 
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would see the promise of one day taking 
possession of the land. He wanted a 
son who would crush the head of the 
serpent and lead God’s people to the 
city not built by hands but built by God.

An Elaborate Ceremony
The Sovereign Lord responded to 
Abram by reaffirming His promises and 
establishing a covenant with Abram by 
means of a very elaborate ceremony. 
This ceremony was not unusual for the 
time period in which Abram lived. It 
was often used by kings as they made 
treaties with one another. The kings 
would cut various animals in half 
and walk between the pieces of the 
slaughtered animals. They would then 
call upon themselves to suffer the same 
fate as the bloody carcasses if they did 
not keep the conditions of the new 
treaty.

In giving instruction to Abram to 
prepare the animals for the covenantal 
ceremony, God treated Abram not 
as a nomad, but as a king. As King of 
Canaan, Abram prepared the animals 
for the sacred ritual. He then made sure 
that the elements of the ritual remained 
intact by chasing away the birds. Then, 
as the sun was setting and the ceremony 
about to begin, Abram fell into a deep 
sleep.

In a thick and dreadful darkness, 
God revealed Himself to Abram as a 
smoking fire pot and a blazing torch. He 
informed Abram that his descendants 
would be enslaved and mistreated for 
four hundred years. That could not 
have come as a cheerful prospect to 
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Bible Studies on the Life of Abraham
Lesson 7: The Covenant (Part 2)
Genesis 15:7–21

Rev. Wybren H. 
Oord

Immediately following the statement 
“Abram believed” (Genesis 15:6) 
Abram asks, “O Sovereign Lord, how 
can I know that I will gain possession 
of it?” Notice, however, the shift in 
the conversation. The promise that 
Abram believed was that a son would 
be born to him from his own body. 
He was given the sign of the stars—as 
many stars as he could count, so great 
would his offspring will be in number.

This was not a demand for a sign, nor 
was it doubt and unbelief asking for 
another sign from God. To require a 
sign from God before believing His 
Word and as a necessary condition for 
belief is sin. It would be dictating to 
God the conditions of our relationship 
with Him. However, a living faith 
is constantly renewed, refreshed, 
and invigorated. An example of 
this would be the sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper. The sacrament is not 
for the purpose of creating faith, 
but for strengthening our faith. By 
it, we are renewed and refreshed in 
our assurance. We cry out, “Lord, I 
believe; help my unbelief!”

Abram believed that the promise 
would be carried through him. That 
was his earnest desire. It was not 
enough to be wealthy if Eliezer were 
to be his heir; he wanted a son. And 
not just any son. Abram wanted a son 
who would be an heir to the promises 
God had given to him earlier—a son 
who would be a blessing to those who 
blessed him and a curse to those who 
cursed him. He wanted a son who 
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Abram. Prosperity would come only 
after years of slavery and turmoil. 
Yet it was in those years of slavery 
and turmoil that the descendants of 
Abram would be refined as precious 
metal was refined by a refiner’s fire. 
As the smoking pot, God illustrated 
how He would use this period to 
purify His people. Throughout the 
generations to come, God would use 
the illustration of the smoking fire pot 
and the refiner’s fire as an illustration 
of how the church of God is cleansed 
from all her impurities. “See, I have 
refined you, though not as silver; 
I have tested you in the furnace of 
affliction” (Isaiah 48:10).

As the blazing torch, God illustrated 
that His divine presence would 
continually be with His covenant 
people. The blazing torch kept 
Pharaoh’s army from advancing; it 
appeared at Mount Sinai when the Law 
was given and again during the dark 
evenings of the wilderness as the cloud 
of fire. It appeared to Saul on the road 
to Damascus. Indeed, “God is light 
and in Him there is no darkness at all” 
(1 John 1:5).

God guaranteed His word by entering 
the sacred area alone. God alone 
spoke. God alone made promises. 
God alone placed Himself under the 
conditions of the covenant. Abram 
did not participate. Instead, God took 
upon Himself the full weight of the 
covenant. How incredibly amazing 
the sovereign, eternal, and holy God 
is! He, not Abram, walked between 
the dead carcasses. He, not Abram, 
declared that He would rather be torn 
apart like the dead animals around 
Him than break the oath He swore to 
Abram.

That God entered between the 
carcasses alone is extremely significant. 
First of all, the covenant is a unilateral 
covenant. That means it is one-sided. It 
was established by God and God alone. 

Abram did not negotiate the terms of 
the covenant, nor were there any terms 
placed upon Abram in order to fulfill 
the covenant. God took the promises 
and the terms of the promises upon 
Himself. God placed Himself under 
the obligation to keep the terms of the 
covenant.

In addition, it is an eternal covenant. 
Because the eternal God entered 
into the covenantal relationship, the 
terms of the covenant will remain the 
same through the ages. He established 
the terms, and they will not change. 
That means that the covenant is 
also irrevocable. Since the eternal, 
unchanging God has set the terms, He 
will not change His mind, nor will He 
change the conditions of the covenant.

Finally, it is a gracious covenant. 
Abram did absolutely nothing to 
deserve God’s call or promises. He 
had nothing that He could give to 
God in return for the promises he 
had received. The same is true for all 
of Israel. Moses made very clear in 
Deuteronomy 7 that the Lord set His 
affection on Israel not because they 
were a great, numerous, or strong 
nation, but because He chose to love 
them (Deuteronomy 7:7).

The same is also true for the New 
Testament church. We have done 
nothing to deserve the promises of 
God. Can any person truly stand 
before the throne of God and declare 
his right to be forgiven or his right to 
enter into the eternal kingdom? God 
is under no obligation to enter into 
any kind of covenant with us. Yet He 
does. He comes to His people while 
we are infants and gives to us the 
promise that He will be our God and 
we will be His people.
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Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. In what ways is the faith of the believer strengthened today?

2. Why is it significant the only the Lord passed between the pieces?

3. In what ways is it significant that the covenant is unilateral? Eternal? Irrevocable?

4. Why is it significant that God established this covenantal relationship alone?

5. How does God refine His church? Give examples from history and also from your own experiences.

6. How was God a light to His people in the past? How is He a light to the church today?

8. How might those held in captive in Egypt have found comfort in the promises given to Abram?

9. How does the covenant God established with Abram bring confidence and comfort to you?

The Majesty of God
Several promises were renewed and 
expanded upon by God as Abram 
slept. First of all, Abram would live to 
a good old age. This promise testified 
to the accuracy and vastness of God’s 
knowledge. That God foretold of 
Abram’s children becoming slaves 
revealed how God knew the distant 
future well in advance. His promise 
to rescue them gave Abram assurance 
of God’s power. Not only does God 
know the future; He controls the 
future. God was creating for Himself 
a people who would have to pass 
through the darkness and then enter 
into the Promised Land. That entrance 
would be gained when the sin of the 
Amorites reached full measure. God 
is longsuffering; He will allow evil 
to prosper for a time, but the day of 
judgment would come. In God’s time, 
Abram’s children would be the agents 
of justice against the evils in Canaan.

The future of Abram’s descendants is 
not just unfolded for Abram alone. 
Future generations—those in Egypt 
and later those in Babylon—would be 
encouraged by the promises God had 
given to the patriarch centuries earlier. 
God knew what was going to happen. 
God controls the events of history, 
and when the sin of the Amorites had 
reached its full measure, God would 

bring His chosen people into the 
Promised Land. One day they would 
inhabit the land from the Euphrates 
to the Nile. This was not intended to 
define Israel’s bounds as precisely as 
borderlines are drawn today by little 
red lines on a map. The earlier promise 
was that wherever Abram had placed 
his feet, his descendants would 
one day own. Twice—once under 
Solomon and again under Jeroboam 
the Second—these boundaries were 
approached.

Notice, however, that in verse 18 
that God says to Abram, “To your 
descendants I have given this land.” He 
does not say, “I will give this land,” but 
“I have given this land.” This is not some 
future promise. God spoke as if the 
deed had already been accomplished. 
God declared the land as belonging to 
the future generations of Abram—in 
the time of Abram. Although it would 
take place in the future, God declared 
it as theirs already. From the day He 
made His covenant with Abram, the 
land was theirs.

God displayed His majesty not only to 
Abram and to Abram’s children, but 
for the benefit of His church, as well. 
He has declared to His chosen people, 
“I have forgiven you.” In Isaiah 53, God 
declared that His Son was “crushed 

for our iniquities, the punishment 
that brought us peace was upon Him, 
and by His wounds we are healed” 
(Isaiah 53:5). Notice the present tense 
of this future prophesy. Like those in 
the Old Testament who believed that 
the future Promised Land would one 
day be in their possession because 
God had declared it as already theirs, 
those who believed their sins were 
forgiven by the future actions of the 
Messiah were in fact already forgiven.

Likewise, those in the New Testament 
church who trust in Jesus Christ stand 
perfected before God as they are 
clothed in His perfect righteousness. 
The words, “It is finished” spoken 
from the cross are proof that the 
work needed to accomplish their 
forgiveness has been completed. Even 
as God walked between the carcasses 
in the Old Testament, so He took 
upon Himself a human nature to face 
the covenant curse His covenant-
breaking children deserved—death 
itself. Jesus Christ has paid the price. 
He has already provided the perfect 
sacrifice for the sins for His covenant 
people—past, present, and future. 
All their sins are viewed as past 
history because of the grace of God. 
Those who confess Jesus as Savior 
can declare God as their God and 
themselves as His people.
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In Lesson 3 we noted how the livestock 
that Abram and Lot gained while in 
Egypt caused strife within the family. 
The sin of not trusting God during a 
time of famine led to the separation 
between Abram and his nephew. The 
great wealth that Abram acquired in 
Egypt was not only to be found in the 
livestock but also among the servants 
that had come with them. One of 
those servants was Hagar. We see 
again how a sin of the past can have 
lingering effects and came to hurt 
Abram and Sarai again.

The chapter begins by noting that 
Abram and Sarai had no children. 
This was an ongoing problem for the 
couple, and we are reminded of it in 
almost every chapter we have studied 
so far. With every chapter, however, 
the problem became bigger, because 
every chapter carried with it a certain 
amount of time—time in which 
Abram and Sarai grew older.

The fact that they had no children 
must have created certain marital 
problems between husband and wife 
as well as problems concerning the 
promises of God. God had promised 
Abram a great number of descendants, 
and Abram believed God. That was 
the whole point of Genesis 15—but 
now we are in Genesis 16. Ten years 
have lapsed; twenty years since they 
had left Ur and still no nearer to the 
fulfillment of this promise.

Misguided Plans
Too often when we read these verses, 
we label Sarai as the villain—the one 
who led Abram into temptation. 
Sarai, no doubt, was herself disturbed 
by the fact that she could not produce 

a son for her husband. She believed 
in the promise as much as did her 
husband. Her disgrace was his 
disgrace. She, perhaps more than her 
husband, knew there was no human 
hope that the promise could be fulfilled 
in the way they had expected when it 
was first given. In fact, she had given 
up on the idea of childbearing and 
tells Abram that the Lord has kept her 
from having children (v. 2). Convinced 
her childbearing days were over, Sarai 
reasoned that God had some other way 
bringing about His promises. In her 
zeal for the promise she made a very 
generous offer to her husband, an offer 
that meant self-denial on her part.

In her enthusiasm, she moved ahead 
of God’s plan and approached Abram 
with the suggestion that Abram take 
her slave, Hagar, as a concubine. After 
all, God had promised the child to 
Abram—one from his own loins; 
God did not specifically say that Sarai 
would be the mother. According to 
the custom of the time, as shown in 
the Babylonian laws of Hammurabi, 
the child of a slave would legally 
be the child of the master. Hagar’s 
child would legally be Sarai’s child. 
Sarai indicated as much when she 
tells Abram her desire is to build her 
family through Hagar (v. 2). What 
better way could there be, she must 
have thought, for God to carry out 
His promise than for Hagar to offer 
herself up as the surrogate mother of 
Sarai’s child.

Unfortunately for Sarai, the plans 
of man seldom work out; in fact 
they never work out when they 
conflict with the plans of God. Her 
rationalization, along with that of 
Abram, upstaged their loyalty to 
God and to one another. Hagar was 

“promoted” from Sarai’s slave to 
Abram’s concubine. As expected, 
Hagar became pregnant, and while 
she was expecting, she became 
somewhat insolent toward her former 
mistress, Sarai. Her position as the 
mother of Abram’s child became more 
important to her than her position 
as Sarai’s surrogate. After all, she 
must have known about the promise 
that Abram’s God had given to the 
patriarch. She, like Abram and Sarai, 
thought that she had been singled out 
for the special honor of carrying the 
child through whom those promises 
would be fulfilled.

Sarai no doubt found sharing her 
husband with another woman harder 
than she had anticipated. And, when 
that woman became pregnant, it 
became even harder. She had humbled 
herself to suggest the arrangement, 
but when it worked, she was deeply 
humiliated. Not only did it prove that 
the lack of children was her fault and 
not Abram’s, but her own slave whom 
she had offered to Abram despised her.

Hagar’s attitude toward Sarai led to 
intense jealousy, to the point where the 
patriarch’s wife blamed her husband 
for her own suffering. She had given 
Hagar to Abram, but the deed was of 
Abram. Once the transaction took 
place, Hagar belonged to Abram, and 
it was his responsibility to protect her. 
Instead, Abram chose not to come 
between the two women and gave 
Hagar back to his wife. Suddenly 
Hagar was no longer the handmaiden 
blessed with the child of the promise, 
but she found herself once more to 
be the slave she had been. This time 
she was mistreated as never before, 
causing her to run away.
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In the Desert
Fleeing to the desert to get away 
from her undeserved trouble, Hagar 
received an unexpected visit and an 
unanticipated blessing. The Angel 
of the Lord appeared to her while 
she was on her way back to Egypt 
(Shur is identified as being close to 
the border of Egypt). The Angel had 
three messages for Hagar. First, she 
received the command that she was 
to return to her mistress to resume 
the role of servant; second came the 
promise that her descendants would 
be great in number; and third, was the 
prophecy that she would have a son 
who would a wild, independent rebel 
against his brothers.

First of all, Hagar was told that she 
had to return and submit to Sarai’s 
authority. If Hagar wanted her son 
to have the blessing that Abram’s 

God promised, she would have to 
return to the path of blessing. Just as 
God did not spiritually bless Abram 
when he fled to Egypt, God would 
not bless Hagar and Ishmael if they 
returned to Egypt. His blessing was 
to be received in His Promised Land. 
So also today, God does not bless 
those who run away from the source 
of His blessing. Many people believe 
they can receive blessings from God 
outside of His church. Like Abram 
in Egypt, they may become wealthy, 
and like Hagar in Shur they may run 
away from authority, but they will not 
be spiritually blessed by God. His true 
blessings come through the means 
of grace; they are to be found in His 
church among His people.

Second, Hagar was promised that if 
she walked in the way of the Lord, 
her son would be the father of a large 
nation. That promise was fulfilled 
as Ishmael became the father of the 
Arab nations. In fact, the third aspect 
to the Lord’s message—that Hagar’s 

son would be wild, independent, 
and rebellious—begins almost 
immediately after son of the promise 
is born (Genesis 21:8–10). The 
conflict between Israel and the Arab 
nations begins in this promise and 
is carried out in the battle between 
Christianity and Islam. Any effort in 
making peace between the two goes 
against the promise of God that these 
two brothers/nations/religions “will 
live in hostility” toward one another 
(Genesis 16:12b).

Hagar recognized that the Angel 
was a messenger from Abram’s God. 
She knew the promises given to the 
patriarch; she knew his God. Now she 
understood that He was her God, as 
well. She marveled over the fact that 
the God of her master would look 
upon her, a poor fugitive slave girl. In 
her joy Hagar named the place Beer 
Lahai Roi, which means “the well 
of the Living One who sees me.” It 
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Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. What tensions, conflicts, and emotions do you observe as you read these verses?

2. Abram and Sarai had waited ten years for God to give them children. What might have convinced
    Sarai to help God fulfill His promise? Have you ever been tempted to “help” God?

3. Why do you think Abram, the man of faith, went along with Sarai’s plan?

4. Give examples in your life where you may have tried to rush into something without God and found
    it to be destructive.

5. How we sometimes blame God when circumstances of our own making do not go according to 
    our plans?

6. Why do you suppose so many verses (vv. 7–14) are devoted to Hagar and her son?

7. Would the sacrifices and hardships experienced by first generation immigrants seeking a better life for
    their children be similar to that of Hagar as she returned to the tent of Sarai?

8. What does this chapter teach about the hardships that often enter our own lives?

9. How does it help you to know that the Lord sees, hears, and responds to your suffering and hardships?

is interesting to note that this is the 
only passage in ancient Near Eastern 
literature where the deity calls a 
woman by name. It is also the only 
passage in the Bible where a human 
gives God a name.

Before, Hagar had been too blind to 
see God; now she understood the 
more important truth that God saw 
her. He was not only Abram’s God, 
but her God, as well. As God revealed 
Himself to Hagar, He reveals Himself 
to us. God is more interested in us—
even in our rebellion—than we are 
ever interested in Him. He is more 
interested in our future than we are. 
He has shown His love to poor, sin-
enslaved individuals by sending His 
own Son to die on our behalf.

Return to Sarai
Hagar responded with hope. She 
delighted at the thought of God’s 
presence in her life and the promises 

that God had given to her through 
her son. In obedience to the gracious 
God who had revealed Himself to 
her, Hagar returned to Sarai and 
was willing to submit to slavery. She 
knew that her mistress would be 
harsh, but she was willing to endure 
the difficulties that came with her 
position for the sake of the promises 
given to her son.

The pain in this chapter came as 
a result of people seeking God’s 
promises outside of God’s will. It is not 
our duty to aid God in accomplishing 
His promises. We must believe the 
promises of God are true and respond 
in faith that He will work out His 
purposes in His time. When we try 
to manipulate God’s answer to His 
promises and our prayers, we will 
run into one problem after another. 
Sarai displayed a lack of confidence in 
God’s timing. The natural result was 
years of conflict between the seed of 
the slave woman and the future seed 
of the free woman (Cf. Galatians 4). 
The Christian life consists of waiting 
for God’s presence and action.

Only by waiting and trusting in God 
can we expect to receive His blessing. 
All too often we fail to take God into 
consideration as we make our plans. 
Then we cry out to Him when things 
fail. If we take matters into our own 
hands because we do not trust God 
for the results; we cannot blame God 
for the results that come out of those 
actions. Yet, even in the midst of pain 
and suffering, God is present with 
His message of care and concern. 
In Hebrew, the name “Ishmael” is a 
play on words meaning “God hears.” 
Indeed, He does! He still sees us and 
comes seeking us (Beer Lahai Roi).

Please finish this study by reading 
Psalm 40:1–4, 11–17.
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Psalm Singing in Calvin and the Puritans Dr. Joel R.   
Beeke

This is the first half of a chapter 
in Sing a New Song, a new 
book that covers the topics 
of psalm singing in history, 
psalm singing in Scripture, and 
psalm singing and the twenty-
first-century church. Among 
the contributors are W. Robert 
Godfrey (foreword), Joel R. 
Beeke, Terry Johnson, D. G. 
Hart, Derek Thomas, and John 
V. Fesko. It will be available 
fall 2010 from Reformation 
Heritage Books  
(www.heritagebooks.org).

Following Jewish synagogue practices, 
the early church sang psalms. The 
Synod of Laodicea (AD 350) and 
the Council of Bracatara (AD 563) 
forbade the singing of non-scriptural 
hymns. In the Middle Ages, however, 
Gregorian singing allowed choirs to 
trump congregational singing. For 
nearly a millennium church choirs 
sang hymns, usually in Latin, with 
difficult tunes; congregational psalm 
singing dissipated and, in many 
places, virtually disappeared.1

The Reformation revolutionized 
congregational singing, particularly 
through the efforts of Martin Luther 
and John Calvin (1509–1564). Calvin 
and the Puritans felt convicted to sing 
psalms in public worship and loved 
doing so. In this chapter, after showing 
how Calvin developed psalm singing, 
we will look at the Puritan view of 
psalm singing, following the outline 

of John Cotton’s representative book 
on the topic: (1) the duty of psalm 
singing, (2) the content of the singing, 
(3) the singers, and (4) the manner of 
singing. This chapter will conclude by 
presenting some spiritual benefits of 
psalm singing for believers today.

Calvin on Psalm Singing
Calvin viewed the book of Psalms 
as the canonical manual of piety. 
In the preface to his five-volume 
commentary on Psalms—his largest 
exposition of any Bible book—Calvin 
writes, “There is no other book in 
which we are more perfectly taught the 
right manner of praising God, or in 
which we are more powerfully stirred 
up to the performance of this exercise 
of piety.”2 Calvin’s preoccupation with 
this book was motivated by his belief 
that the Psalms teach and inspire 
genuine piety in the following ways:

As revelation from God, psalms 
teach us about God. Because they are 
theological as well as doxological, they 
are our sung creed.3

Psalms clearly teach our need for God. 
They tell us who we are and why we 
need God’s help.4

Psalms offer the divine remedy for 
our needs. They present Christ in 
His person, offices, sufferings, death, 
resurrection, and ascension. They 
announce the way of salvation, 
proclaiming the blessedness of 
justification by faith alone and the 
necessity of sanctification thorough 
the Spirit in the Word.5

Psalms demonstrate God’s amazing 
goodness and invite us to meditate on 
His grace and mercy. They lead us to 
repentance. They teach us to fear God, 

trust His Word, and hope in His mercy.

Psalms teach us to flee to the God of 
salvation through prayer and show us 
how to bring our requests to Him.6 
They teach us how to pray confidently 
in the midst of adversity.7

Psalms show us the depth of 
communion we may enjoy with our 
covenant-keeping God. They show 
how the living church is God’s bride, 
God’s children, and God’s flock.

Psalms provide a vehicle for 
communal worship. Many of the 
psalms use first-person plural 
pronouns (we, our) to indicate this 
communal aspect, but even those 
with first-person singular pronouns 
include all who love the Lord and are 
committed to Him. They motivate us 
to trust and praise God and to love 
our neighbors. They prompt reliance 
on God’s promises, promote zeal for 
Him and His house, and advocate 
compassion for the suffering.

Psalms cover the full range of spiritual 
experience, including faith, unbelief, 
joy in God, sorrow over sin, trust in 
divine presence, and grief over divine 
desertion. As Calvin says, they are 
“an anatomy of all parts of the soul.”8 
We see our affections and spiritual 
maladies in the psalmists’ words. 
Their experiences draw us to self-
examination and faith by the Spirit’s 
grace. David’s psalms, especially, lead 
us to praise God and find rest in His 
sovereign purposes.9

For twenty-five years, Calvin 
immersed himself in Psalms as a 
commentator, preacher, biblical 
scholar, and worship leader.10 Early 
in his ministry, he began working 
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on metrical versions of psalms for 
use in public worship. On January 
16, 1537, shortly after his arrival in 
Geneva, Calvin asked his council to 
introduce psalm singing into church 
worship. Since there was no French 
psalter available, Calvin recruited 
the talents of men such as Clement 
Marot (1495–1544), Louis Bourgeois 
(c. 1510–1560), and Theodore Beza 
(1519–1605) to produce the Genevan 
Psalter. The work took twenty-five 
years to complete. The first collection 
(1539) contained eighteen psalms, 
six of which Calvin put into verse. 
The French poet Marot, forced to 
flee to Geneva for political asylum 
in the early 1540s, arranged the rest. 
Calvin was eager to enlist Marot’s 
talents, despite his worldly ambitions 
and anti-Reformed convictions.11 
Interestingly, the eighteen psalms 
selected for the first edition were 
of a far different balance from most 
hymnbooks today: six were psalms 
of repentance, six were about 

judgment, three dealt with the law 
and righteousness, while only three 
were psalms of praise.12

An expanded version (1542) 
containing thirty-five psalms came 
next (Marot arranged thirty, Calvin 
five), followed by an edition with 
forty-nine psalms (1543).13 Calvin 
wrote the preface to both of those 
psalters, commending the practice of 
congregational singing. After Marot’s 
death in 1544, by which he had set 
about fifty psalms to meter, Calvin 
encouraged Beza to put the rest of the 
psalms into verse after he happened 
to find a beautifully rhymed version 
of Psalm 16 on Beza’s desk. Though 
Marot was a more careful student 
of the French text than Beza, Beza’s 
Hebrew and theology were better. 
By the early 1560s, Beza completed 
his work; two years before his death, 
Calvin rejoiced to see the first 
complete edition of the Genevan 
Psalter.14

The Genevan Psalter offers a 
remarkable collection of 125 
melodies written specifically for the 
psalms, plus two biblical canticles 
that remained in use: the Song of 
Simeon and the Decalogue. The 
best known of these outstanding 
musicians is Bourgeois—chosen by 
Calvin himself.15 Arriving from Paris 
in 1545, Bourgeois became a music 
teacher in Geneva. He did most of 
his work on the Genevan Psalter in 
1549 and 1550, arranging 80 of the 
125 melodies, thus becoming one 
of the three main composers of the 
Genevan Psalter.16

The Genevan tunes are melodic, 
distinctive, and reverent.17 Sung in half 
and whole length notes, they clearly 
express Calvin’s convictions that the 
psalms deserve their own music and 
that piety is best promoted when text 
takes priority over tune. Since music 
should help us receive the Word, 

Calvin says, it should be “weighty, 
dignified, majestic, and modest”—
fitting attitudes for sinful creatures 
in the presence of God.18 This type 
of music promotes the sovereignty of 
God in worship, properly conforming 
a believer’s inward disposition to 
his outward confession. It enables 
a believer to sing under the impulse 
and direction of the Holy Spirit.19

Psalm singing is one of the four 
principle acts of church worship, 
Calvin believed. It is an extension 
of prayer and congregants’ most 
significant vocal contribution. He 
thus urged his people to sing psalms 
in Sunday morning and afternoon 
services. Beginning in 1546, a printed 
table indicated which psalms would 
be sung on each occasion. Sermon 
texts dictated the psalms for worship. 
By 1562, three psalms were sung at 
each service.20

Calvin felt so strongly about psalm 
singing that early on he introduced it 
into his Geneva school. His goal was 
to enable children to sing psalms at 
school, church, and home so that they 
could help their parents learn to sing 
them also.21

Calvin believed that there was 
something unique about the Psalms. 
He observes,

The other parts of Scripture 
contain the commandments 
which God enjoined his servants 
to announce to us. But here 
[in the Psalms] the prophets 
themselves, seeing they are 
exhibited to us as speaking to 
God, and laying open all their 
inmost thoughts and affections, 
call, or rather draw, each of us to 
[participate] . . . 22

Calvin also believed that corporate 
singing subdued the fallen heart and 
restrained wayward affections in the 
way of piety. Like preaching and the 
sacraments, psalm singing disciplines 

Genevan Psalter, Psalm 82 detail
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the heart’s affections in the school of 
faith, lifting the believer to God. It 
also amplifies the effect of the Word 
on the heart, multiplying the church’s 
spiritual energy. “The Psalms can 
stimulate us to raise our hearts to God 
and arouse us to an ardor in invoking 
as well as in exalting with praises the 
glory of his name,” Calvin writes.23 
In short, with the Spirit’s guidance, 
psalm singing tunes believers’ hearts 
for glory.

The Genevan Psalter was an 
instantaneous success. Twenty-five 
editions were printed in the first year, 
and sixty-two editions within four 
years of publication. By the nineteenth 
century, there were fourteen hundred 
editions in dozens of languages. The 
Netherlands alone produced thirty 
editions in less than two centuries.24

Remaining an integral part of 
Reformed worship for centuries, the 
Genevan Psalter set the standard for 
successive psalm books in French, 
English, Dutch, German, and 
Hungarian. As a devotional book, 
it warmed the hearts of thousands, 
but the people who sang from it also 
understood that its power was not 
in the book or its words, but in the 
Spirit who impressed those words on 
their hearts.

The Genevan Psalter promoted piety 
by stimulating a spirituality of the 
Word. That spirituality was corporate 
and liturgical, breaking down the 
distinction between liturgy and life. 
The Calvinists freely sang the Psalms 
not only in their churches, but also 
in their homes and workplaces, 
on the streets and in the fields.25 
Psalm singing became a “means of 
Huguenot self-identification.”26 It 
also became a cultural emblem. As T. 
Hartley Hall writes, “In scriptural or 
metrical versions, the Psalms, together 
with the stately tunes to which they 

were early set, are clearly the heart 
and soul of Reformed piety.”27 No 
wonder, then, that in many parts of 
Europe, the term psalm singer became 
nearly synonymous with the title 
Protestant.28

The Puritans on Psalm Singing
Like Calvin, the Puritans practiced 
psalm singing. Percy A. Scholes, a 
Puritan music scholar, explains: “The 
English Puritans, being Calvinist 
and not Lutheran, held to the view 
that the only proper worship song 
was that provided of God once 
for all in the Book of Psalms (and 
Biblical canticles). This was Calvin’s 
conviction and a metrical psalm 
before and after the sermon was the 
usual practice at Geneva.”29

When approximately eight hundred 
Protestants went into exile under 
Bloody Mary’s reign, their churches 
in exile commonly used metrical 
psalmody in their liturgy.30 Beth 
Quitslund concludes,

For the English communities 
in exile, metrical psalms helped 
define a Protestant identity that 
could respond to the trauma 
of the Marian accession. As 
writings that offered great scope 
for penitence, consolation, and 
oppositional self-presentation, 
they were well suited for the 
task, and the paraphrases that 
Whittingham composed at 
Frankfurt show the language 
of these biblical songs framed 

Whole Book of Psalmes detail
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to the times. Congregational 
singing itself, both psalms and 
in the hymns composed by the 
English Protestants in Germany, 
answered a need for communal 
expression that the exiles felt 
more keenly than they had in the 
religious climate of Edwardian 
England. This attachment to 
psalm-singing as a way to unite 
the people in godly affection 
did not abate, however, when 
Elizabeth’s accession restored 
England’s national Church to 
Protestantism. Many of the texts 
and tunes that had supported the 
English abroad became staple 
songs of the Elizabethan Church, 
importing the confessional 
ideology they nourished and 
the anti-Marian militancy they 
articulated with them.31

When the exiles who had settled in 
Geneva returned to England, they 
took the Genevan Psalter with them. By 
1562, they published the first complete 

English metrical version of the 
Psalms, The Whole Booke of Psalmes, 
which contained 150 numbers with 
64 tunes in 462 pages.32 This version 
became known as the Sternhold 
and Hopkins Psalter, named after its 
two major contributors, Thomas 
Sternhold and John Hopkins.33 Other 
contributors included William Kethe, 
John Marckant, John Pullain, Thomas 
Norton, William Whittingham, and 
Robert Wisdom.34

The Whole Booke of Psalmes continued 
to play a major role in the life of the 
Elizabethan church from 1562 to 
1603. Quitslund writes: “Counting 
only those printed in England and 
containing the whole text of at least 
the psalms, 14 editions survive from 
1562 to 1572; from 1573 to 1582, 
37 editions; from 1583 to 1592, 42 
editions; and from 1593 to 1603, 
53 editions.”35 Quitslund goes on 
to address the question, “Why did 
the largely anti-puritan Elizabethan 
authorities support metrical 

psalmody, overlook the 
Genevan associations of 
Day’s book, and allow 
such a confessionally 
strident volume to 
become so important to 
English worship?” Her 
answers include (1) that 
the “basic theology of 
the English Church as a 
whole during the sixteenth 
century was very like that 
of Calvin’s Geneva,” (2) 
that the make-up of the 
Bishop’s bench and the 
Privy Council was largely 
conservative in the first 
part of Elizabeth’s reign, 
(3) that most congregants 
felt some enthusiasm for 
the Reformed faith and 
viewed psalm singing as 

welcome “propaganda” for the still 
tenuous religious settlement, and (4) 
that most people “thoroughly enjoyed 
singing psalms.”36

“The singing of these psalms became 
a signature of Puritanism,”37 says 
W. Stanford Reid. Yet since many 
Christian churches already engaged in 
considerable psalm singing, Scholes 
was reluctant to regard psalmody as 
“a special mark of Puritanism” since 
Psalter use was nearly universal.38 
People sang psalms at city banquets, 
soldiers hummed them on the 
march, farmers whistled them in 
the fields, and pilgrims sang them 
as they sailed for new continents. 
Nevertheless, while psalm singing 
was not a uniquely Puritan practice, 
the Puritans developed the theology 
of psalmody and emphasized its 
lawfulness and necessity beyond 
other groups of Christians. That is 
why when Oliver Cromwell (1599–
1658), sympathetic to the Puritans, 
established the Commonwealth, only 
metrical psalms in their simplest 
forms were allowed to be sung in 
churches. The new leadership also 
abolished the liturgy and Prayer Book, 
dismissed choirs, and destroyed or 
silenced organs.39

Let us not misunderstand the 
Puritans here. Their motivations were 
rooted in their conviction of what 
would later be called the regulative 
principle of worship—anything not 
expressly commanded in Scripture 
was forbidden in worship. This varied 
substantively from the Anglican 
view, which followed the Lutheran 
tradition and view of Scripture, 
asserting that what Scripture did 
not expressly forbid and tradition 
sustained was permissible in the 
church. For the Puritan mind, 
Anglican cathedral music was too 
complex, its anthems too obscure, its 
choirs too professional, and its entire 
theology of music too divorced from 
the principles of edification and the 
priesthood of all believers.40

The Bay Psalm Book
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Since the Puritans and their successors, 
the Nonconformists, taught that every 
part of worship needed scriptural 
warrant, uninspired hymns were 
unacceptable. How could church 
leaders assume that they were capable 
of deciding what was appropriate 
for worship when God had already 
decided that for them in Scripture 
by restricting God’s praise to the 
metrical psalms, His own handbook 
for singing? The Puritans’ conservative 
views on singing in worship services 
were grounded in what they deemed 
to be non-negotiable scriptural 
principles. The issue at stake was not 
their distaste for music, but their deep 
conviction that Scripture must be 
obeyed at all costs.41

In Massachusetts Bay Colony, New 
England, a group of “thirty pious 
and learned” Puritans, principally 
Thomas Welde, Richard Mather, 
and John Eliot, worked together to 
produce a better psalter. Published in 
1640 as the first book printed on the 
American continent, The Whole Booke 
of Psalmes became known as the Bay 
Psalm Book.42 Is it not fascinating that 
the first published book in America 
was a faithful translation of the 
Hebrew psalms into English? The 
Bay Psalm Book eventually replaced 
the Sternhold and Hopkins Psalter and 
included a preface explaining “not 
onely the lawfullnesse, but also the 
necessity of the heavenly ordinance 
of singing Scripture psalmes in the 
churches of God.”43

The Bay Psalm Book used about forty 
common tunes in its first edition. By 
the 1698 edition, that number was 
only thirteen, indicating how the 
quality of singing degenerated among 
the New England Puritans during the 
last half of the seventeenth century.44 
That degeneration, common to both 
Old and New England, was one factor 
that helped open the door to hymn 
singing in the eighteenth century.

Taken from Sing a New Song, © 2010 by 
Joel R. Beeke and Anthony T. Selvaggio. 
Used by permission of Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2965 Leonard Street, 
NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49525. All rights 
reserved.
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In my previous article on Bavinck’s doctrine of the covenant, I 
summarized the main features of Bavinck’s view of the covenant with 
Adam before the fall (commonly called “the covenant of works”) 
and the covenant of grace after the fall. As we noted, in Bavinck’s 
treatment of the biblical doctrine of creation and redemption, all of 
God’s dealings with human beings, whom he created in his image for 
fellowship with himself, are covenantal in nature.

After his general treatment of the importance of the covenant of 
grace to the biblical understanding of redemption, Bavinck devotes 
the remainder of his consideration of the doctrine of the covenant 
to five topics: 1) a survey of the history of the development of the 
doctrine of the covenant in Christian, and particularly, Reformed 
theology; 2) a relatively brief description of the doctrine of a 
“covenant of redemption” (pactum salutis); 3) the distinction 
between the covenant of grace in its broader and narrower sense;  
4) the unity and differences between the various administrations  
of the covenant of grace throughout redemptive history,  
especially the difference between the “old” and  
“new” covenant; 5) the relation between the  
pre-fall covenant of works and the post-fall  
covenant of grace; and 6) the relation between  
election and covenant. Not all of these  
topics are of equal importance to an  
understanding of Bavinck’s doctrine of  
the covenant. However, before taking  
up directly Bavinck’s view of the  
relation of covenant and election,  
we need to consider the topics  
of the “covenant of redemption”  
and the relation between  
the covenants before and  
after the fall of Adam  
into sin.
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The “Covenant of 
Redemption”   
(Pactum Salutis)
Within the context of his evaluation 
of the history of covenant theology, 
Bavinck takes up the subject of 
what Reformed theologians termed 
the “covenant of redemption” or 
pactum salutis. Bavinck observes 
that Reformed theology, more 
than the Roman Catholic or 
Lutheran theological traditions, has 
distinguished itself historically by 
the way it fully developed the biblical 
conception of God’s covenant. In 
the course of its reflection upon the 
way God initiated and administered 
the covenant of grace throughout 
history, Reformed theology also 
pursued the question in what way 
this covenant should also be regarded 
to belong to God’s eternal counsel. 
For Reformed theology, with its 
characteristic interest in the all-
comprehensiveness of God’s eternal 
counsel, it is not enough to view the 
covenant of grace merely in terms 
of its administration throughout 
history. The question has to be raised 
regarding the foundation of the 
historical covenant of grace within 
the eternal counsel of the triune 
God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
The answer of historic Reformed 
theology to this question was 
given in the form of its distinctive 
formulation of the doctrine of an 
eternal, intra-Trinitarian covenant 
between the three Persons of the 
Trinity, which constitutes the basis 
for the realization of this covenant 
in time.

In his reflection upon the doctrine 
of the “covenant of redemption,” 
Bavinck affirms the essential 
components of the traditional 
formulation, though he also expresses 
some misgivings regarding what he 
terms the “scholastic subtlety” of 

some of its expressions (RD 3:213). 
In spite of some questionable appeal 
to scriptural texts such as Zechariah 
6:13 and the use of extra-biblical legal 
categories drawn from the realm of 
traditional jurisprudence, Bavinck 
affirms that the principal components 
of the traditional doctrine express a 
scriptural idea. Within the life and 
communion of the three Persons of 
the Trinity, we may posit the existence 
of a compact or agreement (a true 
suntheke or mutual concurrence 
of will and purpose) between the 
Father, who appoints the Son to be 
the Mediator of his people whom he 
chooses to give to him, and the Son, 
who willingly subjects himself to 
the Father’s will, and the Spirit, who 
promises to furnish the Son with 
the power and gifts to accomplish 
his mediatorial task. In this “pact of 
salvation” between the three Persons, 
we witness, according to Bavinck, the 
“relationships and life of the three 
persons in the Divine Being as a 
covenantal life, a life of consummate 
self-consciousness and freedom. 
Here, within the Divine Being, the 
covenant flourishes to the full” 
(RD3:214).

Whereas in the doctrine of the 
decrees of God, the unity of the 
Trinity is particularly emphasized, 
the doctrine of the “covenant of 
redemption” emphasizes the diversity 
of the respective works of the three 
Persons of the Trinity. The work of 
salvation, which is accomplished 
through the historical administration 
of the covenant of grace, is a work in 
which each of the three Persons of 
the Trinity performs, in accordance 
with the covenant between them, 
a distinctive task. In the same way 
that the work of creation involved 
the respective and unified operations 
of the three Persons of the Trinity, 
so in the work of re-creation each 
Person fulfills a particular role upon 
the basis of the eternal covenant of 
redemption. Thus, we should not 
regard the historical administration 

of the covenant of grace as a kind of 
“emergency” or ad hoc remedy for the 
redemption of the elect, but rather as 
the realization in time of what the 
three Persons of the Trinity eternally 
resolved to accomplish.

The pact of salvation . . . further 
forms the link between the eternal 
work of God toward salvation and 
what he does to that end in time. The 
covenant of grace revealed in time 
does not hang in the air but rests on 
an eternal, unchanging foundation. It 
is firmly grounded in the counsel and 
covenant of the triune God and is the 
application and execution of it that 
infallibly follows. (RD 3:215)

As this statement of Bavinck’s 
understanding of the covenant of 
redemption indicates, we should 
not think of this covenant and the 
covenant of grace as though they were 
two covenants.1 Rather, we should 
regard the covenant of grace as the 
covenant of redemption coming to 
fruition in the course of the history of 
redemption. It is no accident of history 
that God the Father should send his 
Son in the fullness of time to fulfill 
the promises of the covenant of grace 
made prior to his incarnation. Nor is 
it an accident of history that the Son 
should choose to assume human flesh 
and undertake his work as Mediator. 
Nor is it an accident of history that 
the Spirit should furnish Christ with 
the gifts required to the fulfillment 
of his office as Mediator, or apply the 
benefits of Christ’s mediation to the 
elect. All of the respective operations 
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
in the accomplishment of God’s 
saving purpose stem from what was 
eternally covenanted between the 
Persons of the Trinity in the pactum 
salutis. Because the covenant of grace 
is founded upon this intra-Trinitarian 
compact, it can be understood in its 
unity and diversity. Furthermore, as 
an expression of the eternal covenant 
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of redemption, we can also affirm 
the inviolability and effectiveness of 
the covenant as the God-appointed 
instrument of redemption. The 
redemption that the covenant of 
grace effects for the covenant people 
of God, is a redemption that is of, 
from, and through God. Just as there 
is one God and Father of all who 
truly belong to the people of God, 
so there is one Son and Mediator, as 
well as one Spirit. Communion with 
the triune God, which is the goal 
to which the covenant of grace is 
ordained, is possible only upon the 
basis of the work of all three Persons 
in perfect unity and triune diversity 
(RD 3:215–6).

The Relation between the 
Pre-fall Covenant and the 
Covenant of Grace
Following his discussion of the 
covenant of redemption, Bavinck 
briefly argues that the historical 
administration of the covenant of 
grace should not be viewed too 
narrowly, as though it terminated 
solely upon the salvation of the elect.

In the Scriptural representation of 
the covenant of grace, the first use 
of the term “covenant” occurs in 
connection with the “covenant of 
nature” that God established in the 
context of the worldwide flood in 
the days of the patriarch, Noah. The 
breadth of the promise that God 
makes in conjunction with the event 
of the great flood is a reminder, 
in Bavinck’s judgment, that God’s 
purposes of redemption are as wide 
as creation in their scope. The whole 
of the cosmos and all of the nations 
directly benefit from God’s purpose 
to redeem his people. The creation 
is preserved, the nations are enabled 
to prosper and develop, human 
culture advances, and the human 
sciences are advanced—all within 
the framework of God’s overarching 
purpose of re-creation. With the 
redemption of his people in Christ, 
which is the principal goal of the 

covenant of grace in history, God also 
works to renew and enlist the fruits of 
humanity’s fulfillment of the cultural 
mandate in the accomplishment of 
his great purposes of redemption. In 
Bavinck’s own words, “[n]ature and 
grace, creation and re-creation, must 
be related to each other in the way 
Scripture relates them. . . . Common 
grace and special grace still flow in 
a single channel” (RD 3:216). God’s 
purpose of redemption, accordingly, 
is a purpose to redeem a new 
humanity, and that purpose does not 
exclude, but includes, the re-creation 
of the cosmos. Re-creation, including 
the redemption of a covenant people, 
does not repudiate nature, but 
perfects it.

Of special importance to Bavinck’s 
insistence that the covenant of grace 
is founded upon an eternal covenant 
of redemption and that it perfects 
rather than abandons God’s work 
in creation, is his handling of the 
question of the relation between 
the pre-fall covenant of works and 
the post-fall covenant of grace. We 
should not view the covenant of 
grace as though it were at odds with, 
or in some fashion contradicts, the 
so-called covenant of works. The 
covenant of grace, rather, “was from 
the moment of its revelation and is 
still today surrounded and sustained 
on all sides by the covenant of nature 
God established with all creatures. 
Although special grace is essentially 
distinct from common grace, it is 
intimately bound up with it” (RD 
3:225). In order to appreciate the 
relation between these covenants, we 
need to have a clear understanding 
of the differences and similarities 
between them.

The essential difference between the 
pre-fall and post-fall covenants is 
evident in that the latter is purely and 
only an expression of God’s grace. All 
the blessings of the covenant of grace 
are to be understood in the strictest 

sense as “undeserved and forfeited 
blessings” (RD 3:225, emphasis mine). 
Though the covenant of works was 
indeed an expression of God’s grace 
and favor toward humanity, which 
conferred covenant rights that man 
as creature did not deserve, it was 
nonetheless a covenant that required 
perfect obedience to the law of God as 
the way to blessing and eternal life. In 
the covenant of works, man is treated 
as a responsible creature who is able 
to do what the law of God requires 
and thereby obtain the blessings of 
the covenant. The forfeiture of the 
blessings of this covenant occurs as the 
result of Adam’s sin and disobedience. 
Indeed, in Adam the entire human 
race stands under the abiding 
obligation of perfect obedience and 
the sanction of condemnation and 
death on the basis of his failure to 
fulfill the righteous requirements of 
the law. “God stands by the rule that 
those who keep the law will receive 
eternal life. He posits this in his law, 
attests it in everyone’s conscience, and 
validates the statement in Christ. But 
human beings broke the covenant of 
works; now they are no longer able 
to acquire life by keeping it. By the 
works of the law no human being can 
be justified” (RD 3:225).

Contrary to the “legalistic” character 
of this pre-fall covenant, we must 
understand the post-fall covenant to 
be purely “evangelical.” Everything 
that was forfeited under the terms of 
the pre-fall covenant is obtained and 
guaranteed in the post-fall covenant by 
the provisions of God’s grace in Christ.

In distinction from and contrast to 
the covenant of works, God therefore 
established another, a better, covenant, 
not a legalistic but an evangelical 
covenant. But he made it, not with one 
who was solely a human but with the 
man Christ Jesus, who was his own 
only begotten, much-beloved Son. 
And in him, who shares the divine 
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nature and attributes, this covenant 
has an unwaveringly firm foundation. 
It can no longer be broken: it is an 
everlasting covenant. It rests not in 
any work of humans but solely in the 
good pleasure of God, in the work of 
the Mediator, in the Holy Spirit, who 
remains forever. It is not dependent 
on any human condition; it does not 
confer any benefit based on merit; it 
does not wait for any law keeping on 
the part of humans. It is in, through, 
and of grace. God himself is the sole 
and eternal being, the faithful and 
true being, in whom it rests and who 
establishes, maintains, executes, and 
completes it. The covenant of grace is 
the divine work par excellence—his 
work alone and his work totally. All 
boasting is excluded here for humans; 
all glory is due to the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. (RD 3:225–6)

The essential difference between the 
pre- and post-fall covenants, therefore, 
is that in the covenant of grace every 
blessing that is bestowed through 
Christ, the Mediator of the covenant, 
is an undeserved and assured blessing 
that answers to what was lost and 
forfeited (demerited) under the 
covenant of works (RD 3:225). There 
is an important difference between a 
covenant that is based upon grace in 
the sense of unmerited favor and a 
covenant that is based and rendered 
effective by grace in the sense of favor 
shown to undeserving sinners who 
have forfeited every covenantal claim 
upon that favor.

According to Bavinck, this difference 
between the covenants before and 
after the fall does not mitigate the fact 
that in both the law of God is fully 
upheld. Because God is unchangeably 
holy and righteous, the demand of his 
holy law is maintained, not only before 
the fall under the covenant of works, 
but after the fall in the administration 

of the covenant of grace. No human 
being can find favor with God without 
doing what the law of God requires; 
this is as true in the covenant of 
grace as it was in the covenant of 
works. Therefore, in the covenant of 
grace, God does not act capriciously 
or arbitrarily. He always acts in a 
way that maintains and upholds the 
righteous requirements of his holy 
law. Indeed, after the fall into sin, the 
whole human race comes to stand 
“under the law” in two respects: first, 
all remain obligated to do what the 
law requires in order to be pleasing 
to God; and second, all now come 
under the law in terms of its liability 
and penalty. After the fall into sin, the 
requirement of perfect obedience in 
order to obtain eternal life remains, 
but it has now been complicated by the 
additional requirement that payment 
be made for the debts or demerits that 
disobedient sinners now owe God for 
their sins. “After the fall, therefore, 
God lays a double claim on humans: 
that of the payment of a penalty for 
the evil done and that of perfect 
obedience to his law (satisfaction and 
obedience)” (RD 3:226).  

Because the covenant of grace fulfills 
and meets the abiding obligations of 
obedience that were first stipulated 
in the covenant of works, it restores 
God’s people to favor with God and 
secures their inheritance of eternal 
life in communion with him. Christ, 
as the Mediator of the covenant of 
grace, is the “anti-type” of Adam in 
the covenant of works. Adam, the 
original covenant head of the human 
race, is “exchanged for and replaced 
by Christ,” who is the covenant head 
of the new humanity (RD 3:226–7). 
Only within the history of Reformed 
theology has this correspondence and 
relationship between the covenant of 
works and the covenant of grace come 
to full development. In the historical 
development of Reformed theology, 
it was soon recognized that Christ’s 

work as Mediator of the covenant of 
grace obtained that righteousness 
and life for his people that was no 
longer able to be obtained through 
the covenant of works. Moreover, 
it was also emphasized that the 
covenant of grace, so far as Christ’s 
work is concerned, was for Christ 
a covenant of works. Christ’s entire 
obedience and sacrifice constitute the 
basis for restoring his people to favor 
and fellowship with God in a way 
that fully accords with the demands 
of God’s righteousness. According to 
Bavinck, the “double claim” of God’s 
law was fulfilled by the “passive” and 
“active” obedience of Christ, who not 
only suffered the penalty of the law 
but obeyed its precepts on behalf of 
his people.

In the further exposition of the 
doctrine of the covenant, Reformed 
theology also argued that the work of 
Christ in the covenant of grace was 
itself the fulfillment of the eternal 
“counsel of peace” (pactum salutis) 
in which Christ was appointed 
and willingly assumed the office of 
Mediator. Some in the tradition of 
Reformed theology went so far as to 
identify the covenant of redemption 
and the covenant of grace, and argued 
that, in the strictest sense, these two 
were essentially identical. By virtue 
of the foundation of the covenant of 
grace in the covenant of redemption, 
we may conclude that the covenant of 
grace is properly a covenant between 
God and Christ and “in him with all 
his own” (RD 3:227).

In his evaluation of these 
developments in the history of 
Reformed theology, Bavinck hesitates 
to identify without qualification the 
covenant of redemption and the 
covenant of grace. His hesitation to 
do so is of particular significance for 
the question of the relation between 
election and covenant. Since Bavinck’s 
commentary on the relation between 
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the covenant of redemption and the 
covenant of grace is of particular 
significance to this question, it is 
worth quoting at length.

Indeed, there is a difference between 
the pact of salvation and the covenant 
of grace. In the former, Christ is the 
guarantor and head; in the latter, he 
is the mediator. The first remains 
restricted to Christ and demands from 
him that he bear the punishment and 
fulfill the law in the place of the elect; 
the second is extended to and through 
Christ to humans and demands 
from them the faith and repentance 
that Christ has not, and could not, 
accomplish in their place. The first 
concerns the acquisition of salvation, 
is eternal, and knows no history; the 
second deals with the application of 
salvation, begins in time, and passes 
through several dispensations. (RD 
3:227)

Summary
We will have occasion to consider 
the implications of this important 
comment in subsequent articles, 
when we take up directly Bavinck’s 
conception of the relation between 
election and covenant. However, 
it is clear that this comment is of 
direct significance for this topic. 
In Bavinck’s understanding, the 
covenant of redemption, which 
expresses the purpose of the triune 
God to save the elect and to do so 
by means of the different operations 
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
expresses the divine counsel or plan 
for the salvation of the elect. In the 
covenant of redemption, the “parties” 
are the triune God and all the elect 
in Christ; the non-elect are not 
party to or directly contemplated in 
the covenant of redemption. In the 
covenant of redemption, Christ fulfills 
as guarantor all the “conditions” and 
demands that must be met in order 

to accomplish the salvation of the 
elect. However, in the covenant of 
grace, which represents the historical 
execution in time of God’s counsel 
of redemption, the situation is more 
complicated. Though Christ is the 
Mediator of the covenant of grace and 
secures all of its blessings for his own 
people, the parties of this covenant 
are the triune God and his covenant 
people (believers and their children, 
as well as all whom the Lord calls 
to himself) who are obliged in the 
covenant to respond to God’s grace 
in the way of faith and obedience (RD 
3:227–228).

Lest this distinction between the 
covenant of redemption and the 
covenant of grace be misunderstood, 
Bavinck adds that there remains a 
fundamental unity and connection 
between them. Just as Adam was the 
covenant representative and head of 
the human race before the fall, Christ 
is the covenant representative and 
head of the new humanity after the fall. 
Unlike the first covenant, which could 
not secure the covenant inheritance 
of eternal life, the second covenant, 
because it is based upon the sure and 
perfect work of Christ as the covenant 
head and representative of his people, 
guarantees and infallibly secures 
what it promises. “The covenant 
[of grace] is certain as a testament; 
it is a covenant of testaments and a 
covenantal testament. It involves no 
principle and is relatively immaterial 
whether one highlights the duality 
or the unity of the pact of salvation 
and the covenant of grace, provided 
it is clear that in the pact of salvation 
Christ can never even for a second be 
conceived apart from his own, and 
that in the covenant of grace believers 
can never even for one second be 
regarded outside Christ” (RD 3:228).2

   

1. The close link between the “covenant 
of redemption” and the “covenant of 
grace” is also underscored in Bavinck’s 
Saved by Grace, p. 77 (108): “The 
covenant was established already in 
eternity with Christ as the Surety of 
His own. It did not come into existence 
for the first time within history. The 
covenant is rooted in eternity. Rather, 
the covenant existed at that point 
also in truth and in reality between 
the Father and the Son, and therefore 
immediately after the Fall the covenant 
could be made known to man and 
be established with man. Therefore, 
that covenant of grace, existing from 
eternity to eternity, functions within 
history as the instrumentality of all 
the redemption, the route along which 
God communicates all of His gracious 
benefits to man.”

2. Due to the unity and distinction 
between the eternal “covenant of 
redemption” and the historical execution 
of this covenant in terms of the 
“covenant of grace,” Bavinck vacillates in 
his use of the language of Christ as the 
“head and representative” of his people. 
In the “covenant of redemption,” Christ 
is certainly the “head and representative” 
of the elect. The situation is more 
complicated in respect to the covenant 
of grace, however, since this covenant 
in its historical manifestation may be 
viewed in two ways: either in terms of 
its substance and reality (in which case, 
it is a covenant that obtains between 
the triune Redeemer and all the elect 
who truly belong to Christ by faith) 
or in terms of its administration (in 
which case, it is a covenant that obtains 
between the triune Redeemer and all 
believers together with their children, 
not all of whom are elect). 

 
Dr. Cornelis P. Venema is 
the President of Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary in 
Dyer, Indiana. He is also a 
contributing editor to The 
Outlook.
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This is My Outlook: The Infallible Word Rev. Wybren H. 

Oord
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It can only be with great sadness that one finds the question of 
the infallibility of Scripture questioned within Reformed circles—
again. Even sadder when it enters what is usually labeled as the 
conservative sector of the Reformed arena.

The definition of infallible can be simple and brief. Whatever is infallible 
is free from error. Charles Hodge wrote, “the Scriptures of the Old and 
New Testaments are the Word of God, written under the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit, and therefore infallible, and of divine authority in all things 
pertaining to faith and practice, and consequently free from all error 
whether of doctrine, fact, or precept” (Systematic Theology. Vol. 1, p. 152).
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The Temple Scroll shown below, is one of the longest of the Dead Sea Scrolls

The infallibility of the Scriptures is 
tied directly to our confession of 
divine inspiration. Jesus declared 
that “the Scripture cannot be broken” 
(John 10:35). Article 7 of the Belgic 
Confession confesses that the Holy 
Bible is the “infallible rule.”

The Scriptures given by the Holy Spirit 
are inerrant and infallible. As soon as 
we say that, however, we have to add 
that such a statement can only be 
made about the original documents. 
Those who transcribed or copied 
the Scriptures were not infallible. In 
addition the various translations that 
are available today are also not to be 
declared as inerrant and infallible.

I once heard a televangelist give 
a soliloquy on how the italicized 
words in the King James Version are 
italicized because God wanted those 
words stressed—not realizing that 
they were italicized by the translators 
because they were added by them. 
And, I am sure our readers have all 
heard of those who claim to be “Red-
letter Christians” who hold only to 
the words that translators attribute to 
Jesus Christ.

Still, it is significant and also 
reassuring to know that none of 
the basic and fundamental truths 
of Scripture are changed whether 
we adopt one particular reading or 
another. In visiting a Scriptorium 
containing centuries-old Bibles—
some even with margin notes—the 
director noted that very few changes 

have taken place throughout the years. 
Those who study the Dead Sea Scrolls 
find the writings of Isaiah and other 
Old Testament writers hidden away 
for millennia to be nearly identical 
to what is available at any Christian 
book store.

Perhaps the best way to deal with 
the infallibility of Scripture is to 
look first at the author of Scripture. 
Some theologians who are more 
progressive in their thoughts may 
think that the Bible was composed 
by several authors throughout the 
history of Israel. Thankfully, most 
Reformed theologians still adhere to 
the inspiration of Scripture. Several 
decades ago a candidate for the 
ministry would not be ordained into 
the ministry if he failed to state that 
he believed all of Scripture was God-
breathed. Today a variety of phrases 
can be used, but they all lead to the 
same concept—the Holy Spirit led 
men to write the Holy Writ.

The Holy Spirit worked in and 
through the human authors in such a 
manner that they were told not only 
what to write but how to write. This 
inspiration is plenary—pertaining not 
only to some but to all of Scripture; 
it is verbal—not only thoughts and 
ideas but the words that express them; 
it is organic—leaving room for each 
writer to be used by God according to 
his own individuality.

Inspiration is not to be confused 
with spiritual illumination, in which 

all believers share. The inspiration of 
the writers of Scripture was a special 
work of the Holy Spirit whereby 
He caused the authors to write a 
God-breathed Book of which God 
Himself was the Author. The Bible 
is, then, a divine Book in distinction 
from all other books. It is the Book 
of which it must ever be said, “Thus 
saith the Lord.”

Since this is true, and it is impossible 
for God to lie (Heb. 6:18), how 
can anyone possibly come to the 
conclusion that a God-breathed, 
inspired Scripture can be fallible? 
Such an assumption implies that 
God breathed in error. If the Bible is 
inspired throughout, then of necessity 
it must be infallible throughout.

The question of whether or not the 
Bible is infallible is by no means 
unimportant. It strikes at the very 
heart of the Christian faith. To budge 
so much as one inch on this truth 
would open up the floodgates to a 
global deluge of error.

Unless we have an infallible Bible, we 
have no Bible at all. Once we begin to 
question parts of Scripture as being 
unreliable, we begin to question all 
of Scripture. Then we would have no 
certainty, no hope, no message, no 
authority, no rule or standard for faith 
and practice. Each individual would 
be left to decide what is true and what 
is not true for him, what is reliable and 
what is not reliable, what is acceptable 
and what is not acceptable. Then what 
is truth becomes subjective, leaving us 
adrift without an anchor, relying on 
our own fallible minds to determine 
what is infallible. Ultimately it would 
lead to utter despair.

Without an infallible Bible we have 
nothing to gain and everything to lose.

 
Rev. Wybren H. Oord is the 
co-pastor of the Trinity United 
Reformed Church in Lethbridge, 
Alberta, Canada, and  the editor of 
The Outlook.
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The only commentary that Robert 
Leighton (1611–1684) ever produced 
was on the book of 1 Peter. Robert 
Leighton has a fascinating life story, 
some of which is summarized in the 
beginning of Alister McGrath and J. 
I. Packer’s marvelous work updating 
Leighton’s commentary. Their 1&2 
Peter Crossway Classic Commentary 
begins with a two page biography that 
inspires further investigation. Yet the 
content of this commentary is the 
real treasure, and far too good to be 
overlooked. An exposition of 1 Peter 
1:1–5 can serve as a short example 
of the jewel that Robert Leighton 
provided us.

Leighton began by making a good 
observation one might easily overlook. 
This letter of 1 Peter begins by saying 
“Peter, an apostle.” He did not say 
“Peter, chief of the apostles” but just 
“Peter an apostle.” Peter was an equal 
among brother apostles. However, 
Peter and his brother apostles did 
share that special, extraordinary office 
with the spiritual gift of prophecy that 
has since ceased.1

Peter was described in Galatians 
chapter 2 as one who had an “apostolic 
ministry to the (Jews).” So Peter did 

have a specialty in the sense that he 
focused on ministry to the Jews, 
while Paul focused on ministry to 
the Gentiles. First Peter was written 
to more than just Jews, though many 
modern commentators assume Peter 
wrote only to Gentiles in this book, 
citing passages like 1 Peter 2:10 that 
seem inconclusive to me. Peter also 
used some clear descriptions of the 
Jewish people, and likely extended 
those terms to include Gentiles, too. 
Verse 1 actually says to whom Peter 
wrote this book. He wrote it to “the 
elect exiles of the dispersion,” and 
then Peter listed some territories of 
the Roman Empire in Asia Minor.

“The dispersion” referred to a 
historical event when the Jews were 
scattered among the nations. Ever 
since Israel was conquered by Babylon, 
Assyria, and Persia (hundreds of 
years earlier) the Jews had been exiled 
and scattered into foreign nations. 
Many Jews returned over the years, 
but many still remained (by choice) 
in foreign lands. Even though they 
were in foreign lands, the Jews kept 
their faith and their practices, so they 
retained their identity.

In his book, Peter used these terms 
that usually referred to Jews and 
likely applied them to all Christians, 
both Jews and Gentiles. Some of 
these Christians were Jews, so to 
them it would have felt natural to 
be called “exile of the dispersion.” 
But Peter included Gentiles with 
this Jewish language to show that 
there is a continuous line between 
the Old Testament believers and the 
New Testament believers. Peter was 
showing that all Christians are the 
heirs of the Old Testament. Christians 

are the people of God, and like the 
Jews of the dispersion, Christians also 
are pilgrims, strangers, and exiles in 
this world.

Leighton wrote that, despite being 
scattered like strangers, Christians 
are not strangers to God. Christians 
are known by God and loved by God. 
Christians are a family of believers 
in the gospel. First Peter is about the 
gospel, too. Verse 2 says “grace and 
peace be multiplied to you.” Verse 
3 also speaks of God’s “abundant 
mercy,” his “great mercy.”

Leighton said it is “free and rich 
grace, that forgives and swallows up 
multitudes of sins, even the greatest 
sins. And not only sins committed 
before conversion, but sins committed 
after conversion, as Peter himself 
experienced. . . . Peter’s wish is that 
this grace and peace should be ours 
in abundance. . . . Those who taste 
the sweetness of this grace and peace 
constantly ask God for more. This 
strong spiritual hunger is a virtue, 
as Christ himself said: ‘Blessed are 
those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, for they will be filled.’”2

It’s not an accident that verse 3 calls it 
God’s “great” mercy. Leighton quoted 
St. Bernard: “Great sins and great 
miseries need great mercy, and many 
sins and miseries need many mercies.” 
So by His mercy God makes us His 
children, and gives us an everlasting 
inheritance with Him in heaven.3

One subtle change from an Old 
Testament greeting in verse 3 is worth 
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pointing out. Peter said “Blessed be 
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.” In the Old Testament, praise 
went to the “God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob, who brought them out of 
slavery in Egypt.” Praise was given 
to God because His mercy was seen 
by delivering Israel from slavery 
in Egypt. But now, God’s mercy is 
given in an even greater way, because 
God delivers from sin in Jesus. In 
fact, the deliverance from Egypt 
was a foreshadowing of this greater 
deliverance in Jesus that was to come. 
So now, Peter no longer calls God the 
God of Abraham, but “the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This 
new greeting is meant to remind us of 
God’s even greater mercy.4

We see the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit all together in verse 2. The 
Trinity is mysterious, but we see all 
three persons in the Trinity working 
together for our salvation in verse 
2. It speaks of “the foreknowledge 
of God the Father, the sanctification 
of the Spirit, and obedience to Jesus 
Christ. The whole Trinity is described 
as participating together for the 
salvation of believers.5

The book of 1 Peter is about 
keeping the hope of heaven 
foremost in mind. It’s a very 
encouraging book, because it 
gives an eternal perspective. 
Leighton explained that 1 Peter is 
about “consolations to encourage 
Christians in their journey to 
heaven, elevating their desires 
to a higher happiness. First Peter 
strengthens believers against the 
sinful nature within, and against 
temptations and afflictions from 
without.”6 We’re not responsible 
for our circumstances or for 
how others treat us, but we are 
responsible for our response. Our 
response should be informed 
by an eternal and heavenly 
perspective.

Verse 3 says that “God has caused us 
to be born again to a living hope.” 
God is the giver of spiritual birth 
and spiritual life. God is sovereign 
over salvation, and should receive 
all the credit. If you have hope for 
the forgiveness of sins by what Jesus 
has done, then you can be sure that 
you are saved, because God has put 
that hope in you. If you believe in the 
resurrection of Jesus, and in the hope 
of eternal life, then you can be sure 
you are saved, because it is God who 
gives that faith. You would not trust 
in Jesus apart from God giving faith 
to you.

Peter continued this theme in verse 
4, where he said that our hope is “to 
an inheritance that is imperishable, 
undefiled, and unfading, kept in 
heaven for you.” Peter wanted to 
encourage us that our heavenly 
inheritance is secure. As an 
imperishable hope, it is not going 
anywhere. It will not disappear or fade 
away or get defiled. God keeps our 
inheritance for us in heaven, safe and 
secure. God created this inheritance 
in heaven for us, and God is faithful 
to keep our heavenly inheritance for 

us. Peter’s goal is to assure believers 
that this is true. Christians can be 
much more strong and courageous 
and content if we are sure that God 
has provided and will provide for us 
forever.

Verse 5 says that heaven is for those 
“who by God’s power are being 
guarded through faith for a salvation 
ready to be revealed in the last time.” 
Even though faith is something we do, 
faith is a gift from God. God actually 
guards us by giving us faith. Peter said 
that Christians are “guarded through 
faith.” God gives us faith to protect 
us by making us run to Him. Faith 
justifies Christians, and faith guards 
Christians. Faith in Christ and God’s 
promises keeps us well.

Faith takes hold of God’s power. 
Leighton wrote: “Faith puts us within 
his walls and sets the soul within the 
guard of the power of God. The soul 
that relies on self-confidence and vain 
presumption it its own strength is 
exposed to all kinds of danger. Faith 
is a humble self-denial that rests on 
the Lord. Thus the weakest believer 
is safe, because through believing, 
he is within the strongest of all 

defenses. Faith is the victor. When 
the Christian is hard-pressed 
with temptation, he looks up to 
him who is the great conqueror 
of the powers of darkness and 
calls to him, ‘O Lord, assist your 
servant in this encounter with 
your strength, so that the glory 
will be yours.’ Thus faith draws 
the power of God and of his Son, 
Jesus, in to our difficulties. King 
David was not content with one or 
two expressions of God’s power, 
and delighted with many such 
expressions. Psalm 18 says “The 
Lord is my rock, my fortress and 
my deliverer; my God is my rock, 
in whom I take refuge. He is my 
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shield and the horn of my salvation, 
my stronghold.” Faith overcomes 
because of the almighty power on 
which it rests.”7

The ultimate object of our faith is 
Christ. Faith is depending on Christ 
for forgiveness. Faith is depending on 
Christ for our righteousness. Even the 
good deeds of a Christian can’t save us. 
We need the good deeds that Jesus did, 
who had no sinful nature, to justify us 
before God. Jesus came and lived life 
on this earth for over thirty years, and 
during that time, he was doing what 
we should be doing, but cannot do. 
Jesus lived with perfect righteousness. 
And He did that for us, because as 
both fully God and fully man, He was 
able to credit to our accounts all the 
righteousness we need for everyone 
who trusts Him for it.

Peter wrote of spiritual growth in verse 
2. Christians are “in the sanctification 
of the Spirit, for the obedience to 
Jesus Christ, and for sprinkling with 
his blood.” God puts His Spirit into 
believers at the same time that He 
gives them faith. It’s the Holy Spirit 
who lives in Christians and teaches 
us to follow God. Sanctification is, as 
Peter says, “for obedience to Jesus.” 
Jesus taught us how to live, and the 
Holy Spirit gives us power to make 
real, spiritual progress during our 
time on earth, though often times it 
is two steps forwards, one step back. 
Leighton commented “Yet when we 
look at the strength that guards us, the 
power of God, then we understand 
why we remain safe to the end. For 
our omnipotent God supports us, and 
his everlasting arms are under us.”8

Jesus promised to give us the Holy 
Spirit if we ask. Leighton challenged: 
“We must endeavor to have this 
sanctifying spirit in ourselves, and 
pray much for it, for his promise to 
give the Holy Spirit to those who ask 
applies to us. Shall we be so foolish 
as to lack this because we do not ask? 
When we find our souls weighed 
down, then let us pray for His Spirit.”9

The Christian can be free from 
guilt and condemnation by God’s 
promise. Jesus took all our guilt 
and condemnation on Himself so 
that we could be spared the most 
serious consequences of our sin. 
Such consequences are a load that no 
one can bear, and that is why Jesus 
willingly bore it Himself. God calls all 
people to trust Jesus with that burden 
and let go of it. We can rejoice as 
Christians, because “there is now no 
condemnation for those who are in 
Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1).

Leighton closed his comments 
on 1 Peter 1:5 by pointing eyes 
heavenward. “Earthly inheritances are 
stained with sin; they all spoil, fade, 
and perish away. But our heavenly 
inheritance will never perish, and it 
makes all earthly possessions pale in 
insignificance. Everything on earth 
will one day disappear. But no trace 
of sin or sorrow is in our heavenly 
inheritance. All pollution is wiped 
away, all tears disappear. There is no 
envy or strife. This inheritance will 
not change. Its joys will never fade. 
Do we have anything surer and better 
here on earth? Happy are those whose 
hearts God fixes on this inheritance. . . 
. You must learn to use what you have 
here as travelers, and let your home, 
your inheritance, your treasure, be on 
high, which is by far the richest and 
safest place.”10

Robert Leighton was no stranger to 
suffering. His father was a Puritan 
who was persecuted, imprisoned, 
and tortured by the Star Chamber for 
publishing harsh criticisms against 
the Catholic-leaning Anglican church 
of King Charles I. Ten years later, 
Robert’s father was released from 
prison, and the next year (1641) 
Robert was ordained. During the 
next decade, Robert Leighton signed 
the Solemn League and Covenant 
and served as a Presbyterian minister 
in Scotland. Leighton next served as 
professor of divinity at the University 
of Edinburgh.

Reluctantly, and never allowing 
himself to be addressed with the 
associated title “lord,” Leighton 
allowed himself to be ordained as a 
bishop and eventually archbishop 
of the Anglican church. His great 
hope was to help mediate peaceful 
resolutions between the Presbyterian 
and Anglican hostility. Though he 
found that both sides were often 
infuriated against him, he served his 
responsibilities with a humble and 
gentle spirituality.
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Book Review: Get Out and Get Rid of 
Dilemmas by G. Van Dooren

Evangelism is a tool that should be 
dear to everyone’s heart because so 
much has already been written about 
it. The book entitled Get Out and 
Get Rid of Dilemmas by the late Rev. 
G. Van Dooren is not another “how 
to do it” book that covers aspects of 
evangelism from A to Z. Instead 
it addresses some areas or issues 
surrounding evangelism that we 
may often get bogged down in as 
Reformed people.

The book is comprised of two 
parts—mini booklets, if you will—
that could each easily stand on 
their own. This does lead to some 
overlap and repetition of ideas for 
which the author need offer no 
apology. After all, repetition often 
reinforces or clarifies ideas.

The first section is actually derived 
from subject matter on which 
the author lectured based on a 
course he taught for members 
of the Burlington, Ontario 
Canadian Reformed Church. He 
begins by dealing with obstacles 
and objections to evangelism 
that might be put forth by fellow 

believers. Such objections must first 
be considered before “getting off the 
ground” and doing actual evangelism. 
Rev. Van Dooren then explains that 
evangelism can only succeed when it 
becomes a calling for all believers.

Van Dooren goes on to state that a 
grassroots movement will produce 
action and that some of the action 
must be organized. This section is 
followed by another that discusses 
various ways of organization and 
critiquing different methods of 
evangelism.

After the first section was available in 
print, Rev. Van Dooren received many 
speaking invitations asking him to 
clarify some practical problems that 
arose from his booklet. He saw the 
need to address some of the practical 
concerns that were raised and printed 
them in a second booklet entitled, A 

Dozen Dilemmas, even though more 
than a dozen are discussed.

Included are:

• Should evangelism be intentional 
(planned and organized) or 
unintentional (spontaneous or by 
examples of our daily living)?

• What should have priority: home 
missions or foreign missions?

• What should be the aim of the 
church: saving souls or building the 
church?

• Do we have to preach the gospel or 
do we instruct in Scriptures?

• Should we approach only unbelievers 
or also members of other churches?

• Must new members adjust 
themselves to our Reformed ways or 
do we have to adjust our church life to 

accommodate them?

• Wouldn’t things be easier for 
evangelism if we were more 
Arminian and not adhere strictly 
to the Canons of Dort?

Space and time do not permit 
an explanation of the author’s 
view on each question. For that, 
you must read the book. While I 
would not agree with everything 
that is presented by Rev. Van 
Dooren in this booklet, nor 
do I think it will ever become 
a best seller, it did cause me to 
contemplate various aspects 
and implications surrounding 
evangelism that I would not 
otherwise have considered. I 
would highly recommend this 
book to anyone who is interested 
in evangelism.
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Chameleon Christianity: Moving 
Beyond Safety and Conformity by Dick 
Keyes starts by noting that the world 
around us has no standards by which 
to live, no foundations for morality, 
and is looking for solutions. Over the 
generations, people have not passed on 
their faith to their children. They have 
lost the knowledge that there is a God 
Who created us, revealed good and evil 
to us, and demands that we obey Him. 
They have lost the belief in sin, which 
is the basic human problem.

Then he asks the obvious question: 
why do they not go to the church 
for answers? Why is the church 
ignored and persecuted?

The author believes that the 
modern western church has failed 
to be salt and light. To make this 
clear he likens two extremes in the 
church as chameleons and musk 
oxen. They are saltless salt and 
hidden light.

Chameleons are churches that 
compromise the truth of Scripture 
and a distinct Christian lifestyle. 
Just as a chameleon changes its 
color to blend in protectively 
with its surroundings, saltless 
Christians blend in with their 
surrounding society for safety.

Musk oxen are Christians hiding 
behind church walls to keep 

safe from the world. This group of 
Christians is like musk oxen that circle 
around the young and weak when 
danger threatens, but have no impact 
on their surroundings. A Christian 
group can so protect itself against 
contamination from the world that it 
loses contact with the world.

Neither chameleon nor musk ox styles 
trust God to do His work through the 
Holy Spirit. Both get their primary 
security not from God but from human 
social comfort.

Mr. Keyes proposes a biblical solution: 
the church should get its own house 
in order first. It should not become 
absorbed only in the preservation of its 
own members. In addition, it should 
not blend into society by compromising 
the gospel. The unbeliever must see 
that there are real answers for his 
problems. For the unbeliever to see 
those answers, the church must return 

to the foundation, to God’s Word.

The church can do this through 
biblical apologetics and true church 
community. Apologetics is the defence 
of the Christian faith. This term was 
used by the apostles to describe the 
response given to an unbeliever who 
inquires about, criticizes, or attacks the 
Christian faith. Second Corinthians 
10:5 instructs us to “ . . . destroy 
arguments and every proud obstacle 
raised up against the knowledge of 
God.” First Peter 3:15 tells us “ . . . to 
give a defence to anyone who demands 
from you an accounting for the hope 
that is in you.”

The church also must live in community 
so that unbelievers can see that the 
solutions from God’s Word work in 
actual practice. Christians should not 
use the church as a place to hide and 
be safe only, but must also engage the 
culture without compromising the 

truth of God’s word. Only then 
can we be both salt and light to our 
world.

I highly recommend this book! 
Mr. Keyes knows how hard it is 
to accept and love one another in 
the church community and offers 
many eye-openers to start living in 
true community with each other. 
As Reformed people we try to get 
all our ducks in a row theologically, 
but often there is no time left to 
show the light of the gospel to the 
people we come in contact with. 
Many times we are defensive and 
distrustful of each other within the 
church. If we really believe that the 
Bible is the Word of God and that 
Jesus is the answer to a fallen and 
searching world, we should seek 
ways to not only be salt but also be 
a light to the lost.

The Outlook | 36



Book Review
Muslims and Christians at the Table: Promoting Biblical  
Understanding Among North-American Muslims

Bruce A. McDowell and Anees Zaka 
P & R Publishing (October 1999)

Paperback: 326 pages 

ISBN-10: 0875524737 

Reviewed by Sya Strydhorst

Available on www.Amazon.com 
   

Muslims and Christians at the Table: 
Promoting Biblical Understanding 
Among North-American Muslims was 
co-authored by Bruce A. McDowell 
and Anees Zaka and published by 
P&R Publications. These men have 
extensive knowledge of the Islamic 
faith as well as extensive personal 
experience in ministering to Muslims 
at home and abroad.

Over the past several decades there 
has been an amazing growth of Islam 
in Canada and the USA. The mission 
field is literally being brought to 
our doorstep. Christians must 
catch the vision of reaching 
these lost souls for Christ. God 
has given the commission “to 
make disciples of all nations” 
(Matthew 28:20). God is bringing 
the nations here, giving us an 
opportunity to bring the gospel 
to Muslims; such an opportunity 
is not afforded to missionaries 
in developing nations. In their 
book, the authors set forth 
the historical, cultural, and 
theological background of Islam 
as a foundation for witnessing to 
Muslims, to encourage witnessing 

to our Muslim neighbors with the 
gospel, and to teach readers how to 
witness to them more effectively by 
promoting biblical understanding.

The authors emphasize that, in 
order to be equipped to evangelize 
the Muslims, one must know the 
Scriptures well. One must also have a 
living relationship with the Sovereign 
God and must have solid Christian 
support. For effective ministry to the 
Muslims, it is necessary to understand 
the history of Mohammad’s life and 
the development of Islam; these 
are foundational to the Muslim’s 
worldview, and essential in our ability 
to relate to them. Additionally, if 
we understand some elements of 
Islamic culture, it will help us in 
building relationships. The apostle 
Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 9:20, “To 
the Jews I became like a Jew, to win 

the Jews.” I would insert “Muslim” so 
that the passage would read, “to the 
Muslims I become like a Muslim, to 
win the Muslims.” This means being 
sensitive to the Muslim cultural 
norms, so we can avoid offense and 
misunderstanding.

Some examples include:

• In the Muslim culture, if a woman is 
friendly with a Muslim man, especially 
for a recent immigrant, and looks 
him in the eye, he will automatically 
assume that there is marital or sexual 
interest. This does not hold true in 
Western culture. In Western culture, 
women look men in the eyes when 
conversing. Because of this cultural 
difference, it is imperative for 
Christian men to witness to Muslim 
men and Christian women to Muslim 
women. Ladies, do not look a Muslim 

man in the eye! As mothers of 
daughters, do we warn them when 
they enter academia or the work 
place where there is a possibility 
of having foreign fellow students 
that are Muslim men or having 
male Muslim co-workers, of the 
message they unwittingly convey 
when speaking with a Muslim 
man as an equal? For the Muslim 
there is no cultural conflict—he 
may marry a non-Muslim woman. 
However, because he is the head of 
the household, he dictates that the 
religion of the household will be a 
Muslim. This fits with their zeal to 
win the world for Islam. This same 
gender equality is not afforded in 
the Islamic culture for women, 
hence a Muslim woman’s life is in 
serious danger if she befriends a 
non-Muslim man.
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• Because Muslim men and women 
eat and visit separately, we need to 
consider this when extending them 
an invitation to a meal or for a visit.

• Clothing: the Muslim women 
have the dress code of servitude; in 
due consideration, we as Christian 
women must dress modestly.

• The view of sacred books: When 
using the Holy Bible, never use 
one that has handwritten notes. In 
addition, one may never have the 
Bible below waist level or place it on 
the floor. For the Muslim that shows 
total disrespect. They worship the 
Qur’an. Because of that, we must 
show due respect for our sacred 
book. Muslims view the Qur’an as 
Christians view Christ.

• Crossing your legs shows the soles 
of your feet—this is considered very 
disrespectful.

Stereotypes hinder American 
Christians from reaching out and 
witnessing to their Muslim neighbors. 
Preconceived ideas and attitudes 
build barriers. How do we break these 
down and build bridges? The authors 
seek to present a more realistic view, 
showing that Muslims are in many 
ways much like us. They have hopes 

and dreams, loving families, work, 
school, and have spiritual needs, as 
we all do. Many are hospitable and 
good neighbors. Many are not out 
to destroy Western civilization. Most 
of them are ambitious to convert the 
Christian to Islam; this becomes the 
opportunity we have to discuss our 
faith with them.

Islam and the Qur’an know Adam, 
Noah, Abraham, Jesus, and other 
Bible characters; but the stories are 
distorted. Islam also holds to belief in 
God, Jesus, sin, salvation, good, and 
evil; however, the Muslim understands 
those truths quite differently from the 
way Christians do.

As it is easy to bring offence when 
countering the truths and ideas that 
others greatly treasure, the authors 
teach how to sensitively bring the 
gospel. The authors offer helpful 
lessons on how one does present the 
truth. Because Muslims believe that 
the later revelation of the Qur’an 
trumps and essentially nullifies the 
previous revelation of the Bible, they 
do not consider the Bible as having 
authority. The Bible is the Christian’s 
one authority. This presents a 
major challenge for the Christian 
in witnessing to the Muslim, but we 
can overcome these difficulties. By 
establishing mutually acceptable 
rules of dialogue and by using specific 
references from the Qur’an as points 
of contact, we can open up the Holy 
Bible to them and reveal Christ.

It is imperative that as ambassadors 
for Christ we proclaim the gospel of 
salvation in the Lord Jesus Christ. In 
order to do so, we need to develop 
relationships. Then as we meet and 
talk as friends, we can enter into 
discussions of the Truth and make 
comparisons between the Bible 
and the Qur’an. This book gives 
suggestion for cross-cultural Bible 
studies. Witnessing Christians must 

present their convictions with love 
and humility. Love is imperative. If 
love is absent, it is virtually impossible 
to communicate the gospel effectively, 
because that makes the possessor of 
that conviction obnoxious, and the 
dogma possessed becomes repulsive.

The authors have provided an excellent 
resource of practical applications to 
minister to Muslims. The book has 
a wealth of information; because of 
that, however, it is not necessarily an 
easy read. In the light of the fact that 
the nations of the world are on our 
doorstep, and Jesus gave the mandate 
“to disciple the nations,” including 
those that espouse the Islamic faith, 
I highly recommend this book for 
church libraries and for reading by 
both church leaders and lay people.
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“A Site to Behold” James Oord

It’s a hard time to be a teenager. Well, 
actually you could say that of any 
time since the cultural revolution of 
the 1960s. Or, you could probably say 
that of any time ever. But, it sounded 
like a good way to start a column.

Back in the early decades of 
Christianity, Paul wrote to Timothy 
about the difficulty of being young. 
“Let no one despise you for your youth, 
but set the believers an example in 
speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in 
purity” (1 Timothy 4:12). Paul’s words 
echo across the centuries as a challenge 
to all Christians, but particularly to 
those who are young. Our culture sets 
low standards for its young people, 
encouraging them to follow their 
passions, live in the moment, and seek 
only earthly pleasure, a far cry from 
Paul’s call to live an exemplary lifestyle, 
above reproach.

Alex and Brett Harris (younger 
brothers to Josh Harris, senior pastor of 
Covenant Life Church in Maryland and 
popular author of a fleet of books on 

courtship and Christian living) are twin 
brothers who are taking Paul’s charge to 
Timothy seriously. They are calling their 
generation away from hedonism and 
into a radical Christian life. Their blog, 
“The Rebelution” (www.therebelution.
com), bold-facedly declares itself to 
be “a teenage rebellion against the low 
expectations of an ungodly culture” 
(click on “learn about the rebelution” to 
read their whole mission statement; it’s 
quite resolute). It is quite encouraging 
to see two young men taking a stand 
against the prevailing lethargy of 
today’s world. One of the Harris 
brothers’ mottos is “Do Hard Things,” 
which is also the title of their first co-
authored book (followed by the sequel 
Start Here, detailing exactly how to “do 
hard things”). Through their blog, their 
books, and their national conferences, 
“The Rebelution” is challenging 
teenagers (and indeed all of us) to take 
a stand and get out there and live out 
our Christian life.

“The Rebelution’s” blog provides 
many challenging posts on a variety 

of subjects like modesty, movies, and 
missions. There are many long in-depth 
articles as well as short little blurbs, all 
of which are challenging and thought-
provoking. They have great book 
recommendations and links to many 
other fine blogs. “The Rebelution” 
provides an online place where 
teenagers can come and be challenged, 
and forms an online community 
for like-minded rebels with a cause, 
rebels against low expectations. “The 
Rebelution” has gained attention 
from World magazine, Fox News, and 
dozens of theologians.

Even though I’m not a teenager 
(in years, anyway), I still visit “the 
Rebelution” regularly. I can sometimes 
spend hours browsing and checking 
out all their great materials—and it’s 
always time well spent. So, whether 
you are a teenager, know a teenager, 
or ever have been a teenager, check 
out www.therebelution.com and let 
it be a tool for you to start rebelling 
against society’s low expectations and 
start living a radical Christian life.
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