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Understanding the Context of Christmas

F
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The Fullness of Time

Rev. Bill
Boekestein

“But when the fullness of time had come, God sent for his Son . . .”
Galatians 4:4a

For my family, living in a community
with a coal-mining heritage has been
a new experience. Since we didn’t
grow up hearing the stories about the
days when “coal was king,” we have
found that taking coal mine tours and
reading books on the industry has
helped us appreciate the impact coal
has had on our community.

sacrifices and other ceremonies of the
laws; and lastly fulfilled by God’s only
begotten Son.” The Catechism briefly
sketches out the revelation of the
gospel from the beginning of time to
Christ’s birth in Bethlehem. Christ’s
advent is given a context as we see
the gospel previewed, proclaimed,
portrayed, and performed.

Since is impossible to extract any
particular point in time from its
broader context, the better we
understand history, the better
we understand the present. The
fact that time itself is inextricably
interconnected has a bearing on
how we celebrate Christmas. There
seems to be a tendency today to
extract Christ’s birth from its broader
historical and redemptive context.
We often look back only to the events
immediately surrounding the birth
of Christ. When we do this we miss
the powerful background that set the
stage for the coming of Christ.

The Gospel Previewed

Galatians 4:4 says that Christ was
born at a particular and important
time in history; it is called “the
fullness of time.” God is telling us that
the time of Quirinius’s governorship
was “ripe” for Christ’s advent (Luke
2:2). Here’s the point: We will not
appreciate the good news of Christ’s
coming if we fail to realize what his
coming was fulfilling.
The Heidelberg Catechism (Q&A
19) helps set the context for Christ’s
coming. It says that the holy gospel was
“first revealed in Paradise; afterwards
published by the holy patriarchs and
prophets, and foreshadowed by the

God himself began to reveal the
gospel in Paradise to Adam and Eve.
We read of this revelation in Genesis
3:15, which has rightly been called
the first gospel promise. Here God
says, “I will put enmity between you
[the Serpent] and the woman and
between your seed and her Seed;
He shall bruise your head, and you
shall bruise his heel.” Remember that
at this point in redemptive history
Adam and Eve were two condemned
and hopeless sinners trembling on
the edge of Paradise Lost. No two
people had ever given up so much so
quickly and so foolishly. If you have
ever felt completely discouraged and
hopeless, then you know something
of how our first parents felt that day
in the Garden. In fact, by nature you
are in the same position as your first
parents, trembling and naked before
God. In that setting God delivers
their punishment.
But he also reveals a message of hope;
he reveals the gospel. What does God
promise in Genesis 3:15? That he
himself will work deliverance through
the seed of the woman. The deliverer
will be a conqueror, crushing the
head of the serpent. How they needed

to hear these words! The serpent had
just carried out the greatest deception
of all time. Adam and Eve had lost
everything. But God promises to
send a Son to crush the serpent—to
set his people free from his tyranny.
They also heard that the deliverer
will suffer; his heel will be bruised.
He will be a conquering king and a
suffering servant.
This first promise is so important
because the rest of the Bible unfolds
the hope first revealed here. “The
promise was vague at first; but the
fulfillment was sure” because God had
spoken.1 The gospel in Paradise has
been likened to a tiny sapling. It will
grow. It will expand. But everything
that makes it a tree is there. God first
began to unfold this gospel promise
through the patriarchs (or early
fathers) and the prophets.

The Gospel Proclaimed
Patriarchs as Gospel Proclaimers
We don’t always consider Old
Covenant saints gospel preachers,
but they were. Believe it or not, the
first way in which the early fathers
communicated the gospel was by
having children. God told our first
parents in Genesis 3:15 that salvation
would come through the seed of the
woman. The rest of Genesis is focused
on this idea of “seed.” The word is
used almost fifty times, far more than
in any other Bible book.
From the first pages of Scripture the
gospel promise is communicated
through the continuance of the seed
of promise. In every generation, the
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Spirit focuses on a single person, the
child of promise. Adam had three
sons, but in time Seth comes to the
fore. Seth also had many children, but
it is Enoch through whom the promise
will come. Noah had Shem, Ham, and
Japheth, but Shem is chosen. And on
it goes.

Prophets as Gospel Proclaimers

Every time the Bible focuses on the seed
of promise, the gospel is proclaimed.
Salvation will not be accomplished by
humanity but by a single seed. This
is why two of the gospel books begin
with a genealogy. The seed progresses
through time until it stops at “Jesus,
who was born of Mary who is called
Messiah” (Mat. 1:16).

Consider the famous words of Isaiah
9:6. Here Isaiah is prophesying
concerning the Messiah: “For to us
a child is born, to us a Son is given,
and the government will be on his
shoulders.” Wasn’t this the message
from the beginning? That “a seed of
the woman” would be the redeemer
and King? But here we learn the
Messiah will be more than a human
son. Notice his names: “Wonderful
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting
Father, Prince of Peace.” The Christ
would be “truly human and truly
righteous, yet more powerful than all
creatures, that is . . . true God.”2

Notably, Matthew’s genealogy begins
with Abraham. To him the gospel
promise was first clearly given by way
of a covenant, or a pact of friendship.
God said, “I will establish my covenant
. . . to be your God and the God of your
descendants after you” (Gen. 17:7). We
learn that salvation is a union between
God and man. God gives himself to
his people (cf. John 3:16)

It is worth noting that this prophetic
preaching took place largely during
the decline of God’s physical kingdom
on earth. Gone were the glory days of
David and Solomon. Instead the people
of Israel faced military conquest and
exile. In this setting, what is the theme
of the prophets? The gospel of Christ.
They preached the coming Messiah
and his glorious kingdom.3

Second, the gospel was proclaimed
by the patriarchs through real words.
Noah was a preacher of righteousness
(2 Peter 2:5). Enoch preached the
gospel (Jude 1:14). Called a patriarch in
Acts 2:29, David preached the Messiah
as King and Priest. He even spoke
specifically of Christ’s crucifixion and
divine dereliction (Ps. 22).

God not only previewed the gospel of
his Son and caused it to be preached;
he also presented it in picture form.

The patriarchs preached the gospel.
But the clearest example of Old
Testament gospel preaching was left
for the prophets.

The Gospel Portrayed
Specifically, the gospel is portrayed by
the sacrifices and ceremonies of the
law. These bore witness as symbols
of the good news of Jesus. They were
types or foreshadowings of Christ’s
life and work (Col. 2:17).
The Old Testament sacrifices never
accomplished salvation; they were
never seen as the end of God’s

redemptive plan. God’s promised
salvation would come from the body
of a woman, not an animal. The
ceremonies and sacrifices of the law
served as types in several ways.
First, they were substitutionary in
nature. That is, they taught that the
sinner cannot pay for his own sins
but must have his sins taken away by
someone else. Second, they were a
picture of perfection. God required
that the sacrificial animal must have
no blemish (Ex. 12:5). The mediator
must be sinless. Third, although
they were supposed to be flawless,
the sacrificial animals were entirely
inadequate. This fact is demonstrated
in the repetitious nature of the
sacrifices; they were never finished.
The flawed character of the sacrifices
is also graphically illustrated in that
the animals died on the altar and were
never raised up. They were not able to
bear the weight of God’s anger; his
wrath destroyed them. For this reason
they were an inadequate shield from
the just anger of God toward sin.
The catechism has walked us through
the unfolding of the gospel prior to
Christ’s birth. From the end of the Old
Testament to the coming of Christ
there is a period of silence of almost
four hundred years. God wanted the
world to wait. The prophesies had
been made, but they could not be
fulfilled by human work. During this
time, God’s people had virtually no
human prophet, no priest, and no
king. Prior to this time, these offices
had deviated from their intended use,
so as to show that someone else must
fulfill them. The time was indeed ripe

for God to send his Son to be prophet,
priest, and king for his people.
“In the fullness of time, God sent his
Son . . .” He performed the gospel
through his own dear Son.

The Gospel Performed
Jesus Christ was that deliverer who
was born of the seed of the woman,
Mary. Through his perfectly righteous
humanity, he was flawless. He
approached the cross as a substitute
for his people. Through his death, he
crushed the head of Satan. Through
the power of his divinity, he was
raised to newness of life. This sacrifice
was finally accepted by God!
The gospel is progressively revealed
in the Bible. It continually demands
a response of faith. This is how the
first promise was received. From our
perspective, Adam didn’t have that
much to go on. God had said, “An
offspring will come from the woman’s
body, and he will save you.” Shortly
thereafter, Adam named his wife
Eve “because she would become the
mother of all the living” (Gen. 3:20).
Clearly Adam trusted God.
As the first prophet, Adam declared
that salvation would come from the
woman. God continued to speak this
message “to our forefathers through
the prophets at many times and in
various ways, but in these last days
he has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb.
1:1). God is calling us to place our
trust in Jesus Christ today.
Thankfully, we have four thousand
years of recorded redemptive history

to bolster our faith! According to
Peter, “ . . . We have the word of the
prophets made more certain, and you
will do well to pay attention to it . . .”
(2 Peter 1:19). Let us be people who
have confidence in the word of God’s
promise. And let us praise the Lord,
who in the fullness of time, for us and
for our salvation, sent his Son, our
Lord Jesus Christ. William Cowper
sums up well:
Jesus, I love to trace
Throughout the sacred page,
The footsteps of thy grace,
The same in ev’ry age!
Oh grant that I may faithful be
To clearer light, vouchsaf ’d
to me! 4

1. J. Gresham Machen The New
Testament, 45.
2. Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 15.
3. O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of
the Prophets, 8
4. From The Complete Poetical Works of
William Cowper, Olney Hymns XX.

Rev. William D.
Boekestein is the pastor of
Covenant Reformed Church
(URCNA) in Carbondale, PA,
and author of Life Lessons
from a Calloused Christian: A
Practical Study of Jonah with
Questions, available from
Reformed Fellowship.
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“Sometimes, when I watch, as I do now,
my beloved wife Sonia and our most
beloved Matteo as they sleep, I wonder,
how can he grow, as a true believer, in
a country like Italy, in such relentless
spiritual, social, and political decline?
These are the thoughts of a new daddy,
which become subjects of my prayers.”
Giovanni has been attending for years
a historically Protestant church, which
takes pride in its ancient roots and
relentless struggles. He knew that, over
time, this church had become liberal
and had made some very serious
compromises, but the basic theology
still seemed sound, holding (at least
in words) to a good seventeenthcentury confession. Over the last
few years, however, Giovanni’s pastor
has become more explicit about his
anti-Trinitarian and Arian stand and
has blessed the union of homosexual
couples.
Giovanni has not been able to bring
himself to have his four-year old
son baptized with a non-Trinitarian
formula. He has appealed to his church
council and has been looking for
alternatives.
As Americans, we might want to blurt
out what seems like an obvious advice,
“He should find another church!” The
problem for Giovanni is that Reformed
confessional churches are rare in
Italy. In fact, there is only one fully
organized church in Italy that meets
the standards set by NAPARC (North
American Presbyterian and Reformed
Council), and that’s Chiesa Evangelica
Riformata Filadelfia (CERF), about
800 miles away from Giovanni.

A First Church Plant
CERF was also born out of frustration
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with the present situation in Italy and
out of a compelling desire to provide
believers with a Scriptural place
of worship.
It all started in 2001 when two families,
deeply moved by the message of a
Christian conference hosted in two
different cities, realized that true
Christianity is much more than what
they were taught in their Assembly
of God churches. As one of them
was providentially offered the chance
to move geographically closer to
the other, they began to discuss the
possibility of forming a nucleus of
true believers united by historical
confessions. They contacted a friend,
Rev. Andrea Ferrari, who was then
pastor of an independent Reformed
Baptist congregation in Sicily, about
800 miles south, and asked for his
counsel and help.
Initially, the two families met weekly
to listen to audio sermons and read
Reformed material together as Ferrari
and a colleague took turns to meet
them on a monthly basis. As more
people joined the group, they rented
a small facility where they could meet
for worship. The group was called
“Filadelfia,” in reference to Revelation
3:8.
Finally, at the request of the core
group, in July 2002 Rev. Ferrari and
his family moved to Milan, where
he began to serve as their pastor,
with the encouragement of several
Reformed Baptist pastors from the
United States. In December 2002, with
the recognition of several Reformed
Baptist churches in the USA, the
Milan work was constituted as Chiesa
Evangelica Filadelfia, confessing the
1689 London Baptist Confession.

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

The Italian Reformation:
An URCNA Mission in Italy (2)

Mrs. Simonetta
Carr

A Need for Reformation
A major milestone in the progress
of Chiesa Evangelica Filadelfia came
in the summer of 2008, when a
disciplinary case forced Rev. Ferrari
to rethink his church structure. For
some years, he had been in touch with
Rev. Michael Brown of Christ URC in
Santee, CA, and was able to recognize
the advantages of a presbyterian form
of church government. After much
discussion and study of covenant
theology, he also became fully
convinced of a Reformed position on
the doctrine of baptism.
By this time, Rev. Ferrari’s congregation
in Milan had grown to about ten
families, and he knew that the change
from Reformed Baptist to URCNA
could not happen lightly. He first took
two mature men in his congregation
through an in-depth study of Reformed
covenant theology, the Three Forms of
Unity, and the URCNA Church Order.
With their full agreement and support,
he introduced the congregation to the
same documents. The change was well
received by all church members.
“Covenant theology has been of great
encouragement to us,” explained elder
Mimmo Altobelli. “Its terminology
and concepts have been very edifying
and have helped us to understand
more deeply the work of Christ. The
comfort it brought us motivates us to
direct our eyes more steadily towards
God, who has for us “plans for welfare
and not for evil, to give us a future and
a hope” (Jeremiah 29:11, ESV).
In February 2009, while visiting
Christ URC, Rev. Ferrari met with
the consistory and asked for oversight
and advice. He didn’t want to be an
independent pastor and desired full

accountability. He also expressed
his desire to establish a federation
of Reformed churches in Italy,
modeled after the URCNA, since no
confessional Reformed or Presbyterian
denominations exist in that country
today.
In June 2009, Rev. Brown traveled to
Milan to assess the situation. There, he
found a small but vibrant church, ready
to learn and grow. He saw children
learning the Heidelberg Catechism,
families meeting for daily devotions,
visitors invited and warmly welcomed,
and a tremendous unity among the
believers. “It’s easy for us, in our latent
consumer mentality, to feel a little
detached from a church, thinking, ‘If
something goes wrong, I can always go
to this or that church,’ but it’s not this
way in Milan. You really get a sense
of this being a church that is in many
ways very alone, so the love they have
for each other is really a tremendous
thing,” he explained.
As soon as Rev. Brown returned
to Santee and gave his report, the
consistory of Christ URC made the
commitment to respond to Ferrari’s
request and help him establish a
federation of Reformed churches
in Italy.

Today’s CERF
It was determined that the best course
of action was for Rev. Ferrari to be
duly ordained as URCNA minister and
then sent to Italy by a local church. On
January 24, 2010, Rev. Ferrari sustained
his colloquium doctum exam, passing
with full colors. The following Sunday,
he was commissioned by Christ URC
in Santee as missionary to Italy.
In April 2010, Rev. Brown traveled
again to Milan, where, together with
Rev. Ferrari, he participated as an
official representative of Christ URC’s
consistory in the ordination of two
men to the office of elder (Vittorio
Calderaro and Domenico “Mimmo”
Altobelli), one man to the office of
deacon (Giuseppe Ferrari), the baptism
of the member children, and the

reconstitution of the church as Chiesa
Evangelica Riformata ‘Filadelfia.’
On April 25th, he had the pleasure
of witnessing the profession of faith
of Arnaldo Mazzola, a man who had
been in the Roman Catholic Church
for sixty years. “He simply showed up
one day asking, ‘What is it that you
believe?’“ Rev. Brown explained.
Today, CERF is a fully Reformed
church with all three offices (minister,
elder, and deacon) in leadership. The
building is located on a busy street,
where many can see it. Almost every
week, someone comes in to attend the
service or the weekly prayer meetings
and to learn more about the church
and what it stands for. The visitors
are almost equally Roman Catholic
and evangelical. Many come from
Pentecostal/charismatic
churches,
a large—and widely fragmented—
presence in Italy. In fact, apart from two
families, all CERF church members
share a Pentecostal background.
Another growing presence in Italy is
the immigrant evangelical community.
Some have estimated that there are
approximately 400,000 evangelical
immigrants in Italy. Many of them
also come from Pentecostal churches.
Presently, CERF has been helping a
Nigerian Christian, Matteo, also of
Pentecostal background, to gain legal
status in Italy. Matteo has narrowly
escaped a dangerous situation in his
home country and has now been
attending CERF regularly for some
months.
This summer, Westminster Seminary
California student Chris Coleman
spent two months as an intern at CERF,
preaching weekly from 1 Peter. He also
held an English language course for
people in the community, who later
attended a service and a fellowship
meal.
Two things particularly impressed
Coleman during his stay. First of all,
he could not help noticing the stark
contrast between the magnificent
Roman Catholic churches that fill

every town and gather so many tourists
without preaching the gospel, and the
small renovated computer store in
one of Milan’s industrial areas that
announces the gospel faithfully week
after week.
He also contrasted the highly-polished
idea most American tourists have of
Italy and the reality one sees every day.
Next to the astounding works of art are
unassuming alleys and streets where
people suffer from the same illnesses,
heartaches, and problems we have here.
“In the month that I have been here, two
young people had to be hospitalized
for emergency care, one expectant
mother has been very sick and unable
to attend worship, one young man is
struggling to become a legal Italian
citizen, and one mature lady continues
to suffer from Alzheimer’s. These are
reminders to us, especially Americans,
that the people of Italy suffer from the
same pains and hurts that we do. Italy,
then, is not merely a land of museums,
churches and paintings, but it is a land
of people who need to hear the Good
News of Jesus Christ.”
Unlike most evangelical churches in
Italy, which rely on fancy programs
of evangelization, CERF devotes all
its time to the preaching of the Word,
administration of the sacraments,
catechism, and family visitations.
The weekly catechism class includes
children and parents together. “We
are encouraged by the fruits we see
in our small church, and first of all in
ourselves,” Altobelli said.
The financial needs are still great. Rev.
Ferrari’s family is largely sustained
by the support of Reformed churches
and individuals in the United States.
Besides, the facility where CERF meets
is in desperate need of renovation.
They need first of all a foyer to avoid
constant traffic in and out of the
building during the service. They need
better windows to keep out the cold in
winter and the heat in summer. They
also need classrooms for catechism
classes.
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Clockwise: Ordination and
installation of Rev. Andrea Ferrari
on January 24, 2010. Worship
Service. Coffee and fellowship.
Local flavor of Italy.

Rev. Brown, who was recently appointed
as chairman of a study group to develop
a proposed set of federational mission
policies and guidelines, refers to the
URCNA church order in appealing
for help: “The church’s missionary
task is to preach the Word of God to
the unconverted. When this task is to
be performed beyond the field of an
organized church, it is to be carried out
by ministers of the Word set apart to
this labor, who are called, supported
and supervised by their consistories.
The churches should assist each other
in the support of their missionaries.”
(art. 47).
“I hope that URCNA churches will
assist us in the support of Rev. Ferrari,
a URCNA missionary,” he continued.
“If we truly believe that the Great
Commission is primarily fulfilled
through the establishment of true
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churches, to whom the keys of the
kingdom have been given, then we are
compelled to seize this opportunity
that the Lord has given us in Italy.”

still certain that the Lord will not
abandon His people—even when all
appearances seem to belie the hope
that is within us.”

The need is great. Of Italy’s sixty million
citizens, fifty-eight million were
baptized into the Roman Church. Few
churches in Italy adhere to a historical
confession and to the three marks
of a true church (preaching of the
gospel, administration of sacraments,
and church discipline). In this dark
landscape, CERF continues to preach
and teach faithfully, week after week,
trusting that the Lord will help them
to plant more churches to meet Italy’s
dire need.

(The names of Giovanni and his family
have been modified to protect his privacy.)

As Giovanni concluded in his letter,
“Many of us are praying incessantly
to be nourished and strengthened by
the Word of the Lord as it is rightly
taught and by the good doctrine that
it generates. The hearts of many are

Learn more about Rev. Ferrari’s work
at www.reformationitaly.org

Mrs. Simonetta Carr was born
in Italy and is a member at Christ
United Reformed Church, Santee,
CA. She is currently writing a series
titled Christian Biographies for Young
Readers, published by Reformation
Heritage Books. This series include
personalities such as Augustine,
John Calvin, and John Owen.

C

Considering that Robert Schuller
pioneered the current megachurch
movement, the recent bankruptcy of
the Crystal Cathedral is no small issue.
Are we getting a glimpse into the near
future for those megachurches that
have followed Schuller’s paradigm for
ministry? Just what is the current state
of the megachurch movement? If the
Crystal Cathedral is any gauge of what
is to come, what might we learn
from the current bankruptcy
of the granddaddy of all
megachurches in this country?
If you read the news article1,
you will notice that the Crystal
Cathedral explains away their
current financial meltdown
by blaming the hard economic
times people are facing. Sheila
Schuller states that the message
people need to hear right now
is that “tough times never last;
every storm will come to an
end.” Really? Is that the message we
need “right now”? So this situation
has nothing to do with the leadership’s
reckless spending, amassing a debt of
over forty-three million dollars? It
is, by implication, the people’s fault,
because their “storms” are preventing
them from funding what apparently
has become a major corporate
enterprise, no longer able to line
the pockets of those who built the
empire. Who is primarily facing the
tough times Schuller is talking about?
Schuller’s answer in blaming the
current economic “storm” cannot be
separated from his message, and that
is precisely the problem. Their faulty
answer is bound up with their faulty
message. Robert Schuller has been
preaching a “New Reformation” of

self-esteem for years.“To be born again
means that we must be changed from
a negative to a positive self-image—
from inferiority to self-esteem, from
fear to love,” writes Schuller. He is the
grandfather of the current prosperity,
positive-thinking paradigm that
has infiltrated this country. Think
positive! God wants to pour out
material blessing upon you. And how

many rising stars have emulated this
iconic hero of the American church?
For the past two decades, Schuller
has redefined the Christian message
to build what is before us today, a
spectacular crystal kingdom driven
by a correlating message of glory
now. But the tide of prosperity,
economically speaking, was bound
to end at some point, and now the
message just doesn’t work. There
will always be business cycles; there
will be periods of peak and trough,
and people need to think through
the consequences of their actions
in the present cycle, anticipating
that which is to come. Taking these
economic principles into account,
what happens when the church’s
message is something, for instance,
that only fits into the business cycle

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

The Crystal Cathedral Megachurch
Goes Bankrupt

Rev. Chris
Gordon

of expansion or peak? What becomes
of the periods of trough? The message
is not designed to provide an answer.
This is exactly what is happening to
the megachurch movement—it has
provided a theology of glory in the
present that only fits at the proper
moment in a given business cycle. Is
it any coincidence that we have seen
this megachurch phenomenon rise
at just the right moment
in American history, the
moment of unprecedented
expansion and peak? The
movement is roughly thirtyfive years old. So now that we
have peaked, economically,
what does this mean for
our megachurch gurus?
Their message will crumble
along with the economy.
So think of the scenario.
Schuller
has
promised
prosperity, wealth, and positive
happiness, and how does such
prosperity transfer to forty-three
million dollars of debt? Is it not
appropriate to be reminded that true
and false prophets are measured by
the fulfillment of their message (Deut.
18:22)? Sure, such a message has been
great for earthly-minded churchgoers
until the sufferings that accompany
this present evil age have failed to
be overcome with what Schuller has
been offering as the solution. In other
words, what happens when my hour
of trial has failed to be overcome by a
promised “hour of power”? You have
been set up for a huge fall.
The greatest tragedy here is not
that Schuller’s message fails to
provide happiness amidst periods
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of economic trough and hardship,
but that his message fails to provide
an answer to the misery of man. In
redefining our problem, Schuller has
redefined the solution, and we are
left with the wholesale abandonment
of anything that can legitimately be
called Christian. Schuller’s message
cannot fit into the Bible’s gospel of
a crucified savior impaled on the
cross to save sinners from death. If
our problem is merely a bad attitude,
of what purpose is it to proclaim
that Christ “humbled himself ”
in assuming our human nature,
“suffered” throughout his whole life,
and “endured,” in body and soul, the
wrath of God to atone for our “sin”?
The fact remains that this present
age is characterized by tribulation
and suffering because of sin. But a
real answer has been provided in the
announcement of Christ’s sufferings
in the sinner’s place. This truth does
not compel Christians to force the
final realization and glory of God’s
promises in the now, but rather, as
the saints patiently wait, they are
given deep consolation knowing that
“the sufferings of Christ” abound in
them (2 Cor. 1:5). Understanding
this truth allows us, in times of great
trial, sorrow, and turmoil, to fix our
eyes upon the one who endured the
cross in our place, knowing that the

glory will come in the new heavens
and new earth where righteousness
shall dwell. To want glory now
becomes a denial of the very thing
that defines us as the body of Christ,
a people characterized by suffering,
tribulation, trials and tests in the
wilderness, that the Spirit of glory
may rest upon us in our weaknesses.
So what should we learn from the
bankruptcy of the pioneer of the
prosperity megachurch movement?
As the first domino has been tipped,
we shouldn’t be surprised if the rest
begin to fall. It’s easy to squawk at
times like this. My question goes
something like this: Why does the
Lord allow such chicanery to go
on, and why not put a stop to this
mockery right away? While I may not
have an answer to this, I am reminded
of what Jesus said should be my great
concern. In Jesus’ day, a tower had
fallen and killed several people. The
multitudes thought that this must
have occurred because these people
were really bad sinners. Why didn’t
that tower fall down on them sooner,
they thought. Any correlation? Jesus’
answer is one to consider: “And Jesus
answered and said to them, ‘Do you
suppose that these Galileans were
worse sinners than all other Galileans,
because they suffered such things?
I tell you, no; but unless you repent

you will all likewise perish’” (Luke
13:2–3). Jesus called people to look at
the plank in their own eyes.
Since judgment begins in the house
of God, it should cause all of those
in positions of church leadership,
including me, to evaluate seriously
if there is any tampering with the
ministry of Christ beyond his design,
and repent if so. Further still, we
should all be reminded that the Lord
has promised to free his people from
cruel shepherds who refuse to “heal
the sick, bind up the broken and
bring back what has been driven
away”(Ezek. 34:4ff). We would do
well to remember that God’s message
of salvation came in the past through
those who were in weakness, fear,
and in much trembling, that the
recipient’s faith would not be in the
wisdom of men, but in the power
of God—a power not merely by the
hour, but one that remains forever.

1. http://tinyurl.com/2woye22
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Lesson 11: Speaking Face to Face
Genesis 18:16–33

S

Some time ago I was at an outdoor
flea market in North Carolina. The
sky was getting darker; thunder could
be heard in the distance. Many of
the shoppers, as well as the vendors,
were beginning to pack up to leave.
I was about to do the same when a
particular item caught my eye. The
price tag was kind of high. Thinking I
had the weather on my side, I offered
the vendor twenty dollars.
“Och, mon,” she said in an accent I
could not identify. “I would be losing
money for sure if I gave it to you
for that!” She started putting things
around the item in boxes, all the while
muttering about how she had a family
to feed. As I began to walk away, she
said, “But I might be letting you have
it for fifty dollars.”
Ah, the gauntlet had been thrown. I
picked the item up, rolled it around in
my hand, and said, “Twenty-five.”
“You’re breaking my heart!” she
screeched. “I came down to $50 and
you only went up five? I would sooner
it fall to the ground and break in tiny
pieces than give it to you for that!”
Without skipping a beat in her tirade,
she added, “Forty-five.”
I looked for a scratch, crack, or chip,
in order to deflate the price more.
“Will you take thirty?” I asked.
“Oh, and I suppose you want me to go
to forty and then you’ll say thirty-five.
Just give it to me now. But don’t you
be telling anyone else or I’ll go out of
business for sure.”

I love dickering at flea markets, garage
sales, and the like. It is fun to see how
low you can get the sales person to go.
But can you imagine doing that
with the almighty, sovereign God?
Abraham did. God had set Abraham
apart to be the father of His chosen
race. Abraham would learn of God’s
character throughout his life. That
knowledge would be orally passed on
to future generations until recorded by
Moses. God had promised Abraham
that all the land of Canaan would one
day be his. God had made covenant
with Abraham, treating Abraham as
though he were already king of the
Promised Land.
In the passage we consider in this
lesson, God graciously took Abraham
into His confidence regarding His
concern for the cities of Sodom and
Gomorrah. God treated Abraham,
not as a servant, but as a friend
(James 2:23). He took Abraham into
His confidence so that Abraham
could learn God’s intolerance of
sin. Abraham must, in turn, direct
his children so that they may walk
in obedience and so that the Lord
may bring about for the patriarch
that which He had promised. Future
generations must know that the
judgment that falls upon the wicked
is not by accident. It is the work of a
God who hates sin.
The created world longs for
restoration and cries out to God for
sin to be removed (Jeremiah 14:2;
Romans 8:22). God told Abraham
he had heard the outcry against the
two wicked cities and sent His angels
to determine the severity of their
wickedness. By visiting the cities, the
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Lord illustrated to Abraham that He
is not a God who is afar off. He does
not act capriciously, but with justice.
Although God had only said He was
going to see if the wickedness was
great enough to destroy the cities,
Abraham concluded that it was in
effect a “search-and-destroy” mission.
If the outcry against the cities was so
great as to reach the heavens, certainly
it would have reached Mamre where
Abraham lived.
Immediately Abraham began to cry
out on behalf of the righteous people
who lived within the city, fearing
that God might indiscriminately
destroy them along with the guilty.
He knew God to be a righteous and
holy God who would not tolerate the
wickedness discovered in Sodom and
Gomorrah. While God’s justice may
demand that the wicked in the city
be punished, would a just God also
destroy the righteous within those
cities along with the wicked? If the
cities would be destroyed, causing
the innocent to suffer, God’s justice
would become suspect. On the other
hand, if the cities would be spared,
the guilty would escape the judgment
that should rightly fall upon them.
Abraham’s faith had grown so far that
he dared intercede on behalf of the
righteous within the doomed cities
of Sodom and Gomorrah. He boldly
asked God to spare the entire city if
fifty righteous people could be found
within her walls. He ended by asking,
“Will not the Judge of all the earth do
what is right?” That this is a rhetorical
question is made clear in Abraham’s
statement, “Far be it from you to do
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fifty
forty

thirty

twenty
ten?
such a thing” (v. 25). If Abraham
questioned Jehovah’s righteousness
in any way, he would never have
interceded on behalf of the righteous
within the cities. It was because he
knew Jehovah to be a righteous God
that he dared to implore Him on
their behalf.
Abraham did not know everything
about God, but he knew enough to
know that God was a just God and
that a just God would not punish
righteous people. As Abraham pleads
with God, the number of the righteous
expected in the cities decreases from
fifty all the way down to ten. Each time
God answered Abraham, he seemed
to dare to ask for a little more. Each
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time Abraham lowered the number,
God responded with a quick, positive
answer, almost daring Abraham to
ask again. Abraham received a great
lesson into the vast extent of God’s
righteousness and God’s mercy.
Finally, Abraham was so bold as to
ask, “What if only ten can be found
there?” His intercession ended with
ten. God responded that, for the
sake of ten righteous, God would not
destroy the city.
Why did Abraham stop at ten? Some
would argue that ten is the minimal
number of righteous people needed
to have a leavening effect upon a
city. That number later became the
minimum number necessary to form

a synagogue. Others contend that
Abraham could not imagine that
all within Lot’s family would not be
among the righteous, or that Lot
would have no influence upon any
within the city. We can only speculate
as to why the patriarch stopped
at this number. Perhaps Abraham
had learned that the number is
unimportant and that God is merciful
and will discriminate between the
wicked and the righteous. The episode
ended not with God failing to show
mercy, but with Abraham not daring
to ask any further. It is Abraham
who stopped praying, not God who
stopped giving.
Many people today make light of

God’s justice. Strange as it may seem,
if our rights are infringed upon, we
are moved to wrath and demand
satisfaction. Yet, when it comes to
the rights of the most holy, supreme,
sovereign Being, we do not take His
rights seriously. We tell jokes about
Saint Peter at the pearly gates and to
whom he permits or denies entrance
into heaven; we buy greeting cards
that humorously depict hell and
Satan. We maintain a bumper sticker
theology that God loves everybody
and He will punish nobody. But His
justice will be satisfied!

we fail to understand that every sin is
seeking to overthrow the rule of God
in our lives. With every sin against
God we tell the King of kings that we
would rather have ourselves on the
throne than Him.
While we stand ready to condemn
others for their sin, we have become
accustomed to our own sin. Even
worse, we have become accustomed
to the mercy of God. God is never
required to show mercy. His divine
prerogative is, “I will be gracious to
whom I will be gracious, and will
show mercy on whom I show mercy”

Nor do many people take sin all that
seriously. While the sin of Sodom and
Gomorrah was indeed great, we must
acknowledge that any sin, no matter
how slight, is treason against God.
James wrote that even the slightest
infraction against God’s law makes us
worthy of condemnation (James 2:10).
We may understand the gravity of
committing treason by participating
in the overthrow our government, yet

(Exodus 33:19). Not all receive it. If
we remain in our sin, the Judge of all
the earth will indeed to that which
is right—He will punish us with
eternal condemnation. But to those
who call upon Him and trust Him,
He grants mercy.
God poured out His wrath against
sin upon His Son at Calvary. Those
who cling to Jesus Christ’s oncefor-all sacrifice are clothed in His
righteousness. In the cross of Jesus
Christ we witness justice in the real
punishment for our sin, and we
witness mercy because our sins are
forgiven. Through Christ comes true
righteousness and reconciliation
with God.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. Why did the Lord God want to visit Sodom and Gomorrah? Justify this answer in light of the
omnipotence of God.
2. Why would the great Creator of heaven and earth confide his plans with Abraham?
3. Why did Abraham intercede with God for the welfare of Sodom and Gomorrah?
4. What was Abraham’s line of reasoning for why the cities should not be destroyed?
5. How does this passage teach both the justice and the mercy of God?
6. How do we often take an improper view of sin?
7. Are some sins more grievous or more serious in our eyes than others? Are they in God’s eyes?
8. Is the intercession of Abraham a concrete example of his being a blessing to the nations as God
had promised?
9. How is the pleading of Abraham on behalf of the cities a model for the way we are to pray for heathen
cities and countries?
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Lesson 12: Lot and His Family
Genesis 19

L

Lot had chosen the plush valley of
Sodom for his herds and also for his
family. In Genesis 13:10, Lot looked
at the land as a means of financial
gain. Just two verses later the Bible
tells us that he pitched his tent near
Sodom; the next chapter has him
living in Sodom (Genesis 14:12). In
time he became a respectable leader
sitting in the gateway of the city. Lot
had climbed the ladder of success;
unfortunately, as Lot becomes
increasingly identified with the city of
Sodom, we discover that the ladder is
leaning against the wrong wall.

The Guests Arrive
The two who had left Abraham to
check out the outcry against the cities
arrived at the home of Lot. He had no
idea that they were angels any more
than Abraham did at first. As his uncle
had done, he offered them hospitality.
When they refused his invitation, Lot
insisted. He knew well the danger
posed to visitors and offered them
protection.
The depth of wickedness within the
city is illustrated by the fact that men
from every part of the city, young and
old alike, surrounded the house. Both
Sodom and Gomorrah are prime
examples of how God turns the wicked
over to their own sin. In Ezekiel,
Sodom is described as a city that was
arrogant, overfed, and unconcerned
about the poor and needy (Ezekiel
16:49). As their desire to honor and
glorify God lessened, their desire for
self-gratification increased. Their lust
for wickedness became so intense
that the very names of their cities
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have become synonymous with vice
and godlessness. Yet, this was the very
place that Lot had chosen to live.
Although Lot is said to be a righteous
man (2 Peter 2:7–8), he did not hesitate
to prostitute his own daughters for
the sake of guests—an illustration of
the degree to which he had adopted
the thinking of his neighbors. His
offer, however, was unacceptable to
the crowd, as they attempt to break
down the door and threaten violence
against Lot. In the past the people
of the city may have tolerated Lot’s
protests against evil. They may have
appointed him as a judge (after all, he
was the nephew of Abram who had
saved the city earlier), but they would
not accept it any longer.
Instead of Lot saving his guests from
harm, they save him by striking
the men of Sodom with blindness.
Evidently this was not a typical
blindness. Such blindness should
have terrified and dispersed the mob,
but they were so filled with iron
obstinacy that they were all the more
determined to find the door. John
Calvin wrote that this happens daily
with the reprobate as they furiously
wage war against God. Satan fascinates
them with such madness that even
when stricken by God they proceed
to advance against Him. Even so, the
crowd eventually dispersed.

The Guests Give the Warning
The sin of Sodom was complete.
The men of Sodom had abased one
another; now they had sought to
abuse the messengers of God. Behind
the closed doors of Lot’s home the
angels tell Lot the two-fold purpose of
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their visit: to destroy the cities because
of their wickedness and to save the
righteous (Lot and his family). Given
the opportunity to warn his family,
Lot rushed to his sons-in-law to tell
them of the impending doom. His
desperate last-minute appeal to them
was in vain. They would not believe
him. Lot had lived with the people
of the city for too long. He had lost
all his credibility because he had
compromised his spiritual values.
In spite of the urgent warnings given
by the angels to leave the city quickly,
Lot hesitated. He who had once looked
covetously upon the plush valley now
looked upon all his possessions and
comforts to which he had attached
himself. Unlike Abraham, Lot
lacked a determination to live in
obedience to the Lord. Without that
determination he began to tolerate
the lifestyle he saw around him. Such
toleration led to compromising his
beliefs within the home to the point
where he permitted his daughters
to wed the wicked sons of Sodom.
Without a true determination to
obey the God of his uncle, Lot’s
beliefs were compromised and fell in
the face of temptation.
Literally picking them up by the
collar and leading Lot, his wife, and
two daughters out of the city, the
angels continued to stress the urgency
of their departure. It was a matter of
life and death! They were to flee to the
mountains to avoid being destroyed
along with the cities in the plains.
Even with all the warnings received,
Lot pled with the angels that, rather
than flee to the mountains, his family
be permitted to run to Zoar instead.

Lot’s logic is fascinating! God had
sent His angels to save his family from
the destruction of Sodom, and he
was worried that he might encounter
some disaster in the mountains to
which God was sending him. Instead
of being deeply grateful for the
deliverance he graciously received
from God, he offered an alternate
plan. Whereas Abraham pled on
behalf of the righteous in the city, Lot
pled for himself, as if to say, “God, you
were gracious enough to spare my
life, now be gracious enough to let me
keep sinning.” He was so concerned
about some possible disaster in the

mountains that he ignored the certain
disaster in the valley.
The angels respond by granting
the request, adding, “But flee there
quickly, because I cannot do anything
until you reach it” (Genesis 19:22).
Indeed the Judge of all the earth
was doing what was right, even as
Abram had said (Genesis 18:25). God
withheld His divine judgment for the
sake of Lot.

The Cities Destroyed
God in mercy granted the request of
Lot to flee to Zoar. As the sulfur and
fire fell from the sky, the family fled

the city. Lot’s wife, however, did not
enter Zoar with her husband and
two daughters. Failing to heed the
warning of the angels not to look
back, she turned around and looked
upon the blazing city of Sodom.
Using the example of Lot’s wife, Jesus
warned believers not to become so
attached to earthly possessions that
we neglect the coming judgment
(Luke 17:30–35).
God’s character has not changed
through the years. Neither have His
standards. He is still grieved by our
sin. When such sin is flaunted in His
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face He is determined to punish it. The
inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah
were no more sinful than any other
people, for we are all totally depraved
and inclined to hate God and our
neighbors. Unless sinful people turn
from their wickedness to follow Jesus
Christ, the judgment poured out on
these two cities will be poured out
upon them, as well (Luke 13:5). The
sons-in-law of Lot rejected the offer
of deliverance; Lot’s wife did not
embrace it whole-heartedly. Only Lot
and his two daughters made it safely
to Zoar before the destruction came.
Their rescue is an example of God
saving the righteous while destroying
the wicked.
It should be easy to understand why
the three survivors of a destroyed
city would feel uncomfortable in
their new surroundings. First of all,
the people of Zoar had to know that
the sulfur-smelling newcomers were
from the destroyed cities. How did
they escape when so many others
perished? One cannot imagine
they would have received much of
a welcome. In addition, Lot must

have felt a lot like Noah when Noah
departed from the ark. How could he
be certain that God’s judgment would
not strike Zoar? Eyes suddenly made
keen of the sin around him, he had to
notice that this city in the plain was no
better than the one he had left. Unlike
with Noah, there was no rainbow for
Lot. Filled with fear, he fled to the
mountains with his daughters to live
as hermits, isolated from the rest of
the human race.
What follows is a story of shame in
which Lot and his two daughters fall
deeper into their own tragedy. There
is no sign of repentance, no gratitude
for their deliverance, and no turning
to God. In all that we read concerning
the life of Lot, he never once built an
altar to the Lord. Instead, Lot and his
daughters had become conformed to
the standards of the people around
them. They had no shame concerning
their own conduct. Afraid no male
would want to marry a survivor of
the destroyed cities, Lot’s daughters
brought their father into a drunken
state where they could engage in
incest for the purpose of preserving

the family line. They go so far as to
immortalize their sin by naming their
sons Moab (from the father) and
Ammon (son of my people).
Lot did not lose his dignity and faith by
making big (but wrong) earthshaking
decisions; he lost it by making many
small choices without God. Having
failed to seek first the kingdom of
God and His righteousness, he lost
everything. Scripture may refer to Lot
as a righteous man “saved as by fire,”
but in his sin and weakness his family
and descendants became enemies of
Israel and were lost to God’s church
and God’s covenant promises.

Rev. Wybren H. Oord
is the co-pastor of the
Trinity United Reformed
Church in Lethbridge,
Alberta, Canada, and the
editor of The Outlook.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. Trace the progression (or digression) of Lot and his family. How does this tie in with Psalm 1?
2. Can you give examples of how a post-Christian society follows a pattern similar to that of Sodom?
How does this relate to Romans 1:18–32?
3. Are Christians often influenced by the society in which they live? If so, how?
4. Do we slowly tolerate more and more wickedness and/or worldliness within the church?
Give illustrations.
5. Why was Lot unable to influence the citizens of the city—not even his own sons-in-law?
6. How was blindness an appropriate punishment (Cf. 2 Corinthians 4:4 and 1 John 2:11)?
What was the real cause of their blindness?
7. God withheld judgment until Lot was safely out of the city. How does this bring comfort to
the believer in relation to the final judgment?
8. Does Lot have any part in the glorious future promised to Abraham?
9. How can we avoid becoming like Lot in this world?
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Reformed young people may
sometimes feel as though they are
a minority in the world. However,
after attending the Reformed Youth
Services Convention in Newberg,
Oregon, perhaps they felt like Elijah
when he discovered that there were
seven thousand that were still like
him (1 Kings 19). Just fewer than
seven hundred Reformed people
gathered for the convention that
took place from July 12 to July 16. It
is a difficult task to capture in a short
article the incredible week of RYS
Convention 2010. You really had to
be there! However, since most of you
were not, this summary will give you
a glimpse into what took place.
On Monday, July 12, 2010, 532
high school students from fiftyfive Reformed churches flooded the
George Fox University campus for
the tenth annual RYS convention.
Add to this the 161 adults acting
as sponsors, speakers, committee
members and board members, and
you find yourself in the midst of 693
likeminded Reformed Christians!
This constitutes the second largest
convention ever. Everyone seemed
eager to come together to hear God’s
Word and to be challenged to stand
firm on the Rock Solid foundation.
This year’s theme was ROCK SOLID,
based on Matthew 7:24-27, which
states: “Therefore everyone who hears
these words of mine and puts them
into practice is like a wise man who
built his house on the rock. The rain
came down, the streams rose, and
the winds blew and beat against that
house; yet it did not fall, because it
had its foundation on the rock. But
everyone who hears these words of
mine and does not put them into
practice is like a foolish man who

built his house on sand. The rain came
down, the streams rose, and the winds
blew and beat against that house, and
it fell with a great crash.” Rev. C. J.
den Dulk and Rev. Ed Marcusse led
our enthusiastic group in a series
of five main sessions, one each day,
in which they preached from God’s
Word found in this passage and other
related Scriptures.
Rev. den Dulk spoke at the first
session, preaching from the theme
text. He clearly showed from the
passage that building a house on the
Rock involves putting the words of
Jesus into practice. This includes the
words Jesus just finished speaking
in the Sermon on the Mount. Rev.
den Dulk then took us through each
Beatitude, focusing on how differently
life in the Kingdom looks from the
ways of the world. He challenged all
conventioneers to pursue the true
blessedness found only in our Rock,
Jesus Christ. The idea of higher goals
and priorities resounded in our hearts
and minds as we left this session.
Session two had Rev. Ed Marcusse
take up the Rock Solid theme. He
taught that Matthew 7: 24-27 was
the summary of the entire Sermon
on the Mount, setting forth Jesus’
imperative to listen and recognize
the two alternatives described as
two gates, two trees, and now two
foundations. We can hear Jesus’ words
and put them into practice, or we can
hear the words and reject them. He
impressed upon the young people
that they were at an age when they
enjoy new independence, but they
also have the responsibility that goes
with it. He boldly warned that those
who reject Christ and His words
should be prepared for the full wrath
of God to come barreling down and
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totally destroy them. Rev. Marcusse
challenged us to stop being pretenders
who build nice-looking houses on
the outside but who have shiftingsand foundations. The penetrating
question he finished with asked, “Is
the house of your soul firmly built on
Jesus?”
Our attention was directed to a Rock
Solid life necessarily being rooted in
prayer during the third session with
Rev. den Dulk. We read from Matthew
6, which contains the Lord’s Prayer
within the Sermon on the Mount.
Rev. den Dulk reminded us that the
catechism calls prayer the chief part
of thankfulness and encouraged us
to develop an “attitude of gratitude”
in prayer. He proclaimed the amazing
wonder of a God who allows us to
come to him as our Father because
of Jesus’ astounding work on the
cross, and this forced us to consider
how much time we actually set
apart to pray and draw near to God.
Emphasizing the importance of
prayer to withstand the storms of life,
we were pointed to Christ the Rock,
our only and our eternal hope.
Rev. Marcusse proclaimed God’s
Word to us again on Day four, session
four. He stated that the storm and
winds described in the text were much
more than life’s trials and tribulations.
The Solid Rock will surely stand
fast during these, but ultimately,
the tempest in Matthew 7 depicts
the storm of God’s final judgment.
He charged us to be “intolerant” of
religious pluralism, clinging to the
Rock as the only way to salvation. We
were also warned not to fall for the
devil’s lie that makes young people
believe that they have forever to turn
to Christ. Reminding us that for
some, tomorrow never comes, Rev.
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Marcusse pleaded for us to realize
that today is the day of salvation!
Friday, July 16 was the final day of
the RYS Convention, and everyone
gathered in the auditorium for the
closing session with Rev. den Dulk. He
took us to the end of Matthew, reading
from Matthew 28:1–10, a resurrection
passage. He unfolded four truths
that the empty tomb can help us to
understand. First, because of the clear
evidence that the tomb was empty
and that Jesus himself prophesied
His death and resurrection, we trust
that all Jesus taught and proclaimed
is true. The one who preached the
Sermon on the Mount is God himself,
and He is the only Rock. Secondly,
the risen Lord shows us that Jesus
was raised for our justification; He is
the Rock of our salvation. The empty
tomb thirdly means that we have the
resurrection power to live a new life,
not one built on shifting sand. Finally,
the risen, ascended, and glorified
Lord guarantees our citizenship in
heaven because Christ, our firstfruits,
is already there. Rev. den Dulk ended
our week together with the assurance
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that for those with a Rock-Solid
foundation, the glories of heaven and
eternal life with the Father are ours in
Christ!
These main sessions clearly centered
on the Word of God, and the singing
at the start of each session truly
helped to prepare our hearts to
receive that Word. Mrs. Julie Bussis,
Mr. Rip Pratt, and Mr. Brent Cooper
led the singing of many hymns and
other songs having a strong Scriptural
basis. Listening to these young people
burst into jubilant song and hearing
the beauty of the words was truly
uplifting.
Another main part of the convention
was the various workshops that were
held. Each participant selected five
from a possible eleven workshops
ranging in topic from Reformed
worship,
personal
devotions
and forgiveness, to controlling
emotions and a biblical perspective
on Facebook. The speakers for
the convention were Rev. Jeremy
Veldman, Rev. Harold Miller, Rev. Bill
Boekestein, Rev. Eric Tuininga, Rev.

Michael Schout, Mr. William Godfrey,
Rev. Jason Tuinstra, Pastor Jeff Doll,
Rev. J. Lucero, Mr. Jon Bushnell, and
Rev. Jeff De Boer. The leaders of these
workshops and sessions confronted
our young people with the truth and
subsequent consequences in a bold
way. The students spoke highly of the
workshops, learning much from the
very practical emphasis of each one.
The RYS motto is, “Committed to
the Spiritual and Social Nurturing
of our Covenant Youth.” In keeping
with this, the central focus is on the
spiritual through the sessions and
workshops geared at training our
young people. However, the social
aspect is also prevalent and vital
to the success of the convention.
All conventioneers could choose
between a whitewater rafting trip on
the Clackamas River or a visit to the
Oregon Zoo in Portland. Six hundred
and six people went rafting, making
it the largest rafting group ever to
hit the rivers in Oregon, according
to our guides. The beauty of the
surroundings on this ride prompted
us to thank our Creator God for his

handiwork. Many also discovered the
refreshing nature of cold river water
as well, after making an unplanned
dip into the Clackamas. These outings
increased the camaraderie and helped
release some of the pent-up energy
that accumulated after periods of
sitting and thinking!
Other activities included choir,
basketball, volleyball, soccer, a fivekilometer run, dodgeball, Bible
Jeopardy, checkers, and other games.
Seeing these students mingle and
forge new friendships was a joy to
witness. Another major social event
centered around the mealtimes when
we sat down together and conversed
as we ate the excellent food prepared
by staff of George Fox University. The
talent show on the final night saw
the auditorium packed with young
people, pulsing with energy, cheering
on those brave enough to show their
God-given talents. Our young people
developed a new and expanded sense
of belonging to our larger Reformed
community.
Each day was hemmed in by morning

and evening devotions in Son-rise
and Son-set groups. In the morning,
mixed groups of ten students and two
leaders met together, but at the very
end of the day each church gathered
with its own young people to discuss
the sessions and have devotions. This
set the tone for each day or concluded
the day with a focus on our purpose
of glorifying God.
It was a great blessing to observe the
spiritual growth, fun, and excitement
that developed over the course of
the week. The young people of our
churches had a wonderful time, but
so did the sponsors! Convention
2010 was a well-organized, exciting
event planned by a hard-working
committee that ensured that
everything was in place and ready
to roll from the moment the youths
arrived. This committee worked
under the leadership of Mr. Ed
De Graaf, the RYS director, and is
accountable to the RYS Board with
current chairman, Mr. Glenn Hop.
This board, in turn, is accountable to
the consistory of Cornerstone United
Reformed Church in Hudsonville,

MI. These people are dedicated to
bringing our covenant youth together
in an ever-changing world, helping
them build spiritual houses firmly
anchored on the Rock of Ages who
never changes.
The location of the next convention
is always a well-kept secret, revealed
only at the closing session of the
current convention. The suspense
was finally relieved when it was
announced that RYS Convention 2011
will be held at Dordt College in Sioux
Center, Iowa from July 25–29 with the
theme of “Under Construction. “ To
all of you covenant young people: you
really have to be there!

Mrs. Anne Konynenbelt writes
about the 2010 RYS Young
People’s Convention as a sponsor
and a mother. She is a math
teacher at Immanuel Christian
High School in Lethbridge,
Alberta. She is a member of
the Trinity Reformed Church
(URCNA) in Lethbridge.
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A Series on The Revelation
of Jesus Christ
Revelation 13:11–18

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

Looking Above

Rev. Brian
Vos

The Beast from the Earth
As if the dragon in Revelation 12
were not enough—that great fiery
red dragon who makes war with the
saints of God, we were introduced in
the opening verses of Revelation 13
to the beast from the sea. And as if
the beast from the sea in Revelation
13:1–10—that beast that makes war
with the saints and overcomes them,
we are now introduced in Revelation
13:11–18 to yet another beast: the
beast from the earth.
John begins with a description of this
terrible beast. “Then I saw another
beast coming up out of the earth . . .”
(v. 11a). Notice the beast’s place of
origin: whereas the first beast of
Revelation 13 arose out of the sea,
this second beast arises out of the
earth. The scene is at least somewhat
reminiscent of the creation of man,
who was created out of the dust of the
earth (Genesis 2:7). Man was formed
from the dust of the earth; the second
beast rises up out of the earth: thus the
two are in some fashion connected
with one another.
Having disclosed to us the origin of
the beast, John goes on to describe his
appearance: “…and he had two horns
like a lamb and spoke like a dragon”
(v. 11b). Deception is the mark of
this beast from the earth: he appears
like a lamb, but speaks like a dragon.
Looking like a lamb, he appears gentle
and mild; we even expect him to be
silent (like a lamb before its shearers).
And yet, he speaks! And that like
a dragon! This lamb is not what he

The Outlook | 20

appears to be. He appears gentle, mild,
harmless, but in reality he is a monster.
Deception is his game. And thus we
conclude that he is in league with Satan
himself, who masquerades himself as
an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14).
Satan deceives, and so does this beast
from the earth.
In fact, this beast from the earth is later
identified in the book of Revelation
as a “false prophet.” Revelation 16:13,
“And I saw three unclean spirits like
frogs coming out of the mouth of the
dragon, out of the mouth of the beast,
and out of the mouth of the false
prophet.” Revelation 19:20, “Then the
beast was captured, and with him the
false prophet who worked signs in his
presence, by which he deceived those
who received the mark of the beast
and those who worshiped his image.”
Revelation 20:10, “The devil, who
deceived them, was cast into the lake
of fire and brimstone where the beast
and the false prophet are.” This beast
from the earth is a false prophet: he
appears as a prophet, but his message
is anything but true.
This beast from the earth is most
dangerous. He appears like a lamb
but is not the Christ Himself who is
set before us in the book of Revelation
in terms of a Lamb. He speaks like
a dragon even as Satan himself is set
before us in the book of Revelation
in terms of a dragon. Such is the
deception of this beast from the earth:
he appears looking like Christ, but his

speech is that of the devil. Thus this
second beast, rising up out of the
earth, appearing like a lamb, speaking
like a dragon, is far more dangerous
than the beast from the sea. At least
with the beast from the sea there is
nothing deceptive: what you see is
what you get. But with the beast from
the earth everything is deceptive:
what you see is not what you get. He
rises up from the earth, he looks like
a lamb, and he speaks like a dragon.
Such is John’s description of this beast.
John now moves on to tell us of this
beast’s activity. Verse 12: “And he
exercises all the authority of the first
beast in his presence, and causes the
earth and those who dwell in it to
worship the first beast, whose deadly
wound was healed.” The second beast
serves the first beast—the beast from
the earth serves the beast from the
sea. His intention is to deceive the
earth into worshiping the first beast.
And both of these beasts, the beast
from the sea and the beast from the
earth, are in the service of Satan.
What is being laid bare before us here
is nothing less than the work of an
“unholy trinity”: Satan, the beast from
the sea, and the beast from the earth.
These three are in alliance with each
other. What the one is unable to do,
the other does.
Think of it in this way: if Satan himself
were to appear before us as he is, the
sight would be truly horrifying—
artists and filmmakers have attempted
to depict him—but no mortal has

seen the true horror of Satan as he
is in himself. If Satan were to appear
before us in all of his horror, saying
to us, “follow me”, we would recoil
in horror. Satan worshipers, with
all their practice of the occult, know
not the things in which they meddle.
Hollywood, with all its portrayals of
Satan—sometimes gruesome, more
often beautiful and seductive—knows
not the things in which it meddles.
Satan is horrific, and the sight of him
as he is would cause us to recoil in
horror.
The same holds true with the first
beast: were we to see him as he is, we
would again recoil in horror. If the
first beast were to appear before in
all of his hideousness, and say to us
“follow me”, we would recoil in horror.
But now consider the appearance
of the second beast, who serves
the first, and who ultimately serves
Satan himself: he appears as a lamb.
Nothing horrific here. Nothing that
would cause us to recoil in horror
here. Nothing that would cause us to
shrink back in terror here. He looks
like a lamb, a gentle, mild, meek lamb.
And lest we would be turned off by
his meekness, he directs us to the
first beast “whose deadly wound was
healed” (v. 12b): the first beast appears
to have the power of resurrection. In
the first beast, power; in the second
beast, meekness. And so the world
is deceived by the second beast to
worship the first (both of them being
in the service of Satan). Such is the
work the “unholy trinity”—Satan, the
beast from the sea, and the beast from
the earth.
John proceeds to see more clearly still
the deception of the beast from the
earth, verses 13–15: “He performs
great signs, so that he even makes fire
come down from heaven on the earth
in the sight of men. And he deceives

those who dwell on the earth by those
signs which he was granted to do in
the sight of the beast, telling those who
dwell on the earth to make an image
to the beast who was wounded by
the sword and lived. He was granted
power to give breath to the image of
the beast, that the image of the beast
should both speak and cause as many
as would not worship the image of the
beast to be killed.”
While these things are not to be taken
literally, the point is clear: this beast is
deceptive. He appears to have power,
even the power of an Elijah who
called down fire from heaven upon
the earth, even the power of God
Himself, giving breath to the image of
the beast. Did not God Himself give
breath to His image (Genesis 2:7)?
Such is the deceptive activity of this
beast: he deceives by his great signs.
And many are fooled and led astray.
Verses 16–17: “He causes all, both
small and great, rich and poor, free
and slave, to receive a mark on their
right hand or on their foreheads, and
that no one may buy or sell except one
who has the mark or the name of the
beast, or the number of his name.”
No one is immune from this beast,
he deceives all. He deceives the small;
he deceives the great. He deceives the
rich; he deceives the poor. He deceives
the free; he deceives the slaves. His
intent is to deceive all mankind. In
this he does not tire nor relent.
He places his mark upon all those
whom he has deceived. That mark is
placed upon the right hand or upon
the forehead of all who are brought
into his service. What is this mark
of the beast? All sorts of things have
been suggested: some have said that
the mark of the beast is the symbol
of freemasonry; others have said it
is the picture found on American
currency, while others think it is the

Euro; still others believe that the mark
of the beast is the UPC symbol found
on the products we buy; while others
believe it has something to do with
computers; the list could go on. What
is the mark of the beast? William
Hendriksen summarizes it well when
he writes: “Receiving the mark of the
beast on the forehead or the right
hand indicates that the person so
characterized belongs to the company
of those who persecute the Church;
and that—either preeminently in
what he thinks, says, writes or more
emphatically in what he does—this
antichristian spirit becomes evident.”1
In other words, the beast places
his mark upon those whom he has
deceived, bringing the thoughts and
the activities of those who have been
deceived into his service.
This mark is intended, then, to cast out
all of those who have not received the
mark of the beast: “no one may buy or
sell except one who has the mark of
the name of the beast, or the number
of his name” (v. 17). Here is social
excommunication. If your thoughts
and your actions are not controlled by
the beast—serving him in what you
think and in what you do—then you
are cast out from his communion. Life
will be made difficult for you; your
livelihood will be placed in jeopardy.
Having considered the description of
this beast (v. 11), as well as the activity
of this beast (vv. 12–17), John turns
our attention finally to the identity of
this beast (v. 18): “Here is wisdom. Let
him who has understanding calculate
the number of the beast, for it is the
number of a man: his number is 666.”
We are called here to wisdom. That’s a
bit ironic is it not? If there are crazy and
far-fetched ideas concerning the mark
of the beast, then there are even crazier
and far-fetched ideas concerning the
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number of the beast, that enigmatic
number 666. I am not even going to
begin to list for you those persons
who have been identified as bearing
the number 666. In Aramaic, Hebrew,
Greek, and Latin, the alphabetical
letters have numerical value, and thus
if you take a person’s name and add
up the numerical value of the letters
of that person’s name you will come
up with that person’s number. Many
have suggested that the primary
candidate here for the number 666 is
Nero, that wicked Roman emperor.
But such a conclusion is tenuous at
best. One commentator remarked
that it is possible to make virtually any
name add up to 666, he writes rather
cynically: “First, if the proper name
by itself will not yield it, add a title;
secondly, if the sum cannot be found
in Greek, try Hebrew, or even Latin;
thirdly, do not be too particular about
the spelling.”2 It’s a bit cynical, but you
get the point.
We are called here to wisdom, and we
are called to understand. Thankfully,
John tells us how to understand. The
number of the beast, we are told, is the
number of man. What is the number
of man? His number is 6. How do we
know that? We know that because
man was created on the sixth day. The
significance of that is the fact that man,
in and of himself, always falls short of
the 7th day—that glorious day of rest;
that eternal day, even the Sabbath of
God. If left to himself, man will never
attain that day. Man’s number is 666,
“failure, upon failure, upon failure!”3
Who, or what, then, is the beast from
the earth? It is the kingdom of man.
This is what is so shocking about the
passage! You read all these terrible and
horrible things about the beast from
the earth, about his deception, about
his service of the first beast, about
his deceptive signs and power—you
read of all that, and you learn at the
very end that this beast is none other
than the kingdom of man, and all
those who are enslaved to its wicked
enterprise!
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John’s intention here is to communicate
to us that which is always operative in
the world: the kingdom of man is in
constant opposition to the kingdom of
God and of His Christ. The kingdom
of man rises up in opposition against
the kingdom of God; the city of man
rises up in opposition to the city of
God. This beast from the earth is
alive and well: the kingdom of man
is being built even in our day, and it
will continue to be built until Christ
comes again at the last trumpet,
when the kingdoms of this world will
become the kingdom of our Lord and
of His Christ.
But more sobering than that is
this fact: the kingdom of man is
being built not only outside of the
church, but also within the church.
Remember that this second beast is
called a “false prophet”. As a prophet,
he has an inherently religious nature.
Satan does not come into the church,
saying to us, “Follow me”; he knows
that will not work. Instead he uses the
service of the second beast—he uses
man himself—to deceive many. More
than one church has capitulated to the
temptation of worldly power. More
than one church has capitulated to the
temptation of worldly success. More
than one church has capitulated to the
temptation of worldly riches. More
than one church has been engaged
in building in the kingdom of man,
and thus deceived themselves. You
might remember that the Pharisees
of Jesus’ day thought they were doing
God a service by crucifying Christ!
You might remember that the Chief
Priests, the religious leaders of the
day, cried out at the trial of Jesus: “We
have no king but Caesar!”
To be sure, such temptations come to
us today in rather subtle forms. You
have heard the sentiment so popular
in our day: we must become like the
world to win the world. The world
has its rock music, we must have ours.
The world has its dance, we must have
ours. The world has its entertainment,
we must have ours. To win the world

we must become like the world.
That is the temptation that faces the
church: the temptation is to gain the
world, even if it means surrendering
the gospel itself. To the extent the
church becomes like the world, she
deceives herself and is deceived into
building the kingdom of man.
The point then is not for us to become
highly suspect of every other person
in the church, or of every other
church. The point, rather, is that
we consider ourselves: who are we
serving: the kingdom of man or the
kingdom of God? To whom do we
belong, the beast that looks like a
lamb, but speaks like a dragon or the
Lamb of God that takes away the sin
of the world? Are we marked with the
mark of the beast? Or are we sealed
with the Spirit of God?!
Let us keep always before us, then,
not the agendas of man but the cross
of Jesus Christ. Indeed, if we truly
understand what John is laying bare
before us here in Revelation 12 and
13 in terms of the might, power, and
deception of our enemy, we dare not
do anything else but keep the cross
of Jesus Christ before us. For in that
cross—in the weakness of human
flesh—Christ has won the victory for
us once and for all. Our foe, mighty as
he is, is a defeated foe. And our God
will soon crush him beneath our feet
(Romans 16:20).
1. Hendriksen, William. More Than
Conquerors. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
1967. p. 150.

2. Cf. Hendriksen, p. 151.
3. Cf. Beale, G.K. The Book of Revelation.
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999.
p. 721.

Rev. Brian Vos is the pastor of the
Trinity United Reformed Church in
Caledonia, Michigan
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Bavinck the Dogmatician:
The Doctrine of the Trinity (3)

Cornelis P.
Venema

Thus far my treatment of Bavinck’s
view of election and covenant
has been largely based upon what
he teaches explicitly regarding
these subjects in his principal
theological writings, the fourvolume Reformed Dogmatics
and his popular summary of his
dogmatics in Our Reasonable
Faith. However, further light is
shed upon Bavinck’s conception of
the relation between the doctrines
of election and covenant in his
reflection on the implications of
this relation for the administration
of the sacrament of baptism,
especially to the children of
believing parents.

Election, Covenant, and
Infant Baptism
It is important to remember that
Bavinck labored in the context
of an ecclesiastical environment,
the Reformed churches of the
Netherlands, which had witnessed
during the nineteenth century a
protracted series of controversial
debates regarding election, covenant,
and infant baptism. Though it is not
my purpose to provide an account of
this history, or even of Bavinck’s role
in these debates, it is instructive to
witness the way Bavinck handles this
subject, not only in his formal work on

Reformed dogmatics, but in his 1903
book on “calling and regeneration”
(Eng. trans.: Saved-by-Grace).1 In
this volume, which was based upon a
lengthy series of articles in the church
periodical, De Bazuin (The Trumpet),
Bavinck aimed to contribute to a
resolution of some of the primary
differences that had emerged within
the Reformed community of which
he was a member.
At the risk of oversimplifying these
debates, it should be observed that
they arose within an ecclesiastical and
pastoral context, and were especially
directed to the way the doctrines of
election and covenant play a role in

understanding the significance of the
baptism of children. The recurring
question that emerged in the debates
of Bavinck’s time was: How should
we regard the children of believing
parents who receive the sign and seal
of the covenant promise in Christ
through the sacrament of baptism?
Among Bavinck’s contemporaries,
two broad answers were given to this
question that represented different
emphases so far as the doctrines of
election and covenant are concerned.
Some
theologians,
proceeding
from the standpoint of election,
maintained that such children should
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be assumed to possess the fullness
of God’s grace in Christ, which the
sacrament visibly signifies and seals.
Since God’s promise is addressed in
the strictest sense only to the elect,
who alone are granted in accord
with God’s purpose of election what
the sacrament attests, those who
receive this promise in baptism
should be assumed to possess all
the benefits of salvation in Christ
that flow from divine election—
regeneration, conversion, union with
Christ and its accompanying benefits
of justification, sanctification and
perseverance. In its most rigorous
form, theologians who virtually
identified covenant with election
sometimes expressed themselves
in such a way as to imply that the
ground for the baptism of such
children is their assumed election
and regeneration. Moreover, since
the promise of grace that baptism
visibly confirms actually belongs
only to the elect, these theologians
included a few who seemed to regard
the baptism of non-elect children
as an “unreal” or only an “apparent”
baptism. This tendency to proceed
from the standpoint of election in the
understanding of the administration
of the covenant (identifying covenant
with election) was associated with the
theological views and formulations
of Abraham Kuyper, Bavinck’s
contemporary and predecessor as
professor of dogmatics at the Free
University in Amsterdam, and those
who were influenced by him.2
Other theologians, proceeding from
the standpoint of the covenant in
its administration and preferring
to keep the doctrine of election
“out of purview,” maintained that
we should view the baptism of the
children of believers only in terms
of the objective administration of

The Outlook | 24

the covenant. All baptized children
ought to be regarded in the same way
and upon the basis of the promise of
the covenant that was communicated
to them sacramentally in their
baptism. This does not warrant the
assumption that all such children are
elect, since the promise that baptism
attests is “conditional” in the sense
that it requires faith on the part of
its recipient. Nor does it warrant the
idea that the baptism of the children
of believing parents is grounded
upon the assumption of the (election
and) regeneration of such children.
When the church baptizes the
children of believing parents, it
does not proceed upon the basis of
any “presumption” regarding their
regeneration, but upon the basis of
the Scriptural teaching regarding the
administration of the covenant. In
this approach, all the children who
are baptized should be regarded in
the same manner, namely, as those
who have received the visible sign
and seal of the covenant promise
in Christ, which obliges them to
respond in the way of faith. Viewed
from the standpoint of the covenant’s
administration, such children either
prove to be faithful to the covenant
in the way of faith and obedience,
thus receiving the salvation that is
promised them in Christ, or prove to
be unfaithful in the way of unbelief
and disobedience, thus coming
under the curse of the covenant. If we
regard such children simply from the
standpoint of the covenant promise
and its obligations, we will avoid the
temptation to speculate regarding
the election and regeneration of such
children.
Upon this second approach to the
question of the status of covenant

children who have been baptized, it
is possible not only to emphasize the
“conditional” nature of the covenant
relationship but also to speak of those
who become “covenant breakers”
through their failure to live by the
terms of the covenant relationship.
Among advocates of this approach to
the question, some emphasized more
the reality of the objective promise
that the sacrament of baptism
attests, others emphasized more the
obligation of such baptized children
to undergo a conversion experience
subsequent to their baptism.3
Admittedly, this is only a very
schematic representation of the
emphases that were expressed
among Bavinck’s contemporaries.
Within the broad framework of
these two tendencies—one viewing
the covenant from the standpoint
of election, the other viewing the
covenant broadly in terms of its
historical administration—there were
many variations and permutations
on these two divergent views.
Rather than trace out the diversity of
opinions that were expressed in these
debates, we will summarize Bavinck’s
most important comments on these
questions in his 1903 volume and in
related sections of the fourth volume
of his Reformed Dogmatics, which
in its second and final edition was
published some years later.
In his 1903 work, Saved by Grace,
Bavinck comments on the debates of
the period, particularly on some of
Abraham Kuyper’s views regarding the
question whether regeneration or the
new birth by the Holy Spirit is effected
with or without the use of the means
of grace (Word and sacraments). In
the course of his lengthy and, at times,
highly complex and theologically
careful handling of this question,

Bavinck makes several points that
are directly related to his conception
of the relation between election
and covenant. These comments
include especially his understanding
of the following subjects: 1) the
priority of the covenant relationship
in the salvation of God’s people,
which requires that we understand
“calling” to precede “regeneration”
in the ordinary sequence of the
“order of salvation” (ordo salutis);
2) the special circumstance of the
election and salvation of children of
believing parents who die as infants,
which requires that we recognize
that regeneration may sometimes
occur without the ordinary use of
the “means of grace”; 3) the relation
between the baptism of covenant
children and their regeneration;
and 4) the propriety of preaching
to covenant members in a way that
summons them to conversion and
self-examination.

Calling Ordinarily Precedes
Regeneration
The first occasion for Bavinck to
comment on covenant and election in
Saved by Grace arises in connection
with his consideration of the historic
Reformed view of the covenant of
grace and the church. Reformed
theologians have traditionally placed
“calling” before “regeneration” in the
“order of salvation” because this best
conforms to the nature of the covenant
and its obligations. In the Reformed
understanding of the covenant, the
children of believing parents receive
the means of grace, the Word and
sacrament, upon the basis of their
gracious inclusion within the church.
Though the sacrament of baptism
is not the basis for membership
in the covenant community, it is

an important attestation of such
membership. Consequently, while the
baptism of the children of believers
visibly signifies and seals their
incorporation into the covenant of
grace, Reformed theologians never
viewed the sacrament to be “absolutely
necessary to salvation.” The grace
of the Holy Spirit can and may be
communicated to such children, even
when they may not have received the
sacrament of baptism. However, in
order to confirm that God is pleased
to embrace the children of believers
within the covenant, they receive
the sign and seal of this covenant in
baptism and are placed thereby under
the obligation to respond in the way
of faith and obedience to the covenant
promise. In Bavinck’s words,
God is so good that in His
electing and in the dispensing of
His grace, He follows the line of
generations and receives into His
covenant both parents and their
seed together. So the children of
believers are to be viewed as holy,
not by nature but through the
benefit of the covenant of grace,
in which they together with their
parents are included according to
God’s arrangement. (SG 68)
Therefore,
in
the
ordinary
communication of God’s grace
in Christ, the covenant of grace
with its appointed means of Word
and sacraments is the instrument
through which God is pleased to
save his people. Because the covenant
obliges believers and their children
to respond in faith to the means of
grace, including the sacrament of
baptism, Reformed theologians have
historically insisted that the calling
of the gospel normally precedes
regeneration. All members of the
covenant community are summoned

through the Word and sacraments
to believe the gospel promise and to
walk in obedience before God.
While Bavinck argues that the
covenant in its administration requires
that calling ordinarily precedes
regeneration in the order of salvation,
he also observes that regeneration,
which in its narrow sense is a work
of the Holy Spirit alone, is absolutely
necessary in order to enable members
of the covenant community to
respond appropriately in the way of
faith and repentance. No member
of the covenant community could
respond to the gospel summons in
the way of faith unless God graciously
grants what the Word and sacrament
require. This indisputable truth is of
particular significance to the question
of the relation between election and
covenant. According to Bavinck, we
must recognize that God’s purpose
of election is realized by means of the
administration of the covenant, and
that this purpose is inseparably joined
to the covenantal means that God has
appointed. Though not all who are
placed under the administration of
the covenant of grace are ultimately
saved, God does grant his grace in the
way of the covenant.
Faith is not a condition unto
the covenant, but a condition
within the covenant: the route to
be followed in order to become
partaker and to enjoy all the
commodities of that covenant.
Yet faith itself is already a fruit,
a benefit of the covenant, a gift
of God’s grace and thus a proof
that God has received us in His
covenant. For God bestows all
the gifts of His grace in and along
the pathway of the covenant. (SG
76–77)
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In this statement, which is illustrative
of Bavinck’s view of the close, yet
distinct, nature of election and
covenant, Bavinck seeks to affirm
the way God realizes his saving
purpose through the administration
of the covenant of grace. In the
administration of the covenant, a
relationship is established between
God and believers together with
their children. Only in the way of the
covenant, which requires faith and
obedience, does God grant salvation
in Christ to his people. However, the
doctrine of election must always be
invoked in order to give a Scriptural
account of the way salvation in the
covenant is entirely God’s work of
grace from beginning to completion.

The Election and Salvation of
Covenant Infants
The second occasion for broaching
the subject of election and covenant
in Saved by Grace is of particular
significance. In the history of
Reformed theology, special attention
has been devoted to the difficult
pastoral and theological question
of the election and salvation of the
children of believing parents whom
God calls out of this life in their
infancy. In the Canons of Dort, a
specific article is devoted to this
question (I/17), which declares
that the “godly parents ought not to
doubt the election and salvation”
of such children. In his comments
on this subject, Bavinck observes
that the “uniform confession” of
the Reformed churches affirms the
salvation and election of the children
of believing parents who die in their
infancy. However, he also adds that
there were two opinions regarding the
significance of this confession.
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Some theologians, noting that not
all the children who come under
the administration of the covenant
are elect children, stopped short of
expressly declaring “with full certainty
that all covenant children dying in
infancy belonged without exception
to the elect.” Others adopted what
Bavinck terms a “broader position.”
In this position, such children should
be viewed strictly in terms of the
promise of the covenant and on this
basis as having been received by God
in grace and “become a partaker of
salvation at death.” Because such
children were incapable of violating
the covenant or rejecting its promise,
they should be regarded as elect
children who are the objects of God’s
saving purpose in Christ. In his
comments on this second approach,
it becomes apparent that it is the one
Bavinck prefers. However, Bavinck
notes that the statement of this
confession in the Canons of Dort is
presented in a “subjective” or pastoral
manner, encouraging parents not
to doubt the election and salvation
of their children. Furthermore, the
confession does not speak abstractly,
but aims to encourage “godly parents”
who may be tempted to doubt God’s
grace toward their children in a
circumstance of special distress.
In these comments on the Reformed
confession,
Bavinck
clearly
distinguishes between election and
covenant, observing that some who
are embraced within the covenant
may not be elect in the strict sense,
since they forfeit the covenant’s
blessings through unbelief and
impenitence. At the same time,
Bavinck underscores the intimate link
between election and covenant, when
he embraces the historic Reformed
view regarding the election of the

children of godly parents who die
in their infancy. Though Bavinck
distinguishes election and covenant,
he also seeks to hold them together in
the most intimate unity.

Baptism and Regeneration
The relevant comments on election
and covenant that we have considered
thus far are of direct importance to
one of the principal issues Bavinck
addresses in Saved by Grace, namely,
the relation between the baptism of
children of believing parents and
their regeneration. We have already
observed that Bavinck appeals in this
work to the doctrine of the covenant in
order to support the traditional order
between calling and regeneration in
the salvation of believers. Since the
covenant is the ordinary instrument
whereby God achieves his saving
purpose, the means of grace consist
of the Word and sacraments, each
of which obliges its recipients to
respond in the way of faith and
repentance. Though no one is able to
believe or repent without the grace
of regeneration, ordinarily the call of
the covenant comes before the work
of regeneration. Furthermore, in his
reflection on the election and salvation
of the infant children of godly parents
who die before they are capable of
responding to the call of the gospel,
Bavinck defends the traditional view
that such children are regenerated
without the use of the ordinary means
of grace. Though the regeneration of
those who are saved ordinarily takes
place within the covenant through
the use of the Word and sacraments,
the unusual circumstance of such
children reminds us that regeneration
is ultimately a work of the Holy Spirit
and there is a place for speaking of
an “immediate” regeneration. In
Bavinck’s handling of these subjects,

he clearly affirms that regeneration
may occur prior to, and even in the
case of elect infants, apart from the
ordinary use of the means of grace.
The distinction between “immediate”
and
“mediate”
regeneration,
accordingly, is a necessary one,
and has been commonly employed
by Reformed theologians. Though
this distinction may be abused in a
way that inappropriately separates
regeneration from the Spirit’s use of
the means of grace, it is necessary
to preserve the exclusive role of the
Spirit in authoring the new birth.
Though Bavinck recognizes the need
to speak of “immediate” regeneration
in the case of the elect infants of
believing parents and in order to
preserve the Spirit’s exclusive role
in authoring the new birth, he is
very circumspect in his analysis of
the relation between regeneration
and the baptism of the children of
believers. In the history of Reformed
theology, many theologians regarded
regeneration to occur before or
even at the time of the baptism of
such children. They did so upon
the basis of their understanding of
the covenant promise that baptism
confirms, and the close link between
the covenant and God’s purpose of
election. When God promises to
grant salvation in Christ to those with
whom he covenants (believers and
their children), we may be confident
that the children of believers possess
the grace that the sacrament signifies
and seals. In the older tradition of
Reformed theology, accordingly, it was
common for Reformed theologians to
draw this inference from the baptism
of the children of the covenant (RD
4:511; SG 85ff.).
In his consideration of this
question, Bavinck offers a number

of observations regarding how we
should view the relation between the
baptism of covenant children and the
question of their regeneration. First,
Bavinck concurs with the historic
consensus of Reformed theology
that baptism, though a sacrament
that attests the need for and reality of
regeneration by the Spirit of Christ,
does not effect regeneration. The
doctrine of baptismal regeneration
fails to distinguish between the work
of the Spirit in regeneration and the
use of the sacraments as a visible
confirmation of the gospel promise.
It also ascribes to the sacrament
an intrinsic power that it does not
possess, and that is contradicted by
the fact that some baptized persons do
not (at or subsequent to their baptism)
embrace the covenant promise in the
way of faith and repentance. Second,
Bavinck argues against the tendency
of some of his contemporaries
to imply that the ground for the
baptism of such children is their
“presumed regeneration.” According
to Bavinck, we do not baptize the
children of believing parents on any
other ground than the command
of God, who stipulates that such
children are members of the covenant
and therefore ought to be baptized
(SG 91). And third, Bavinck mildly
criticizes Abraham Kuyper’s emphasis
upon the “assumed regeneration” of
such children. Not only is such an
assumption an uncertain basis for the
baptism of the children of believers,
but it is also one that may encourage
speculation about such children that
desires “to know more than God has
revealed in His Word” (SG 91). Since
we do not know whether within the
freedom of God the regeneration of
such children precedes, accompanies,
or follows their baptism (SG 91), we
should exercise caution in regard
to the assumptions that we make

respecting them. What we do know
regarding these children is that they are
included with the covenant of grace,
that they should accordingly receive
the sign and seal of their inclusion
in baptism, that they are called to
respond to God’s gracious promise
in the way of faith and obedience,
and that God graciously works by the
Spirit of regeneration to enable them
to respond appropriately. Though
we have good reason to be confident
that God will grant regeneration to
such baptized children, and though
we may not unduly separate baptism
and regeneration for this reason,
we should avoid the temptation to
speculate on this subject or say more
than we are warranted to say on the
basis of Scriptural teaching.4

The Propriety of the
Call to Conversion and
Self-Examination
In the course of his reflection on
the relation between baptism and
regeneration in Saved by Grace,
Bavinck critically evaluates two
problematic views that were
expressed by his contemporaries. In
Bavinck’s assessment, each of these
views was one-sided and tended to
encourage a lack of balance in the
way the preaching of the gospel was
carried on within the context of
the administration of the covenant
of grace.5 On the one hand, some
theologians so emphasized the
assumed regeneration of all baptized
members of the covenant community
that they undermined the legitimate
call to conversion and selfexamination that is issued through
the preaching of the gospel. In this
view, the preaching of the call to
conversion, if it is urgently pressed
upon the children of believing
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parents, may tend to suggest that the
regeneration and salvation of such
children are in doubt until and unless
they respond properly to the gospel
call (SG 90–94). On the other hand,
some theologians so separated the
administration of the covenant and
the sacrament of baptism from the
reality of the work of the Spirit in
regeneration that they undermined
the legitimate confidence that
believers may have in the promises
of the covenant to them and their
children. Rather than presume the
salvation and regeneration of the
children of believing parents, this
view tends to presume the nonsalvation and non-regeneration
of such children until evidence of
the work of God’s grace in their
lives is forthcoming. At the risk of
considerable simplification, the first
of these views proceeds in preaching
from the standpoint of the “presumed
regeneration” of all baptized members
of the covenant; the second of these
views proceeds from the standpoint
of the “presumed non-regeneration”
of such members. In the first view,
the circle of the covenant is virtually
identified with the circle of election.
In the second view, the circle of
election tends to be viewed as a
relatively small one within the much
broader circle of the covenant in
terms of its historical manifestation.
According to Bavinck’s argument in
Saved by Grace, neither of these two
views does justice to the relation
between election and covenant.
In evaluating the first of these views,
Bavinck maintains that it fails to
distinguish adequately the sacrament
of baptism, which by God’s command
is to be administered to all the
children of believers, and the work
of the Holy Spirit in regeneration,
which we know from Scripture and
experience is not granted to all such
children (SG 117–18). This first
approach also fails to reckon seriously
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with the fact that some baptized
members of the covenant community
do not respond in the way of faith and
obedience to the covenant’s promises
and obligations. Due to the important
distinction between the covenant
and election, we may not assume
that all members of the covenant in
its historical administration are elect
and regenerated by the Holy Spirit.
Corresponding to the nature of the
covenant in distinction from divine
election, there remains a place in the
preaching of the gospel, even when it
addresses those who are members of
the covenant, to emphasize the urgent
need for true conversion.
Furthermore, since it is possible for
baptized members of the covenant
community to fail to respond in the
way of faith and repentance to the
overtures of the gospel, the preaching
of the Word should include a call
to “self-examination” on the part
of those who are embraced within
the covenant (SG 126–27). Because
the circles of election and of the
gathered community of the church
do not perfectly coincide, it is always
legitimate, even within the context of
the covenant people of God, to call
all members of the covenant to true
conversion in the way of genuine
faith and repentance. Likewise, it
remains legitimate, even pastorally
obligatory, to warn the members of
the covenant community, professing
adults and baptized children alike, to
examine themselves to see whether
they are truly in the faith and possess
the grace promised in the gospel (SG
117–18). The proper administration
of the covenant of grace leaves no
room for any kind of complacency or
easy presumption that all members
of the covenant community are
regenerated and truly saved through
faith in Christ.
While for these reasons Bavinck
demurs from an exaggerated

emphasis upon the close connection,
even identity, between election and
covenant (presumed regeneration),
he also cautions against the kind
of pietism that approaches all the
baptized children of believers as
though they were unregenerate unless
we see evidences of true conversion in
them. Undoubtedly it is permissible,
even necessary, to address all
members of the covenant community
with the earnest summons to faith
and repentance. However, Bavinck
cautions against the “pietistic”
tendency to separate baptism and
regeneration in such a way that the
non-regeneration of baptized children
is virtually assumed until evidence to
the contrary is forthcoming. Since
there is an intimate connection
between God’s purpose of election
and his bestowal of the grace of
Christ through the instrumentality
of the covenant, we ought to regard
baptized children to be regenerate as
a kind of “judgment of charity” (RD
4:511). Although it is undeniable that
the visible community of the church,
which includes all professing believers
and their children, includes some
who are not elect or genuinely saved,
we should nonetheless address the
people of God from the standpoint
of the covenant promise and regard
them to consist of “God’s beloved,
God’s elect, called to be saints,
believers . . .”(SG 117).

Summary
In my next, concluding article on
Bavinck’s doctrine of the covenant,
I will have the occasion to identify
some of the key features of his view,
especially on the difficult question of
the relation between covenant and
election. What should be evident at
this point is the careful and balanced
way Bavinck addresses a number of
questions of a pastoral and theological
nature that troubled the Reformed
churches in the Netherlands in his
day. Since many of these questions

continue to be disputed among
Reformed churches in North America,
Bavinck’s handling of these questions
continues to represent a fine example
of how they may be addressed in the
interest of greater church unity.
At almost every point in his discussion
of the debates in the Netherlands,
Bavinck steers a steady and moderate
course between the more extreme
views of some of his contemporaries.
Though Bavinck doesn’t identify
covenant and election, he understands
the close and intimate interrelation
between them. The triune God, who
elects to save his people through the
work of Christ and the enlivening
power of the Holy Spirit, works out
his saving purposes in the way of
the covenant and in the line of the
generations. Therefore, believers
may have a good confidence that
God who covenants with them and
their children, and who signifies and
seals the promises of the covenant in
baptism, is a faithful God who will do
what he has promised. Through the
means of grace, the preaching of the
Word and the faithful administration
of the sacrament, God works and
confirms faith in the gospel promise.
At the same time, Bavinck is keenly
aware of the danger of a kind of
“presumptuousness”
regarding
the regeneration and salvation
of all members of the covenant
community. In his contribution
to the debates in the Netherlands,
Bavinck refused to side either with
those who identified covenant and
election or with those who drove a
wedge between them. On the one
hand, Bavinck encouraged believers
to trust the promises of the covenant,
together with the confirmation of
these promises through the right
use of the sacraments. On the other
hand, Bavinck warned against a
simple identification of covenant
and election, particularly when it
encouraged a false presumption

about the regeneration and salvation
of those who are baptized. In doing
so, Bavinck avoided the more extreme
views of some of his contemporaries.
What is remarkable about Bavinck’s
contribution to the controversies in
the Reformed churches of his day is his
unusual combination of theological
acumen, pastoral sensitivity, and a
commitment to the reconciliation
of different emphases within the
framework of a solid commitment
to the Reformed confessions. In
these respects, Bavinck remains an
outstanding example for the Reformed
churches in North America, especially
when they may be faced with similar
disputed questions.
1. Trans. Nelson D. Kloosterman, ed. with
intro. By J. Mark Beach (Grand Rapids:
Reformation Heritage Books, 2008).
Hereafter referred to as SG.
2. For a sketch of this approach and
its proponents, see J. Mark Beach,
“Introductory Essay,” in SG, pp. xxvii−
xxxvi. Though proponents of this
approach, especially Kuyper, were often
interpreted to teach either a doctrine of
“baptismal regeneration” or the baptism
of the children of believers upon the basis
of their “assumed regeneration” (in the
Dutch: veronderstelde wedergeboorte),
this is not necessarily the case. What
this approach encouraged is a strong
confidence that the grace of Christ, which
is signified and sealed to the children of
the covenant in baptism, properly belongs
to such children unless they should grow
up to show themselves to be unbelieving. It
also emphasized the “unconditionality” of
the covenant promise, since this promise
properly belongs only to the elect. Though
it is often alleged to be his view, Kuyper
himself finally rejected the notion that
baptism either regenerates or is grounded
upon the assumption of the regeneration
of its recipients. In North American
Reformed church history, this approach,
with its tendency to view the covenant
strictly in terms of the doctrine of election,
has been taken in a more radical direction
by the Protestant Reformed Churches.

3. In the history of North American
Reformed churches, this approach and
its tendency to view the covenant strictly
in terms of its historical administration
is best represented by the Canadian
Reformed Churches, and to some extent
by the Free Reformed Churches. Among
the diverse applications of this approach,
some churches emphasize more the
“objective” promise of the covenant, while
others emphasize more the “subjective”
response that this promise demands. Those
who tend to emphasize the “subjective
experience” of God’s grace often move in
the direction of what might be termed
a “presumptive non-regeneration” view.
Until those who are baptized “evidence”
the work of the Spirit in true conversion,
they are regarded as non-regenerate
persons. This tendency is historically
represented by the Netherland Reformed
Churches.
4. Cf. Reformed Dogmatics, 4:511, where
Bavinck notes that there was an historical
occasion for the hesitation among
Reformed theologians of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, especially those
influenced by “pietism,” to link closely
baptism and regeneration. With the
“neglect of discipline” in this period (cf.
“nominal” Christianity), it became more
problematic to affirm very confidently
the “unity of election and covenant”
or the link between regeneration and
baptism. This perceptive observation on
Bavinck’s part illustrates the close interplay
between historical context and theological
formulation.
5. Bavinck identifies a kind of
“Methodistic” or pietistic preaching that
does not proceed upon the basis of the
covenant in addressing the covenant
community (including children), and a
kind of overly-presumptive preaching that
proceeds from the assumed regeneration of
the covenant community and its members.
See Saved by Grace, pp. 119–28.

Dr. Cornelis 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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Piety’s Wisdom: A Summary of Calvin’s Institutes

Available on Amazon.com

As a preacher, I found this summary
useful for sermon preparation. I was
working on sermons on the topics of
general revelation and justification
as I happened to read the summaries
of Calvin’s views on these matters.
The result was that I learned how
Calvin formulated these doctrines
and discovered some nice quotations
to use in my sermons. Any tool, even
a summary of a classic theological
work, is helpful if it assists the reader
in interacting with the critical issues
in the original text. I found that
this summary stimulated me to
interact with and respond to Calvin’s
The Outlook | 30

Nathan
Brummel

each chapter into its context in the
Institutes. He also provides a birdseye view of the topics discussed in
the chapter. The summary is detailed,
logical, clear, and well-written. In the
Observations section Beach accents
some of the critical insights of Calvin
in a section of the Institutes.

Piety’s Wisdom: A Summary
of Calvin’s Institutes with Study
Questions by J. Mark Beach
Grand Rapids: Reformation
Heritage Books, 2010
368 pages. $20.00 paperback.

Dr. J. Mark Beach’s summary of the
Institutes is unique. His summary
is done with an awareness of the
significant Calvin research of the
last twenty years. He self-consciously
avoids commandeering Calvin to
win a modern theological fight.
The book is written for laypersons,
students, and busy pastors. It arose
within the context of Beach providing
a summary of the Institutes for an
adult study group. What makes
this summary unique and helpful
is that it functions as a study guide
that provides questions for group
discussion. Therefore this work
accomplishes two purposes. First, it
provides a concise summary of key
issues in Calvin’s thought. Second, it
provides the tools for a group study of
the Institutes.

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

Book Review

theological ideas. This summary will
make you think about both Christian
doctrine and Christian living.
I enjoyed reading straight through
this brief summary because it gave
me a sense of the breadth and vitality
of Calvin’s theology. I find that
constantly I need to challenge the
limited horizons of my own thinking
about theological matters. This book
helped me to see beyond my own
partial perspective to the broader
vistas of Calvin’s vision of what faith
knows about God, self, and the world.
A quick read of this book presents
the reader with a kaleidoscope of
doctrinal formulations and raises a
whole array of questions. The critical
reader can come up with many more
relevant questions to be used in a
book discussion.
Beach’s method is to divide each
chapter into three sections entitled
Orientation, Topics of Chapter, and
Observations. In the Orientation
Beach places the subject matter of

A concise summary by its very
nature is an implicit interpretation
of what is considered relevant and
significant in Calvin’s thought. This
element of interpretation makes
Beach’s work interesting. Aware of
present Calvin research, Beach avoids
misinterpretations of Calvin’s theology
and present Calvin’s perspective on
issues in contemporary theology.
The following topics and Beach’s
interpretation of Calvin show the
relevance of Calvin’s thought when
dealing with present discussions
about covenant, natural law, the law/
gospel distinction, merit, justification,
and two-kingdom theology. Let us
look at a few comments that Beach
makes on these subjects in Calvin
to get a taste for how the Reformer’s
thought can be brought into dialogue
with contemporary discussions.
About the covenant of works, Beach
writes: “Calvin (like Augustine) sets
forth a rudimentary doctrine of the
covenant of works. He does not use
that language, of course, but the
ingredients that would compose that
doctrine in later Reformed thinking
are present” (90).
Regarding the purpose of natural law,
Beach states: “Indeed, conscience
stands in place of the written law
of Moses, and man befouled by sin
stands condemned on that basis” (96).

With respect to the relationship
between law, promise, and the Mosaic
covenant, Beach explains: “The law,
indeed, contains promise, that is,
the gospel. This gospel promise is
also revealed in the law—the law
here referring to the entirety of the
Old testament, not merely the Ten
Commandments” (109). On the law/
gospel distinction, Beach writes: “The
importance of Calvin’s remark here is
not to be underestimated. The law can
refer to the entirety of Old Testament
revelation; in that sense the gospel
is revealed in the law. Sometimes
the law can, instead, refer to God’s
perfect standard of righteousness,
which demands from us perfection if
we would enjoy fellowship with God.
Then the law stands entirely opposed
to the gospel . . .”(122).
In defending the unity of the Old and
New Testaments, Beach observes: “In
this context Calvin is particularly
concerned to emphasize his first
point, namely that the people of the
Old Testament were not seeking
merely material blessing and felicity in
earthly obtainments. Rather, “the Old
Testament was particularly concerned
with the future life” (2.10.3)” (124).
With regard to merit, Calvin states
that “man as man cannot merit
before God. Even the human nature
of Christ cannot merit before God”
(149). Beach argues that Calvin
considers it important to defend the
truth that Christ merits for His elect:
“For Calvin, the denial of merit, i.e.,
claiming divine mercy absent merit,
trivializes Christ’s sacrifice and turns
Him into “a mere instrument or
minister” of salvation” (149).
Beach explains Calvin’s view of
how the Christian needs a “double
acceptance before God” that includes
a second justification: “Here Calvin
again refers to the second justification
that believers enjoy, for God reckons
our works “good” from His Fatherly
kindness by granting “pardon for
those blemishes and spots which
cleave to them” (3.17.5)” (214).

Concerning Calvin’s teaching about
“a twofold government in man” or the
two kingdoms, Beach writes: “Calvin’s
burden is to formulate his own version
of the separation of church and
state. He does not want the political
sphere impinging on the ecclesiastical
sphere. More importantly for his
discussion of Christian freedom, as
noted above, Calvin is concerned
about the misapplication of Christian
freedom to the political jurisdiction.
He opposes the Libertines and
others who, in the name of Christian
freedom, argue that believers are free
from obeying the civil authorities and
living by the rules of society” (226).
I am excited about this book being
used in adult study groups, adult
Sunday Schools, book discussion
groups, high school or college
classrooms, or in pre-confession
classes. Gather some friends and use
this book to help guide your discussion
of Reformed theology. It is vital for
the health of Reformed churches
that Reformed believers constantly
grow in their knowledge and love of
the truth. This book functions as an
introduction to Reformed theology.
I encourage elders in Reformed
churches to promote a study group
of the Institutes in the congregation
using this summary. There are
enough lessons for an entire school
year—some 24 chapters are included.
Each chapter is followed by questions
for reflection and discussion. The
questions are detailed and cover the
wide array of issues discussed in
each chapter.
The questions at the end of each
chapter remind me of how many
questions arise out of and have
arisen out of the study of Calvin’s
thought and the relationship between
his views and those of the postReformation orthodox Reformed.
What is the relationship between
faith and assurance in Calvin? Calvin
presents perspectives that are relevant
for burning theological issues today.
What is the nature of the covenant

of works and the covenant of grace?
Is there a sense in which we need
a second justification or a double
acceptance? What is the relationship
between covenant and election?
How does Calvin understand the
“universalistic texts” like Ezekiel
33:11? Is the moral law equivalent to
natural law? What is God’s purpose
in providing natural law? Why can’t
a mere man merit with God? How
are faith and love related? Is there a
“lower working” of the Spirit in the
reprobate? Why does Calvin reject
an absolute antithesis between the
law and gospel? Did the fall obliterate
man’s natural gifts (the image of God
in the wider sense)? The answers
to these questions and more are
touched on in Piety’s Wisdom.
A book group or study class could
use Beach’s book on its own or use
it as a gateway into the actual text of
the Institutes.
I believe that John Frame is right
to emphasize the role that sola
Scriptura ought to play in our
approach to Christian theology. But
I also believe that the way forward
in Reformed theology is the way
of going back to interact with the
theology of the Reformers and the
orthodox Reformed. Frame has also
emphasized the role that all believers
play in doing theology. For that
reason, Beach is to be commended
for all of the hard work he put into
providing a summary with study
questions that can be used by laity to
enter into the fertile thought of the
Reformer of Geneva.

Rev. Nathan Brummel is
a member of Trinity United
Reformed Church in Caledonia,
MI. He was recently welcomed
as a minister in the URCNA
by colloquium doctum and is
eligible for call.
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In My Place Condemned He Stood: Celebrating
the Glory of the Atonement

By J. I. Packer and Mark Dever
Published by Crossway Books, 2007
188 pages, $16.99
Available on Amazon.com
One of my friends always makes fun
of me for my hyperbolic tendencies.
I’m always saying that “this book is the
best ever” or “he’s my favorite person
in the world” or “this is the best coffee
I’ve ever tasted.” And I guess it’s true,
I do tend to overuse superlatives
when I’m reviewing things.
However, today I’m going to review
a book that I really do think is one
of the best I have ever read on any
theological subject, but particularly
on the subject of the atonement. In
My Place Condemned He Stood:
Celebrating the Glory of the Atonement
is truly a treasure-trove of excellent
theology, a rare and beautiful book,
and an excellent resource for pastors
and laypeople alike.
This book is a brainchild of the
“Together for the Gospel” team (Ligon
Duncan, Mark Dever, CJ Mahaney,
and Al Mohler, who hold conferences
together every year). According to
their introduction to the book, the
four of them were sitting around one
night talking until the wee hours of the
morning (wouldn’t you love to be a fly
on the wall for those conversations?!).
They were talking about several great
essays by JI Packer, and all agreed
that “wouldn’t it be nice if we could
gather all those essays together into
one volume?” Well, they did, and In
My Place is the result of that evening
conversation.
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The book is a collection of essays,
new and old, on the subject of
the atonement. Drs. Packer and
Dever call it “a tract for the times”
in their preface. All of the essays
included in this book are meant
to combat what they call the “antiredemptionism” that is so prevalent
in many movements today. They
define this “anti-redemptionism”
as any movement that sidelines or
denies “the work of Jesus Christ as
our redeemer… in favor of the idea of
Jesus as teacher, model, and pioneer
of godliness” (In My Place, 18). This
is meant to battle those who say that
Christ’s death on our behalf was
“divine child-abuse.” Whether we are
personally involved in such debates
or not, this resulting book is truly
fantastic, a glorious testimony of the
biblical doctrine of the atonement,
the doctrine that is at the center of
our Reformed faith, indeed central
to all Scripture. As Dever and Packer
state in the epilogue, “the cross of
Christ… is… the heart of the apostles’
gospel and of their piety and praise as
well; so surely it ought to be central
in our own proclamation, catechesis,
and devotional practice. True Christcenteredness is, and ever must be,
cross-centeredness” (In My Place,
148).
You would not believe how many
times during the reading of this book I
was almost to the point of jumping off
my chair, pumping my fist in the air
and shouting, “Right on!” Actually,
if you read this book, you’ll probably
have the same reaction. This book
can be used in so many ways, either to
revitalize our own personal faith, help
new or struggling Christians discover
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the glories of salvation in Christ, to
help our preaching, and in so many
ways. As Tim Keller said in his review
of In My Place, the stuff in this book
will result in “real conversions and
changed lives.”
This book contains 6 essays, as well
as an annotated bibliography (more
on that later). 4 of the essays have
been previously published in other
forms. This is basically a collections
of “greatest hits” on the atonement,
this book is filled with essays that
have stood the test of time.
Following the introduction by JI
Packer (a short, new essay introducing
the idea of penal substitution),
first up to bat is “The Heart of the
Gospel,” which some of you will
recognize as chapter 18 of Knowing
God, Packer’s classic book. This is a
glorious exposition of the doctrine
of propitiation, which, praise God, is
NOT the same as expiation.
Next up is “What Did the Cross
Achieve: the Logic of Penal
Substitution,” which was a lecture
delivered by Packer in the 1970’s.
Sinclair Ferguson exclaimed that this
“magisterial but too-little-known
essay” is worth the price of the book.
And I would have to agree. Following
that is Mark Dever’s essay, “Nothing
but the Blood,” which earlier appeared
in Christianity Today. JI Packer
insisted that this short-but-sweet
essay be included in the volume.
The fourth essay in this volume is, in
my opinion, the best in the book. The
essay is a familiar one, “Saved by His
Precious Blood,” by JI Packer, which
first appeared as the introduction
to puritan John Owen’s The Death
of Death in the Death of Christ.

This essay has long been hailed as
one of the finest expositions of the
atonement and on Calvinism ever
written. Without differing from Dr.
Ferguson, I would say that this essay is
worth the price of the whole book. If
you have never read this
essay, please do. A little
over a year ago, I had
the supreme pleasure
of having dinner with
Dr. Ligon Duncan, one
of the “Together for
the Gospel” folks who
put this book together.
One of the many useful
morsels of advice he
gave me was to read
this essay as soon as
possible. So I did. In a
used book store, I found
a tattered old copy of
“Saved by His Precious
Blood,” printed in tract
form, and devoured
it. I can say without
exaggeration that this
essay truly reshaped and
revitalized my view of
Calvinism and my own
personal Christian faith
-for the better. What is
Calvinism? How would
you define it? JI Packer
argues that Calvinism is
ever so much more than
“the five points.” It is
richer, deeper, and always
Christ-centered. JI Packer offers this
simple definition of Calvinism: “God
saves sinners.” And then Packer
goes on to unpack exactly what that
means, and why the atonement (and
the proper understanding of what
that is) is so crucially important to
Christianity in general and Calvinism
in particular. This essay deserves all
the praise it has gotten over the years,
and serves as a glorious capstone for
In My Place Condemned He Stood.
All of the essays in this book are truly

treasures that will enrich and enliven
your understanding of the atonement,
the doctrine that Packer and Dever
argue is at the center of Calvinism,
Christianity, and Scripture. Some of
the essays are more scholarly than

others, and they will require a lot of
thought and careful reading. But,
I think the readers of The Outlook
are truly able to meet the challenge
and will benefit greatly from these
glorious essays.
One of the coolest features of this
book is the annotated bibliography at
the end. At the end of this book, Dr.
Ligon Duncan provides 35 pages of
book recommendations, a collection
of books to check out “for further
reading” on the atonement. He has
included brief, easy to read expositions

and classic scholarly tomes, and has
even suggested different ways to read
them. Let me say something about
Dr. Duncan, if I may. As I mentioned
above, I am supremely blessed to
know Dr. Duncan a little bit, and one
of my beloved friends from
college is currently serving as
Dr. Duncan’s personal intern
down in Jackson, Mississippi.
And, I believe that Dr. Ligon
Duncan would be one of
the most capable and gifted
people available to offer book
recommendations. He has
read extensively on every
subject and has always been
able to give great suggestions
to anyone who asks. And
now, thanks to this book,
everyone can benefit from
his knowledge. Dr. Duncan
includes around fifty books,
old and new, and has written a
brief paragraph on each book
describing how and why it
would be useful. I’ve already
checked out a few of his
recommendations and have
been greatly blessed.
In conclusion, In My Place
Condemned He Stood is a
powerful and useful book,
which I recommend to all.
Whether you are a student,
pastor, elder, or layperson,
this book will help you grow
in your understanding of this great
doctrine of the atonement and can
serve to deepen your faith.

Reviewed by James Oord,
student at Mid-America Reformed
Seminary and member of Trinity
URC, Lethbridge, AB.
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The Bookends of the Christian Life

By Jerry Bridges and Bob Bevington
Published by Crossway Books, 2009
160 pages, $14.99
Available on Amazon.com
This little book is truly a great
treasure. Weighing in at only 160
pages and attractively bound in a
compact, pocket-sized volume,
The Bookends of the Christian
Life might not look like much
at first. But it sure packs a
wallop. Here is a book that will
not only show you the power of
the gospel but also show how it
affects your everyday life. And
all in such a small book.

temporal. There’s a spiritual book for
each activity of your Christian growth
and service,” and also temporal books
which are “intermingled with spiritual
books on our bookshelf, since all our
activities are to be informed and
directed by the spiritual dimension”
(Bookends, 13–14). On a bookshelf
that’s as complex and crazy as our

Jerry
Bridges
and
Bob
Bevington,
that
dynamic
team that brought us The
Great Exchange: My Sin for
His Righteousness back in
2007 (which, by the way, is
another fantastic book, if you
would be so kind as to accept
a book review within a book
review…), have truly delivered
a masterpiece of encouraging
theology for layperson and
clergy alike. Bravo!
The hook for this treatise (I was
going to say “the hook for this
book” but that just sounded
silly…), the main concept on which
the whole book hangs, is that there
are two great theological truths upon
which Christian living rests. Jerry
Bridges and Bob Bevington compare
Christian living to a row of books, a
series of different aspects that make up
our lives. “The books… represent all
the things you do—both spiritual and
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lives often are, we are in great need of
sturdy bookends to provide stability,
cohesion, and strength.
“Both
the self-righteous Pharisee in his
smugness and the guilt-laden person
in his desperation have one thing in
common: their bookshelf of life has
no bookends” (Bookends, 15). Bridges
and Bevington suggest what they
think these two bookends are (and
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ground their decision in Scripture
and careful study) and spend the rest
of the book unpacking each bookend,
why it’s important, how it helps, and
how to apply it to our lives.
When I first heard through the
grapevine that Jerry Bridges and
Bob Bevington were working on
a new book together, I was
excited. When I heard about
the “bookends” concept, I was
intrigued. And when I heard
what they chose as their two
“bookends,” I was thrilled!
And I wasn’t the only one. Josh
Harris, a pastor and author
I admire, loved the concept
so much that he preached an
excellent sermon series on “the
two bookends” at his church in
anticipation and admiration of
this book.
So what are the “two
bookends?”
Bridges and
Bevington, with the support of
Scripture, suggest that the two
bookends that keep us united
to Christ are 1) the imputation
of Christ’s righteousness and 2)
the power of the Holy Spirit.
The Bookends of the Christian
Life explains why these are the
bookends, how we can lean
our books (our entire lives) on
them, and how they help us grow.
I found this book extremely helpful
and encouraging to me. Their
chapters on the imputation of Christ’s
righteousness, how my sins are
charged to Christ’s account and His
righteousness credited to mine, is
absolutely beautiful. In theological

circles today, the doctrine of the
imputation of Christ’s righteousness
has often recently come under attack
by some heretical movements. To
read such a powerful and simple
exposition of this doctrine is so
comforting. And the authors don’t
just describe imputation, they go to
great pains to show how and why
this doctrine is so crucial to our faith,
to our assurance, and to our life as
Christians. If imputation seems to be
simply a cold, sterile doctrine to you,
this book will make it living, fresh,
and vital. It’s beautiful.
The five chapters on the power of
the Holy Spirit are also masterful.
We do not have the power within
us to withstand even the least of the
temptations we face daily. Praise
God for the life-giving power of the
Holy Spirit. These chapters are so
vivid and powerful, so encouraging
and challenging. In my experience,
I find that often in many Reformed
churches, the doctrine of the power of
the Holy Spirit is downplayed, maybe
even neglected. Whether this is from
a lack of understanding, or perhaps

Principal
Immanuel Christian
Elementary School
Lethbridge, Alberta,
Canada

a fear of sounding “too charismatic,”
I don’t know. But this book is a fine
introduction to the Holy Spirit and
how He works in the Christian’s life.
Bridges and Bevington show the vital
necessity of leaning on the Holy Spirit
and drawing on His power to live the
Christian life.
Along the way, Bridges and Bevington
draw our attention to three “Gospel
Enemies,” sins and attitudes that keep
us from relying on the two bookends.
These enemies are self-righteousness,
persistent guilt, and self-reliance.
Like he did in his book Respectable
Sins (another fantastic book by Jerry
Bridges, if you will allow another
review within a review…), Jerry
Bridges does a great job of showing
how sinful we really are, really
drawing our attention to the heart of
our sins. They also provide us with
powerful ways to combat these sins.

two bookends can lead to a stronger,
more God-glorifying view of your
Christianity, your life, and the world
around you.
This
book
comes
highly
recommended.
It is extremely
accessible, being short, and easy to
read. The doctrines within are well
explained and applied. This book is a
great introduction to these doctrines
for newer Christians, and can serve
as a great refresher, encourager,
and challenger to older, complacent
Christians (as it did for me). Any
meditation on the two bookends, the
imputation of Christ’s righteousness
and the power of the Holy Spirit, will
lead to a fuller Christian life, and this
book serves as a way to jumpstart
such thinking.

After concluding both sections with
powerful chapters on leaning on the
respective bookends, Bridges and
Bevington conclude the book with
an examination of “The Bookends
Personal Worldview.” They show
how a robust understanding of the

Reviewed by James Oord,
student at Mid-America
Reformed Seminary and member
of Trinity URC, Lethbridge, AB.

We are seeking a leader with a commitment to Jesus Christ for an
interdenominational K to 6 school with an enrolment of approximately
230 students, beginning August 2011. Applicants should have an
enthusiasm for the Reformed vision of Christian education and have
administrative and team-building abilities. Preference will be given
to a candidate with administrative experience—a Masters Degree in
Education would be an asset. If you would like to join our dynamic twocampus society in providing high-quality Christian education, please
reply to:
Corny VanDasselaar–Search Committee Chair
802-6th Avenue North
Lethbridge, AB T1H 0S1
Phone: (403) 320-6380 – Fax: (403) 327-6333
Email: PrincipalSearch@ImmanuelCS.ca
Deadline for Applications is December 15, 2010
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Libros en español
Books from a Reformed Perspective in the Spanish Language
Reformed Fellowship is pleased to offer a new addition to the current offering of books
published by the Latin American Fellowship of Reformed Churches (Confraternidad
Latinoamericana de Iglesias Reformadas—CLIR). The books are written in Spanish, but
we show the descriptions in Spanish and in English for your convenience.
You can learn more about CLIR here: en español: http://www.clir.net/
in English: http://www.reformedmissions.org/clir.htm

OKS!
NEW BOImportant
issues facing Christians today...
Dios en tres personas: El testimonio bíblico acerca del Dios Trino
por Allen Vander Pol
(God in Three Persons: The Biblical Testimony about the Triune God
by Allen Vander Pol)
$4.46 | 64 páginas paperback
Sola Scriptura: Carismatismo y Reforma Protestante
por Carlos Cruz Moya
(Scripture Alone: Charismatics and the Protestant Reformation
by Carlos Cruz Moya)
$5.61 | 116 páginas paperback
El bautismo con El Espiritu Santo: Una perspectiva biblica y Reformada
por Donald Macleod
(The Baptism of the Holy Spirit: A Biblical and Reformed Perspective
by Donald Macleod)
$5.03 | 140 páginas paperback
La Cienciología: Un análisis bíblico y Reformado
por Mario Cely (Scientology: A Biblical and Reformed Analysis by Mario Cely)
$6.76 | 134 páginas paperback
Masonería Bajo Escrutinio
por Mario Cely (Masonry Under Scrutiny by Mario Cely)
$5.61 | 124 páginas paperback
*U.S. Funds. Canada add 5% GST

Visit our website or contact our office for details
Reformed Fellowship, Inc. | 3363 Hickory Ridge Ct SW | Wyoming, MI 49418-8301 | (616) 532-8510
Toll free in the US and Canada: 877-532-8510 | Email: office@reformedfellowship.net
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Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
3363 Hickory Ridge Ct.
Wyoming, MI 49418-8301
(877) 532-8510

Save 25% on Books from Reformed Fellowship
From now until January 31, get 25% off the price of all books
published by Reformed Fellowship when you contact our office directly
by phone or email.
Offer does not apply to website orders, CLIR (Spanish) titles, or Psalter
Hymnals. 25% discount is in addition to our regular quantity discounts:
if you purchase more than $100 (retail price) of books, take 25% off, and
then another 25% (total discount 43.75%). Shipping is not discounted.
Call our office at 877-532-8510 toll-free in the US and Canada, or email
us at sales@reformedfellowship.net. We can accept payment by credit
card, PayPal, or check.

Renew your subscription to The Outlook
Subscribe or renew, or give a gift to someone you love.
One year only $25.00 (Foreign, $33 USD, Canada add $1.65 GST)
Name
Street
City/State/Zip
c Send me email updates

We can accept payment by check, or by PayPal if you subscribe or renew
at www.reformedfellowship.net
Send check to:
Reformed Fellowship, Inc., 3363 Hickory Ridge Ct SW
Wyoming, Ml 49418-8301

