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On Resolutions: Why Do Good
in the New Year?

Rev. Bill
Boekestein

“If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit.” Galatians 5:25

D

Depending on when you are reading
this, you may have already broken
most or all of the resolutions you set
for the new year. The old joke is that
resolutions are made to be broken.
And yet, we smile at that line somewhat
reservedly. We do feel that we would
like this year to be better than the last.
But this really begs the question . .
. why? Why strive to do good in the
new year? Or, more generally, why do
good at all? The Bible addresses this
question head-on, giving three solid
answers. We should do good for God’s
sake, for our neighbor’s sake, and for
our own sake.

Doing Good for God’s Sake
It’s no surprise that the primary reason
for doing good has to do with God;
but not in the way many people tend
to think. No good that we do could
possibly earn God’s favor. God saves
sinners based on his graciousness,
that is, based on his sovereign good
pleasure. He does not save sinners
because of their good deeds (Eph. 2:8).
In fact, the Bible teaches that no one
can actually do real good in God’s sight
until that person has trusted in Christ
and repented of his sins (Rom. 14:23).
But if we don’t do good to catch God’s
saving attention, then why bother?

First, because of all the good their
parents have already done for them.
Think of all the sacrifices a parent
makes for a child. Before a child
enters kindergarten his parents had
provided almost 5,500 meals. Before
the child turned age three, his parents
had changed nearly 5,000 diapers!
These actions warrant gratitude.
But we must also love our parents
because of what they are to us. They
are merciful, kind, just and wise. In
the best situation, their character
warrants our respect. In a similar way,
Christian duty is a proper expression
of gratitude to God.
The Ten Commandments illustrate
this point well. God’s introduction to
his law is: “I am the Lord your God,
who brought you out of the land of
Egypt, out of the house of bondage”
(Ex. 20:1). Then he gives Israel a
summary of his will for their lives; the
good that they are commanded to do
is in response to his salvation.
The same point is made in Psalm
116:12. “What shall I render unto the
Lord for all his benefits toward me?”
The answer: “Be obedient.” You are
obligated to do good in light of God’s
mercies, as an expression of gratitude
(Rom. 12:1).

To Demonstrate Our
Thankfulness to Him

That He Might Be Praised
through Us

First of all, Christians do good because
they have grateful hearts for who
God is and for what he has done for
them. Consider an illustration from
an ordinary parent-child relationship.
Why do children do good toward
their parents?

We tend to compartmentalize
worship as something that happens
in church. But the Bible teaches us
that we do good so that through our
entire lives God will be praised. This
happens in two main ways.

First, our good works praise
God directly. God is praised as his
children are renewed by the Holy
Spirit. He causes them to become
more like Christ by honoring God
and his will. Christ teaches that his
Father is glorified as we bear much
fruit (John 15:8).
Second, the life of an obedient
Christian results in the praise of God
indirectly through others who see
this obedience. Jesus said, “Let your
light so shine before men, that they
may see your good works and glorify
your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:16,
Cf. 1 Pet. 2:12). God is praised when
others notice the way a Christian’s
life matches his walk. Conversely,
he is mocked when our lives are
incongruent with our profession.
Doesn’t this ring true in the life of
an earthly parent/child relationship
as well? Is your life an instrument of
God’s praise?

Doing Good for Our
Neighbor’s Sake
We have seen that God is glorified
through the impact our good works
will have on others. In fact, there is
the possibility that through our godly
living our neighbors may be won over
to Christ.
You’ve heard that Christianity
is
sometimes
taught
and
sometimes caught. The point is
that, notwithstanding our duty
to speak about Christ, God can use
our right living as a means to convert
others. The apostle Peter reminds us
that people are watching our conduct
(1 Pet. 3:1, 2). Christians are being
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scrutinized at home, on the job site,
in our cars, and in our recreation. The
way people view Christians matters a
great deal.
In the public high school that I
attended, it was frequently observed
that at the same party there would
be drunkards and drug users from
the public school as well as from a
prominent local Christian school.
This was noticed by my peers.
We asked ourselves, “What’s the
difference between a Christian and
anybody else?”
I’ve been on construction job-sites
with foul-mouthed, angry men—who
are also well known to be Christian
leaders. I’ve heard people say, “That’s
a Christian man? I’m not interested.”
What do our neighbor’s see in our
lives? Do they see hope? Do they see
joy? Do they see a human being who
strives for obedience and godliness
even under pressure? Do they see
love? These are the attributes that
God can use to soften the hearts of
our neighbors. We must do good, not
only for God’s sake, but also for our
neighbor’s sake.
The final answer to the question,
“Why do good?” has to do with
yourself.
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Doing Good for Our Own Sake
The third reason for doing good
centers on the issue of assurance of
salvation, or, perhaps, the lack thereof.

Good Works and Assurance
The Bible teaches three primary
means of assurance.
First, believers gain assurance by
embracing and dwelling on the
promises of God. Jesus’ promise that
“ . . . the one who comes to me I will
by no means cast out” (John 6:37) is
more reliable than death or taxes. We
take personal comfort that God will
keep the promises he has made to
repentant sinners.
Second, there is a more mystical
means of assurance, namely, the
witness of the Holy Spirit to our
spirits. Without using words, the
Spirit’s internal testimony tells those
in whom he dwells that they are God’s
children (Rom. 8:16).
Third, and the point in focus, is that
good works are a means of assurance.
Jesus said that you will know a tree
by its fruit (Matt. 7:16, 17). If you
happen upon a tree in an orchard
that has lush foliage and beautiful

fruit, you may have confidence that
the tree is good. On the other hand,
if you happen upon another tree with
sparse foliage and poor fruit, you may
rightly conclude that the tree is bad.
Far from good works being proof
that we have merited anything from
God, they rather serve as an external
evidence of God’s internal work in
our lives.
Interestingly, all three means of
assurance are interconnected. The
promises of God, which are not
conditioned on our good works,
always contain a human action that
God works in us (Phil. 2:13). When
Paul teaches on the Spirit’s assuring
witness, he does so in the context
of the freedom that believers have
from sin and unto holiness, both of
which result from the gift of God’s
salvation. The Spirit does not give
personal assuring testimony to
anyone apart from holiness and a
life of good works. This means that
a lack of good works is a reason for
great concern.

A Warning to the Unrepentant
First Corinthians 6:9, 10 and Galatians
5:19-21 emphasize that without a
conversion from sinful acts to good
deeds, no one will enter the kingdom

of God. Without good works, no one
can be saved. This is the other side of
the “assurance coin.”
If you are presently living in
unrepentant sin, you have no biblical
grounds to conclude that you are
saved. But, please notice that this
does not mean that you cannot be
saved. Through the gospel, God takes
hold of unchaste persons, idolaters,
adulterers and the like and transforms
them. Paul says this is what some of
you were (1 Cor. 6:11). The gospel
takes hold of people where they are
but does not leave them there.

A Need for Balance
We need to keep a scriptural and
theological balance in examining
our works as a means of assurance.
On the one hand, we each need to
examine our lives to see if we are
practicing righteousness. The Bible
says, “Whoever does not practice
righteousness is not of God” (1 John
3:10b). Still, we know that “in this
life, even the holiest have only a
small beginning” of the obedience
that God requires (Heidelberg
Catechism, Q&A 114). We are not to
look for perfect fruit in us but rather
for fruit that is a true reflection of
the character of God which has been

worked in us by the Holy Spirit.

The Good Works of God
If I pour a gallon of water into an
eight ounce glass it must overflow.
So it is with good works. If God has
poured out his Spirit upon you, then
you will overflow with good works.
You can’t help it! Jesus said, “He who
abides in Me, and I in him, bears
much fruit . . .” (John 15:5). The Spirit
of Christ is renewing believers to be
like himself (Gal. 5:22–25).
An exercise of the Spirit will
necessarily result in fruit. Such a life
is an expression of gratitude to the
Lord and gives praise to God. This
fruit is a fruit of the Spirit. That is, it
is not only performed by the Spirit
through us but is also a reflection of
the Spirit in us. Christian good works
give praise to God because they point
to his character.
This same work of God provides
comfort to believers. Are you loving?
Are you joyful? Are you peaceful?
Are you longsuffering? These are not
natural human attributes! If, trusting
in God’s promises, these attributes
describe you, then you can be
confident of the Spirit’s work in you.

would think if you lived this way.
Imagine if you began to be truly kind.
Imagine if you began to demonstrate
true goodness. What if you were the
most faithful person they knew? Or
what if you had a gentle spirit or
exhibited true self-control. To say
the least, curiosity would be piqued
by the person who lived like this in
our culture.
So don’t feel bad if you’ve already
broken your resolution to wake up
every morning with a two-mile jog
followed by a regimen of fifty pushups.
Don’t fret if you only gave up saturated
fats for two days. But do realize that we
have many reasons for doing eternally
valuable good works in the coming
year. We also have a God who will
abundantly work that good in those
who turn to him.

Rev. William D. Boekestein is
the pastor of Covenant Reformed
Church (URCNA) in Carbondale,
PA. This article first appeared
in Proclamation, a free monthly
discipleship newsletter.

Finally, imagine what your neighbors
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This is my
Outlook
Earlier in this issue,
Rev. Boekestein asks
the question “Is your
life an instrument of
God’s praise?” That
question triggered
another question in
my mind: “How are
we to praise God?”
and then, “How are
we going to praise
Him in 2011?”
With that in mind,
and it being the
time of year when
people make New
Year’s Resolutions,
I offer the following
resolutions for the
year 2011

2O11
Resolved: That in the year 2011, if God should spare my life, I will make it
a practice to go to the house of the Lord each Lord’s Day, there to meet my
God and worship Him.

Resolved: That I will go to church on time, arrive a few minutes before
the beginning of the service, and silently bow in prayer to ask God’s blessing
upon the services of the day—both on behalf of the one bringing the
message and the ones hearing the message—and in particular for myself.

Resolved: I will not be afraid to follow the usher to the front pews.
Resolved: I will, when possible, take my seat near the center of the pew
leaving room for others to sit beside me without being forced to crowd past
me or stumble over me.

Resolved: I will keep an eager and open mind, lay aside my prejudices,
and willingly listen to the Word of God as it is proclaimed.

Resolved: I will maintain a reverent silence while in the house of God and
refrain from nervously rustling through the pages of the Psalter Hymnal;
noisily flipping over the pages of my notes; or tapping my watch during the
sermon to see if it is still working.

Resolved: I will take an active part in the worship service and, instead of
sitting back to watch what others are doing, I will join heartily in the singing
and be an attentive listener.

Resolved: I will cheerfully greet fellow worshippers and provide an
atmosphere of warmth and friendliness.

Resolved: I will take special pains to speak to the lonely stranger.
Resolved: I will regard going to church as a privilege and not as an
obligation; a pleasure and not a burden; and an opportunity as well as a
responsibility.

Resolved: I will give cheerfully to support the church and the causes
approved by the deacons.

Resolved: I will carry my religion into my home, my office, my work, my
school, and wherever else the Lord may lead me.

Resolved: That I will faithfully read The Outlook (and other Reformed
publications) from cover to cover, realizing that reading good Christian
material will increase my love for the Lord.

Resolved: That I will try to put some of the above resolutions into practice
in this new year.
Rev Wybren Oord, Editor

I

I

remember sitting in church,
still relatively new to Reformed
theology, my mind full of the
typical worries of mothers, when our
pastor grabbed my attention with an
interesting quotation. “The key to your
own and your family’s spiritual health
is remarkably simple. Though there is
considerable hype to the contrary, it
involves no pilgrimages to sacred places,
it requires no week-long or weekend
retreats, seminars or special programs.
It depends on no special techniques or
novel methodologies. You don’t have
to spend yet another night out. You
won’t need to add one more meeting
to an already frantic schedule. The
key is to be found in regular, ordinary,
weekly worship services of the church.
It is not a glamorous key, but it is the
key nonetheless.” (Terry Johnson, The
Family Worship Book)
I was ready for simplicity, tired of trying
new methods and gimmicks to help
my children to know and love God. But
then the pastor provided a much more
compelling motivation. If the solution
seemed too simple or unreasonable,
we needed to remember that, as for
everything else in our theology, we
must begin with God’s revelation, not
our own reasoning.

Why Together?
What is God’s revelation in regards to
children in the worship service? Is there
a scriptural mandate to this practice?
Some quote Ezra 10:1; Deuteronomy
31:12–13; Ephesians 6:1–4; Colossians
3:20 as examples that children were
present in both Old and New Testament
congregations. The Reformed tradition
has generally followed suit.
Others, however, quote Nehemiah
8:2–3, where the assembly included
“both men and women and all who

could understand what they heard”
(ESV), or Exodus 19:9b–11, where
God tells Moses to gather all the people
“except the children,” and see them as
indications that children should be
ushered off to a “children’s church.”
Since the debate on the application of
these Scripture references could go on
indefinitely, it seems more useful to
approach the subject from a different
angle—what is public worship,
according to God’s revelation, and
who are we and our children when we
gather to worship?
If we see worship as a time when we get
together as Christians to praise God
and learn more about Him, or even, as
some writer put it, as something done
“first and foremost for His benefit and
not ours,” then it makes perfect sense
to take our children out of the worship
service to a place where they can be
instructed and learn to praise Him
using methods and materials especially
developed for their age, while parents
can really “give their all” to God.
But if a worship service is a time
when God comes down to meet with
His people, imparting His grace
through His appointed means as they
are administered by His formally
appointed officers, then it’s absolutely
irreplaceable, and His call to worship
extends to both us and our children as
members of the covenant community.
The Heidelberg Catechism also raises
an important issue: “Since then we
are made partakers of Christ and all
his benefits by faith only, from where
comes this faith?” (Q 65). The answer:
“The Holy Spirit works it in our hearts
by the preaching of the gospel, and
confirms it by the use of the holy
sacraments.”
If it’s through the preached gospel

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

Children Worshiping God

Simonetta
Carr

that the Holy Spirit brings sinners to
faith, regardless of their age (Romans
10:14–17) and continues to sanctify
the believer (John 17:17), do we want
our children to miss that preaching? I
am a Sunday school teacher and, if my
instruction took the place of the weekly
service, I would be terrified.
But what if we don’t take our children
with us to public worship? How bad
can a “children’s church,” held during
the public service, be for our children?
For some, the dangers are serious and
should at least be considered before
making a decision. According to Dr.
R. Scott Clark, Professor of Church
History and Historical Theology at
Westminster Seminary in California
(WSC), “the act of sending children
out of the stated service for instruction
sends a more powerful message than
the instruction is likely to send. It sends
the message to the children that they
are not really members of the covenant
community. It sends the message that
the gathering for public worship may
be marginalized if something else is
deemed more important. It sends the
message that it’s acceptable to arrange
one’s priorities during the week so as
to require this ad hoc solution, that
church is something we do but not
something we are.” (The Heidelblog,
March 31, 2010)
Another warning comes from Dr.
Michael S. Horton, J. Gresham Machen
Professor of Systematic Theology
and Apologetics at WSC. “Maybe the
greatest concern in this milieu that I
have is that we’re losing a sense of the
catholicity of the church. We’re carving
the church into niche markets and
setting generation against generation,
and socio-economic group against
socio-economic group. As such, we
are increasingly unchurching the
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CHRISTIAN BIOGRAPHIES FOR YOUNG READERS

Augustine of Hippo
Simonetta Carr
Outside of the people in the Bible, Augustine of Hippo is the most
inﬂuential person in church history. In this book, Simonetta Carr
introduces young readers to the life and ministry of Augustine.
Readers will come to know Augustine’s personal struggles and the
high value he came to place on the Bible and truth. Readers will
also see the diﬃcult days in which Augustine lived, learning about
his disputes with false teachers and the turbulent times during
the fall of the Roman Empire. This volume is vividly illustrated,
simply written, and full of interesting facts. It is written for young
readers, but is sure to capture the interests of the whole family.
(HC, ISBN: 978-1-60178-073-7, 64 pages)
$18.00 | $14.00

John Owen
Simonetta Carr
John Owen was a great Puritan preacher who lived in England.
In this book, Simonetta Carr informs readers about Owen’s life,
revealing some of the things that interested him while in school,
the care he showed to people when he became a pastor, and the
inﬂuential books that he wrote. Readers will also come to understand the diﬃcult times in which Owen lived and how he handled
the terrors of war and religious persecution. Full of illustrations
and fascinating information, this is an ideal way for young readers
to learn history.
“This book is delightful, both in its illustrations and in the way it
presents the Puritan John Owen. While far from perfect, Owen
was a man who lived in a tumultuous time, and through it he tried
to live faithfully before God. Simonetta Carr wonderfully takes
readers on a brief journey through Owen’s life, a journey that will
be enjoyed by children and adults alike.”
— Kelly M. Kapic, Professor of Theological Studies, Covenant College

“Owen was, and remains, a very important teacher of God’s ways,
and it is good to introduce young people to him.”
—J. I. Packer, Professor of Theology, Regent College

John Calvin
Simonetta Carr
In this attractive volume, Simonetta Carr introduces young readers to the life, thought, and work of John Calvin, one of the most
famous Reformers of the Christian church. Readers will come to
know Calvin’s personality, his devotion to God and the church,
and the personal challenges he faced. They will understand the
struggles the early Reformed church faced at that time, not only
surviving attacks of the Roman Catholic Church, but also achieving a clear identity and a uniﬁed doctrine. Simply written and full
of interesting facts, this book makes a great gift for children of this
rich Reformed heritage.
(HC, ISBN: 978-1-60178-055-3, 64 pages)
$18.00 | $14.00

“Simonetta Carr’s wonderful biography of John Owen is the
third book in what I hope will be a growing collection of biographies of Christian heroes. In clear, unembellished language Carr
chronicles the life of the ‘Prince of Puritans’ through a tumultuous period of English history. This book manages to be simple
without being shallow. Young readers will admire the integrity of
Owen’s conscience as a man living in a diﬃcult time and relish the
rich descriptions of Owen’s theological genius. This is a masterful
book. I trust that many others will follow.”
— Tedd Tripp, Pastor of Grace Fellowship Church and author of
Shepherding a Child’s Heart

(HC, ISBN: 978-1-60178-088-1, 64 pages)

REFORMATION HERITAGE BOOKS
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Website: www.heritagebooks.org l E-mail: orders@heritagebooks.org
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churched. In an age when the faith of
young Christians is going to be tested
more than ever before, they are the
least equipped to meet those challenges
because they have not been integrated
very well into the life of the living
church. They have been in children’s
church, youth group, then in a campus
ministry, and they never had to join a
church. And we wonder why according
to one study eighty percent of those
raised in evangelical churches leave
the church, they don’t join a church,
they don’t even go to church by the
time they are sophomores in college.
Well, you have to ask the question:
are they really leaving the church?
Did they ever belong to it? How many
Sundays did they actually spend with
the communion of saints in public
prayer, public reading of Scripture,
public preaching, partaking of the
sacraments—did they ever meet with
an elder or pastor? If these things are
not a part of the normal experiences
of young people, they’re not really
connected to the church.” (Ligonier
Ministries interview, December 4,
2009)
In his book, Treasuring God in Our
Traditions, co-authored with his wife
Noel, John Piper shares the same
feelings, “It will probably be harder to
acclimate a ten or twelve-year-old to
a worship service than a five or sixyear old. The cement is much less wet,
and vast possibilities of shaping the
impulses of the heart are gone.”
Children who are kept away from
public worship will likely miss not only
the sense of belonging to a covenant
community, but also, as John Piper
puts it, “a sense of solemnity and awe
that children should experience in the
presence of God. This is not likely to
happen in children’s church. Is there
such a thing as children’s thunder or
children’s lightning or the crushing of
the sea ‘for children’?”

Everyone’s Workload
God has been very good to me in this
as in everything else. I came to the

Reformed faith from an evangelical
church when most of my children were
still young and pliable, and they made
it very easy for me. As I was wondering
if they could ever be able to sit in a
pew during the service, when they had
been accustomed to attending separate
groups, my son Jonathan (seven years
old at that time) told me that he really
liked the new church. When I asked
him why, he said that he was learning
much, while in the other groups they
kept repeating the same Bible stories
he had heard for years. He was telling
me, in his own words, that he was
tired of simplistic and condescending
instruction.
Also, Reformed theology made
the transition much easier, since I
was not trying to raise perfect kids
anymore, and I believed that no one
was expecting me to do so. Being in a
church with a common understanding
of God’s covenant making us one
people, I also never had any problem
finding someone to sit with my
children if needed, and now at times
other young children sit with us.
Still, training children to worship with
reverence and awe and to increase in
their understanding of the liturgy and
the sermons is always—as any other
aspect of child-training—work, which
can often be frustrating. As I was
browsing the web to find some material
for this article, I read this touching plea
from a mother of young children. “I
was raised in a conservative homeschool movement that taught that kids
should behave well enough to be in
the service. Well, once my kids could
move and make noise, I realized that I
was spending all of the service focused
on discipline and worrying if they were
being bothersome to others, rather
than actually hearing the sermon!
Then it struck me, ‘How can this be
God’s best?’”
Any parent can understand this feeling.
Lisa, mother of four young children
(seven-year-old triplets and a nine-

year-old) at Christ United Reformed
Church in Santee, California, probably
understands it more than most. Even
two laps are not large enough to hold
four wiggling children, especially when
they all decided to make demands at
the same time.
“As childless couples, we may be able
to pull off an appearance of being ‘put
together’ as we show up to church in
time for a few friendly ‘hellos’ and we
slide into our pew before the music
begins to play, observing the silence
that this meditation time requires,” she
explained. “Even with one child, not to
mention four at the same time, you kiss
those days goodbye and replace them
with the very obvious fact that you are
not ‘put together’ anymore. With small
children, we find, more often than not,
that we’re happy when we barely slide
through the sanctuary door before the
elders file in, all the while firmly telling
four bustling, noisy little ones, ‘Shhh,
we are in worship!’“
“Then, we squeeze into the last three
remaining seats in the sanctuary for
our family of six with all four children
complaining much too audibly that
they are squished, or one of them
yelling out to me that I promised that
this week he or she could sit next to
Mommy,” she continued. “Then the
service begins, and before we can even
sing the last note of the first hymn, one,
two, three, or possibly all four suddenly
have an extremely urgent need to go to
the bathroom.”
The only thing that keeps you through
those difficult years is, according to
Lisa, a proper motivation. “We have
believed in having our children with
us in worship—as opposed to nursery
during infancy or “children’s church/
youth group” during childhood and
teenage years—since the beginning
of our marriage. Our decision was
based on theological convictions
that have helped us to stay the course
even when practical matters could
have set us adrift. Our belief that
the covenantal framework of God’s
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Word, His covenantal relationship to
us, and, consequently, our covenantal
relationship to each other as church
members, from our baptisms until our
deaths, compels us to have our children
with us in worship while at the same
time making it possible to do so.”
This motivation is particularly vital for
parents who are new to the Reformed
faith and try to get their children used
to a worship service that is not aiming
at entertaining. “Your children may
hate it, complain that it is ‘boring,’ and
discourage you continuously,” said
Rev. Michael Brown, Pastor of Christ
URC in Santee, California. “Explain
it to them again, remind them of the
fifth commandment, pray for them,
love them, and continue to bring them
anyway.”
“The practical considerations have
been many,” Lisa continued, “and have
required a lot of planning and foresight
where possible, but also a great deal
of creativity and flexibility as life with
children is full of the unexpected. I had
to find the best way to take a child out
for ‘discipline’ without distracting other
congregants and without having to
leave the other three unattended if my
husband was not with us that Sunday,”
Lisa said. “Most of the difficulties,
however, can be overcome with the
wisdom, resources and help of the rest
of the covenant community and some
planning.”
Lisa is thankful that several young
singles in the congregation have
cheerfully agreed to help by keeping
one child with them while she and
her husband trained the others. Alex
Garleb, a graduate from Westminster
Theological Seminary in Escondido,
California, relished the experience.
“Not only do I not see them as an
annoyance,” he said, “but I feel
absolutely honored and privileged as
I get to see them learn and interact in
worship. One of the main significances
of what Christ has accomplished is our
unity. Our sinful nature in Adam causes
us to be autonomous and individual.
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It’s very important that the whole body
worships together, and that we are able
to put up with noisy children.”
Sadly, not every church shares the
same vision. Lisa remembers visiting
churches where the pastors actually
discouraged the practice of having
children in the main worship service.
Brad, a father of four, has this problem
in his church. “We get the dirty looks
from different people with no offer
for assistance and no defense from
the pastor on the importance of having
children in the service,” he said.
Brad feels that, even if a church chooses
to have a separate “service” for the
children during public worship, they
should respect families who believe
that children should be included,
extending help and encouragement
when needed instead of seeing them as
a nuisance.
Jonathan and Hillary Taylor have
experienced a “mixed” situation where
the church they attended offered
“children’s church” while they and a
couple of other families choose to keep
their children with them. “We came
to this decision when our theological
understanding of the service matured,
and we realized that it should be seen
as a whole and not as a ‘worship time’
when everyone participates, and a
‘sermon time’ when children should
be instructed separately,” Jonathan
explained. Thankfully, the Taylors
were not the only family sharing these
convictions, and the pastor and the
rest of the congregation never opposed
their choice.
Soon, however, the Taylors found at
Christ URC a whole church family
committed to worshiping together
regardless of age. “It has been a
tremendous encouragement for us
to worship along with other families
who share our views on worshiping
as a family,” said Hillary. “Just seeing
other families going through the same
experience as we did made it easier. We
really appreciate that our pastor takes
the time to address the children in the

pews, as well as the adults of all ages
and situations, during the sermon. We
have made frequent use of the children’s
note section through the years. And
now that our kids have outgrown using
them for notes during the service, we
still find quite useful the questions
included as at-home discussion.”

Over Their Heads?
Some don’t see the use of keeping
young children in a family pew if
they don’t seem to understand what is
happening around them. For us who
live in a fragmented culture, with an
emphasis on immediate results and
emotional responses, keeping a child
for one hour in an environment that
seems alien to his or her common
experience may appear as a waste
of time.
John Piper gives an interesting
comparison. “To learn a new language
you can go step by step from alphabet to
vocabulary to grammar to syntax,” he
explains in his book. “Or you can take
a course where you dive in over your
head and all you hear is the language
you don’t know. Most language teachers
would agree that the latter is by far the
most efficient. Sunday worship service
is not useless to children because much
of it goes over their heads. They can and
will grow into this new language faster
than we think—if positive and happy
attitudes are fostered by the parents.”
Many parents who have raised their
children in public worship agree. “Even
though my son does not understand
the content he does understand the
context,” said Grace Bower, a member
at Escondido United Reformed
Church. Grace has raised four children.
Her three daughters have all grown up
and left home, while her seventeenyear-old son, John, is still with her. He
has Down syndrome.
Besides the context of reverence and
awe and of covenantal unity, children
instinctively understand their parents’
responses and motivations. “The first
thing they should come to understand

is the importance of worship to
Mommy and Daddy,” Rev. Brown
explained. “Do they witness your
joy and enthusiasm about coming to
worship? Do their little eyes see the
value you place on receiving from the
Lord in Word and sacrament? Do you
make an effort for them to understand
that being called to worship weekly
is not only God’s requirement of his
people, but also our joyful privilege?
Do you seek to make it a joy for them
as well? It is important that we help our
children understand (as inconceivable
as it may seem to them!) that corporate
worship is the highlight of every
Christian’s week.”
In his book, Terry Johnson gives more
examples of what our children see in
us. “They will sit by you Sunday after
Sunday watching you as you publicly
humble yourself before God, publicly
submit to His word. Among their
earliest and warmest memories will be
those of holding their parent’s hands
during church, sitting close by their
sides, following along in the hymnal,
placing money in the offering plate,
bowing their heads in prayer. Do not
underestimate the cumulative effect
of this witness upon your covenant
children. No doubt it is considerable,
even incalculable.”
In the meantime, children can be
trained to understand the different
parts of our liturgy as a dialogue
between God and us, to memorize the
Apostle’s Creed, Doxology, and Lord’s
Prayer so they can recite them with
everyone else, and to capture at least a
few points from the sermon.
“When the kids were young, they would
draw what they heard from the pulpit,”
said Grace, “and give the pictures to
our pastor at the time. As they got
older, the girls would write words they
heard (phonetically), until they could
take sermon notes. I continued to draw
pictures for John until he indicated that
he wanted to sit next to my husband
Gary instead. Now Gary helps John to
understand the sermon by asking him
catechism questions related to the part

of the sermon that is being preached
and requiring a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’
answer. John gets a lot out of church
now.”
There are many other practical ways to
help the children to participate actively
during worship. One Sunday school
teacher at our church used to ask the
children to write down the reference
for the Scriptures used in the reading
of the Law or the proclamation of the
gospel, which were read again in their
classroom, and most teachers made it
a habit to review with their class the
three points of the sermon.
Children are also motivated to pay
more attention to the sermon if they
know that the family will discuss it later,
on the drive home from church, during
Sunday’s lunch or as part of family
worship. Some pastors encourage
this practice by adding an insert to
the weekly bulletin with sermonrelated questions to the children, and
by posting online the Scriptural texts
and songs that will be used in the next
worship times.

The Results
If just reading about all the work
involved in training our children
to participate in worship has made
you tired, remember that the wiggly
years are very short and will soon be
forgotten. While the correction and
instruction will continue, it will get
easier and more rewarding.
“The benefits are numerous for both
children and parents, in comparison
to the difficulties, and are worth the
pain, embarrassment and frustration,”
Lisa said. “The embarrassment of
chronic lateness, public outbursts,
clenched teeth, and children who give
the impression that their parents have
never taught them proper behavior
turns from humiliation to the blessed
fruit of the Spirit called humility when,
during the service, you hear a faint
little voice next to you pray the Lord’s
prayer along with the congregation,
or the booming voice of your little lad

recite the Apostle’s Creed along with
the family of God down through the
ages. It is remarkably breathtaking
to watch your child tell a man in the
congregation that they are glad that
God has made him feel better from his
cancer, or another man that they are
happy to see that God has kept him safe
while he is in the war.”
Keeping the children in public worship
is not a magic formula that guarantees
perfect young worshipers. Some
Sundays, my children write the best
notes I have ever read, tell me how
much they have enjoyed the message
by a visiting pastor, or beam as they
sing favorite songs. When, a few years
ago, Christmas fell on a Sunday, they
surprised me by telling their relatives
without any hesitation that they
wanted to wait until after church to
open their presents. Other Sundays,
they fall asleep during prayer (yes,
even teenagers), engage in personal
conversations, or fill the bulletin’s page
with intricate doodles.
It’s then that I remember my own
unseen Pindaric flights of the mind,
and God’s faithfulness in spite of our
weakness. I correct them and then
continue to plod along with them on
this pilgrim’s way, feeding more eagerly
than ever at God’s feast of grace.

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.
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Some might consider the subject of
ethics pertaining to the Sabbath
to be minimally important in
contemporary ethics. Accountability
for the minister and his flock for this
moral commandment is virtually
non-existent on a human level.
There are almost as many opinions
as there are people on this matter,
and attitudes vary from theological
disagreement (Matt. 12, Rom. 14,
Col. 2, Gal. 4) to subtle selfishness
(Isaiah 58:13). This article contends
that when Scripture is properly
exegeted, there are moral Sabbath
principles on the Lord’s Day for the
Christian. These moral principles are
for Christians to gather in fellowship,
give offerings, hear the preaching of
God’s Word, “do good” and “save life,”
commemorate Christ’s resurrection,
anticipate the consummation, and
therefore requires limiting ordinary
travel and work.

Past, Future, and Present
Sabbath Significance
Three types of passages from Scripture
define what constitutes these moral
obligations of the Sabbath, and these
three themes may be summarized
as the past, future, and present
significance of the Sabbath. These
themes are best summarized by
Genesis 2:1–3, Hebrews 4:1–11, and
Luke 24.
First, Genesis 2:1–3 describes the
Sabbath day as a holy part of the past
creational order from the beginning
of the universe. It is said here that
“God blessed the seventh day and
made it holy.” The Sabbath pattern
was established before the fall, and
this point is of great importance
against those who understand the
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Sabbath only in light of redemption.
The Sabbath has a past, even prefall, creation-based, especially “holy”
character to it. Here it is observed
that God made one day “consecrated”
from the other six, with the idea of
rest intimately tied into the manner
by which it was consecrated, and
this is true without any mention of
sin or redemption; it is simply the
creation order God established for
humanity. That God established this
day for humanity and not just as some
abstract, unconnected revelation
of Himself is confirmed by Jesus’
statement that “the Sabbath was made
for man” (Mark 2:27).
When the fourth commandment
was given in Exodus 20:8–11, the
creation order was cited as its basis.
No redemptive reason was given. One
Puritan said that there is a “special
significance in the positioning of the
fourth commandment between the
first and second tables of the law . . .
involving both faith in God and love
toward man.” The moral nature of the
Sabbath can be seen in that before God
established the theocratic covenant
with Israel at Sinai, Moses declared
that “the lord gave you the Sabbath”
(Exodus 16:29). If the Sabbath were
brand new, he would have used the
present tense. Rather, because the
Sabbath was an institution dating
back from creation, Moses spoke in
the past tense.
The creational order does not
guarantee that the Sabbath would
always be Saturday. There are several
different interpretations of the seven
days of creation. What all views hold
in common is that they take into
account the noticeable absence of the
phrase “there was evening and there
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Sabbath Rest for the Christian Life

Rev. Bryan
Miller

was morning” for the seventh day
(since it is built into all of the previous
six days). From man’s perspective,
the Sabbath was actually the first
full day he experienced, since he was
created on the sixth day. Yet from
God’s perspective, the Sabbath was
the seventh day. Further, there is an
important element where Scripture
presents God as always existing
in eternal rest, yet simultaneously
always working, implying that the
seventh day was something that God
accommodated to humanity. These
observations emphasize what is the
most important Sabbath principle:
the six plus one principle. This is not
to say the Sabbath can be exercised
freely on any day, but that God did
freely change the Sabbath. This change
has happened at the resurrection of
Christ, and a Sabbatical change will
happen once more at its corollary—
the consummation.
Second, Hebrews 4:1–11 described
the future significance of the Sabbath
as eschatological rest. John Murray
wrote, “As prospect it is the promise
of the inheritance of the saints. . . . Not
only does the Sabbath provide a day
for human rejuvenation, but for the
Christian anticipation of the ultimate
rejuvenation in the resurrection.”
This “anticipation” was also evident
in the seventh day’s missing cycle of
“morning and evening,” as it signified
an eternal character to that day for
humanity. That eternal Sabbath day
will provide the final rest from sin
and misery that the Christian longs
for in this world. This was the heart of
Hebrews 4:1–11, illustrated by Joshua
giving “rest” to Israel after a long and
difficult struggle, paralleling the future

throughout the whole of Isaiah 56:1–
7 the central condition for becoming
the people of God was observing
God’s Sabbath (vv. 2, 4, 6). A second
prophetic example comes from Jesus
during the Olivet Discourse. Jesus
warns and commands the disciples to
“pray that your flight will not be in the
winter or on a Sabbath” (v 20). The
implication is that Sabbaths are not to
be traveled on and will continue even
after Christ departs.

end of the Christian’s struggle in this
world. Heaven as the antitype of the
Sabbath implies that the Sabbath (as
type) will not cease until its antitype
has arrived at the consummation, “for
no type ever ceases till the antitype”
comes. According to John Frame’s
interpretation of Meredith Kline,
this antitype is “the consummation
of the heavenly kingdom, anticipated
by Israel’s conquest of the Promised
Land.” While Christ was the antitype
of the ceremonial aspects of the
various holy days, Hebrews 4:10–11
explains that heaven (fully realized
in its consummation) will be the
antitype of the creational aspect of
the Sabbath: “for those who enter
God’s rest also cease from their labors
as God did from his. Let us therefore
make every effort to enter that rest.”
There are also prophetic passages
that indicate a future for the Sabbath
day. One example is Isaiah 56:1–8:
“Soon my salvation will come, and
my deliverance be revealed.” The
universal scope of salvation climaxed
with “my house shall be called a house
of prayer for all peoples” (v. 7). Yet

Finally, the Sabbath day is a present,
meaningful reality in the structure
of the week. Between creation
and consummation, the present
significance of the Sabbath is found in
the redemption. “The New Testament
witness is that the first day of the week
continued to have distinctive religious
significance.”1 Luke 24 is the primary
text that explains this “distinctive
religious significance” because of
the resurrection occurring on the
first day of the week. The church
continued to follow this tradition,
seen in Acts 20:7 as the church
gathers and “breaks bread” on the
“first day of the week.” Also, 1 Cor.
16:2 and Rev. 1:10 contributed to this
religious significance. Early church
fathers observed Sunday as practically
equivalent to the Sabbath. At least five
of Christ’s resurrection appearances
occurred on Sunday. Murray explains
the heart of the present Sabbath:
In a word, he entered upon the
rest of his redeeming work. All
of this and much more resides in
the emphasis which falls upon the
resurrection as a pivotal event in
the accomplishment of redemption
. . . the sanctity belonging to the
first day of the week as the Lord’s
day is the constant reminder
of all that Jesus’ resurrection
involves. It is the memorial of the
resurrection as the Lord’s Supper
is of Jesus’ death upon the tree.
Therefore, for the Christian, the
Sabbath is Sunday and is a holy day
because it is the day that the Lord

appointed (Rev. 1:10) for Christians
to gather in fellowship (Heb. 10:25),
give offerings (1 Cor. 16:2), hear the
preaching of God’s Word (Acts 20:7),
“do good” and “save life” (Mark 3:4),
commemorate Christ’s resurrection,
and anticipate the consummation.
And so that we can have such a focus
on that day, we must limit ordinary
travel (Matt. 24:20) and work. This
list of principles for the Sabbath
reveals why R. L. Dabney said that
the Christian Sabbath is “a means of
grace and sign of heaven” as well as a
sign “of our Christian separation from
the world and engagement to be the
Lord’s.” These principles are normally
bound upon every Christian.

Answering Problem Texts for
a Sabbath Theology
There are two common types of
passages that appear to deny this
Sabbath theology. The first includes
Rom. 14:1–10, Col. 2:16–17, and Gal.
4:9–11. The second is Matt. 12:1–8
and its parallels.
Paul did not design the first group to
be understood as speaking at all of
the Lord’s Day—he meant only the
Jewish holy days. The word ‘Sabbath’
is never applied by a New Testament
writer or by one of the writers of the
primitive church to the Lord’s day
or Christian Sabbath—never once.
What Paul meant by “Sabbath” was
every Jewish holy day. The word
“Sabbath” was a common name
for all Jewish festivals, including
the sabbatical year, new moons,
Passovers, and holy days. These holy
days pointed forward to Jesus, but the
sign underwent redemptive-historical
development upon the resurrection
of Jesus (Col. 2:17), pointing back to
the resurrection and forward to the
consummation.
For the second category of passages,
there are at least three common
options as to why Jesus criticized the
Sabbath theology of the Pharisees in
Matt 12. The first possibility is that
Jesus criticized the Pharisees on the
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basis that the holy, theocratic nation
of Israel had come to an end, resulting
in the retraction of the Saturday
Sabbath for the people of God. Yet
this is impossible, since Jesus was
“born under law” (Gal. 4:4) meaning
the whole Old Testament law. Jesus
viewed Himself as being a member of
theocratic Israel.
The second option is that the Pharisee
misunderstood what the ethical
obligations of the Sabbath were in the
Mosaic era. Yet, to their credit, the
Pharisees represented a tradition that
did attempt to, at least sometimes,
derive their judgments from the
Scripture in their possession.
The third option is that the Pharisees
were correct at this point in their
exegesis, but that Jesus and his
disciples had a special excuse to be
free from this law. This is the correct
solution—both David and Jesus were
on spiritual missions that allowed
them a greater freedom when it came
to this law, such as when priests (and
pastors today) may work on the
Sabbath, and that is why Jesus Himself
made those comparisons here. The
Pharisees in Mark 2 were exegeting
Scripture accurately. In Exodus 16,
instructions for the Sabbath day
contained an imperative against
gathering food outside on the Sabbath
day. When the exiles returned home
and were “treading wine presses”
(Neh. 13:15) on the Sabbath they were
harshly condemned by Nehemiah.
Therefore, if the Pharisees concluded
that rubbing grain was reaping grain,
a Pharisee making that application
to obey the Sabbath appears more
accurate than legalistic. Hence Jesus
did not debate the current epoch
of the law (option 1), nor did Jesus
debate the contents of the law (option
2), but that they were excused from
this law.
Jesus’ “excuse” was that the Son of
Man is lord of the Sabbath (Mark
2:28). The “reason” came from His
telling of the narrative found in 1
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Samuel 21:1–6. This narrative tells of
David and his men eating consecrated
bread that belonged to Aaron and his
sons, who are to eat it in a holy place,
because it is a most holy part of their
regular share of the offerings made to
the Lord by fire (Lev. 24:9). The point
of Jesus’ argument is that David and
his men did what was ceremonially
unlawful, “they ate the consecrated
bread, which was not lawful for him
to eat” (Matt. 12:4). By reason of
divine authority, David was allowed
to do what is unlawful on the Sabbath
even as the priests in the temple
could break the Sabbath (v 5). David
and his men broke the Sabbath. The
priests also break the Sabbath. Now,
Jesus’ disciples break the Sabbath.
Christ’s disciples followed the pattern
of David and his men. Christ is so
superior to David (and the priests)
as “Lord of the Sabbath” that, like
David’s companions, the disciples of
Jesus are justified even though they
really do break the Sabbath. Since
Christ cites both David and the priests
in the Matthew 12, both Christ’s holy
mission and His priestly duties were
subcategories of Christ’s office as
“Lord of the Sabbath.” The office of
“Lord” allowed His disciples to break
the Sabbath.
The question remains if these specific
prohibitions of not gathering food
and not traveling continue for the
Christian today on the Sunday
Sabbath. A few redemptive and
ethical passages directly answer this
challenge. In Exodus 16, Israel had
recently been delivered from Egypt,
yet Israel had not yet made a covenant
with God at Sinai. Here, the Israelites
were told not to gather food (v 26)
and not to travel (v 29). Because
Exodus 16 took place before Sinai, it
was really the concept of redemption
(and not theocracy) that grounded
these principles.
The creation mandate and the
redemptive aspect may be seen
unified together under the more
basic category of acknowledging

Jehovah as Creator-Sustainer and to
affirm that life continues under His
providence. Since Exodus 16 took
place under this general category of
respect for the Sabbath as creation
and redemptive ordinance, the same
principles (of generally no traveling
and not gathering food) were not
repealed when a greater redemptive
historical development took place.
Thus ordinary travel and work should
be limited on the Sunday Sabbath so
that the Christian may spend time
faithfully devoted to these spiritual
themes.

Conclusion
Thus there are moral principles for
the Sabbath for Christians, such as to
gather in fellowship, give offerings,
hear the preaching of God’s Word, “do
good” and “save life,” commemorate
Christ’s resurrection, and anticipate
the consummation. Therefore there
is also a need to limit ordinary travel
and work. There has never been,
nor will there be, a perfect keeper
of the Sabbath in this world except
for Christ. There should never be
an attempt to “hedge in the law” to
guarantee obedience, because the
main problem with human obedience
is the quality of the heart. Rather,
may these principles help direct
the Christian to keep focus on Him
who is our past Creator, our future
Sustainer, our current Redeemer, and
the One who has kept the whole law
perfectly for us, that we might be free
from condemnation for (despite our
best efforts) being Sabbath breakers.
John Murray, The Pattern of the
Lord’s Day (London: The Lord’s Day
Observance Society, 1960–69), page 5.
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Lesson 13: A Lesson Not Learned
Genesis 20
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Bible Studies on the Life of Abraham
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Genesis 20 is considered by some commentaries to be
a variation of Genesis 12. After all, there are several
similarities. Abraham and Sarah moved to a different
area where he was afraid of the ruler. They agreed to say
that they were brother and sister instead of husband and
wife. The ruler of the land took Sarah into his harem,
only to be punished by God. The ruler then confronted
Abraham with his deceit.
Yet there are also some differences that make this episode
stand apart from the previous one. In Egypt, Abraham
received gifts from Pharaoh before he knew of the deceit;
in Gerar it was afterwards. In Egypt the ruler discovered
the deceit through illness; in Gerar God spoke to directly
to the ruler. In Egypt Abraham was deported; in Gerar he
was welcomed.
It seems incredible that after Abraham is told that he is
going to have a child with Sarah within the year (Genesis
18:10), that his faith falters once more, and he relies
upon his own ingenuity to get through what he thinks is
a difficult situation. Abraham ought to have learned his
lesson from the incident twenty-five years earlier.
Yet, what people ought to do and what they actually do
are often two entirely different things. That may well
be the reason why this episode is recorded at this point
in the Holy Scriptures. It becomes a deliberate parallel
to the sad events that surround the lives of Lot and his
daughters. All too often when we discuss disobedience
we look at the Lots of the world. We follow their spiral
downward as they sink farther and farther into their sin.
Then we pat ourselves on the back as we point out their
sad results. The Bible is too honest for that. Although
it accurately shows the downward path of sin in those
who deliberately will not follow God, it also shows the
weak moments of those who do seek to follow after God.
This episode involving Abraham makes plain that those
who follow after God are not intrinsically better than
unbelieving men and women.

Abraham’s Treachery
In his journey of faith, God takes Abraham to the same
spot where he had stumbled twenty-five years earlier.
How would the patriarch fare this time? Would he trust
God, or would he rely on his own cunning? A fear, not
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of God but of man, made Abraham
tremble for his own life with no regard
for that of his wife. As he entered a
new area, he told the residents that
Sarah was his sister. Abraham and
Sarah imperiled the fulfillment of
God’s covenant promise by repeating
the mistake they had made twentyfive years earlier. The very promise
of God was traded away for personal
safety.
What would compel Abraham to do
this again, especially with the promise
so near to fulfillment? How could
he cast away his confidence in God
with such a cowardly lie? Apparently
Abraham had not dealt with the sin in
his own life. He had confessed it upon
his return from Egypt (Genesis 13:1–
3); he had been forgiven, but he had
not reckoned with it. While he saw
the peril his deceit caused, he did not
mend his ways. Verse 13 makes clear
that this was not just an occasional
method used by Abraham and Sarah
to avoid danger. This was the strategy
they had devised each time they
entered a new land. When in Egypt,
he saw the danger of his deceit, but he
did not turn away from doing it again.
It is very easy to believe in God’s
sovereignty and His promised care
for us as Christians. What is difficult
is to apply it to our everyday lives.
How often we allow ourselves to fall
into the same sin that had captured us
in the past. We think that we would
never be so foolish again, but we find
ourselves caught in the same trap
years later. When we truly see our sin
for what it is (an affront to God), we
begin to see it the way God sees it. God
hates our sin, and we must hate our
sin. Only then can we properly deal
with it; only then can it be removed
from us. No sin is ever properly dealt
with until it is confessed and cleansed
by the blood of Jesus Christ.

God Comes to Abimelech
It may be considered strange that
Sarah would have been found
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desirable by Abimelech. Although
twenty-five years earlier she attracted
Pharaoh because of her extraordinary
beauty, she was now ninety years
old. Traces of her beauty may have
remained, but more likely Abimelech’s
desire was to ally himself with the
tremendously wealthy and influential
shepherd king who had just settled
near his kingdom.
God, however, protected Sarah. He
struck Abimelech with some sort of
illness; He closed the wombs of all
those within Abimelech’s household,
then came to Abimelech in a dream,
saying, “You are as good as a dead man
because of the woman you have taken.”
How long Sarah was in Abimelech’s
harem we cannot know. We do know,
however, that upon hearing the word
of God, Abimelech obeyed promptly.
He may not have known Jehovah, the
covenant God, but he certainly feared
the God who had appeared to him in
a dream.
Upon hearing the Word of God,
Abimelech pled his innocence. After
all, he did not know that Sarah was
the wife of Abraham. He had acted in
innocence and with a clear conscience.
In almost the same way that Abraham
pled for Sodom, Abimelech pled for
those within his camp. Certainly the
God of justice would do what was
right. Abimelech learned that God
watched over His own people in
spite of their lack of faith. Jehovah
acts justly and demands obedience
regardless of ignorance—on the part
of Abraham or Abimelech.
Abraham had acted as the king of
the land when he freed the people
from captivity (Genesis 14); he acted
as priest when he prayed for Sodom
(Genesis 18); now God declared
Abraham a prophet, as Abimelech was
instructed to receive blessing from
the patriarch. It is through Abraham’s
prayer that Abimelech would save his
own life and the lives of those within
his household.

Abimelech Comes to Abraham
Having come to know the truth,
Abimelech summoned Abraham
and confronted him with his deceit.
It is a sad testimony when a man of
God must be rebuked by a man of
the world. Yet, how often it happens.
People within the church often
become so deeply entangled with the
affairs of the world that they need to
be rebuked by an unbeliever. I have
witnessed fellow Christians become
so involved in a sporting event
that the unbelieving referee had to
charge the Christian school’s team
with a technical foul. I have read
in newspapers of one church suing
another over a piece of property. Too
often we can embarrass ourselves in
front of the unbeliever, and as we do
so we lose our Christian testimony.
More pathetic than being reprimanded
by an unbeliever is the way Abraham
tried to justify his actions. First, he came
across as self-righteous when he stated
there was no fear of God in the land (by
anyone other than himself). Second, he
told Abimelech that he was telling the
truth, as Sarah was his half-sister. And
finally, he reported to Abimelech that
he had been doing this throughout the
region ever since he had arrived in the
land. How different was his response
when confronted with his sin from the
way Abimelech responded.
While all the statements Abraham
made may have been true, his intention
was to deceive. A lie consists not only
in the actual words spoken, but also
in motives behind those words. The
motives of Abraham clearly illustrate
that he had not grown very far in the
faith in his thirty-year walk with God.
What made his statements so wicked
was that God had shown him twenty
years earlier how wrong, unnecessary,
and dangerous his strategy was. Had
he learned nothing when he lost his
wife to Pharaoh years earlier? In
addition, Abraham and Sarah had
just received strong assurances from
Jehovah that the seed of the promise

would soon be born to them. They
should have believed that God would
protect them and fulfill His word
through them.
Abraham’s lack of faith could have
destroyed everything as far as the
promises were concerned. Yet how
great is God’s mercy! Abraham’s lack
of complete trust in God did not
alter God’s plan one iota. Abraham
may have had moments of doubt
in God’s ability to care for him, but
God’s ability did not waver or change.
Abraham’s lapse of faith is similar
to that of Peter, who dared walk on
the water when called by Jesus to do
so. Only when Abraham took his
eyes of the Lord and looked at the
circumstances around him did he,
like Peter, sink into the waters around
him. Just as Jesus did not forsake the
disciple, but grabbed Peter’s hand, so
God did not forsake Abraham when
his faith was weak. Abraham may
have doubted God’s grace, but God
never failed to be gracious.

Abimelech returned Sarah and
showered Abraham (whom he referred
to as Sarah’s brother) with many
gifts; he also gave permission to the
patriarch to live wherever he desired.
Although Abimelech was the more
upright character in this incident,
he still had to recognize Abraham as
the one whom God had chosen as
His prophet. The gifts were a clear
demonstration to all who might look
down on Sarah for her involvement
in this incident. Abimelech admitted
that he was entirely at fault, and Sarah
was innocent of any wrongdoing.

In return, Abraham prayed to God,
and God healed Abimelech’s family.
The effectiveness of this prayer was
not rooted in Abraham as a person,
but on the function God had given
to the patriarch as prophet. As
promised, Abraham was a blessing to
the nations around him. Abimelech
was rewarded as his household was
healed. After one simple prayer by
Abraham, God opened the wombs
of Abimelech’s wife and slave girls so
that they could have children again.
How ironic that the prophet in the
land had been praying for years that
he and his wife could have a child, yet
remained childless. Yet it must have
also been encouraging to them that
the God whom they served had power
to give and to take away barrenness.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. What are the similarities and differences between this passage and Genesis 12?
2. What was at stake in Abraham’s deceit?
3. What considerations should have moved them to realize their scheme was both dangerous and
unnecessary?
4. How did Abimelech respond to God’s threat against his life?
5. Have you ever had a situation in which an unbeliever had to admonish or correct you?
6. How does Abraham try to justify his actions? Were his statements true? Were they beneficial?
7. Several times Abraham and Sarah apply situation ethics to excuse their sinful conduct. Note places
where that may happen today. How does II Corinthians 12:9 apply in such situations?
8. How do the various promises that God gave to Abraham and Sarah come into play in this chapter?
9. Where do you see evidence of God’s grace throughout this account?
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Lesson 14: Laughter Comes to Abraham and Sarah
Genesis 21:1–7

I

It had been twenty-five years since
Abraham had left Haran based upon a
promise that God had given to him—a
son. Few events, apart from the birth
of Jesus, were as anticipated as this
event. Finally in Genesis 21—after
many misadventures—anticipation
became reality when to Abraham and
Sarah a child was born, a son was
given. Yet, for all of its anticipation, it
is recorded in just seven verses.
Like the birth of Jesus, most of the
world would not have seen anything
noteworthy in the newborn child.
Some may have remarked that it was
unusual to see a child born to such an
aged couple; others may have smiled
and even rejoiced with them; but
few would be able to understand the
great significance that this child of
the covenant held and how he was to
carry on the promise given in Genesis
3:15 and fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
The Work of the Lord
The opening verse of Genesis 21 tells
us, “The Lord did for Sarah what He
has promised.” In Genesis 18 God
promised Abraham and Sarah that
they would have a child within the year.
As we read and studied that promise
in Lesson 11, we never once doubted
that God would keep His promise. We
had the unfair advantage of hindsight
because we knew how the story would
end in the nativity of Isaac.
Abraham and Sarah were not so
fortunate. Even if they may have
watched the calendar from that day
the Lord had visited them, they found
it to be a year filled with tragedy.
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Sodom and Gomorrah had been
destroyed, leaving the patriarch and
his wife to wonder concerning the
whereabouts of their nephew and his
family. Shortly thereafter, the couple
had been separated when Abimelech
came and took Sarah away from her
husband. Only by the mercy of God
were the two reunited.
And then the Lord did for Sarah what
He has promised and she became
pregnant—at the age of eighty-nine!
Soon, Isaac, whose name means
laughter, was born. The divinelygiven name recalled the earlier
laughter of Abraham and Sarah when
the Lord first announced that Sarah
would have a child (Genesis 18). Both
Abraham and Sarah were skeptical at
that time, but God would have the last
laugh. Indeed, is anything too hard
for the Lord (Genesis 18:14)?
The joyful laughter that echoed in
the tent was not just because Isaac
was born. Certainly there was the
acknowledgement that God had done
a great miracle in giving a child to
this elderly couple. No longer would
they laugh at Sarah because she was
barren; instead they would laugh
with her because of her child. The
true heir of Abraham had been born.
In obedience to God’s command,
Abraham circumcised Isaac on the
eighth day, the first child recorded
in Scripture as being circumcised so
soon after his birth.
Perhaps even more important than
the birth of Isaac, however, was the
great lesson that Abraham and Sarah
had learned: that God is faithful to
His promises. God had made several
promises, and they had seen them
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partially fulfilled. They were in a new
land; they had been a blessing to other
nations; and so they believed God.
Still, there had been times of doubt,
as well. At times they had taken
matters in their own hands, thinking
that it was somehow necessary for
them to help God in carrying out His
promises. Each time it had turned
into a disaster. Sarah had even come
to a point where, after waiting ten
years, she discounted her role in the
promise and offered up a substitute
promise-carrier in Hagar. Now, after
twenty-five years, in spite of their
doubt, God was faithful.
Abraham and Sarah also learned
in the birth of their son that God is
all powerful. Nothing is too hard
for Him. Humanly speaking, there
was no possible way that either one
could have a child. Hebrews points
out that Abraham was past the age of
child bearing and Sarah was barren
(Hebrews 11:11). Paul wrote that
Abraham knew that his body was as
good as dead and that Sarah’s womb
was dead (Romans 4:19). Several
times in the opening verses of Genesis
21 we are reminded that Abraham
and Sarah bore Isaac in their old age
(vv. 2, 5, and 7). Yet Isaac was born
because the all-powerful God had so
declared a year earlier (Genesis 17).
In addition, Abraham and Sarah
learned that God is in no hurry to
carry out His promises. They will come
to fruition in His time—neither too
early nor too late, but at the very time
God had promised (v. 2). They were to
simply trust in Him. God would work
it all out; He would accomplish what
He promised in His time.

Abraham and Paul
In Romans 4:18–27, Paul used the
birth of Isaac to define the nature
of the Christian faith. By pointing
out that Abraham and Sarah were
as good as dead in their ability to

produce offspring, Paul insisted that
we look at ourselves. We are dead in
our transgressions and sins. We have
no more ability to produce spiritual
life within ourselves than Abraham
and Sarah were capable of producing
physical life by themselves.

While many people today will
acknowledge that they are sinners,
they still believe they have enough
good in them to be saved. They
contend that in and of themselves
they are able to make a response

toward God for their salvation. All
they need is a little help from God, and
they will be saved. Like Sarah’s earlier
suggestion to fulfill God’s promise
through Hagar, people think they can
fulfill God’s salvation on their own
terms. The Bible teaches otherwise.
We are told outright, “There is none
that is righteous, not even one; there
is no one who understands, no one
who seeks God” (Romans 3:10, 11);
“As for you, you were dead in your
trespasses and sins” (Ephesians 2:1).
Scripture also gives us the example of
Nicodemus. Nicodemus was one of
the most pious people of his day. He
was a believer, a teacher of the Law, a
very upright and moral man. Even to
him, Jesus said, “Unless you are born
again, you cannot see the kingdom
of God” (John 3:3). Even with all
his good qualities, Nicodemus could
not enter the kingdom of God on his
own. He was dead in his sin. Paul
writes of himself in the same way in
Philippians 3 and then adds that he
desires “the righteousness that comes

from God and by faith” (Philippians
3:9). The simple truth is that we are so
filled with sin and so in love with the
darkness that we cannot respond to
the gospel call under our own power.

to the glorious message of salvation
through Christ. Only then will we
experience the joy of new life in
Christ. Only then will we be able to
enter into the kingdom of heaven.

Following up on that truth, Paul
pointed out that Abraham knew
that the power of Isaac’s birth was
not his own but that the power came
from God. Abraham believed God’s
promise “being fully persuaded that
God had the power to do what He had
promised” (Romans 4:21). As long
as Abraham possessed the physical
ability to produce a child, he would
have been able to take partial credit
for giving life to that child. However,
since he was long past the age of being
able to produce a child, the glory and
praise belonged to God alone.

Just as Abraham had to understand
that Isaac was a miracle child, so also,
believers need to acknowledge that
salvation comes through the power
of God alone. “Not unto us, O Lord,
not unto us but unto Your name be
the glory, because of Your love and
faithfulness” (Psalm 115:1).

Because we are dead in our trespasses
and sins, we can in no way save
ourselves under our own power. We
are unable and have no desire to
respond to the gospel message. Even
has the Lord had to open the womb
of Sarah, the Holy Spirit must quicken
our hearts and makes us responsive
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Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. Why do you suppose so little is recorded concerning the long-anticipated birth of Isaac?
2. What does the name “Isaac” mean and how is the name appropriate for this child?
3. What is the difference between the laughter of Sarah in Genesis 21 and her laughter earlier in Genesis 18?
4. What reason for joy did Abraham and Sarah have beyond the natural joy of no longer being childless?
5. What can we come to know concerning the promises of God in this lesson?
6. Compare and contrast the birth of Isaac with the birth of Jesus.
7. Why is the teaching of total depravity denied by many today? Why is it important for us to
understand and believe?
8. In Romans 4:18-24 Paul uses the birth of Isaac to define the nature of the Christian faith. We are
called to have faith like Abraham. What kind of faith is that?
9. How is true faith produced in us? How can this be a comfort to us?
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Latter Day Saints:
A Summary and Evaluation of Mormonism

Mormonism is on fire. The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints
is burning up the religious landscape
in the United States. In 1800 there
were no Mormons; in 1950 there
were around two million; estimates
today are around thirteen million.
Recently the Mormon church has
been brought to the spotlight through
Mitt Romney’s run for president,
Glenn Beck on FOX News, David
Archuletta’s #2 spot on American Idol
in 2008, and the recent trials over
polygamy that we’ve read about in
newspapers and blogs. Many know
about Steve Young, Brigham Young
University, the Mormon Tabernacle
Choir, and those crisply dressed
young male missionaries with the
shiny black name tags. Many of us
have seen one of the Mormon temples
spread around the world, from
Australia to Korea to the Philippines
to China to South America and
beyond. In a word, we can’t escape the
Mormon religion: it is as ubiquitous
as baseball and hotdogs.
In recent years, Mormons have been
attempting to name themselves
Christians. “We’re Christians too”
is a theme song of the Mormon
missionaries. What should we make of
that claim? I’m guessing that some of
us would quickly agree that Mormons
are not Christians in the historic sense
of the term, but exactly why can they
try to use that label? Should we budge
an inch and let them take the name
in the broad sense of the term, and
include them in our larger Christian
church: Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist,
Anglican, and Reformed? The answer
is the strongest and loudest no you can
yell next time you hear the question:
Are Mormons Christians? This will

become evident as we dig a bit deeper
into what Mormons teach.
The following discussion has two basic
parts. First, we take a historical and
theological trek through Mormonism.
In a point by point, straightforward
manner, we will discuss the major
teachings and beliefs of Latter Day
Saints. After observing the “brute
facts” of Mormonism, we engage in a
critical evaluation, matching them up
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with the historic Christian faith. Also,
in the second part, we learn that the
inner workings of Mormonism—the
nuts and bolts of their theology—are
neither logical nor biblical. Much of
the information I use about Mormon
doctrines is found on their website,
www.lds.org; what follows is but a
very brief survey. I only quote official
sources, and since footnoting every
source would significantly lengthen
the article, most of the following
quotes are “googleable” (you can
Google them to find the source).
Please note that each quote from a
significant Mormon authority can
be documented and thus is part of
Mormonism.

Joseph Smith
To understand Mormonism we
start with Joseph Smith (b. 1805).
One of the Mormon scriptures, The
Doctrine and the Covenants (D&C)
says, “Joseph Smith, the Prophet and
Seer of the Lord, has done more, save
Jesus only, for the salvation of men
in this world, than any other man
that ever lived in it” (135:3). The late
President, Gordon Hinckley (d. 2008)
said, “Our entire case, as members of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter
Day Saints, rests on the validity of
this glorious first vision. Nothing on
which we base our doctrine, nothing
we teach, nothing we live by, is of
greater importance than this initial
declaration.” In other words, Joseph
Smith is one of the foundations of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter
Day Saints. He is not their savior, but
without him, according to Hinckley,
the truths of Mormonism would
not stand.
Joseph Smith
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Smith’s “glorious first vision” came in
1820, when he was around 15 years
old, as a resident of west New York
State. He was praying and meditating
when suddenly he saw a bright pillar
of light over his head. “When the light
rested upon me I saw two personages,”
wrote Smith, “whose brightness and
glory defy all description, standing
above me in the air.” One spoke to
the young boy, pointed to the other
personage, and said, “This is my
beloved Son; hear him.” Smith later
noted that these two “personages”
were the Father and Jesus Christ:
Smith saw both as distinct personages.
From this revelation the Mormon
church was born.
From this date on, Smith had many
more visions, some of which became
later Mormon scriptures, which are
addressed briefly below. In 1827,
after a few years of attempting to get
golden plates that he heard about in
another revelation, Smith was finally
allowed by the angel Moroni (more
info on Moroni below) to have the
plates. Smith was led to a hill where
he dug and found golden plates along
with a mysterious translating device
that allowed him to read the ancient
Egyptian hieroglyphic picture script
that he found on these plates. Smith
enlisted several people, including
his wife, to help him translate the
plates. While the helpers were
not allowed to see the plates
during translation, later these
eleven witnesses signed a
statement saying they did see
the plates.
While it is beyond the scope of
this discussion to highlight the
details of subsequent Mormon
history, the literal movement of
the Mormon church is worth
noting. The history of Mormon
travels is significant for all
Mormons; it is an interesting

The Outlook | 22

topic to study. They compare their
journey to similar ones in the Old
Testament. After Smith’s revelation,
many followers moved from New York
to Ohio to Missouri (where they say
Zion was physically located) to Illinois
to Salt Lake in 1847, where many still
reside today. Along these lines is the
Mormon enthusiasm for genealogies,
though it would take us too far afield
here. Again, this history is part and
parcel to the Mormon faith.

The Book of Mormon
One of the foundational scriptures of
Mormonism is The Book of Mormon
(BoM). They call it “another testament
of Jesus Christ.” They affirm and use
the Bible (rightly translated); the
BoM stands right next to the Bible as
another word of God. Joseph Smith
said about the BoM, “The Book of
Mormon is the most correct of any
book on earth, and the keystone of
our religion, and a man would get
nearer to God by abiding its precepts,
than any other book.” Along with
Smith and his revelation, the BoM is
a pillar of Latter Day Saint theology
and practice.
The BoM is the history of a people
from around 2000 BC to AD 421. It is
roughly the length of the Bible, sounds
exactly like the KJV, and reads mostly
as history, but some theology and

doctrine is found in it as well. In the
BoM, some Jews from the kingdom
years in the OT fled persecution and
made several trips to Central America
(though the exact location is disputed
within Mormon scholarship). When
in Central America, the Nephites
and Lamanites (the two main people
groups—Jewish peoples) set up
massive civilizations. The BoM says
that their cities covered the lands and
the people numbered as the sands on
the seashore (Mormon 1:7). While
in Central America, they built ships,
synagogues, sanctuaries, and temples;
they had shields, compasses, silk,
armor, cattle, sheep, pigs, horses, and
elephants, among other things (cf.
Ether 9:17–19; 15:15).
In
the
BoM,
destruction—
earthquakes, storms, and darkness—
came to Central America when Jesus
died in Jerusalem (around AD 34; cf.
3 Nephi 11:1–12). This destruction
killed many wicked people in Central
America, and the resurrected Christ
appeared to those who remained. The
resurrected Jesus taught these Central
American people the Sermon on the
Mount, the institution of the Supper
and baptism, and so forth. He then
ascended into heaven.
Later on, in the 5th century AD—
still in Central America—a Nephite
named Mormon gathered all the
plates of the history of his
people (dating back over
2000 years) and summarized
them into one set of plates,
and his son Moroni buried
them around AD 421. These
plates are what Smith found,
what the now-angel Moroni
showed him, which is now
called The Book of Mormon.
Along with the BoM, the
Mormon church recognizes

the Doctrine and the Covenants
(D&C), the Pearl of Great Price, and
the Bible rightly translated—all these
are their scriptures. Smith recorded
many of his prophecies in the BoM,
D&C, and the Pearl of Great Price
before he was murdered in 1844
(note: these three books also contain
the prophecies/revelations of other
significant Mormon leaders and
prophets).

Mormon World History
“Long ago you and I were born as
spirit children of God, and naturally,
a Goddess, actual beings of glorified
human form and substance.” This is
the way one Mormon author explains
the eternal period of existence before
creation. Before creation, Mormons
teach, God the Father (Elohim)
had some sort of physical sexual
intercourse with a goddess who
then gave birth to spirit children.
The first born spirit-child was Jesus,
whose brother was Lucifer. People
are also spirit-children, the offspring
of Elohim. In the words of another
Mormon authority, “Before you
began your life on earth, you lived
with your Heavenly Father as one of
his spirit children.”
Brigham Young (d. 1877) the
second president of the Mormon
church (Smith being the first) wrote,
“We were first made spiritual, and

afterwards temporal.” In other words,
before people had physical bodies,
they existed as spiritual entities. In
fact, not only did spirit-children exist
before creation, so did the “elements.”
And these elements are eternal
(D&C 93:33). There was “stuff ” or
material or matter or intelligence—
something—that is eternal, that had
no beginning. Of course, Elohim
and other gods (male and female)
are eternal as well. Brigham Young
said, “How many Gods there are I
do not know, but there never was a
time when there were not Gods.” We
discuss below the Mormon teaching
of “gods.” For now, simply note that
before creation, there was/were 1)
God/gods, 2) spirit-children, and 3)
unorganized matter or “elements.”
Concerning creation, Mormons
teach that the gods created the world
(including God/Elohim as the leader).
Smith taught, “In the beginning the
head of the gods called a council of
the gods; and they came together
and concocted a plan to create the
world and people in it.” Gods created
the world out of preexistent matter
in a manner similar to the way that
construction workers make a house.
Mormons strongly deny the ex-nihilo
(creation out of nothing) teaching of
historic Christianity. Additionally, J.
F. Smith (d. 1918), the tenth president
of the Mormon church, declared that
Adam in his spirit existence helped
form this earth—he said “perhaps
Noah and Enoch” did as well, “and
why not Joseph Smith?” Mormons
also teach that God created the world
out of love, so that his spirit-children
would have a place to dwell, a place
wherein to progress to salvation.
Mormons teach that God loves us and
has a wonderful plan for our lives, a

plan that we were involved in before
creation itself.
Adam and Eve were historical people.
They were, with us, spirit beings
before creation, but they were the
first humans on earth. They lived in
the Garden of Eden, which Mormons
teach is in Independence, Missouri.
Eve sinned by eating the fruit; Adam
committed a transgression when he
ate. Note the terminology: Adam
didn’t sin; he transgressed God’s law,
and Adam’s transgression opened the
door of salvation. He said, “Blessed
be name of God, for because of my
transgression my eyes are opened,
and in this life I shall have joy” (Moses
5:10). Adam fell that man might be and
progress in this life, on this earth (2
Nephi 2:25). In a mysterious way, the
fall was a fall upward, and Adam did
the right thing by eating the fruit. Also
fundamental to Mormon doctrine is
their absolute denial of original sin:
it is written in their foundational
document, Articles of Faith. That is,
since Adam’s transgression was not a
sin, there is no sin to pass down to his
descendants.

Mormon Theology Proper
Mormon
theologians
and
scriptures teach that God is loving,
compassionate, caring, and powerful.
In general terms, Mormons speak
about God the same way Christians
do. However, there are extreme
differences. For example, many
Mormon theologians teach that God
progresses. Smith himself said, “God
himself was once as we are now, and is
an exalted man. . . . we have imagined
and supposed that God was God from
all eternity. I will refute that idea, and
take away the veil, so that you may see
. . . he was once a man like us. . . . here
then is eternal life—to know the only

Brigham Young
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wise and true God; and you have got
to learn how to be gods yourselves.”
Lorenzo Snow, the fifth president of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter
Day Saints said—now famously—“As
man now is, God once was; as God
now is, man may be.” In fact, “God .
. . has flesh and bones,” Smith wrote
elsewhere. In summary, Mormon
theology holds that God was a man
like you or me, who progressed to be
the God that he is now. Orson Pratt
even taught that God continues to
progress in knowledge and power.
One other significant aspect of
Mormon theology proper is that God
is subject “to the laws which govern
. . . even the most refined order of
physical existence.” In other words,
since God is at least in some real
sense a physical being (remember he
had some kind of physical sex with a
goddess); he is subject to the laws that
govern physical being. Since he has
a body like people, he is confined to
certain limits of physical existence—
he has parts that take up some kind of
space. Of course, he has to progress,
since he is not outside of the laws
of progression. This progression
in Mormon theology even touches
God’s fatherhood: Mormons teach
the fatherhood of God ad infinitum.
Smith: “If Jesus Christ was the son

of God, and John discovered that
God the Father of Jesus Christ had a
Father, you may suppose that he had
a Father also. Where was there ever a
son without a father?”
Finally, concerning theology proper,
Mormon theology is not Trinitarian:
“Many men say there is one God;
the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Ghost. . . . I say that is a strange
God anyhow . . . three in one, one
in three! It is a curious organization.
. . . All are to be crammed into one
God according to sectarianism [read:
Christian theology]. He would be a
giant or monster,” Smith preached.
Another Mormon publication says,
“We declare it is self-evident from
the scriptures that the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Ghost are separate
persons, three divine beings.” In other
words, there is not one God, but three
Gods—three different and distinct
beings who share the title “God” but
not the substance or essence of a
single being. To reword the historic
Christian Athanasian Creed: the
Father is Lord, the Son is Lord, the
Spirit is Lord: yet these are three
Lords, not one Lord.

The Doctrine of Man
(Anthropology)
We have already noted the creation
and fall of man: it is a historical fact
in Mormonism. Again, we learned
that Adam’s fall was not a sin, but an
upward sort of transgression, which
resulted in the possibility of spiritchildren to take on human bodies,
Adam and Eve’s many descendants.
There is not a huge gap between God
and man in Mormon theology. Joseph
Smith said, “We say that God himself
is a self-existent being. . . . Who told
you that man did not exist in like
manner upon the same principles?
Man does exist on the same principles.
. . . The mind or the intelligence which
man possesses is co-equal with God
himself. . . . The intelligence of spirits
had no beginning, neither will it have
an end. . . . The first principles of
man are self-existent with God.” Even
more boldly, Mormon theologian
Bruce McConkie said, “Man and God
are of the same race.” In other words,
humans and God are on the same
being-scale; God is only exalted and
higher on the scale or ladder. There
is no Creator/creature distinction
in Mormon theology. There is a
difference, but it is not an ontological
or metaphysical essential distinction,
just one of progress on the same scale
of being.
Another thing to note about
Mormon anthropology is again the
teaching of progression. Man can by
faith and obedience—as we note in
a few moments—attain godhood, in
a way similar to God’s progression
to godhood. This has everything
to do with the Mormon doctrine
of salvation: how people attain
godhood. We return to this topic
after briefly examining the Christ
of Mormon Christology. For now
simply note that as God progressed
to where he is now (and where he will
go as he progresses still), man follows
in the progression stage.
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The Doctrine of Christ
(Christology)
Jesus is Jehovah, the Son of God,
the Savior; hence the name of the
church: The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter Day Saints. He is a loving
and caring Savior, the firstborn of all
spirit-children. He was a spirit-child
of God and a goddess—before us,
but with us—in the stillness of precreation time. Lucifer, or Satan, is a
spirit-brother of Jesus (and in turn,
humans). According to one Mormon
writing, “Both the scriptures and the
prophets affirm that Jesus Christ and
Lucifer are indeed offspring of our
heavenly Father, and, therefore, spirit
brothers. . . . Jesus was Lucifer’s older
brother.”
Jesus “was not begotten by the Holy
Ghost,” according to Young. Joseph
F. Smith said, “Christ was begotten
of God. He was not born without the
aid of Man, and that Man was God”
[emphasis mine]. God the Father
had intercourse with Mary, and the
result was Jesus’ conception. She
was still a virgin because she didn’t
have sex with an earthly man, but a
progressed God. Jesus, after God’s
prior progression, also progressed by
obedience and faith. Jesus was saved
by his faithfulness. According to

McConkie, Christ “is a saved being.”
Again, progression is key: God, man,
and Jesus progress to salvation and
godhood.
Mormons teach that Jesus is the only
Savior, and apart from him there is no
salvation. Many Mormon authorities
sound similar to Christian teaching
about Jesus as Savior. Through his
suffering at Gethsemane and the
cross, Jesus saves people. Actually,
according to www.lds.org, “Through
the Atonement and Resurrection
of Jesus Christ, all people will be
resurrected—saved from physical
death.” This general salvation that
Jesus accomplished is a free gift from
the Savior to all humans. Yet this
universal resurrection as gift is by
no means a resurrection to eternal
blessedness in the highest degree—
some are raised by Jesus as gift only
to wind up in some semi-blessed
state.

The Doctrine of Salvation
(Soteriology)
We’ve already touched on salvation in
the sections on the doctrine of man
and the doctrine of Christ; now we
tie those themes together. According
to the Mormon text Gospel Principles,
exalted Mormons “will have
everything that our heavenly Father
and Jesus Christ have: all power,
glory, dominion, and knowledge.”

Men become [a] god according to
Mormon soteriology: exalted people
(saved people) will share some of
God’s essential or divine attributes
(characteristics). Notice yet again the
theme of progression: men climb the
ladder of being to the attainment of
godhood, or exaltation.
How does a person attain this
salvation in Mormonism? By faith
in Jesus Christ: “the fundamental
principle of our religion is faith in the
Lord Jesus Christ,” as one Mormon
president said. Of course this means
repenting and trusting, but in
Mormon theology, the definition of
faith includes faithfulness. According
to McConkie, “Faith . . . includes
good works. . . . Works are part of the
definition of faith, and without them
there is no faith.” “Faith is a gift of God
bestowed as a reward for personal
righteousness.” To be saved means
to trust and obey, for there’s no other
way to attain godhood in Mormon
theology (see D&C, 132:20–21). It is
clear then that Mormon soteriology
is completely at odds with the “faith
alone” teaching that many orthodox
Christians hold so dear. One Mormon
teacher wrote, “The sectarian doctrine
of justification by faith alone has
exercised an influence for evil since
the early days of Christianity.”
According to www.lds.org, “Those
who have been baptized and have
received the Holy Ghost through
the proper priesthood authority
have been conditionally saved
from sin. In this sense, salvation
is conditional, depending on
an individual’s continuing in
faithfulness, or enduring to the end
in keeping the commandments of
God.” Faith is essential for salvation,
but not enough; you must keep the
commandments of God to climb
the ladder to godhood. Though it is
another topic, Mormonism teaches
levels of glory: the celestial, the

Depiction of the
golden plates
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terrestrial, and the telestial kingdoms.
“The glory we inherit will depend
on the depth of our conversion,
expressed by our obedience to
the Lord’s commandments. It will
depend on the manner in which we
have received the testimony of Jesus.”
In summary, the more faithfulness a
person shows, the higher he or she
will climb on the ladder: the top of the
ladder is the celestial kingdom, where
humans reign as gods over their own
kingdoms, wives and all.

LDS temple doorknob

The Doctrine of the Church
(Ecclesiology)
When Joseph Smith found the
golden plates in 1827 (which resulted
eventually in the BoM), it was the
restoration of the gospel and church
of Christ. God reestablished his
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church on earth through Smith
and the plates. The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints is a
continuation of the Church of Christ
in the New Testament, according to
Mormon theology. Smith received
his revelation because there were no
true churches on earth. In fact, in his
vision he was told that all churches
of his day were apostate. Thus, the
Mormon church is the only true
church on earth (D&C 1:30) and
there was no drop of gospel-truth
from the early days of church history
until the American Joseph Smith was
used by God to rekindle the church.
Many early Mormon authorities
(Smith, Young, Taylor, etc.) often said
that Christianity was a tool of the
devil, a bag of stinking falsities. As an
interesting side note, some Mormons
will give the Reformers a nod for
their attempt to take the church back,
though Mormons will say they fell
quite short.
For Mormonism, the doctrine of
ongoing, or progressive, prophecy
and revelation is central. As we saw
earlier, some of the fundamental
truths of the Mormon church are
Smith’s revelations in the 1820’s,
along with other revelations of later
Mormon teachers and prophets. In
fact, in 1829, Peter, James, and John
appeared to Smith and a friend of his
and gave him the keys of the kingdom
and made them apostles. In this
way, the Melchizedekian priesthood
was officially restored. There are still
apostles and prophets in the Mormon
church—fifteen total, including the
President of The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints. “Prophets
. . . receive revelation for the church;”
the Scriptures are not closed; the
canon is open and dynamic, always
progressing,
always
becoming.
Revelation can change, as with the
change in the stance on polygamy and
with the change in the stance against
black people holding the priesthood.
In a word, Mormon theology holds

that divine revelation and prophecy is
still going on and fluctuating from the
Old and New Testament times. This is
why the Mormon church has several
scriptures, not just the Old Testament
and the New Testament.
Another aspect of Mormon teaching
that goes hand in hand with the
doctrine of the church and ongoing
revelation is the internal voice of the
Holy Ghost, which assures a person
that the Book of Mormon is true and
that Smith was a true prophet of God.
In fact, if you look at nearly any copy
of the BoM, you will see on the inside
flap somewhere a phrase that suggests
reading the book and earnest, intense,
heart-felt prayer will result in the Holy
Ghost testifying that these things are
true. Joseph Smith said this internal
call is unmediated—that is, without
book or voice, but God directly
communicating to a person without
external means. I’ve had several
discussions with Mormons where
they always end on this note: “I know
it is true because I prayed it and the
Spirit told me” (or something similar).
This is one of the highest validations
for Mormons concerning the truth
of their religion: they will look you in
the eye and in some way explain that
they have a warm feeling deep down
inside that Mormon teaching is true.
For Mormons, you cannot question
this revelation, because it is internal
and unmediated.
In the next issue of The Outlook,
Rev. Lems compares the teachings
of Mormonism to historic Christian
doctrine.

Rev. Shane Lems is the
pastor and church planter at
the United Reformed Church
in Sunnyside, WA.

A Series on The Revelation
of Jesus Christ
Revelation 14:1–5

“The Lamb Standing on Mount Zion”
The overall effect of Revelation 12–13
is overpowering. The great fiery red
dragon, that serpent of old, called
the devil and Satan, together with his
henchmen, the beast from the sea and
the beast from the earth, have taken
their stand against us. The intent of
this unholy trinity is clear: they seek to
devour us—whether by overt power or
subtle deception, it matters not—they
have their sights set on you and on me.
Such is the nature of our opposition;
such is the hatred and fury of the great
enemy of our souls. We are no match
for Satan and his minions; they never
stop attacking us, and we are too weak
to hold our own, even for a moment.
Indeed, the overall effect of Revelation
12–13 is overpowering. It is with great
joy, then, that we come to chapter 14,
and its glorious opening scene, verses
1–5. John writes, “Then I looked, and
behold, a Lamb standing on Mount
Zion, and with Him one hundred
forty-four thousand, having His
Father’s name on their foreheads.”
When we consider what John has seen
in the past chapters, that great fiery red
dragon, that hideous beast from the
sea, and that deceptive beast from the
earth, this vision stands out as glorious
indeed!
Notice first of all whom John sees. He
sees a Lamb! This is no counterfeit
lamb, like the beast from the earth that
appears like a lamb, but speaks like a
dragon. No, this is the Lamb of God,
the Lamb slain from the foundation of
the world, the Lamb of God that takes
away the sin of the world. This is Jesus
Christ Himself! Oh, what a sight it
must have been for John, having seen
the horrors of the dragon, having seen

the hideousness of the beast from the
sea, having seen the deceptive beast
from the land, what a sight it must
have been for him, here in this vision,
to finally behold the Lamb, his Savior,
the Lord Jesus Christ!
But how can we be sure this is no
counterfeit Lamb? How can we be sure
this Lamb is what He appears to be?
How can we be sure this is not another
manifestation of the beast from the
earth, that beast that appears like a
lamb, but speaks like a dragon? We can
be sure that this Lamb is the Lord Jesus
Christ because He is accompanied by
the 144,000.
But who are the 144,000? We have
met them once before in the book
of Revelation, chapter 7:4–8, where
twelve thousand were sealed out of
the twelve tribes of Israel. There we
learned that the 144,000 was symbol
of the entire number of the elect, the
entire number of the true Israel of
God. Here they are once more; and,
once more, the number represents the
entire number of the elect.
And so we see a great contrast
between those who belong to this
Lamb, and those who belong to the
counterfeit lamb, the beast from
the earth, described in Revelation
13:11–18. Those who belong to the
counterfeit lamb, the beast from the
earth, are enslaved by him. Those
who belong to the true Lamb, Jesus
Christ, are redeemed by Him. Those
who belong to the counterfeit lamb,
the beast from the earth, are marked
by the beast with his own number, that
number being 666. Those who belong
to the true Lamb, Jesus Christ, bear the
name of the Lamb, and of His Father,
upon their foreheads. Indeed, as
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another translation puts it: they have
“His name and the name of His Father,
written on their foreheads.”
Make sure you understand the thrust
of this contrast. Those who belong to
the counterfeit lamb, the beast from
the earth, bear the mark of his name,
and of his number, that number being
666, the number of man. Six is the
number of man. How do we know
that? We know it because man was
created on the sixth day. What is the
significance of that? The significance
is this: man, in and of himself, always
falls short of the seventh day, that final
day, that glorious day, that day without
evening or morning, that eternal day,
even the Sabbath rest of God. Those
who belong to the counterfeit lamb,
the beast from the earth, bear his mark
and the number of his name. In other
words, they never reach the Sabbath
rest of God! But what about those
who belong to the true Lamb, even
Jesus Christ? The number 666 is not
stamped upon them because in Christ
Jesus they have attained that final day,
that glorious day, that day without
evening or morning, that eternal day,
even the Sabbath rest of God!
No counterfeit Lamb is this! This is
the true Lamb, the Lamb of God slain
from the foundation of the world,
the Lamb of God that takes away the
sins of the world! This is Jesus Christ!
This is our Savior! And He stands on
Mount Zion with His redeemed. This
is no earthly mountain. This is not one
of the many peaks surrounding the
earthly Jerusalem. This is a heavenly
mountain. In fact, this is heaven itself.
John sees the Lamb, Jesus Christ,
together with the 144,000, the elect of
God, on Mount Zion. John sees them
in heaven. Heaven is the dwelling place
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of Jesus Christ and His redeemed. He
stands with them in heaven.
We need to emphasize that as well: the
Lamb is seen standing. Now what do
we do with that? Don’t we confess that
Jesus Christ “sits at the right hand of
God”? Don’t we make much of the fact
that His sitting down on the throne
is evidence of the fact that He has
finished the work of our redemption?
Yet here the Lamb stands! Here Jesus
Christ stands! What are we to do with
that?
Acts 7 is most helpful in understanding
the posture of the Lamb. There we find
the same thing going on at the stoning
of Stephen. The world had rendered its
judgment on Stephen; they considered
him worthy of death, and they stoned
him to death. But as he was being
stoned, remember what he saw: he
saw heaven opened, and the glory of
God, and Jesus standing at the right
hand of God! What is going on here
is this: Jesus Christ is standing before
the throne, taking the posture of an
advocate, taking the posture of one
who defends His people! Jesus Christ
is our Advocate in heaven! He is our
Defender in heaven! He is our Surety
before the throne of God! The Lamb
was slain for us!
In those times when men would
slander your name, in those times
when men would speak all kinds of
evil against you falsely, in those times
when your name and reputation is
dragged through the mud, in those
times when the world would judge
you falsely, your confidence and your
comfort is this: you have an Advocate
in heaven, you have a Defender in
heaven, your Surety stands before the
throne of God on your behalf!

In those times when Satan buffets,
when his minions work so very hard
to rob you of your joy in Christ, to
rob you of the joys of salvation, to
rob you of blessings of the assurance
of salvation, in those times when the
great enemy of your soul attacks you so
furiously, reminding you of your sins,
reminding you of your sinful nature,
calling into question whether you are
really saved, in those times when you
feel like you are going down to defeat
in this spiritual battle, your confidence
and your comfort is this: you have
an Advocate in heaven; you have a
Defender in heaven: His name is Jesus
Christ, and He stands there in heaven
as a Lamb, the Lamb that was slain for
you, the Lamb that took away your
sin! He stands here because He is the
only ground of our salvation! What a
beautiful vision! In those times of trial
and difficulty, in those times when
the world judges you falsely, in those
times when Satan buffets, look to the
Lamb and see Him standing before
the throne of God as your Advocate,
as your Defender, and as your Surety.
Keep this vision always before you!
This is what John has seen, but now
listen to what he hears, verses 2–3:
“And I heard a voice from heaven,
like the voice of many waters, and
like the voice of loud thunder. And I
heard the sound of harpists playing
their harps. They sang as it were a new
song before the throne, before the four
living creatures, and the elders; and no
one could learn that song except the
hundred and forty-four thousand who
were redeemed from the earth.”
What are we to make of these verses?
Consider first the voice from heaven; it
is described as sounding like the voice
of many waters, and like the voice of
loud thunder. To whom does this voice
belong? It is the voice of the living God
Himself. The voice is like the voice
of many waters. You may recall the
vision of Ezekiel in Ezekiel chapter 1.

There we read of the living creatures
who attend the presence of the living
God: “And under the firmament their
wings spread out straight, one toward
another. Each one had two which
covered one side, and each one had
two which covered the other side of
the body. When they went, I heard
the noise of their wings, like the noise
of many waters, like the voice of the
Almighty, a tumult like the noise of an
army; and when they stood still, they
let down their wings” (1:23–24). We
are dealing here with the presence of
the living God.
We are told furthermore that His voice
was like the voice of loud thunder. You
may remember the scene at Mount
Sinai, in Exodus 19, where God was
present on Mount Sinai, and where
there was the sound of loud thunder;
so terrifying was that scene that the
people recoiled, pleading with Moses
for him to speak with God, lest they
would die. We are dealing here with
the presence of the living God.
But now notice what the 144,000, the
elect of God, are doing in the presence
of God. Are they recoiling in terror?
Are they crying out to be spared from
death? Is there any terror or fear here?
Not at all! Instead, John hears the
sound of harpists playing their harps,
and he hears a new song!
Remember, the 144,000 are those who
have been redeemed by the Lamb!
The Lamb has hushed the law’s loud
thunder; He has quenched Mt. Sinai’s
flame! And now the redeemed of
the Lord sing a new song—a song so
great and wonderful, it drowns out
everything else!
Crown Him with many crowns,
the Lamb upon His throne;
Hark! How the heavenly anthem
drowns all music but its own:
Awake, my soul, and sing, of Him
who died for thee,
And hail Him as thy matchless
King through all eternity!

Notice once more that the redeemed of
the Lord sing “a new song.” While we
love the psalms, they are not the only
songs we should be singing in church.
Here is the reason why: we don’t live
in the Old Testament. We don’t live in
the times of types and shadows. Jesus
has come. He has accomplished and
secured our redemption. So great is
that event, the accomplishment of
our salvation in Jesus Christ, that the
church of Jesus Christ is constrained
to sing a new song! We should not be
content to sing about the promises
of His coming and the promises of
salvation when we live in the reality
and the fulfillment of those promises.
Jesus has come; He has earned our
salvation. Let’s sing about that! And as
we sing about it, let us sing about it with
depth and substance. Our new song
should never be reduced to a mancentered, feel-good ditty, sung over
and over again. Our new song must
be a song of substance, a song that is
thoroughly Christ-centered, a song
that is thoroughly God-glorifying. The
pattern for the church’s song is right
here in the book of Revelation. Here is
the new song for the church of Jesus
Christ. Let’s sing about our Savior,
and let’s sing about Him with joy, with
fervency, with vibrancy! He is our
Savior, after all!
After focusing our attention on the
Lamb, and His praise, John finally
describes for us the 144,000 in verses
4–5: “These are the ones who were
not defiled with women, for they are
virgins. These are the ones who follow
the Lamb wherever He goes. These
were redeemed from among men,

being firstfruits to God and to the
Lamb. And in their mouth was found
no deceit, for they are without fault
before the throne of God.”
A couple of points need to be
emphasized. The language here is
clearly symbolic. We read here that the
144,000 are those who were not defiled
with women, for they are virgins.
Clearly, John is not intending for us to
take this literally, as though only men
are saved, and even more specifically
that only those men who are celibate
are saved; in fact even more specifically
still, only those men who are virgins
are saved. That’s not John’s point at all.
What, then, is his point? He seems to be
drawing here from the Old Testament
law that required the male soldiers of
Israel to be celibate in the days leading
up to and including war. The wars of
Israel were holy wars, and the men
who fought in those wars were to be
set apart unto the Lord; they were holy.
This is the imagery set before us here:
we are involved in a spiritual war; our
entire sojourn here in this world can be
seen in terms of a spiritual war; that’s
the point of Revelation 12–13. But in
this war, we are considered pure before
the throne of God, pure because of the
Lamb (remember verse 1). This is our
standing before the throne of God
in Jesus Christ: as pure as the Lamb
Himself is pure.
We read here furthermore that the
144,000 are the firstfruits to God and
to the Lamb. Here again we need to

be careful in our interpretation. John
is not saying that the 144,000 are set
apart from the rest of the redeemed,
as though there are still more to be
saved. No, the 144,000 is the complete
number of the elect; in fact that’s the
intent of the number. Why then are
they called the firstfruits? They are
called the firstfruits in distinction
from the rest of the harvest, that
harvest that is described for us at the
end of the chapters, where all of those
who are not included in the 144,000
are consigned to eternal damnation.
The firstfruits belong to God; they are
the elect of God, and they cannot be
damned because they belong to the
Lamb. In Him the elect are without
fault, verse 5.
Revelation 14:1–5 constrains you to
see yourself in heaven as God Himself
sees you: pure, undefiled, without
fault, as blameless as Christ Himself
is blameless, as faultless as Christ
Himself is faultless, as sinless and
righteous as Christ Himself is sinless
and righteous. You stand in heaven
with the Lamb.
And so, while the overall effect of
Revelation 12–13 is overpowering, the
few words of Revelation 14:1–5 are
more than enough to comfort us and
bring us confidence, as our faith looks
up to the Lamb.
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Now that we have considered
Bavinck’s treatment of the doctrines
of election and covenant, not only
in his Reformed Dogmatics but also
in his 1903 treatise on “calling and
regeneration,” we are in a position
to draw some conclusions regarding
his position. These conclusions
are based upon the exposition of
Bavinck’s theology that we have
provided in previous articles, and will
accordingly be stated in a relatively
concise manner. Each of them aims
to capture the principal themes
and characteristic formulations of
Bavinck’s theological position.

Bavinck as a Consensus
Theologian
First, throughout his exposition of the
doctrines of election and covenant,
Bavinck exhibits a consistent pattern
of theological reflection. Upon the
basis of a deep and rich acquaintance
with the Scriptural data, the Reformed
confessions, and the history of
Reformed
theology,
Bavinck
articulates in a fresh and creative
way the broad consensus of historic
Reformed theology on these topics.
The characteristic features of Bavinck’s
theological work are clearly evident
in his treatment of these principal
themes of Reformed theology.
Though it would be unfair to say that
Bavinck offers only a restatement of
the traditional consensus or received
opinion of Reformed theology on
these topics, it is certainly true that, at
every point, Bavinck remains within
the broad center of what might be
termed “catholic” Reformed theology.
In Bavinck’s treatment of election and
covenant, there are points where he
offers a correction or modification of
some feature of Reformed theology.
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For example, he rejects the alternatives
of “supra-” and “infra-lapsarianism”
in his doctrine of predestination, and
he shares Kuyper’s critical observation
that, in the traditional understanding
of God’s decrees, insufficient
emphasis was given to God’s positive
purpose for the creation in its original
state and in its consummate glory.
However, throughout his exposition
of these doctrines, especially within
the context of debates among his
contemporaries, Bavinck proves again
and again to be a kind of “mediating”
figure who resisted the one-sidedness
and lack of synthetic unity in
theological formulation that often
marked their divergent positions.
Scriptural
fidelity,
confessional
sympathy, historical consciousness,
antipathy to simplistic solutions—
these qualities mark Bavinck’s
theological labor and constitute, as
much as the distinct positions he
espouses, an important aspect of his
legacy as a Reformed theologian.

The Unity of Covenant and
Election
Second, whereas some interpreters
of the Reformed tradition have
maintained that the doctrines of
election and covenant represent
two divergent themes of Reformed
theology, Bavinck’s handling of these
doctrines exhibits a keen awareness
of their comprehensive unity and
inter-relation. Though election and
covenant are distinguished, they both
express, broadly, one of the principal
motifs of Reformed theology, namely,
that the redemption or recreation of
a new humanity through the work of
Christ, the Mediator, is a work of sheer
and sovereign grace. The triune God’s
work of redemption or recreation
is rooted in eternity, and finds its
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source in the living, eternal and
active will of God to redeem a new
humanity in Christ, the last Adam.
The eternal counsel of God embraces
all things, not only the redemption
of fallen sinners through the work
of Christ, but also the recreation and
glorification of the entire creation.
Predestination is the dimension of
the triune God’s eternal counsel that
pertains especially to the redemption
of the elect. Though distinct from
election, the doctrine of the covenant
pertains to the divinely-appointed
manner whereby this elective
and redemptive purpose will be
achieved. In Bavinck’s conception of
the interrelation between election
and covenant, it is important to
observe that the covenant of grace
in its historical execution in time is
itself rooted in the intra-trinitarian
“covenant of redemption.” Each of
the three Persons of the Godhead—
the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit—compacted together (or
mutually concur in will, purpose,
and appointment) from all eternity
to secure the redemption of the elect
through the mutual “operations”
of each. The covenant of grace
in its historical administration is
no “accident” of history. Nor is it
an “afterthought” in the eternal
counsel of the triune God. From
the beginning of the history of the
covenant, even before the fall into sin,
until its consummation, the Father
purposed to commune with his
people through the Son of his good
pleasure; the Son purposed to humble
himself in his incarnation and the
fulfillment of his office as Mediator;
and the Holy Spirit purposed to
communicate the manifold benefits
of Christ’s mediation to his people.

The covenant of grace in its historical
expression is tethered to its basis and
foundation in God’s eternal counsel
of peace (pactum salutis). Thus, in
Bavinck’s theology, it is unthinkable
that election and covenant could
be played off against each other, or
that the doctrine of the covenant
could provide an alternative, more
historical mode of expressing the
emphasis upon God’s sovereign grace
in the Reformed view of salvation.

The Unity of the Covenant in
God’s Sovereign Purposes
Third, in his formulation of the
doctrine of the covenant, Bavinck
embraces and defends the historic
Reformed doctrine of a pre-lapsarian
“covenant of works” and a postlapsarian “covenant of grace.” He
also affirms a distinction between
the covenant of grace in its historical
realization, and the foundation of
this covenant in the intra-Trinitarian
“covenant of redemption” or pactum
salutis. In his reflection upon these
distinct features of a biblical and
Reformed theology of the covenant,
Bavinck exhibits a sophisticated grasp
of the Reformed tradition and resists
tendencies among some Reformed
theologians to overemphasize the
differences between these distinct
phases of the covenant on the one
hand, or to overstate the uniformity
between them on the other.
In Bavinck’s estimation, the doctrine
of the covenant expresses a central
theme of biblical religion, namely,
that the triune God created human
beings in his image and for the
purpose of being placed in a liferelationship of communion with
him. Only the doctrine of the
covenant does justice to the nature
of man as a rational and moral
creature, capable of enjoying union
and communion with the living God
in service to him and in the exercise
of dominion over the creation.
The doctrine of the covenant also

underscores the goodness and grace
of God, who initiates the covenant,
stipulates its requirement of perfect
obedience, maintains it in justice
and truth, and grants the creature
covenantal “rights” before him. In
his articulation of the pre-lapsarian
covenant, Bavinck simultaneously
affirms that it was graciously initiated
and bestowed by the triune God, and
required perfect obedience in order
for humanity in Adam to attain to the
fullness of life in consummate and
unbreakable communion with God.
An especially significant feature of
Bavinck’s formulation of the doctrine
of the covenant is the way he carefully
articulates the relation between the
pre-lapsarian “covenant of works”
and the post-lapsarian “covenant
of grace.” Whereas in the pre-fall
covenant, Adam was the head and
representative of the organism of
humanity, in the post-fall covenant
Christ is the head and representative
of the organism of the new or recreated humanity. Within the
unfathomable depths of God’s eternal
purposes for creation and recreation,
the first Adam was a “type” of the last
Adam, and the original aim of God
was to be realized only through Christ.
There are significant features of unity
and inter-relationship, therefore,
between the pre- and the post-fall
covenants. Both are rooted in God’s
unmerited favor and goodness. Both
promise the consummate blessing
of eternal life in communion with
the triune God. Both require human
beings to find favor with God only
in the way of perfect obedience and
fidelity. But there are also significant
and undeniable differences between
them. The “last Adam,” Christ, is
greater than the first and secures
infallibly for his own the covenant
blessing of eternal life. The grace
shown before the fall to undeserving
human beings is surpassed in the
grace of Christ, which is shown after
the fall to undeserving sinners who

have willfully forfeited in Adam any
and every claim upon God’s favor.
Furthermore, the obligations of
obedience that must be met in order
for sinful human beings to find favor
with God now include, not only
Christ’s perfect obedience to the
abiding stipulations of God’s moral
law (“active obedience”), but also his
perfect satisfaction of the penalty for
disobedience (“passive obedience”).
The glory of the covenant of grace
in its historical unfolding is that it
perfectly and infallibly achieves God’s
covenant purposes for his people in
union with Christ, the last Adam.
Christ’s mediatorial work includes the
meeting of these obligations on behalf
of his people. In Bavinck’s conception
of the covenant, we must distinguish
between the pre- and post-fall
covenants, but not in such a way as to
separate them. Even the “covenant of
works” is taken up into and made to
subserve God’s gracious purpose for
the redemption of humanity in Christ,
which entails the realization of the
eschatological goal of the covenant,
the inheritance of eternal life.
In the same way that Bavinck
distinguishes without separating
between the pre- and post-fall
covenant, he also insists upon the
distinct, yet inseparable, relation
between the “covenant of redemption”
and the “covenant of grace.” On
several occasions, Bavinck notes that
these should not be construed as two
covenants, but as the same covenant
viewed from the perspectives of God’s
eternal counsel and the realization of
that counsel in time. The importance
of recognizing the unity between
the covenant of redemption and the
covenant of grace lies, in Bavinck’s
judgment, in the way the latter
ultimately depends upon God’s grace
and faithfulness for its effectiveness.
Unless the triune God undertakes to
accomplish all that is required in the
covenant of grace for the redemption
of the elect, the covenant of grace
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can easily be transfigured into a
new kind of “covenant of works.”
Since the covenant of grace in its
historical administration takes an
explicitly conditional form, obliging
believers and their children to walk
before God in the way of faith and
obedience, it might be inferred that
the salvation of those with whom
God covenants finally depends
upon their faithfulness in fulfilling
these conditions. Contrary to this
inference, Bavinck insists that the
“conditions” of the covenant of grace
are ultimately met upon the basis of
God’s eternal counsel of redemption.
In the covenant of grace, God gives
to believers and their children in the
line of the generations the blessings
that have been obtained for them by
Christ and that are conferred upon
them through the ministry of the
Holy Spirit. The covenant of grace is,
therefore, unconditional, when viewed
from the standpoint of God’s eternal
purpose and gracious disposition
in the “covenant of redemption.”
However, the covenant of grace is also
“conditional,” when viewed from the
standpoint of the covenant people’s
obligations to respond in faith
and live out of the blessings of the
covenant in Christ. Viewed from the
standpoint of the certain realization
of God’s purpose to grant his people
eternal life in fellowship with Christ
by the Spirit, the covenant of grace
has a “testamentary” character. It is
a divine gift or disposition whose
fruition and blessing ultimately
depend upon God’s gracious initiative
and faithfulness to his promise.
When viewed from the standpoint
of its administration in the history of
redemption, the covenant of grace has
the character of a mutual fellowship
or friendship between two parties,
the triune Redeemer and his covenant
people (believers and their children).
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Distinguishing the Covenant
in its Administration and
Substance
Fourth, Bavinck affirms with
some qualification a longstanding
distinction between the covenant in
its historical administration and the
covenant in its reality and substance
as saving fellowship with the triune
God. In the history of theological
reflection on the doctrines of election
and covenant, this distinction,
though variously expressed, was
employed to account for the fact
that not all members of the covenant
community enter into the blessings
of the covenant that result from
Christ’s work as Mediator and head
of his people. The circle of election
and the circle of the covenant, at
least in terms of its manifestation in
history, do not coincide, even though
they significantly overlap. Some
members of the covenant community
in the broad sense of the “visible
church” prove to be unbelieving
and impenitent. Other members of
the covenant community enter into
the fullness of the blessings of the
covenant in the way of faith, which
is ordinarily produced in them by
the Holy Spirit through the use of the
Word and sacraments of the covenant.
At this juncture, Bavinck resists
the temptation to go in one of
two directions in understanding
the relation between election and
covenant. On the one hand, he does
not identify election and covenant,
and thereby exclude from the
covenant those who are not “children
of the promise” in the strict sense
(Rom. 9:6). It is possible for those who
are embraced by the covenant to fail
to respond properly to its obligations
of faith and obedience. In this way,
some members of the covenant
community “break” the covenant
relationship and thereby come under
the greater judgment of God for
sinfully forfeiting the privileges that
were theirs under the covenant. On

the other hand, Bavinck also rejects
any approach that would isolate the
covenant in its administration from
the doctrine of election. In Bavinck’s
judgment, when the covenant is
separated from election in this
manner, it quickly devolves into a
relationship whose effectiveness and
blessings ultimately depend upon the
human party’s faithfulness. Contrary
to these apparent solutions to difficult
theological and pastoral questions,
Bavinck
maintains
the
close
interconnection between election and
covenant. The doctrine of election
preserves the doctrine of the covenant
from falling into a form of salvation by
grace plus human works. The doctrine
of the covenant preserves the doctrine
of the election from devolving into a
form of “fatalism” that leaves no room
for human responsibility. Though it
is somewhat simplistic to formulate
Bavinck’s position in these terms, it
might be argued that Bavinck views
the doctrine of election to underscore
God’s sovereignty in salvation, and
the doctrine of the covenant to
underscore human responsibility in
the conferral of salvation.

The Covenant, Election, and
Baptism
And fifth, within the framework of his
comprehensive understanding of the
doctrines of election and covenant,
Bavinck endeavors to chart a careful
course between the opposing views of
his contemporaries on the question of
the significance of the baptism of the
children of believing parents. Unlike
some who suggested that the children
of believers should be baptized on
the assumption of their election and
regeneration, Bavinck clearly insists
that the only basis for the baptism
of such children is the Scriptural
teaching that they are proper
recipients of the covenant promise.
Since God is pleased to include the
children of believers in the covenant

relationship, thereby honoring the
created order and the significance of
the line of the generations, the church
properly administers the sacrament
of baptism to them as a sign and
seal of the covenant promise. Such
children are included within the
covenant of grace and therefore
ought to receive the sign and seal
of its promise in the sacrament of
baptism. Moreover, because Bavinck
conceives of the covenant as the
pathway whereby God’s eternal
counsel of redemption is executed,
he also affirms the longstanding
view of Reformed theologians that
there is a close link between the
sacrament and the grace that the
sacrament confirms. Though Bavinck
opposes as “speculative” any attempt
to determine whether regeneration
occurs before, during, or subsequent
to baptism, he does emphasize that
the children of believers ought to be
regarded as genuine beneficiaries
of the covenant of grace unless they
should prove obstinate in unbelief
and disobedience. The confidence we
may have in the election and salvation
of such children is based upon the
promise of the covenant and the
faithfulness of God to that promise.
However, since we also know from
Scripture and by experience that
not all those who come under the
administration of the covenant enter
through faith into the enjoyment of
its saving benefits in Christ, we are
also obliged, in Bavinck’s view, to urge
with all seriousness that covenant
children (indeed, all members of the
covenant community) respond to the
gospel call in the way of genuine faith.
Because the circle of election and the
circle of the covenant do not wholly
coincide, there is always room within
the administration of the covenant for
a serious summons to conversion and
self-examination, lest the covenant
relationship become the occasion for
undue complacency or presumption.
Upon the basis of his comprehensive

understanding of election and
covenant, Bavinck characteristically
seeks to avoid the errors of those who
identify election with covenant or
those who exclude election from their
formulation of the covenant. Thus, in
his contribution to the debates among
his contemporaries on the subject
of election, covenant, and infant
baptism, Bavinck makes careful use
of his comprehensive theology of
election and covenant.
Though there are many lines of
intersection
between
Bavinck’s
reflection on election and covenant
and ongoing debates in the Reformed
community in North America, often
associated with what is known as
the “federal [covenant] vision,” we
will resist the temptation to tease
them out here. Our purpose remains
a modest one, namely, to offer an
analysis of Bavinck’s handling of these
doctrines in his principal theological
writings and in the context of the
debates of his time. This purpose
is not incompatible, however, with
the further task of addressing these
important themes of Reformed
theology in the contemporary
context. Our observations regarding
Bavinck’s contribution to a Reformed
understanding of these themes in
his day suggest that an acquaintance
with his theology may be, among
others, a good place to become
acquainted with the rich tradition of
Reformed reflection on them. Such
acquaintance is a necessary prelude
to further reflection on these topics in
the context of contemporary debates.

Dr. Cornelis Venema
is the President of
Mid-America Reformed
Seminary in Dyer,
Indiana. He is also a
contributing editor to
The Outlook.

Letters to the Editor

October 26, 2010
The Editor of The Outlook
Dear brother,
I read with interest your editorial
reflections on the URC Synod 2010
in the September-October edition of
The Outlook (pp. 31,32). I appreciate
very much your observation about
the strong degree of unity we enjoy
as United Reformed Churches with
regard to matters Scriptural and
confessional. We had opportunity
once more to be very much
encouraged together in our mutual
concern for Scriptural fidelity and
confessional integrity when we could
adopt recommendations coming out
of the report on justification with
unanimity. I thank God for that
commitment in our midst and for the
precious unity that results from it by
His grace.
I am troubled, however by some of
your comments regarding the disunity
you have perceived exists amongst
us when it comes to our calling to
seek unity with other federations of
churches who share with us a like and
precious faith. There is a strange irony,
isn’t there when we are disunited with
respect to the pursuit of unity. No
doubt you are correct that there are
differences among us as URC with
regard to the practical challenges
involved in the pursuit of unity, but
I am convinced that the differences
are perhaps not as great as you would
make them out to be. With our strong
commitment as United Reformed
Churches to Scripture and confession
I am confident that we are also united
amongst ourselves in a fundamental
commitment to pursue the unity of
the Spirit in the bond of peace as our
Saviour Himself enjoins. To be sure,
working it out practically is where
the difficulties arise, and where time
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and wisdom is required. I also believe
you are right to distinguish as you do
between unity and uniformity. Indeed
one of the challenges we face with
regard to the calling to seek complete
unity with our Canadian Reformed
brethren is the fact that in light of our
respective histories and development
there is much more uniformity of
practice among them than among us
as United Reformed. We addressed
this very challenge with them directly
in a fraternal address to their Synod
2010 in Burlington in May as follows:
We would also say, in regards to
concessions, that the nature of the
unity you already enjoy among
yourselves (even to the point of much
uniformity) is such that it is inevitable,
if unity is to go forward, that more [of
the] concessions come from your side.
We as United Reformed Churches
are already a broader umbrella,
you might say. There is a broader
diversity of practices and even of
theological perspectives among us
than exists among your churches.
The cost of unity for you may well
have to come at the price of some of
that uniformity. I don’t believe that
that means everything, or perhaps
even much of anything, would have
to change among the churches that
are presently Canadian Reformed,
because potentially all of what you are
can function under a bigger umbrella,
and be greatly beneficial towards
the well-being of that umbrella. The
ongoing challenge for us is to seek
to understand together from out of
the Scriptures and our confessions,
whether our umbrella is too large,
reaching out and embracing and
giving shelter to unconfessional
practices or ideas, or whether at
times it might not be opened up high
enough and far enough, not including
what the confessions would allow.

Uniformity, it needs to be admitted,
can be an impediment toward unity.
This is precisely the challenge, or, as
you say in your editorial, “those are
exactly the matters that divide us.”
Nobody should pretend that this is
not a challenge, and this is exactly
where work needs to be done if
there is to be further progress in the
pursuit of unity. You conclude that
whereas there is mutual trust among
the Canadian Reformed, such is
lacking among us. It’s these remarks
in particular that compel me to write
in response to your editorial. It is for
the sake of the upbuilding of mutual
trust among us and in the interest of
getting to know one another that I am
conscience bound to address and seek
to correct some of the misleading
statements that you have made.
You spoke of the “eloquent and
wonderful” speech of the “very
pleasant” Can Ref fraternal delegate
to our synod. It would appear from
the tone of your remarks that you
went on to imply (I acknowledge I
could be wrong in my perception)
that there was something untoward
about the fact that he urged us to take
seriously a loving letter that had been
sent to all of our consistories after the
agenda had become public, and that
in his remarks he asked our delegates
to vote in a certain way that favoured
the advancement of unity between
our federations. The Outlook readers
should be aware that the loving letter
being referred to was a letter written
by the Canadian Reformed synod
which took place after our agendas
were distributed, but prior to the
meeting of our own synod. This
synodical letter was signed by each of
their delegates, and it was addressed to
the churches that would gather at our
synod. It humbly sought to encourage
the ongoing pursuit of unity and

graciously invited dialogue on any
matters that remained of concern to
us as URCs. Certainly there could be
nothing untoward about that. Neither
was it inappropriate for a brother
who expressed to us just how great a
blessing the pursuit of unity has been
for him and the Can Ref federation
to express the desire to our synod
that through our deliberations we
would also continue to move forward
together.
You went on to state: “Those are
exactly the matters that divide us.
Already three years ago, delegates to
synod addressed overtures that sought
to slow down the merger between the
two federations. This time, several
overtures sought to end the process
completely.” I am particularly troubled
by this last sentence and wonder how
a horribly misleading statement such
as that could possibly serve to build
the trust you rightly conclude is
needed among us? Several overtures?
End the process completely? There
was in fact but one overture (Overture
13) that came anywhere close to
asking something like what you
suggest. This particular overture was
explicit, however in its intention not

Dear Brother,
Greetings in the name of our Lord
Jesus Christ!
I received issue 5 of The Outlook
magazine today and I read your
article entitled “Some Observations
of URCNA Synod 2010” with interest.
At the same time I would like to
comment on two matters that you
raise.
In the first place, you write, “the
trouble is that the URCNA is always
made to look like the bad guy in
this relationship between the two
federations.” After this you raise the
seminary issue.

to end the process of unity with the
Canadian Reformed, but rather to
“seek a new path to unity.” Only one
other overture (Overture 18) sought
the disbanding of the Joint Church
Order Committee (not the ending
of the process completely). Neither
overture gained the full support of
the assembly, however. The upshot,
difficult as the challenges remain, is
that we have an obligation to continue
working on these matters, to continue
to seek to build trust both within the
federation and without.
Then there is the matter of Theological
Education that you address, with
your concern that “we always end
up looking like the bad guy.” It is
again misleading to suggest that the
Canadian Reformed have simply been
holding out for their own federational
seminary in Hamilton. You even
wonder in print how they would feel if,
for example, Mid-America Reformed
Seminary were suggested by us as the
proposed federational seminary for
the new united federation. Perhaps
you would be surprised to learn
that such a proposal would find a
large degree of support among the
Canadian Reformed. As dearly as they
love “their seminary” in Hamilton,

Now let me say that I am not aware
that anyone was made to look the bad
guy in the discussions that took place
between our respective federations.
If that was the impression that was
created, then I surely hope it did not
come from the side of us Canadian
Reformers.
In the second place, you write, “One
cannot help but wonder how rooted
and grounded this concept of a
federative seminary would be if the
stakes were changed. Let us suppose
that the URCNA had agreed to one
federative seminary, but declared that
it wanted Mid-America, Westminster,
or Greenville to be the seminary of

it is not this particular institution
but the principle of federationally
governed theological education that
they are most concerned about. I am
not for a moment suggesting that
this particular impasse can be easily
resolved (we have our own historical
and emotional reasons to be hesitant
with regards to denominational
seminaries), but there should, at the
very least, be the humble and grateful
recognition on our part that with
what the Canadian Reformed have
been proposing, they have already
been willing to have “their seminary”
taken over by the new united body of
churches (the large majority of which
would be United Reformed).
The path toward unity will continue
to require much time, wisdom,
effort, and much give and take. May
the Lord continue to give us such
wisdom, and as you say, a growing
sense of appreciation and trust for
one another.
In Christ,
Rev. John A. Bouwers
Immanuel ORC (URCNA)
Jordan, ON

choice. Instead of promoting unity,
I dare say that such an agreement
with their concept would have caused
further division.”
Now, you should know that I
was a member of the Theological
Education Committee from the
outset serving alternately with Bradd
Nymeyer as chairman. In the course
of our discussions we had as many as
thirteen different options on the table.
They included as follows: making
Mid-America or Westminster West
the new federational seminary. In
other words, the Canadian Reformed
Committee was prepared if necessary
to recommend the closing down
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of Hamilton and the adoption one
of these two American seminaries
if it would agree to become the
federational school. Our offer was
politely but firmly refused.
In the end the only option that was
left to us was to close Hamilton or
turn it into an independent seminary
and be part of a federation that would
be served solely by independent
seminaries. This was something that
we were not prepared to support.
At the same time you state that “it
seems to be not so much the concept
of one federative seminary that is
being promoted as it is one particular
seminary for the new federation.” I
regret this statement. As Canadian
Reformed Committee we were more
than prepared to endorse both MidAmerica and Westminster California
as the two independent seminaries
for a united federation. As a matter
of fact, we recommended that three
seminaries serve the needs of a new
federation, namely, two independent
and one federational. We even went
out of our way to recommend and
promote a funding formula that
would have greatly helped both the
fiscal positions of Mid-America
and Westminster California. So to
suggest that it was one seminary
that was being promoted is simply not
consistent with the facts.
Much more could be said about this
matter, but let this suffice for now.
Wishing you the blessings of the Lord,
James Visscher
Pastor of the Langley Canadian
Reformed Church
Convener of the Theological
Education Committee of the
Canadian Reformed Churches
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The Editor Responds

I would like to thank brothers Bouwers and Visscher for their response
to the observations I gave concerning the 2010 URCNA Synod. Both
were members of the Joint Theological Education Committee, Bouwers
representing the United Reformed Churches, and Visscher the Canadian
Reformed Churches.
Let me begin by writing that I was genuinely surprised to read that
seminaries other than the Theological College in Hamilton were considered
as the federational seminary. I dare say that many of our readers will be
surprised to read this, as well. I also dare say that many of the delegates to
Synod 2010 (URC) will be surprised. But then, many of us were surprised
by the discussion as it unfolded. In its report to synod, the committee had
written: “Since the CanRC Committee was mandated to maintain at least
one federative seminary, we found ourselves at an impasse” (Synod 2010
URCNA Agenda, p. 301). The remaining report informs readers of points of
agreement between the URC and CanRC representatives but also points out
that making the CanRC seminary an independent seminary was “not likely
to receive favour” (p. 306).
Under the heading Conclusions and Recommendations, the committee
reported that “the only real viable choice of governance for theological
education in a united federation would be a model where the united
federation would operate with a model of two independent seminaries
endorsed and approved by the general synod of a united church (i.e. MidAmerica and Westminster California), with one federationally governed
seminary (the Theological College in Hamilton) by way of a Regional Synod
of Canada, or, if deemed appropriate, by the general synods of the united
federation meeting from time to time” (Agenda, p. 306).
When this “conclusion” suddenly became a “motion” on the floor of synod,
it brought a considerable amount of confusion to the delegates. If I recall
correctly, even the chairman of synod twice asked the committee if it was
truly the desire of the committee to make the above statement a motion. One
may argue that since the statement was under the heading Conclusions and
Recommendations, it came not as a conclusion but as a recommendation.
However, earlier the committee had reported that, “We as a committee
are not prepared to entertain any proposal for theological education that
mandates at least one federational seminary” (Agenda, p. 301). One could
conclude from that statement that the committee was not prepared to make
a motion that mandated a federational seminary.
Finally, once the motion was on the floor, never once in the entire lengthy
discussion that followed was there any mention of any seminary other than
the Theological College in Hamilton being the federational seminary. As
they participated in the discussion, any member of the committee could have
mentioned that other seminaries could be considered as viable options in the
motions. One cannot help but notice that the “i.e.” (for example) in front of
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The Synod of the United
Reformed Churches in
North America
the parenthesized Mid-America and
Westminster California is missing in
front of the mandated federational
seminary—Hamilton. Had delegates
unfamiliar with Hamilton known that
it was not the only seminary under
consideration, the vote may have
turned out differently.

Meeting in London, Ontario, Canada
July 27 - 30, A.D. 2010
October 18, 2010

I believe the above illustrates the
frustrations felt by many members
within the URCNA. Granted Synod
2010 only had two actual overtures
dealing with the CanRC merger, but
discussions surrounding the union
between the CanRC and the URCNA
did enter into much of the debate on
the floor of Synod. Our argument
is not so much in opposition to the
CanRC as it is against those who
appear to be so eager for unity that
they will sell their birthright to get it.
Rev. Bouwers writes that the CanRC
Synod was told by the URCNA
fraternal delegate, “I don’t believe that
. . . everything, or perhaps even much
of anything would have to change
among the churches that are presently
Canadian Reformed.” Could the
same be said to the churches that are
presently United Reformed? So far
we have been asked to give up our
songbook, our church order, and our
seminaries. The troubling thing is, the
surrendering of these things comes
not from the CanRC as much as from
URCNA committees.

Esteemed Brothers,

Rev. Bradd L.
Nymeyer

Rev. Bradd L. Nymeyer, Second Clerk
227 1st Avenue SE
Sioux Center, Iowa 51250
To the Canadian and American Reformed Churches,
We greet you in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, the king of
the church, and pray that He will continue to fulfill His promise to “build
my church” in your midst.
Synod London, 2010, received “with appreciation” the two letters of
the General Synod of the Canadian Reformed Churches meeting in
Burlington, Ontario in May of this year. Because our synod met only
for four days, it was not possible to draft an appropriate and acceptable
response in the space of that time and so it assigned the officers of the
synod to draft a response to both letters, subject to the approval of the
consistory of the calling church for our next synod. This is our response
to both of your letters.
Our synod devoted much attention to our relationship with you as sister
churches and to the matter of achieving a fuller expression of the spiritual
unity we have in Christ.
On our first full day, we devoted a good part of the evening to hearing from
Dr. Gerhard Visscher and Dr. Jason Van Vliet, who answered questions
that had been submitted in advance by our churches. They also answered
questions from the floor. We were impressed with their humility and
patience and greatly appreciated the clarity with which they allayed the
concerns of the questioners. The chairman of our synod responded to
their work with words of gratitude and with a reference to the prayer of
Jesus in John 17 and our need to give visible expression to our spiritual
unity.
Regarding the work of the unity committees we jointly established in
2001, our synod took note of the fact that the Theological Education
Committee has reached an impasse, and that the Songbook Committee
had made little progress toward a united song book. In light of this, our
synod terminated our involvement in both unity committees, although
we continue to have a Songbook Committee for the development of a new
songbook for our own federation. Although no longer working on a joint
song book, the committee was reminded of the need to communicate with
your churches according to the provisions of our current relationship of
Phase 2, Ecclesiastical Fellowship. The churches were also alerted that
proposed solutions to the impasse regarding the education of ministers
may still be proposed by way of overture to future synods.
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Although we have terminated our
involvement in two of the unity
committees, we have mandated the
Joint Church Order Committee
to continue to perfect their work
for use by a united federation. We
did this, in part, as an answer to an
overture asking the synod to dismiss
the committee. The rejection of the
overture to dismiss the committee is
a telling indication of our continuing
commitment to eventual church
unity with the Canadian Reformed
Churches, even though our progress
toward that goal has been impeded by
several obstacles.
As a federation of churches, we
remain committed to working
toward reconciliation in obedience
to the ecumenical imperatives of
Scripture, such as Ephesians 4:3,
“make every effort to keep the unity
of the Spirit in the bond of peace,”
and Philippians 1:27ff, “conduct
yourselves in a manner worthy of
the gospel of Christ . . . stand firm in
one spirit, contending as one man for
the faith.” In that spirit, we approved
a recommendation “That Synod
explicitly reaffirm our conviction that
the Canadian Reformed Churches
are a federation of true and faithful
churches of Christ, whom we love
and respect as fellow workers in the
kingdom” (Article #47). We are not
merely good friends; we are brothers
and sisters in Christ, joined together
in the bond of the Spirit, evidenced by
a common confession of the faith and
with you, committed to expressing
our unity in concrete and discernable
ways.
However, our situation is different
than yours. While the vast majority
of your churches know us well,
through neighboring congregational
relationships in Canada, nearly
two thirds of our churches – those
in the United States – do not have
Canadian (American) Reformed
congregations as near neighbors.
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This means that most of our churches
are not intimately aware of how the
faith lives among you. Such lack of
information is, sadly, fertile ground
for the seeds of both indifference
and suspicion. Our situation is also
different in that there is not among
us the same degree of uniformity as
is found among Canadian Reformed
Churches. Unity committee reports
regarding seminaries, songs and
regional synods, for example, have
sometimes raised concerns that our
current freedoms would be curtailed
in a way that would drive some of our
own members to separate from us if a
union were implemented in the near
future.
Because of these differences, it has
become evident that before we
can move forward in building a
single edifice in which we all can
live together; we need to do more
foundational work, especially at the
local level. To that end our synod
passed a resolution to “encourage
the churches to facilitate further
opportunities to interact with the
Canadian Reformed Churches by
implementing the essential work
of organizing events, speaking at
conferences, writing columns, filling
pulpits, and otherwise building the
organic, heartfelt unity on which
federative unity must be built”
(Article #47).
We ask that you be patient with us,
recognizing that moving more slowly
toward federative unity, may be the
best way of ensuring that our actions
result in a lasting unity that will truly
glorify God and advance the gospel of
peace in the world.
Regarding your second letter, of
June 7, 2010, concerning the status
of the Nine Points adopted by Synod
Schererville and the significance of
“pastoral advice,” we can state that
some clarity was achieved, although
the matter was also referred to our
Synodical Rules Committee for
further clarification. The Nine Points

were also challenged by way of an
appeal, directed not at their content,
but at the procedure by which they
were adopted. The appeal was not
sustained, so the pastoral advice
remains.
You ask if such pastoral advice is
confessionally binding. Although
the matter of defining the nature of
synodical pastoral advice was referred
to a synodical committee for further
work, by implication, it appears that
such statements by our synod are not
confessionally binding. We make
that observation on the basis of the
grounds attached to theological
statements made by this year’s synod.
A study committee report submitted
to Synod London asked the synod to
affirm a list of theological statements,
some of which were quotations from
our confessions and some of which
were not confessional quotations
but statements summarizing the
exegetical findings of the committee.
Rather than affirming the entire
list of theological statements, the
synod responded by separating the
confessional quotations from the
committee’s own summary statements
and made the following distinction:
“clearly
distinguishing
direct
quotations from the Confessions from
the formulations of the 15 points [the
committee’s summary statements]
respects the binding status of
our confessions as our doctrinal
standards” (Article #113). Thus, the
15 summary statements affirmed by
the synod were distinguished from
the confessions which are binding.
You also ask if Point 6 of the Nine
Points of Schererville was directed
at the Canadian Reformed Churches
and the view of the covenant upheld
by the Liberation of 1944 in the
Netherlands. No, it was not directed
at the Canadian Reformed Churches
or their view of the covenant. Synod
Schererville addressed an error
associated with Federal Vision which

contends that in baptism a person is
granted every spiritual gift, including
a true and saving faith, the grace of
conversion and justification. The
Nine Points were made to uphold the
doctrine that a man is justified through
faith alone, and that God will never
reverse His gracious declaration of
justification concerning the believing
sinner. Point 6 of the Nine Points of
Schererville does not deny that all
baptized persons are in the covenant
of grace. What Point 6 denies is that all
baptized persons are in the covenant
in precisely the same way such that
no distinction is made between those
who have the promises by covenant
and those who receive by faith what
is promised. It should be read in the
context of Point 5 which rejects the
error that a person can be historically,
conditionally
elect,
regenerated,
savingly united to Christ, justified, and
adopted by virtue of participation in
the outward administration of the
covenant of grace but may lose these
benefits through lack of covenantal
faithfulness (underline added). We
gratefully take note of the fact that
when addressing our synod on
behalf of your churches, Dr. G. H.
Visscher expressed agreement with
this understanding of Point 6 and our
concern.
We join with you in praying that the
Lord will bless our efforts for unity
and give us the wisdom to know
how to proceed and the courage to
do what His Word commands. May
God give us all grace to persevere in
obedience to the command to “make
every effort” (Ephesians 4:3), having
as our goal the prayer of Jesus, “May
they be brought to complete unity to
let the world know that you sent me”
(John 17:23).
On behalf of Synod London 2010,
Rev. Bradd L. Nymeyer

Press Release of the Combined Meeting of the
Canadian Reformed Co-ordinators for Church
Unity (CCU) and the United Reformed SubCommittee of the Committee for Ecumenical
Relations and Church Unity (CERCU)

The combined meeting was held at
the Canadian Reformed Theological
Seminary in Hamilton, Ontario on
November 4, 2010. From the CanRC,
the Revs. William den Hollander and
Clarence J. VanderVelde attended.
From the URCNA, the Revs. John
Bouwers, Peter Vellenga, and Harry
Zekveld attended.
The greater part of the meeting
focused on the letter written by
Synod London 2010 of the URCNA
to the CanRC. Our guiding thought
was: Where do we go from here after
Synod London 2010? As committees
we recognize that discontinuing the
joint Songbook and Theological
Education committees removes
to some extent the pressure of
working toward eventual merger.
While this may be viewed as
taking a step backwards in our
ecclesiastical fellowship, our hope is
that it will open the way to renewed
and increased efforts among our
churches toward building mutual
appreciation. While a merger is not
on the horizon in the near future,
we discussed the implications of
Synod London’s statement to the
CanRC that “We are not merely good
friends; we are brothers and sisters in
Christ, joined together in the bond
of the Spirit, evidenced by a common
confession of the faith and with you,
committed to expressing our unity in
concrete and discernable ways.” We
discussed together how the process

of seeking unity has been a blessing
to both federations in spite of the
difficulties, and therefore committed
ourselves to the need of maintaining
the vision and sense of calling with
respect to eventual merger. Ways
and means will need to be explored
and encouraged in order that the
suggestions in the letter from Synod
London for more local interaction
and exposure can come to fruition.
The next combined meeting is
scheduled for March 23, 2011 at the
Theological Seminary in Hamilton,
Ontario.
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