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What Happened? Rev. Wybren  
Oord

When the centurion and those with him who were guarding Jesus saw 
the earthquake and all that had happened, they were terrified, and 
exclaimed, “Surely he was the Son of God.”  
—Matthew 27:54

TThe Passion Week 
began with the people 
of Jerusalem laying 
palm branches at the 
feet of Jesus. They 
were celebrating His 
entry into the city; 
praising Him with 
loud hosannas. For a 
moment they believed 
that Jesus of Nazareth 
was the long-expected 
Messiah who was going 
to reestablish Jerusalem 
as the great world power 
it had once been under 
King David. Within 
the week the very same 
crowd was shouting, 
“Crucify Him! Crucify 
Him!” What happened 
that made the people 
want to put to death 
the One whom they 
declared had come in 
the name of the Lord?

We know the facts. A man by the 
name of Jesus was judged to be 
a criminal. He was taken to the 
outskirts of the city and nailed to a 
cross. After hanging there for several 
hours, he died. That, in a nutshell, is 
what happened. But there is so much 
more to it than that, isn’t there?

What really happened? What went on 
behind the scenes to cause this death 
to take place? Who was involved? 
How were lives affected by this event? 
With all the crucifixions that took 
place, why does this particular one 
linger on in the minds of so many 
people even today? When we try to 
answer some of these questions we 
find out that there was much more 
going on that just that which meets 
the eye.

Take for example, the words spoken 
by the Roman centurion. He was 
a military officer in charge of one 
hundred men, and therefore a man 
of significant rank. This particular 
centurion was given the responsibility 
to supervise three crucifixions. It is 
likely that he and the soldiers with 
him had been in the praetorium 
when Jesus was first brought before 
Pilate by the Jewish leaders. In fact, 
they may have been the very soldiers 
who accompanied the chief priest and 
elders to the garden of Gethsemane to 
arrest Jesus.

Either way, the soldiers knew the 
charges that had been brought 
against Jesus: He had claimed to be 
the King of the Jews. They also knew 
the outcome of the trial: not guilty. 
Because Pilate had declared this 
man innocent, they knew he was no 
threat to the Roman Empire. Still, the 
governor had consented to have this 
man crucified, and it was their task to 
carry it out.

To the soldiers, Jesus of Nazareth was 
little more than a bizarre figure who 
apparently had made a harmless but 
very foolish claim that He was some 
sort of religious king. Because of that 
claim He was sentenced to die.

In their eyes, he looked anything 
but dangerous. He neither looked 
nor talked like any of the other 
insurrectionists that the soldiers had 
seen and helped execute. He had no 
band of men who came to His defense. 
His followers had all run away when 
He was arrested. He had offered no 
defense while He was on trial, nor 
had he expressed hatred while being 
nailed to the cross.

The hatred the Jewish leaders had 
toward Him, however, was obvious, 
even if the soldiers could not 
understand it. His supposed claim 
to be the Son of God seemed just as 
ludicrous and harmless to them as did 
His claim to some kind of king.
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As the sixth hour came upon them, 
several things happened—things that 
changed the attitude of this centurion 
toward the man on the middle cross, 
things that frightened even this leader 
among the soldiers.

The first thing to unnerve him was the 
darkness. It wasn’t that he was afraid 
of the dark, but when that darkness 
comes in the middle of the day it is 
unsettling. You have to take notice. 
Then came the earthquake.

All those around the cross, including 
the centurion, were terrified. They 
were frightened by much more 
than just the darkness and the 
earthquake. The centurion sensed 
that these natural phenomena had a 
supernatural origin. This was not just 
a coincidence. No. A divine power 
had caused them to take place.

Suddenly the centurion realized 
that Jesus was not some deranged or 
deluded man. He was the very thing 
that the Jews had accused Him of 
being. The innocent One, as he no 
doubt had heard Pilate declare, was, in 
fact, the king, even as the scribes had 
reported. And if that was true, then 
so was the other charge that had been 
made against Him. The centurion 
knew that he was standing in the 
presence of One who was somehow 
related to the Deity, and he cried out, 
“Surely He was the Son of God!”

Something Happened  
to God
The Bible tells us that what happened 
to Jesus on Calvary’s cross was that 
One who was both divine and human 
died. The opening verses of the Gospel 
According to John tell us that Jesus of 
Nazareth is the Son of the living God. 
As we think about what happened 
when Jesus was on the cross, we must 
consider the fact that when Jesus died, 
something happened to God.

To say that something happened to 
God is a very mysterious statement. 
Mysterious, first of all, because God 
is almighty. Absolute power belongs 
to Him. Second, God is the great 
Creator of all things visible and 
invisible. Third, God is the controller 
of all events within human history. 
And finally, God is exalted and holy.

A Being who has those four qualities 
about Him is not the kind of Being 
that has things happen to Him. Such 
a Supreme Being is one who makes 
things happen, and He makes them 
happen to others.

God is not some aloof, far-away Being 
who is detached from His creation. 
Many people think that after God 
created all things He now looks on His 
creation with only a passing interest. 
They believe He wrings His hands 
because of all the horrible things 
that He sees going on in this world. 
But, they claim, He would never get 
involved in His creation in any way.

That certainly is not what the Bible 
teaches. Christianity reveals that the 
almighty God, Creator of heaven and 
earth, was willing to enter our world 
in the Person of His only begotten 
Son. The second person of the Holy 
Trinity became one of us so that He 
could take upon Himself our sin and 
face the penalty of that sin: death.

So great is the love of God that the 
Son of God left the awe and majesty 
of heaven, where He was adored and 
worshipped by the angels, to become 
a bondservant in the likeness of man. 
He came to suffer, to be rejected, to be 
beaten, and to die. He left the glory 
of heaven to be forsaken of the Father 
so that those who believe in Him 
would never have to be forsaken of 
the Father.

When the centurion cried out, “Truly 
this was the Son of God,” he was 
speaking a glorious truth. When 
Christ was crucified, something 
happened to God Himself. At Calvary 
the love of God endured the wrath 
of God (the wrath that was upon us 
because of our sin). That wrath was 
turned away from us as it was poured 
out on the propitiatory sacrifice of 
God’s own Son on Calvary’s cross. 
Salvation was made possible for 
sinners like you and me!

Something Happened  
to the Devil
In addition to something happening 
to God, something also happened 
to the Devil. His work in us was 
destroyed at the cross. John writes in 
his first epistle, “The reason the Son 
of God appeared was to destroy the 
devil’s work” (1 John 3:8).

The work of the Devil began already 
in the garden of Eden, where he 
succeeded in winning the confidence 
of Adam and Eve. The man and 
woman were, at first, without sin and 
without shame. They lived in perfect 
righteousness before God.

Satan, however, came to them and 
convinced them that God was a liar. 
That work ruined the human race. All 
of nature was ruined because the man 
chose to listen to Satan rather than 
to God. Death, suffering, famine, 
earthquakes, disease, darkness, 
and war all started right there in 
the garden. Satan had one goal in 
mind when he entered the garden to 
tempt Adam and Eve, and that was 
to destroy God’s beautiful creation. 
His goal remains the same today: to 
ruin God’s creation and spiritually kill 
each human being.

When the Son of God concluded His 
ordeal on the cross, He cried out, “It 



is finished!” Finished at last was the 
great battle between God and Satan. 
The battle that began in the courts of 
heaven, that was brought into God’s 
beautiful creation, and that finally 
culminated on the cross, was finished. 
On the cross Jesus met with Satan in 
that final battle and won the victory 
for all who look to Him for salvation. 
Satan’s head was crushed. His grip on 
the world and on the human race was 
broken.

Something Happened  
for You
When Christ died, what He did was 
not something that concerned Him 
alone, or something that affected 
Satan alone. Something happened at 
Calvary that concerns you directly. 
When Jesus died, He died for His 
people. He died so that sinful people 
could be set free from the curse of 
sin. Paul wrote in Romans 6:23 that 
the wages of sin is death. That means 
that anyone who sins has to pay the 
penalty set by God already in the 
garden of Eden. That penalty is death.

That verse that the Holy Spirit inspired 
Paul to write, however, does not end 
without hope. True, the wages of sin 
is death, but Paul went on to write, 
“but the gift of God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.” Through the 
crucifixion, God the Son received 
the penalty of death in our place. At 
Calvary He took upon Himself our 
penalty. He died.

Our response  
must be that... 

by believing in Him,  
we are crucified  
with Christ 

His death  
must become  
our death 

His resurrection  
must become  
our resurrection 

His righteousness  
must become  
our righteousness 

His victory  
will then become  
our victory

 
Rev. Wybren Oord is 
the co-pastor of Trinity 
United Reformed Church in 
Lethbridge, AB, and the editor 
of The Outlook.
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Rev. James  
Admiraal

In fact, his life and deeds do not figure 
much in biblical history. Rather, he is 
significant for only one main reason: 
he was a type of another man, who is, 
without question, the most significant 
person in the Bible and all history—
yes, who is the greatest person in the 
universe, our Lord Jesus Christ.

Melchizedek and Abram
Melchizedek is mentioned in three 
places in the Bible—in Genesis 14, 
Psalm 110, and in Hebrews 5, 6, and 7.

The first reference to Melchizedek, 
in Genesis 14, is set in the time of 
Abram. Abram had just rescued his 
nephew Lot, who had been captured 
by a coalition army of four kings led 
by Kedorlaomer, who had invaded 
Canaan. Lot and his family had 
moved near the city of Sodom. The 
foreign coalition had defeated the 
kings of Sodom and Gomorrah and 
their allies, and in the process Lot and 
his family were seized and carried off 
as captives.

This led Abram to gather a force of his 
own servants, who chased the army of 
Kedorlaomer and was able, with the 
help of God, to rout them and rescue 
his nephew Lot.

It was on the way back from this 
victory that Abram was met by two 
kings. One was the king of Sodom, 
who was obviously elated that 
Abram had defeated the army of 
Kedorlaomer. He wanted to thank 
Abram by offering him the spoils of 

When you scan the world 
scene, it is interesting to note 
how different people rise 
to prominence, make their 
mark, and then disappear 
again from view. Some rise to 
renown gradually, like stars in 
the evening sky, which grow 
brighter and brighter as the 
darkness gradually overtakes 
the light. However, there are 
also persons who appear on 
the scene more like comets, 
which appear out of nowhere, 
streak brilliantly through the 
sky, and then disappear from 
view, never to be seen again.

There is a biblical person who 
reminds us of such a comet—
suddenly appearing on the 
scene of the Old Testament 
world, and just as suddenly 
disappearing again. His name 
was Melchizedek, a man 
who must rank as one of the 
most mysterious of all Bible 
characters.

Sodom which Abram had recaptured. 
It is important to note that Abram 
refused to take (or keep) anything for 
himself from this evil king. He wanted 
no one to think that he had gained his 
riches from the king of Sodom but 
instead wanted to give all glory to 
God for his success and riches.

However, at the same time, Abram 
was met by another king, whose name 
was Melchizedek. Genesis 14:18–20 
says: “Then Melchizedek king of 
Salem brought out bread and wine. 
He was priest of God Most High, and 
he blessed Abram, saying: ‘Blessed be 
Abram by God Most High, Creator 
of heaven and earth. And blessed be 
God Most High, who delivered your 
enemies into your hand.’ Then Abram 
gave him a tenth of everything.”

This reference to Melchizedek, though 
brief, provides some very significant 
information about him.

One is simply that Melchizedek was 
an actual, historical person. Because 
of his uniqueness, and the statement 
about him in Hebrews 7:3 that he was 
“without father or mother, without 
genealogy, without beginning of 
days or end life,” some Bible students 
think that Melchizedek was perhaps 
an angel appearing in human form. 
Others have suggested that perhaps he 
was Christ, in a pre-incarnate human 
form. But Melchizedek is clearly 
identified as an earthly king. He is 

Melchizedek: A Type of Christ

He has become a high priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek. 
—Hebrews 6:20
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called “king of Salem.” Salem was the 
original name for the city later called 
“Jerusalem.” Salem is a name meaning 
“peace.” Hence, Melchizedek ruled 
over what later became the capital of 
Israel and its central place of worship.

Also important to note is the 
meaning of his name. Melchizedek 
is a combination of two Hebrew 
words which together mean: “king of 
righteousness.”

However, Melchizedek was not only 
a king, but Genesis 14:18 also states, 
“He was priest of God Most High.” So, 
he also held the office of priest. This 
was not uncommon among kings at 
this time in history. That he was the 
priest of “God Most High,” suggests 
he had some knowledge of the true 
God, later identified by Abram as “the 
LORD, God Most High, Creator of 
heaven and earth” (vs. 22).

So, who was Melchizedek? He was not 
a pagan Canaanite king. Neither was 
he from the godly line of Abraham, 
who was to be the father of God’s Old 
Testament people, the Jews. He was 
indeed a unique individual—a king-
priest who suddenly appears on the 
pages of Scripture, who was used by 
God to bless Abram, and would serve 
as a type of the Messianic king-priest 
to come.

Hence, what is also important to note 
is what Melchizedek did when he met 
Abram and how Abram responded to 
this king. The Genesis account says 
that Melchizedek blessed Abram, 
saying: “Blessed be Abram by God 
Most High, Creator of heaven and 
earth, and blessed be God Most High, 
who delivered your enemies into your 
hand.”

And what was Abram’s response? We 
read: “Then Abram gave him a tenth 
of everything.” Abram somehow 
understood that he owed Melchizedek 
this gift from the spoils he had taken, 
an act that was later to have special 
symbolic significance, according to 
Hebrews.

From the above, we come to see 
that even though the reference to 
Melchizedek in Genesis 14 is very 
brief, it contains some crucial facts 
and truths.

Melchizedek in Psalm 110
After Genesis 14, we do not read of 
Melchizedek again for a thousand 
years. The next reference to him in 
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Scripture is found in Psalm 110, a 
Psalm of David. This Psalm is one of 
the most-quoted Psalms in the New 
Testament. The reason it is quoted 
so frequently is because it speaks 
prophetically of the Messiah to come, 
Jesus Christ. In fact, Jesus Himself 
quoted this Psalm to show that the 
Messiah as David’s Son was at the 
same time David’s Lord, that is, one 
much greater than David—a divine 
Messiah.

Psalm 110 speaks clearly of the 
ascension of Christ, as well as His 
sitting at God’s right hand and 
reigning in power over His enemies. 
The Messiah is the almighty King.

But the Psalm also speaks of Him 
as a priest. And in doing so, David, 
inspired by the Spirit, mentions 
Melchizedek. He writes in Psalm 
110:4, “The LORD has sworn and will 
not change his mind: ‘You are a Priest 
forever in the order of Melchizedek.’”

Suddenly, we have a reference here 
to an “order of Melchizedek,” that is, 
a priestly line that is not descended 
from the tribe of Levi and the family 
of Aaron. It is the line or order to 
which the coming Messiah would 
belong.

Melchizedek as a Type  
of Christ
The book of Hebrews is the last to 
refer to Melchizedek. Hebrews is 
a book that points to Christ as the 
exalted King-Priest. It shows Him 
as the one who has fulfilled the 
priestly functions and the tabernacle 
and temple ceremonies of the Old 
Testament.

Therefore, in Hebrews 5, 6, and 7, the 
author of Hebrews makes a special 
point of showing how Jesus Christ is 
the superior High Priest, far greater 
than all the priests and high-priests 
of the old dispensation. One way in 
which these chapters extol Christ is 
by referring to Melchizedek and what 
is said about him both in Genesis 14 
and Psalm 110. Indeed, in each of 

these chapters, it is mentioned that 
Christ, God’s Son, is “a priest forever 
in the order of Melchizedek.”

How was Christ like Melchizedek, 
or how was Melchizedek a type of 
Christ? Several truths are brought 
out in Hebrews. First, Jesus Christ 
was both a king and a priest—as 
Melchizedek was. Christ, in fact, even 
held a third office, that of prophet.

Second, the meaning of the name 
Melchizedek (king of righteousness) 
applies perfectly to Christ and to Him 
alone. Melchizedek as a human being 
was far from righteous in himself. But 
as Scripture repeatedly emphasizes, 
our Savior is the perfectly righteous 
King who is just and true in all His 
being and reign.

Third, as king of Salem, Melchizedek 
bore a title meaning “king of peace.” He 
pointed ahead to that Prince of Peace, 
who has brought true and lasting peace 
on earth—the peace of reconciliation 
between sinners and God.

Fourth, Melchizedek was a priest of 
the Most High God. We do not know 
exactly how he functioned in that 
capacity. But we do know that the 
ultimate priest of the Most High God 
was His own divine Son, whom God 
sent into the world to offer the final, 
perfect sacrifice for sin by His death.

Fifth, Christ is an eternal priest 
who lives forever. Hebrews 7:3 
makes the puzzling statement about 
Melchizedek that he was “without 
father or mother, without genealogy, 
without beginning of days or end of 
life.” This must not be understood 
literally. As noted above, Melchizedek 
was not an angelic or divine being. 
He was a human being who had a 
beginning and ending to his life. 
What the author of Hebrews means is 
that there is no record of Melchizedek’s 
parents or genealogy, or even his birth 
and death. He appears and disappears 
like a comet on the pages of Scripture. 
He seems like an eternal figure.

But Christ, of whose human life we 

do have a record in Scripture and 
of whom we know his parents and 
genealogy and his birth and death, is 
the truly eternal High Priest. He was 
from eternity, and He lives forever as 
our High Priest and Intercessor with 
the Father.

Sixth, we should also note how 
Christ as “a priest in the order of 
Melchizedek” is superior to all the 
priests who served God’s people in 
the Old Testament. Those priests all 
came from the tribe of Levi and the 
family of Aaron. Before that, they 
were also descendants of Abraham.

In Hebrews 7, the author makes the 
argument that, when Abram offered 
tithes to Melchizedek, he indicated 
thereby that Melchizedek was greater 
than he. And so, all the priests of the 
Old Testament who were descended 
from Abraham are far lower than 
He who is the priest “in the order of 
Melchizedek.”

Christ is the great High Priest. He is 
the King to whom all must pay tribute. 
He is the One before whom every 
knee must bow. He alone is worthy 
to receive our gifts and our service. 
Indeed, He owns all of our lives.

And in turn, those who believe in 
and belong to this King-Priest will 
receive His blessing. As Melchizedek 
pronounced blessing on Abram, so 
all who belong to God’s redeemed, 
covenant people will receive the 
blessing of the great King and 
High Priest, Jesus Christ, of whom 
Melchizedek was only a type.

 
Rev. James Admiraal  
is a retired pastor in 
the URCNA. He served 
most recently as pastor 
of Cornerstone URC in 
Hudsonville, MI. He also served 
for several years on the board 
of Reformed Fellowship.
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Rev. William 
Boekestein

Thriving under God’s Discipline: Trading 
Temporary Pain for Eternal Gain

nNone of us needs to be told that 
our lives are sometimes painful. We 
struggle with feelings of inferiority 
and inadequacy. We experience 
the frustration of physical pain and 
failure. We know what it’s like to 
be let down, looked down upon, 
misunderstood, and mistreated.

Our hurt is real. But the amazing 
reality is that, if we suffer while trusting 
in Jesus, then our story is similar to 
those listed in Hebrews 11. In fact, the 
letter to the Hebrews was written for 
believers who were tempted to give 
up due to their struggles. They (like 
us today) desperately needed to know 
that God disciplines those he loves for 
their good and his glory (Heb. 12:3–
11). The first half of Hebrews 12 is an 
invitation to trade temporary pain for 
eternal gain.

To grow through life’s pain we must 
know three things: what God’s 
discipline is, how to respond to it, and 
what it produces.

Definition of Discipline
God’s discipline of his children is his 
comprehensive training plan for our 
maturity. He works all things for the 
good of those whom he has called 
according to his purpose (Rom. 8:28). 
God has promised to sanctify his 
people; he will not leave them in their 
natural immaturity. He carries out 
this promise by disciplining us.

A Positive Plan
The Bible stresses that, although 
God’s discipline is painful, the plan is 
positive. When we hear “discipline,” 
we often think of fear, anger, and 
punishment. The word for discipline 
in Hebrews 12 means “to train a child.” 
True training is not limited to rebuke 

and chastisement but also includes 
encouragement, teaching, and gentle 
correction. God disciplines us by 
teaching us how to stay on the path 
of godliness (formative discipline) as 
well as by lovingly correcting us when 
we stray from that path (corrective 
discipline). God’s discipline is varied, 
but it is always good.

A Pressing Plan
God’s discipline is also a pressing 
plan; we need him to train us. People 
hire personal trainers to get in shape 
because they know that, on their own, 
they lack the expertise and willpower 
to make it happen. So it is with us 
and God. We lack the wisdom and 
motivation to discipline ourselves. 
If it weren’t for God’s persevering 
discipline, we would not only become 
lazy in our quest for godliness, we 
would quit the effort altogether. As 
much as we don’t always want God’s 
discipline, we need it.

A Perfect Plan
Finally, God’s discipline is a perfect 
plan. Hebrews 12 contrasts God’s 
discipline with that of human 
parents. God’s discipline excels that of 
human parents in all areas, including 
severity, consistency, attitude, motive, 
and duration. Parents sometimes 
discipline too severely, sometimes 
too gently; God knows just how hard 
to press. Parents sometimes fail to 
act due to laziness, discouragement, 
or naïveté; God never misses an 
opportunity to make us more mature. 
Parents sometimes discipline in 
anger; God always chastens in love. 
Parents sometimes discipline out 
of embarrassment; God’s discipline 
always flows from his righteous 
commitment to our good. Finally, 
parents discipline for a short time to 

prepare us for adulthood; God trains 
us our whole lives in preparation for 
eternity.

Whatever our preconceptions of 
chastening may be, the Bible insists 
that God’s discipline of his children 
is his positive, perfect, and pressing 
training plan for our maturity.

Details of Discipline
All discipline is positive, and believers 
regularly experience discipline that 
even feels positive. Christians rejoice 
as God informs and transforms their 
mind through regular Bible teaching. 
We are grateful when he helps us to 
defeat previously besetting sins. We 
are thankful that, as God grants us 
faithfulness in small things, he gives 
us opportunities with greater things.

But, while all discipline is positive, not 
all discipline feels positive; sometimes 
it feels painful. One of the lessons 
in Hebrews 12 is that we should not 
be surprised by pain; it’s essential to 
training.

Painful Experiences
Sometimes God disciplines us 
through painful experiences. We face 
opposition from friend and foe, from 
the righteous and the wicked. God is 
teaching us that he alone is faithful. We 
bump up against limitations, whether 
regular inabilities, unique physical or 
emotional disabilities, or frustrated 
plans. God is teaching us that our 
strength is perfected in weakness (2 
Cor. 12:9). God’s children sometimes 
enter into times of painful backsliding. 
God allows us to know the pain of 
unbelief to increase our love for grace. 
Sometimes, through no fault of our 
own, the Lord clouds his face from us 
so we cry out for his presence. And we 

 
Rev. James Admiraal  
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have all experienced what can only 
be described as personal tragedies. 
When our world turns upside down 
we eventually see more clearly the 
constancy of God.

Painful Emotions or Attitudes
Loneliness and sadness are 
opportunities for us to cry out to God 
(Ps. 73:25–26; 86:3) and ask questions. 
Fear can be used to treat our self-
confidence. Extreme boredom may 
be God’s way of exposing our puny 
vision for life. Painful conviction 
of sin urges repentance (Ps. 32:4). 
Conversely, callousness to sin teaches 
us the attitude that lands people in 
hell.

The point is, as Absalom finally got 
Joab’s attention by setting fire to his 
grain field (2 Sam. 14:28–31), God 
often reaches us through pain.

Demands of Discipline
John Calvin advises us that we 
only experience God’s discipline as 
paternal when we respond to it as 
sons. How do we respond to God’s 
discipline as sons and daughters?

Trusting Submission (Heb. 12:9)
Such a response of love requires trust. 
Do we really believe that God makes 
no mistakes? Theologically we would 
say “yes.” Experientially we might 
wonder. But faith trusts that not a hair 
can fall from our heads apart from 
the will of God. Faith is convinced 
that each pain God sends our way has 
written on it, “For your good.”

Through trusting submission we 
avoid grumbling against providence. 
We avoid giving angry and vengeful 
responses toward others. We avoid 
living according to the feelings that 
painful experiences can evoke, fixing 
our eyes instead on God’s goal.

Loving Gratitude
There is nothing like hearing your 

son say, “I love you” after you have 
disciplined him. Such a response 
is essential to growing through 
discipline. It reveals that we have 
learned to say with Job: “The LORD 
gave, and the LORD has taken away; 
blessed be the name of the LORD” 
(Job 1:21).

Prayerful Reflection
But submitting to discipline is not 
stoicism. When we feel the unpleasant 
pressures of God’s providence we need 
to ask, “What might God be teaching 
me?” Likewise we should ask God, 
“Why is this happening?” Similar 
questions are asked by God’s children 
over twenty times in the Psalms.

Destination of Discipline
In a word, discipline produces 
maturity. Through discipline God 
gets our attention and breaks us out 
of our sense of self-sufficiency. God 
sends us challenges to strengthen our 
faith. With maturity comes a greater 
awareness about ourselves, our sin, 
and our Savior.

Greater Assurance of God’s Love
God’s discipline convinces us that 
“He who spares the rod hates his son, 
but he who loves him is diligent to 
discipline him” (Prov. 13:24; cf. 22:15; 

23:13–14.) and “As many as I love, I 
rebuke and chasten” (Rev. 3:19). God 
loves his children too much to give 
them a life that is suitable to their flesh 
and to allow them to destroy their 
lives pursuing ungodliness. When 
you suffer as a Christian you can have 
this assurance ringing in your ears, 
“God is treating me as a son!”

Closer Communion with Christ
As we are disciplined, we think of 
Christ, something we might rarely do 
if things always went well. When we 
experience trials, it becomes perfectly 
natural to meditate on the faithfulness 
and compassion of Jesus (Heb. 12:3).

Deeper Experience of Joy
Young children are happy when things 
go well and sad when they go ill; that’s 
superficial joy. Through discipline we 
are trained to experience deep joy 
even in pain (James 1:2).

Stronger Resolve for Holiness
Hebrews 12:10 says that believers are 
disciplined “that we might share in his 
holiness.” Through God’s discipline 
Christians “strengthen the hands 
which hang down, and the feeble 
knees” (Heb. 12:12) and press on in 
holiness.

Deeper Yearning for Heaven
If we were not disciplined we 
would be content with our present 
circumstances. Tragically we would 
then miss the wonder of anticipating 
heaven.

God disciplines us as sons to make 
us more like his Son, to prepare us to 
live in his family forever. This grand 
reality doesn’t take away the pain of 
life, but it does encourage us with the 
knowledge that pain is a servant to 
God’s perfect purpose.

 
Rev. William Boekestein is the 
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Practical Study of Jonah.

Faith is convinced that each pain God sends our way 
has written on it, “For your good.”
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Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 7: Objections Answered, Romans 3:1–20

Rev. Wybren H. 
Oord

One can well imagine 
that the Jews did not 
appreciate the teaching 
of the apostle Paul. 
Those who depended 
on their own efforts 
and ceremonial rites 
to gain favor with 
God certainly would 
not have appreciated 
Paul’s dismantling of 
their system of self-
righteousness. It was one 
thing for Paul to point 
out the wickedness of 
the Gentiles, but to place 
the Jews in the same 
camp? Never! What 
was the point of the Old 
Testament? No, the Jews 
were convinced that they 
had an advantage over 
the Gentiles because they 
were God’s covenant 
people.

All the things the Jews considered as advantages centered on the Old 
Testament. They had been entrusted with the very words of God. What 
advantage did the Word of God give, however, if the Jews failed to respond 
to it? On rare occasion had the Gentiles received that Word. Whereas the 
city of Nineveh believed the word of God and repented when Jonah brought 
it to them, the Jews believed that they were saved simply by having that 
Word in their possession. While they acknowledged the privilege of the 
Word, they refused to put their faith in that which the Word taught. They 
failed to use the Word to bring them into a proper relationship with God. 
The sin of the Jews was that they believed their election was certain because 
of their privileges.

Many Christians fall into the same trap as did the Jews. They believe 
that, because they have the advantage of Christianity, they automatically 
are granted salvation. They frequently attend church, participate in the 
sacraments, and regularly volunteer. Some assume their salvation because, 
after all, they are baptized. Young people who make profession of faith 
often see it as their golden ticket to heaven. Couples will ask to have their 
babies baptized even though they seldom come to church. Churches often 
think their responsibility is done once young people have “graduated” from 
catechism and made profession of faith. Few churches offer Bible studies 
geared to help young adults in their spiritual growth. All too often, we 
presume our election, as did the Jews, trusting the advantages that we have 
received rather than placing our hope and trust in solely in the sacrifice of 
the crucified and risen Savior.

Anticipating the hostility his writing would receive, Paul answers in advance 
the objections that the Jews would bring.

Objection 1 (vv. 1–2): The Racial Advantage
The first objection Paul addresses is that the Jews would accuse him of 
undermining God’s covenant relationship with them. In Chapter 2, Paul had 
pointed out the advantages given to the Jews. He agrees that they are greatly 
privileged. However, with those privileges come certain responsibilities.

The sin of the Jews was that they regarded the covenant God had established 
with them as a source of pride. Through it, they assumed their salvation. 
Like the Jews, Christians are granted many privileges. We have the Word of 
God and the sacraments. We worship regularly in beautiful buildings and 
have established a marvelous education system for our children. We take 
great pride in our Christian schools, especially the sports programs.

March/April 2012 | 11



Compared to many Christians 
throughout the world who are 
persecuted for their faith, most 
readers of The Outlook are extremely 
blessed. The promises of God are 
continually set before us. So much so, 
that we often take them for granted.

We forget, as did the Jews, the 
tremendous responsibility those 
blessings place upon us. Instead of 
assuming or presuming upon the 
grace of God, we are to receive them 
in faith through the Holy Spirit. 
Christians must be humbled into 
service to God out of a gratitude to 
Him for His salvation.

Paul explains that all the privileges 
God gives to His covenant people do 
not exclude them from judgment. The 
descendants of Abraham certainly 
received much more from God 
than any other race on the earth. 
Unfortunately, they stood condemned 
by the very privileges given to them.

Objection 2 (vv. 3–4):  
God’s Faithfulness
Paul then acknowledges that his 
Jewish readers might consider Paul to 
be accusing God of being unfaithful. 
“After all,” they would argue, “the 
unfaithfulness of some Jews does not 
release God from His promise to our 
God.” Their logic was as follows:

God had chosen to save them 
by making them His people, in 
distinction from all the Gentiles.

God had set them aside to be His 
people.

God is faithful to His people.

Therefore they would be saved. God’s 
faithfulness was a guarantee of their 
salvation. Any lack of faith on the 
part of the Jews would not invalidate 
the faithfulness of God toward His 
people.

Paul assures his readers that God is 
absolutely faithful, even if it means 
declaring every human being a liar. 

The faithfulness of God must be a 
truth that cannot be argued! If God 
were unfaithful in any way, every 
moral and religious foundation would 
collapse. All of Christianity depends 
on the faithfulness of God!

What the Jews (and often many 
Christians) fail to acknowledge is 
that God is faithful not only to those 
who receive His promises in faith but 
also when He punishes disobedience 
and sin. Paul solicits the support of 
David in his claim by quoting Psalm 
51:4. God is faithful when He saves; 
God is faithful when He punishes. His 
judgment is always right.

It is precisely God faithfulness to 
His Word, His holiness, and His 
justice that makes Him trustworthy 
in spite of our unfaithfulness. Those 
who reject His Word and fail to put 
their faith in the means of salvation 
God has provided will see eternal 
damnation. Those who trust that the 
promises of God have been fulfilled 
in His Son, Jesus Christ, are granted 
eternal life. Their salvation is secure.

Objection 3 (vv. 5–6): 
Conflicting Righteousness
This objection addresses those who 
would claim that Paul presented a 
twisted view of God’s justice. They 
would argue that if God proves 
faithful, He cannot judge properly. It 
is an argument many still use today. It 
goes like this:

God made moral demands on the 
human race.

God knew the human race could not 
keep those demands.

Therefore God is unjust in His 
demands.

Paul rejects this logic with all the 
contempt it deserves. If there is a 
world, there must be a God who 
created it. If there is a God who 
created the world, then each human 
being would be accountable to that 
God. If we are accountable to God, 
God must have some sort of standard 

that he has set up to which we are 
accountable. That standard is His law. 
Surely, if the Jews saw the Gentiles—
who do not have the law—as guilty, 
how much more so the Jews who did 
have the law.

Objection 4 (vv. 7–8):  
Human Logic
Following closely on the heels of the 
previous objection, some Jews might 
argue that Paul’s teaching promoted 
sinful living. After all, if I, being a Jew, 
am set apart by God for salvation, 
meaning that God has chosen to 
save me, then why shouldn’t I sin all 
the more? If the unrighteousness of 
the Jews (due to unbelief) highlights 
the righteousness of God (salvation 
in Christ), would it be fair to punish 
the Jews for something that glorifies 
God in the end? My sinfulness would 
make God look good in that He 
would stoop to save a wretch like me. 
Doesn’t a salvation by grace alone 
through faith alone cause people to 
abandon their moral responsibilities?

Paul’s very direct response to 
this preposterous logic is, “Their 
condemnation is deserved.”

Conclusions from the 
Objections
Having shown the foolishness of 
human argumentation, Paul shifts 
to the truth of Scripture. Where else 
should one go for good, sound logic 
but to the very Scriptures in which 
the Jews boasted? The bottom line, 
according to Paul, is that no one is 
righteous in and of himself. No one—
neither Gentile nor Jew. Quoting 
from the Psalms, Paul advances his 
argument even further.

No one is righteous. Human 
righteousness (if there is such a thing) 
is like Monopoly money and cannot 
be used in God’s bank. Any righteous 
act we may perform is so tainted with 
sin that it merits us nothing.
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Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. What advantages did the Jews have over the Gentiles? Did any of these privileges make them better than 
anyone else?

2. Since we are saved by God’s election (rather than our qualifications) what kind of response should we give?

3. How does God’s faithfulness remain intact despite the lack of faith in those He has set apart (first the Jews, 
then those baptized)?

4. To whom/what is God faithful?

5. Does our sin highlight God’s righteousness?

6. Can you give examples of persons or movements in history that condoned the doing of evil in order that good 
might come out of it? Are there ways in which we are guilty of this, as well?

7. Why do Christians need to be reminded of their sinfulness? Can sin be stressed too much? Can it be stressed 
in the wrong way?

8. What is Paul concerned with in this entire passage?

No one understands God. The wisdom 
of God is foolishness to man. He has 
offered the perfect plan of salvation 
through His son, Jesus Christ, and by 
our very nature we reject it.

Everyone has turned away from God. 
Sin has separated the entire human 
race from God. It penetrates every 
aspect of our being as pointed out 
by the different parts of the body 
mentioned in the Psalm Paul quotes.

The reason Paul must belabor this 
point is because mankind is too 
foolish to acknowledge his own 
spiritual depravity. While we may be 
quick to point out the faults of others, 
we see ourselves as religious people. 
We certainly are better than most, 
we declare. No matter how we try to 
justify ourselves, we are guilty before 
God. “Whoever shall keep the whole 
law, and yet offend on one point, 
he is guilty of all” (James 2:10). The 
intensity of God’s perfect law and our 
selfishness are at total odds with one 
another.

Both Jews and Gentiles—all of us—
have to realize our helpless, lost, 

condemned condition. Every mouth 
must be silenced and held accountable 
to God. We are “without hope and 
without God in the world (Ephesians 

2:12). Until we can acknowledge this 
as true, we will continue to pursue our 
own righteousness, and the “but now” 
of verse 21 will be foolishness to us.
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Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 8: But Now! Romans 3:21–31

Rev. Wybren H. 
Oord

Some time ago I listened to 
a group of young children 
singing a typical evangelical 
song. It was new to me, so 
forgive me if I do not get all 
the words right. The gist of 
the song was something like 
this:
When I get to the gates of 
heaven
I’ll be the best dressed kid 
there.
I’ll be in my best Sunday 
suit
And I’ll have on my best 
Sunday shoes.
And then the refrain:
New shoes, new shoes,
I’ll be the best dressed kid 
at the gates of heaven
‘Cause I’ll have on my new 
shoes.
The song had a catchy tune. 
The children were clapping 
along with it. Let me tell 
you something: when I get 
to heaven, I really don’t care 
what clothes I’m wearing; 
I don’t care what my shoes 
look like; I don’t even care 
which tie I have on at the 
time. They will all be as 
filthy rags. 

I want to be clothed in the righteousness of my Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ. 
It is not my best Sunday suit, my shoes, or my tie that will get me into heaven. 
I want to be covered by the blood that was poured out for me at Calvary.

Sounds repulsive, doesn’t it? Many evangelical churches today want to avoid 
the blood of Jesus Christ. Forget the blood! Tell us about the love of God. Yet, 
it is in the blood of Jesus Christ that God’s love is revealed most. For it is in 
His blood that we find salvation.

For two-and-a-half chapters Paul has vividly described the sad condition of 
the human race. All—Jew and Gentile alike—have sinned before God. None 
can live up to the expectations God set before them in the Torah and in their 
consciences. No matter how well we may clothe ourselves, no one can come 
before the Most Holy God a self-saved individual.

After hammering home the point that a person cannot declare himself 
righteous by means of the law, Paul declares, “But now a righteousness from 
God, apart from law, has been made known.” Paul uses the phrase, “but 
now” eighteen times in his epistles. How sweet those words are to the person 
who has become convicted of his own sin! They transition us from the dark, 
gloomy picture that Paul has painted in the opening chapters of Romans to 
the marvelous work that God has done to bring salvation to His people.

The “but now” of Romans 3:21 changes everything. Not that this was some 
new and radical idea that God came up with after He saw the fall of the human 
race. This was part of God’s plan all along, even as the Law and the Prophets 
testified. From the very beginning, already in the garden of Eden, God had 
promised that He would crush the head of the one who has alienated our race 
from the Creator. While they pointed out the depths of our alienation and 
depravity, the prophets continually pointed ahead to the time God’s promise 
would be fulfilled.

But now that time has arrived. All has changed because of what Jesus Christ 
accomplished on man’s behalf.

Righteousness Apart  
from the Law
First of all, Paul points out that genuine righteousness cannot be obtained 
by keeping the law. In the Old Testament, every time a person brought a 
sacrifice to the temple as a sin offering, he was testifying that he sought a 
righteousness that was not his own, apart from the law.
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Not only must the people of the Old 
Testament have a righteousness that 
is not to be found in God’s law, but 
also those in the New Testament 
must, as well. The simple truth is we 
have rebelled against God and the law 
that He gave. Paul has made very clear 
that the human race has rejected God. 
Already in the first chapter, Paul points 
out that we suppress the truth of God, 
even though He has clearly revealed 
it to us. The Heidelberg Catechism 
teaches that we have grievously sinned 
against God’s commandments. This is 
no small matter, not something God 
takes lightly. In fact, God is already 
in the process of pouring out His 
wrath on us by turning us over to the 
consequences of our own sin.

But now, in the place of wrath, a 
righteousness from God has been 
made known to us. It is obtained by 
placing our faith in Jesus Christ’s 
once-for-all sacrifice on the cross. 
His perfect sin-offering sacrifice is 
the only way to be freed from the 
wrath of God. It is not enough simply 
to “have faith in God.” All kinds of 
religions teach all kinds of things 
about God. Many unbelievers say 
they believe there is a God. Even the 
demons believe in God. Those who 
seek after righteousness must find 
it through faith in the shed blood of 
Jesus Christ, poured out for sin on the 
cross of Calvary.

From Condemnation  
to Justification
Anyone who truly examines himself 
in the light of God’s law must 
acknowledge that he has not kept that 
law in its entirety. We all have sinned, 
and we all come short of the glory of 
God. No one can claim innocence. 
From the very beginning, God made 
clear that disobedience would mean 
death—not just physical death but 

also spiritual death. The sentence that 
rests on every lawbreaker is eternal 
condemnation.

But now, without our deserving it at 
all, God has provided the means to be 
reconciled to Him. Although we stand 
guilty, without any righteousness of 
our own before God, we are declared 
just. Through His propitiatory 
sacrifice, Jesus Christ has turned 
the wrath of God away from us. He 
took on Himself the punishment and 
condemnation we deserved as God 
poured out on Him what every sinner 
deserved.

In His grace, God transferred the 
righteousness of His perfectly 
obedient Son to the account of the 
guilty sinner. Instead of regarding 
us a condemned, God regards us 
as though we were clothed in the 
righteousness of Christ and declares 
us justified. This is not any action that 
we perform. It is a sovereign decree 
that, through Christ, the heavenly 
Father regards us as if we had never 
committed any sin.

Prior to our participation in the 
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, we 
are called upon to examine ourselves. 
If the examination is done with 
any sincerity, we would know how 
undeserving we are of coming to 
Christ’s table. Yet, that table was 
prepared for us. It is to teach us in 
a very visible way that we are to 
look outside of ourselves for our 
justification. Wholehearted trust in 
the broken body and shed blood of 
Jesus Christ has moved us away from 
condemnation to salvation.

From Bondage to Freedom
So great was our fall that not only are 
we under the wrath of God because of 
it but we are also enslaved to it. How 
quickly we fall back into the same sin 
over and over again! We even come 
to the point where we can rationalize 
our sin.

But now, being united with Christ 
through the Holy Spirit, we are no 
longer in bondage. We have been 
freed from the requirements of God’s 
law and are able to live holy lives. 
Granted, we still stumble and fall into 
sin, but the desires of our hearts have 
been changed. Rather than pursuing 
the things of the world, we look to 
Christ, the Author and Finisher of 
our faith.

From Exclusion to 
Participation
The final contrast is one that should 
appeal to the majority of The Outlook 
readers. Salvation was first given 
to the Jews. They had all the special 
advantages that the Gentiles lacked.

But now the glorious message of the 
gospel is not limited to any particular 
culture. It is for all who embrace 
Christ. Paul wrote, “Consequently, 
you are no longer foreigners and 
aliens, but fellow citizens with 
God’s people and members of God’s 
household, built on the foundation of 
the apostles and prophets, with Christ 
Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone” 
(Ephesians 2:19–20).

How wonderful that the good news of 
salvation is not exclusively for a select 
few! The righteousness of God freely 
offered through His Son is available 
to all people. The one true God is 
God for Jews and Gentiles alike. Both 
are justified by faith and not through 
works.

It is perhaps the most difficult thing 
of all to persuade a sinner that 
salvation comes through no merit of 
his own. Most every false religion has 
at its base something that the person 
must do to win God’s favor. Some 
Christian churches insist that those 
who become full members must sign 
a document declaring how they will 
conduct themselves. Even Reformed 

March/April 2012 | 15



     

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

Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. What new idea does Paul introduce here? In what sense is this not new?

2. What four doctrines are taught in these verses?

3. Many people do not have the assurance of salvation because they do not feel “good enough.” Are these 
feelings closer to unbelief or humility? Explain.

4. Why is it significant that grace is a gift from God?

5. What is the source of justification, the ground for justification, the means of justification, and the 
effect of justification?

6. Is it significant that we talk about the blood of Jesus Christ? How is that different from speaking about 
the cross of Christ?

7. How does the doctrine of salvation address pride? How does it exclude any boasting?

8. Does what you believe make a difference? How?

9. Why are these verses often referred to as “the heart of the gospel”?

preachers are sometimes guilty of trying to preach someone 
into heaven at a funeral. How easily and quickly we fall into the 
trap of the Pharisees, thinking we earned some small part of our 
salvation. We must be reminded again and again:

What can wash away my sin?

Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

What can make me whole again?

Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

All of salvation is a free gift that glorifies the benevolent Giver. 
While salvation may be for us, it is not about us. It is all about a 
gracious, loving God who provided the way of reconciliation for 
us through the death of His only Son.

I

The Outlook | 16



     

It is common to connect the Sabbath 
to the hope of heaven. Most treatments 
of the Lord’s Day, including those 
that argue that the Sabbath has been 
fulfilled in Christ and is no longer 
in force, connect its significance 
to the hope of glory.2 However, the 
connection between the Sabbath 
and the hope of glory must not be 
limited to the fact that the Sabbath 
foreshadows and points to the joys 
of heaven. The biblical picture of 
heaven must, as far as possible, serve 
as the pattern for Sabbath-keeping. 
In order to establish this vital but 
often neglected point, I will examine 
the connection between the Sabbath 
and the eternal rest of heaven, the 
activities the Scriptures attach to the 
eternal rest of heaven, and the manner 
in which we should use the Sabbath 
to help us anticipate and long for the 
eternal rest of heaven.3 The true glory 
and beauty of the Sabbath day lie in 
the fact that when we set apart the day 
for the corporate and private worship 
of God, we partake in the primary 
joys of heaven. Because the Sabbath 
is a type or shadow of heaven, our 
earthly Sabbaths are designed to be 
the closest reflection in this life of the 
glory that will be revealed in the life 
to come. This is the highest reason the 
Sabbath must be a day of sacred rest 
consisting of worship.

The Eternal Rest
In Scripture, the Sabbath is 
inseparably connected to the hope 
of heaven. The classic passage that 
connects the day to the believer’s 
hope of eternal rest is Hebrews 4:1–
11. The arguments presented in this 
text are highly complex and intricate. 
I do not intend to examine the 

passage in detail here, nor do I desire 
to improve upon the exegesis of other 
more capable scholars. By providing 
a brief overview of the general thrust 
of the argument, my goal is simply to 
establish the inseparable connection 
between Sabbath-keeping and the 
hope of our eternal rest in heaven.4

The author of the book of Hebrews 
wrote to Jewish Christians who were 
being pressured to return to the 
ceremonies, sacrifices, and customs of 
Judaism. He vehemently denounced 
such a return as apostasy from Christ 
and a denial of the grace of the 
gospel. For this reason, the book of 
Hebrews progresses through cycles 
of threats against those turning away 
from Christ, followed by glorious and 
majestic statements of the surpassing 
excellence and superiority of Christ 
over the ordinances of worship of 
Judaism. Christ is the end, fulfillment, 
and sole purpose of the entire Old 
Testament priesthood, worship, and 
sacrifices. It is in this context and with 
these emphases that the author begins 
his discussion of the purpose of the 
Sabbath day.

Hebrews 4 begins with an exhortation 
to Jewish believers to be diligent 
to enter the promised rest of God, 
reminding them that only those who 
believe in the Lord Jesus Christ will 
enter that rest (vv. 1–3). The author 
then reminds them that this rest was 
first promised in the institution of 
the Sabbath day, on the seventh day 
following the creation of the world (v. 
4). In other words, at the very inception 
of creation, the primary design of the 

IIf a man spent one-seventh 
of his life in a foreign culture, 
eventually aspects of that 
culture would become 
indistinguishable from his own 
customs, clothing, speech, and 
thoughts. He could not return 
to his own country without 
weaving something foreign 
into all he said and did. We 
ought to regard the Sabbath 
in the same manner. By virtue 
of our citizenship in heaven, 
we are pilgrims and strangers 
on the earth. On the Lord’s 
Day, our transactions should 
be almost exclusively with the 
heavenly country to which we 
belong. As we engage in the 
joys of worship for one whole 
day in seven, we will live in 
this world, bringing something 
“foreign” into everything we 
do. If heaven consists primarily 
of communion with God, then 
to the extent that we enjoy 
communion with God on 
earth, we have already begun 
to enjoy the glories of heaven.1 
On the Sabbath day, God has 
commanded us to spend the 
whole day in heaven, so to 
speak. While we are at home 
in the body, we are absent from 
the Lord (2 Cor. 5:6). We have 
not yet received our permanent 
dwelling place in our eternal 
homeland, yet on the Sabbath 
God allows us to visit heaven 
and return to this world with 
the glory of His presence 
shining from our faces.

Rev. Ryan M. 
McGraw

The Eternal Sabbath

March/April 2012 | 17



Sabbath was to present mankind with 
an eschatological hope.5 The example 
of God’s resting on the seventh day 
is treated as an implicit promise or 
pledge that mankind should enjoy 
this eternal rest with God. Yet the 
people under the Old Testament did 
not enter into that rest, since Psalm 
95 (ascribed to David) threatened 
that the disobedient would not enter 
into that rest in the future. By the time 
of King David, this Sabbath rest was 
a pledge and still remained a future 
promise. It should be noted that after 
the fall, in order for the Sabbath to 
continue to be a relevant pledge of 
rest, it not only referred to the pledge 
of rest in creation, but also to a pledge 
secured by redemption. This was 
why the reference to the exodus from 
Egypt was added in Deuteronomy 
5:15 as a reason for Sabbath-keeping. 
The exodus itself was a pledge that 
God would ultimately redeem His 
people through the person and 
work of the Lord Jesus Christ. As 
Roland Ward argued, appealing 
to the exodus was not so much an 
additional reason for keeping the 
Sabbath as a foreshadowing of the 
means by which the original purpose 
of the Sabbath at creation would be 
restored.6 It is only through faith in 
Christ as the Redeemer that we have 
hope of entering into God’s eternal 
rest. This fact, however, became clear 
in Scripture only through the gradual 
process of redemptive history. The 
eschatological promise attached to 
the Sabbath in creation and secured 
by redemption stands behind the 
arguments of Hebrews 4.

Implicit throughout this chapter is 
the assumption that the “rest” of God 
into which believers must enter is 
permanent in duration. This rest was 
promised by the Sabbath at creation, 

and it continued to be relevant 
because of the work Christ would 
accomplish. By the time David wrote 
Psalm 95, the promise of entering 
God’s rest still loomed ahead in the 
distance. Lest Jewish Christians be 
deceived by looking to the conquest 
of Canaan for the fulfillment of God’s 
promises, the author reminded them 
that Joshua did not bring them into 
God’s rest by conquering the land (v. 
8). God’s people cannot enter into 
God’s rest by striving to return to the 
Old Testament way of life in the land 
of Canaan. Instead they must look 
to the future rest, which has been 
secured by Christ alone. This was the 
future hope alluded to by David in the 
psalm. The argument of the chapter 
continues: if the promise of entering 
into God’s rest remains for the future, 
then God’s people must look forward, 
not back, in order to enter that rest.

Every argument in this epistle focuses 
on the necessity of entering into the 
presence of God through the Lord 
Jesus Christ alone. This section is no 
different. God had promised eternal 
rest to His people; that rest did not 
come through Joshua. The promise 
remains for the future, and the hope 
of entering God’s rest comes only 
through Jesus Christ. This rest that 
comes through Jesus Christ was likely 
what the author had in mind when 
he wrote: “For he that is entered into 
his rest, he also hath ceased from his 
own works, as God did from his” 
(v. 10). Just as God gave a pledge of 
eternal rest to His people when He 
rested from the works of creation, so 
Jesus Christ secured this rest when 
He ceased or rested from His works 
of redemption. The rest of Christ, 
therefore, is compared to the rest of 
God in its magnitude and secures this 
rest for His people with unshakable 
certainty.7 In fact, the work of Christ 

excels the work of creation in that 
it not only restores man’s hope of 
eternal rest with the eternally majestic 
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and glorious triune God, but it does 
so in a more glorious manner than 
if man had never fallen into sin! The 

hope of every Christian rests securely 
on the words of Christ on the cross: 
“It is finished!” (John 19:30). Christ 
completed His work of redemption 
just as God did His work of creation, 
so that all who are weary and heavy 
laden are given the promise of eternal 
rest for their souls, if they will only 
come to Him.

Verse 9 is the pivotal verse in this 
section. The author argues that in light 
of all he has said there still remains 
a rest (sabbatismos) for the people 
of God. This is an unusual term, 
and it differs from the other word 
translated as “rest” in this chapter. 
The sabbatismos most likely refers 
to the hope of keeping Sabbath with 
God in eternity. This interpretation 
is reinforced by the exhortation of 
verse 11: “Let us labour therefore to 
enter into that rest, lest any man fall 
after the same example of unbelief ” 
(emphasis added).8 Many authors 
have understood this term to refer 
here to the Christian Sabbath, which 
we must continue to keep as a pledge 
of God’s eternal rest. Even if this is 
not what is immediately asserted 
in the passage, it is an inescapable 
implication of the text. The use of 
the term sabbatismos inextricably 
connects Sabbath-keeping with the 
hope of glory. Our heavenly rest 
is keeping an eternal Sabbath, and 
our earthly Sabbaths hold forth the 
promise of this heavenly rest. Not 
to have an earthly Sabbath, while 
the promise of entering God’s rest 
lies in the future, is inconceivable. 
As believers, even though our hope 
of heaven is as secure as if we were 
already there, the fact remains that we 
have not yet entered into that rest. We 
must wait patiently for it, and we must 
persevere in expectation of it through 
faith in Christ’s finished work. From 
creation until consummation, there 

shall always be a Sabbath on earth 
to help the saints long to keep the 
Sabbath in heaven. It is only natural 
in this connection that the apostles, 
under divine guidance, should 
have occupied the day of Christ’s 
resurrection with acts of religious 
worship. As Owen wisely noted, if 
the example of God in completing 
the work of creation was sufficient 
to set apart the seventh day, then the 
example of Christ in completing the 
work of redemption was sufficient to 
change the Sabbath to the first day of 
the week.9

Many lessons ought to be drawn 
from this passage. The primary point 
in this connection, however, is that 
the concept of keeping the Sabbath 
day is inseparably tied to the hope 
of our eternal rest in heaven. The 
Sabbath is designed to be a shadow 
of heavenly realities. Just as the Lord’s 
Supper foreshadows the day when 
we will sit down at the wedding feast 
of the Lamb with Abraham and the 
patriarchs, together with all who are 
called from the four corners of the 
earth, so the Sabbath continues to 
foreshadow our hope of communion 
with God and His church in heaven. A 
church without a Sabbath is a church 
that implicitly relinquishes its hope 
of heaven. Just as a shadow depends 
upon a body for its shape and not vice 
versa, so the picture of the eternal 
Sabbath should provide the pattern 
and shape of our earthly Sabbaths.

The Activities of the  
Eternal Rest
William Plumer made this astute 
observation: “No man on earth 
knows much of heaven.”10 The Puritan 
Thomas Manton added, “Heavenly 
joys cannot be told us in an earthly 
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dialect; the Scripture is fain to lisp to 
us, and speak as we can understand, 
of things to come by things present; 
therefore our glory is in great 
measure unknown, and will be till 
we get up and see what a crown of 
glory is prepared for us.”11 In light of 
the large amount of speculation that 
often occurs concerning the activities 
of the saints in heaven, this is a vital 
reminder. We do not yet know what 
we shall be. When Christ appears we 
shall be like Him because we shall 
see Him as He is (1 John 3:1–2). 
Our corrupt mortal bodies will be 
transformed into the image of His 
incorrupt and immortal body (Phil. 
3:21; 1 Cor. 15:49). Although we know 
little about the activities of heaven, it 
is clear that virtually the only activity 
explicitly connected with heaven in 
Scripture is the worship of God. If the 
earthly Sabbath is patterned after the 
heavenly Sabbath, then the little that 
has been revealed about our eternal 
state should play an important role in 
how we keep the Sabbath.12  

Seeing and Worshiping God
Even with the disadvantage of trying 
to comprehend the incomprehensible 
eternal glory of the world to come, 
the basic biblical picture of heaven 
is fairly straightforward. The activity 
of heaven can be legitimately 
summarized in one word: worship. It 
is not much of an overstatement to use 
“eternal worship” as a synonym for 
heaven. Worship on earth is heaven 
begun; worship in glory is heaven 
perfected. The reason for this is that 
there is nothing more worthy of our 
attention and more satisfying to our 
natures than the glory of the Trinity. 
When the apostle Paul was taken up 
into what he called “the third heaven” 
(2 Cor. 12:2), he heard “unspeakable 
[inexpressible] words, which it is not 
lawful for man to utter” (v. 4). God 
told His servant Moses that no man 

could see Him and live (Ex. 33:20). 
This limitation placed upon man is 
not exclusive to the Old Testament 
and continues in the New Testament. 
The apostle John wrote, “No man 
hath seen God at any time. The only 
begotten Son, which is in the bosom 
of the Father, he hath declared him” 
(John 1:18; see 1 John 4:12).13 Even 
Paul in his transportation into “the 
third heaven” had neither the privilege 
nor the ability to see God in His 
unveiled majesty, since he later wrote 
that God “only hath immortality, 
dwelling in the light which no man 
can approach unto; whom no man 
hath seen, nor can see” (1 Tim. 6:16, 
emphasis added).14 Even the sinless 
angels in heaven veil their faces in the 
sight of the majesty of God (Isa. 6:2). 
Sinful creatures cannot behold the 
radiance of His glory and survive the 
encounter. The infinite, eternal, and 
unchangeable Maker of heaven and 
earth is above all blessing and praise. 
He is great and greatly to be praised, 
and His greatness is unsearchable. 
Yet Christ promised that the “pure in 
heart” shall see God (Matt. 5:8). When 
we see Him as He is and stand in the 
presence of a being of such infinite 
worth and unfathomable glory, what 
else could attract our attention? How 
could we ever be distracted or “bored” 
in the presence of God?15 Even apart 
from considering our fall into sin 
and the redemption purchased by 
Christ, it is difficult to see how a 
sinless creature could possibly desire 
anything in heaven other than to 
explore God’s infinite glory and 
beauties, worshiping Him more and 
more with every wondrous discovery.

How much more will redeemed 
sinners have cause to be consumed 
with the worship of God in heaven! 
The greatness of redemption and the 
full realization of the magnitude of 
the debt we owed due to sin, coupled 
with the wonder of the Father’s love 
toward us in Christ, will utterly 
consume us when we enter into 
heaven. The precise details of heaven 

may be somewhat hazy, yet it is 
beyond doubt that joyful worship will 
set the tone for eternity. Revelation 4 
and 5 illustrate this beyond doubt. In 
chapter 4, God is introduced as sitting 
upon His throne with all the host of 
heaven praising Him for His holiness 
and the creation of all things (Rev. 
4:8, 11). At this stage in the unfolding 
picture, John wrote, “And they rest 
not day and night, saying, Holy, holy, 
holy, Lord God Almighty, which was, 
and is, and is to come” (v. 8, emphasis 
added). In chapter 5, this scene of 
exuberant worship reaches its peak 
when the Lord Jesus Christ enters the 
scene. When He opens the scroll of 
God, the four living creatures and the 
twenty-four elders burst forth into 
praise (Rev. 5:8–10). They are soon 
joined by an innumerable multitude 
of angels surrounding the throne (v. 
11). As the thunder of these mighty 
voices spreads in praise to Jesus Christ, 
“every creature which is in heaven and 
on the earth” (v. 13) joins the chorus. 
If the angels praise the Lamb for 
His work in redeeming lost human 
beings, how could we who have been 
cleansed by the blood of the Lamb 
be consumed with anything other 
than eternal praise and worship? The 
extent to which we fail to understand 
why we would desire nothing other 
than worship in heaven reflects the 
proportion to which we have failed to 
understand the glory and wonder of 
the grace of the Trinity in the gospel. 
If you are in Christ, there will come 
a day in which you will be made like 
Christ, and being made like Him you 
will finally see Him as He is (1 John 
3:2). If you have any doubt that it will 
take eternity to express your gratitude 
to the triune God, that doubt will be 
removed when you arrive there.

Other Activities in Heaven
Many Christians probably think 
implicitly of heaven in terms of a 
place where redeemed souls go when 
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they depart from the body at death. 
This, however, is only the beginning 
of heaven. Ultimately, heaven will be 
a place where the Lord Jesus Christ 
will reverse the effects of the fall. 
After removing His enemies and 
casting them into the lake of fire, the 
Lord will inaugurate a world in which 
“all things” are reconciled to Himself 
(Col. 1:20). We must not think about 
heaven as a place for incorporeal 
ethereal beings. The bodies of those 
who are in Christ will rest in their 
graves until the resurrection, when 
they will be raised after the image 
of Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 
3:21). These bodies will have an 
environment suited to their nature. 
Paul describes the present world, not 
as being annihilated, but as being 
resurrected in a manner comparable 
to the resurrection of our own bodies 
(Rom. 8).16 This means there will be 
some degree of continuity between 
this life and the life to come. This 
has led many to speculate about the 
continuation of various activities that 
men enjoyed upon earth, such as 
reading classical literature and even 
continuing in ordinary labor.

I cannot reject such notions absolutely, 
since we know so little about the life 
to come, but perhaps I am even less 
comfortable accepting them. While it 
is true that the Scriptures teach that 
this world will be redeemed and that 
its pre-fall purposes will be restored, 
we also must not underestimate 
how different things will be in the 
eternal state. This is illustrated well by 
considering the relevance of creation 
ordinances in eternity. Creation 
ordinances continue to be relevant 
in eternity, but they will be expressed 
very differently. Redemption and 
eternity will transform every creation 
ordinance. Marriage will not continue 
as we know it (Matt. 22:30), but will 
give place to the marriage supper of the 
Lamb (Rev. 19:6–9; 21:9). In heaven, 
the weekly Sabbath will become 
obsolete because heaven itself will be 

the Sabbath. What about the creation 
ordinance of labor? By analogy 
to the other creation ordinances, 
the ordinance of labor will likely 
have some continuing relevance in 
eternity. Yet as with the other creation 
ordinances, labor is likely to resemble 
only vaguely its earthly counterpart. 
How can any form of ordinary labor 
be consistent in a state of eternal 
Sabbath-keeping when the earthly 
Sabbath excluded it? Will labor and 
Sabbath-keeping ultimately become 
the same act as worship becomes the 
sole labor of the saints in glory? Does 
this not illustrate that these are things 
of which we know little to nothing 
about? We will be certain only when 
we get there. Whatever is actually true 
about heaven, the old idea of heaven 
consisting of the beatific vision, or the 
sight of God, seems to be basically 
correct.17 It is clear that whatever 
else might be true about heaven, 
the clear picture God has painted 
in Scripture is one of unceasing and 
eternal worship of the triune God. If 
the Sabbath is meant to set forth the 
hope of heaven and serve as a dim 
earthly picture of a bright eternal 
glory, then on our earthly Sabbaths 
we should strive to be consumed with 
worship in a manner that agrees with 
this depiction.

The Other-Worldly Character 
of the Christian Life
Once again, the manner in which 
we regard the Sabbath day unearths 
more vital problems. The counterpart 
to Sabbath-breaking as a symptom of 
worldliness is that Sabbath-breaking 
is a symptom of either a shift in 
focus away from the life to come, or 
of distorted views of what God has 
revealed about the life to come. This 
has the highest possible significance 
for how we live our lives in this 
world. As John Carrick wrote, “The 
essentially other-worldly character 
of the Christian faith has, especially 

from the latter part of the nineteenth 
century onwards, been eroded; and 
it has been replaced by an essentially 
this-worldly interpretation. Thus 
the focus in much modern theology 
falls, increasingly, upon man at the 
expense of God and upon this life 
and this world at the expense of the 
life and the world to come.”18 This is 
not to say that everyone who does not 
view the Sabbath as a day set apart for 
worship is ungodly or has abandoned 
the hope of heaven, but the fact is that 
the church’s views of heaven and the 
life to come have shifted dramatically 
over the course of the past century. 
The corresponding decline in 
Sabbath-keeping is only an inevitable 
reflection of this fact. When the 
church’s primary hope is to see Christ 
face to face in heaven and to worship 
Him in His unveiled glory, this great 
and central hope will be the dominant 
feature of her members. The one day 
that God has designed to foreshadow 
heaven on earth will inevitably reflect 
this fact. If our primary hope is set 
on the life to come, and if we believe 
that the primary joy and privilege of 
that life is worship and communion 
with God, then our earthly Sabbaths 
should imitate the heavenly realities 
as much as is possible.

If the other-worldly character of the 
Christian life is being eroded, it is 
partly because men have adopted 
a this-worldly view of heaven.19 
This is a subtle and dangerous 
distortion of the truth, since some 
men deceive themselves with a hope 
that is essentially worldly in the 
name of a Christianity that justifies 
and encourages such a hope. Our 
forefathers in the faith used to warn 
men that one test of hypocrisy 
was the manner in which people 
conceived heaven. If they did not find 
their greatest joy and longing in the 
hope that they would worship God 
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without sin, it was unlikely that they 
truly understood and laid hold of 
the gospel. For the same reason, they 
gave the same warning to those who 
found no enjoyment in the worship 
and activities of the Sabbath. As 
Plumer noted, “The Sabbath is, and 
in Scripture is made to be, a type of 
the glorious rest of the people of God 
in heaven. If men do not relish the 
type, it is proof positive that they are 
not prepared for the antitype. Let us 
all diligently ask for grace to prepare 
us for ‘employments, the society 
and worship of that Sabbath which 
remains for the people of God.’”20 The 
case is even worse when the duties of 
the day and the use of the means of 
grace simply become burdensome. 
Owen warned:

He who really judgeth in his mind, 
and whose practice is influenced 
and regulated by that judgment, that 
the segregation of a day from the 
world and the occasions of it, and a 
secession unto communion with God 
thereon, is grievous and burdensome, 
and that which God doth not require, 
nor is useful to us, must be looked 
upon as a stranger unto these things. 
. . . Alas! what would such persons do 
if they should ever come to heaven, 
to be taken aside to all eternity to be 
with God alone, who think it a great 
bondage to be here diverted unto him 
for a day?21

Many gave similar warnings to those 
who conceived of heaven in a manner 
that was exclusively worldly. William 
Bates noted:

This one consideration of heaven, that 
it is a holy rest, is that which makes it 
unamiable, and undesirable to carnal 
men. It is true, such may desire it as 
a refuge from hell: but they desire it 
not as a state wherein they are to be 
always conversant in the love of God, 
and in the presence of God, and the 
everlasting enjoyment of him. Carnal 

men cannot taste it, they have not a 
proper palate for it: it can only draw 
forth the heart of the saints: and yet, 
let me tell you, this is the substantial 
blessedness of heaven.22

Since there is much unknown about 
heaven, we do not know what relation 
we will have to our loved ones who 
have departed to be with the Lord. 
It does seem that we will find joy in 
their fellowship again, but we do 
not know in what manner life as we 
know it will continue in heaven. We 
know that we will be body-and-soul 
creatures in an environment suited to 
our physical as well as our spiritual 
natures, yet we must always recognize 
that the focus and emphasis of heaven 
is the worship and praise of God. 
Heaven will be like a great treasure 
room in which the greatest treasure of 
all lies in the center of the room, and 
the treasure in the center is so great 
that it diverts the attention of all who 
enter into the room, almost to the 
neglect of all else. Yet the wonder and 
beauty of the treasures that fill the 
room provide the only appropriate 
backdrop for this greatest of all 
treasures; the wealth contained in the 
room only accentuates the beauty of 
the centerpiece. We must never forget 
that God Himself is that great all-
consuming treasure of heaven, and 
that whatever else He has designed to 
be part of that world will serve only to 
accentuate His beauty and to drive us 
to more soul-ravishing worship.

If the Sabbath is inextricably 
connected to the hope of heaven, 
then the biblical conception of heaven 
should shape our Sabbath-keeping. 
The eternal rest of God those who 
are in Christ hope to enter will be a 
rest that is consumed with plumbing 
the depths of God’s infinite attributes 
and triune nature with increasing joy, 
wonder, and astonishment over the 
depths of God’s love manifested in 
Christ. If heaven is consumed with 
worship, should not our Sabbaths 
also be consumed with worship? If 
the worship of God lies at the center 

of our heavenly rest, should it not 
also be at the center of our earthly 
rest? Out of all of the reasons why the 
Sabbath should be considered as a day 
sanctified to God for the purposes of 
the worship, this is the highest of all. 
Do we not enjoy communion with 
God with difficulty at the present 
time? Do we not long to enter into the 
full enjoyment of our God in eternity? 
The Sabbath is set apart for worship to 
help promote these ends. Let us test 
the manner in which we regard the 
Lord’s Day in light of Thomas Boston’s 
description:

The Sabbath, in the esteem of 
saints, is the queen of days; 
and they shall have an endless 
Sabbatism in the kingdom of 
heaven, so shall their garments 
always be white. They will 
have an eternal rest, with an 
uninterrupted joy; for heaven 
is not a resting place, where 
men may sleep out an eternity; 
there they rest not day or night, 
but their work is their rest, and 
continual recreation, and toil 
and weariness have no place 
there. They rest there in God, 
who is the center of their souls. 
Here they find the completion, or 
satisfaction, of all their desires, 
having the full enjoyment of God, 
and uninterrupted communion 
with him. This is the point to 
which, til the soul come, it will 
always be restless: but that point 
reached, it rests; for God is the 
last end, and the soul can go no 
further. It cannot understand, 
will, nor desire more; but in him 
it has what is commensurable to 
its boundless desires.23

The Anticipation of the 
Eternal Rest
When a family plans a vacation, 
sometimes the children can barely 
contain their anticipation. If the 
children know they are going to 
Walt Disney World for the first time, 
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they can become so excited that all 
they think about is what it will be 
like. They look through everything 
they can find on it, they ask others 
who know about the place, and they 
begin to imagine what they will do 
when they get there. Children tend 
to be fairly particular about making 
sure they have meticulously accurate 
information in such matters.

Too often the simple excitement of a 
child betrays what little attention we 
give to our hope of eternal rest with 
the triune God. We need every help 
we can get to set our minds upon 
things above where Christ is, rather 
than upon things on the earth. The 
Sabbath day is one of the greatest 
blessings and helps provided by the 
Lord in assisting His people to long 
for the glories of heaven. If we sanctify 
and love the Sabbath day, we will find 
that God has filled that day with all 
of the means necessary to help us in 
our journey. Here are three ways in 
which Sabbath-keeping should help 
you anticipate heaven.

First, Sabbath-keeping should mimic or 
imitate the activities of heaven. Heaven 
is both the embodied hope and 
pattern for Sabbath-keeping. In some 
respects, worldly recreations are even 
more contrary to the purposes of the 
Sabbath than worldly employments.24 
At least in our worldly employments 
we have the excuse of arguing that 
we are pursuing a legitimate calling 
that is necessary to sustain our lives 
in this world, which constitutes a 
large part of our obedience to God 
in this life. By pursuing recreations 
on the Sabbath such as sports and 
television, however, we implicitly 
declare that these earthly diversions 
are more interesting to us than the 
worship of God. Sadly, even the best 
of the saints on earth know that in 
some measure this often proves to be 
the case. We are weak and sinful, and 
we do not love God or His worship 
as we ought to. We must recognize 
our tendency to desire recreation 
on the day sanctified to the Lord for 

worship as a significant weakness. By 
worshiping God in public and private 
throughout the entire Sabbath day, 
we will mortify the desires of the flesh 
and our earthly-mindedness more 
than anything else we do on earth. 
We should look at Sabbath-keeping as 
training and practice for the worship 
we will enjoy in glory.

Second, Sabbath-keeping should 
encourage us on our way to heaven. 
On earth, God manifests Himself 
most clearly through the means of 
grace. These include the reading 
and especially the preaching of the 
Word of God, laying hold of the 
promises of the gospel set forth in the 
sacraments, and uniting in corporate 
prayer and fellowship. This is not an 
exhaustive list of the means by which 
God communicates His grace to His 
people, yet these means are some of 
the most vital ones, and they are a 
regular part of corporate worship on 
the Lord’s Day. As we have seen, the 
means of grace are dispensed with the 
greatest power and effect in corporate 
worship. It is possible that in heaven 
we will enjoy corporate worship to 
the exclusion of private worship. In 
addition to this, one of the promises 
attached to Sabbath-keeping is 
delighting in God (Isa. 58:14). We 
must come to the Sabbath with the 
anticipation of travelers who are 
sightseeing in an exotic foreign land. 
Only the “sights” that we come to see 
in Sabbath worship are the glories 
of God in the face of Jesus Christ (2 
Cor. 4:6). The glasses we must use to 
see these “sights” are God’s appointed 
means by which He communicates 
His grace to His people.

Third, the Sabbath should increase 
faith in God through Jesus Christ. 
Most of us know too well the 
experience of not finding the same 
glory in corporate worship that the 
Scriptures attach to it. The primary 
reason for this is often because we 
do not actually believe that corporate 

worship is what Scripture says it is. We 
receive the blessings contained in the 
promises of Scripture by trusting that 
God will fulfill them, and it is by faith 
alone that we have appropriated the 
blessing of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
We have done so by laying hold of the 
promises of God in the Word and in 
the sacraments. The Sabbath should 
help us long for heaven because it 
demands that we exercise our faith 
by laying hold of God through the 
ordinances of corporate worship. 
In heaven, we will live by sight and 
no longer by faith, but on earth we 
walk by faith and not by sight (2 Cor. 
5:7). We need every encouragement 
to strengthen our faith in the 
promises of God, especially through 
using His ordinances. The Sabbath 
simultaneously requires us to exercise 
our faith, and it contains promises to 
strengthen our faith.

If you diligently, prayerfully, and 
joyfully use the means that God has 
attached to the Sabbath in order to 
get the most you can out of the day, 
I doubt you will have time for your 
worldly employments or recreations. 
Rather than longing for the Sabbath 
to be over, we will be left wondering 
where the day has gone. This is as it 
ought to be. If the Sabbath is like a 
short visit to heaven, then part of the 
blessing of our earthly Sabbaths is that 
they end so soon. The temporary rest 
afforded through the Sabbath should 
make you long for eternal rest. This 
does not mean that Sabbath-keeping 
will not be difficult for believers. 
Many find it is the most difficult 
task they have ever set their hands 
to, especially when they first begin; 
but you have exceedingly great and 
precious promises. Look to the Lord 
in your Sabbath-keeping. He will help 
you, and He will fulfill his promises. 
There has never been a word that has 
proceeded from His mouth that will 
ever fail.
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Conclusions
Every moment we delight in our 
fellowship and communion with the 
triune God on earth testifies to the 
fact that we have already begun to 
enjoy the highest blessing of glory. 
God has given us one day in seven 
on which we may pursue fellowship 
and communion with Him to the 
exclusion of all else. The two places 
in the Bible where man is found in 
a state of perfection, he is keeping 
the Sabbath as a day of worship. 
Both the creation ordinance and 
the consummated purpose of the 
Sabbath demonstrate that it is a day 
in which the entire time is to be taken 
up in the public and private exercise 
of God’s worship. We must spend 
every day longing for heaven, yet on 
one day of the week we are to act as 
though we are already there. Have we 
misunderstood the requirements of 
the fourth commandments because of 
a misguided hope of heaven? I hope 
we know better. Yet how then can so 
many claim to keep the Sabbath with 
leisure and recreation when heaven is 
the pattern of it? Just as Christianity 
was not fashioned after Judaism but 
Judaism after Christianity,25 so heaven 
is not fashioned after Sabbath-keeping 
but Sabbath-keeping after heaven. 
If you still view heaven as your own 
private golf course in the kingdom, 
you are in for a rude awakening. In 
light of so many man-centered and 
shallow views of the life to come, it is 
not surprising that a commandment 
forbidding all unnecessary thoughts, 
words, and works about our worldly 
employments and recreations is 
foreign to most. What is surprising 
is that so many people who long for 
an eternity of uninterrupted worship 
and communion with the triune God 
cannot comprehend why we must 
exclude these activities from the 
Sabbath.

The glimpses given in Scripture 
of the glories of heaven depict the 
church of the Firstborn and of the 
glorified saints in heaven, along with 

an innumerable company of angels, 
worshiping God day and night with 
purified souls and glorified bodies. 
Whatever else is true about heaven, 
this picture of unceasing worship and 
communion with the great triune 
Jehovah of Hosts is clearly the focus 
that He intended to communicate 
to His church. God seems to have 
deemed it sufficient for us to view 
heaven as a place of worship and 
communion with Himself. A place of 
eternal worship is the pattern for our 
earthly Sabbaths. May you know the 
joys of an eternity with God in heaven 
by knowing the joys of a day with 
God on earth. As Thomas Watson 
exhorted, may you use every Sabbath 
as though it may be your last:

When this blessed day 
approaches, we must lift up our 
hearts in thankfulness to God that 
he has put another means into 
our hands for gaining heavenly 
wisdom. These are our spiritual 
harvest days. The wind of God’s 
Spirit blows upon the sails of our 
affections and we may be carried 
further in our heavenly voyage. 
Christian, lift up your heart to 
God in thankfulness that he has 
given you another golden season. 
Be sure you improve it; it may be 
the last. Seasons of grace are not 
like the tide: if a man misses one 
tide, he may have another.26
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McGraw.

Using the Synod Escondido 
model, four URCNA churches 
in the Niagara Region have 
committed to establishing a 
mission work in the city of 
Niagara Falls, Ontario with 
the view to establishing a 
URCNA church.   

The Oversight Committee is seeking 
the man of God’s choosing for 
this work.  We would welcome 
recommendations from the churches 
of men suitable for this work to be 
considered for call. 

Please send your recommendations 
to: revdykstra@sympatico.ca  

The deadline for submissions is  
April 30th, 2012.

CHURCHES  
     ARE ENCOURAGED

to contact Mid-America Reformed 
Seminary and request a seminary intern 
for the summer months.  This experience 
in a Christian church helps to prepare a 
man for the gospel ministry. 

Church councils should contact Rev. 
Mark Vander Hart, Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary, 229 Seminary 
Drive, Dyer, IN 46311-1069.  

Email: mvanderhart@midamerica.edu  

Or call (219) 864-2400, ext 108 
Fax: (219) 864-2410

 
Rev. Ryan M. McGraw is pastor of 
Grace Presbyterian Church (PCA) in 
Conway, South Carolina.
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N
A Fly on the Wall Denise   

Marcusse

November 3, 2011. It 
is day three of three. 
The room is dark. The 
west-facing windows 
pull hard to draw in the 
first rays of morning 
light. The aroma of fresh 
coffee fills the room. 
The only hint that the 
early morning hostess 
has already been there 
is the baking she has set 
out to greet the soon-to-
arrive representatives. 
The door creaks open 
and the room begins to 
awaken. The artificial 
light replaces the 
strained daylight and 
reveals tables piled with 
books, binders, and 
candy wrappers. The 
room comes alive with 
laptop computers, Bibles, 
and an ambition to be 
productive once more on 
this third day.

Their goal for today? To make it 
through Psalm 100. Their goal for the 
future? To produce a psalter-hymnal 
that will be used in the praise and 
worship of God for generations to 
come. Their goal for this morning? To 
find psalm songs that most accurately 
reflects the text of Scriptures.

One committee member opens the day 
with Scripture and a prayer for God’s 
leading, direction, and blessing on the 
day’s work. Day three progresses. They 
forge ahead, examining psalm song 
sources from around the Reformed 
and Presbyterian world. Psalms 95, 
96, 97, 98, 99.

Psalm 100. Come, be a fly on the 
wall and observe the process of the 
URCNA Psalter Hymnal Committee 
as they diligently work to choose 
psalm songs for a new psalter-hymnal.

Turn in your Bibles to Psalm 100. 
Compare the NKJV, the NIV, and 
the ESV texts. Now, open your Blue 
Psalter Hymnal to #195, compare the 
1912 Psalter, the Scottish and New 
Zeeland Psalters, the Book of Praise, 
along with any other Psalm sources 
that may be piled high on the table. 
Also, examine the Psalm selections 
recently chosen by the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church as found on 
their website. Which of these many 
summaries of this Psalm most closely 
represent the text of the Holy Bible? 
Not just words are examined, but 
which tunes best reflect the tenor 
and text of the Psalm. Which Psalm 
songs in our past are dearly loved 
and should be retained? Which are 

rarely sung and could be replaced? 
The committee members’ discussion 
proceeds orderly around the table. 
The songs are played. The songs are 
sung.

Songs for consideration are written on 
the white board. Alternate tunes are 
examined. Back to the piano. More 
singing, another go around the table. 
One by one the list is whittled down. 
It is down to two. What has been 
chosen for Psalm 100? Is old Blue still 
on the short list? Is Blue PH #195 well 
loved, used often, or has something 
closer to the text of Scripture been 
found? For such a well-loved and 
often-memorized Psalm, should it 
have two songs to represent it?

Take a look and sing along with the 
first of the two songs: From the psalm 
book “Sing Psalms” from the Free 
Church of Scotland, 2003, is found 
the following text paired with the 
tune Diademata (a.k.a. Crown Him 
with Many Crowns). Join your voice 
in song:

Shout to the LORD with joy, all 
who to earth belong.

Adore the LORD with joyful 
hearts and come to him in song.

Know that the LORD is God; he 
made us as his own.

We are the sheep for whom he 
cares—his people, his alone.

Enter his gates with praise, his 
courts with thankfulness.

Your praises gladly sing to him; 
his name forever bless.
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For God the LORD is good; his 
love is ever sure.

His constant truth and 
faithfulness through every age 
endure.

The Psalm song goal for the three-day 
meeting is met. The committee breaks 
for a delicious, hot homemade lunch 
prepared by the unseen hostesses. 
The table is festively decorated in fall 
attire. Words of encouragement are 
there to spur the committee onward 
in their seemingly unending task.

After this brief respite and refreshment 
they return back to the table, now 
spread with communications from 
all seven classes from the URCNA. 
It’s time to devote the rest of the 
day to work on the Hymn Proposal. 
Communications from the churches 
are read, heard, listened to, and 
applied. Deletions, additions, and 
modifications to the hymn section of 
the proposed hymnal are begun. This 
is a work in progress. And that work 
continues.

Daylight dims. The west-facing 
windows easily absorb the sinking 
rays of the sun. Tables are cleared, 
discussions have ceased; ahead is an 
eight-hour drive home for some, and 
for others, an 8:00 PM flight to catch. 
The room is again dark and quiet till 
we meet again. April 2012 D.V.

The Psalter Hymnal committee of the 
URCNA consists of one representative 
from each of the seven URCNA classes. 
They meet twice a year for a three-day 
face-to-face meeting and also monthly 
via Skype (computer) meetings.

    
Mrs. Denise Marcusse is a member 
of Faith United Reformed Church 
in Holland, MI, and a member on 
the Psalter Hymnal Committee, 
representing Classis Michigan. She 
is also an accompanist and choir 
director at her church. 
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Oh Praise Ye the Name of Jehovah Sheila  
Ypma

W
This is the fourth in a series of five articles analyzing the Hymn Proposal [HP] that was presented to URCNA Synod 
2010. This series is written with the intention of making the members of the URCNA aware of the many changes 
made in the HP to the songs of the blue Psalter Hymnal [PH].

We begin this article by focusing on the following songs:

These songs from the blue Psalter Hymnal [PH] have 
been altered in the HP by having the name Jehovah 
replaced by another name for God. That may seem 
like a minor change, since only four songs have been 
modified in that respect. According to an article 
published in the January/February issue of The 

PH# HP#

37 Jehovah Will I Bless 3 The Lord God I Will Bless 

483 Come, Ye that Fear Jehovah 4 Come, All Who Fear the Lord God

311 To Thee, Great Jehovah 19 To You, Great Deliverer

488 Now Blessed Be Jehovah God      271 Now Blessed Be the Lord Our God

Outlook, the committee made this change because the 
name Jehovah is claimed to be a misunderstanding of 
the Hebrew text. It is deemed a phonetic corruption of 
God’s name by the medieval church.

The wonderful name Jehovah has been used by 
believers for generations. According to an explanation 



 
Mrs. Sheila Ypma is a graduate of Dordt College and former school teacher.  
She is a member of the Trinity Reformed Church (URC) in Lethbridge, Alberta.

Psalm PH#

9 14 O come to Jehovah, declare ye His 
fame, And give Him all honor, for just 
is His Name.

19 29 Jehovah’s perfect law restores the soul 
again.

24 42 What King of all glory is this that ye 
sing? Jehovah of Hosts, He of glory is 
King.

27 48 Jehovah is my light, And my salvation 
near.

95 184 Now with joyful exaltation Let us sing 
Jehovah’s praise.

99 194 Jehovah reigns in majesty, Let all the 
nations quake.

128 270 Blest the man that fears Jehovah, 
Walking ever in His ways.

148 304 Hallelujah, praise Jehovah, From the 
heavens praise His Name.

PH# HP#

37 Amid the Thronging Worshippers 3

120 Come, All Ye People, Bless Our God 5

176 O God, Our Help in Ages Past 69

31 The Heavens Declare Thy Glory 71

150 Let Children Hear the Mighty Deeds 223

36 The Ends of All the Earth Shall Hear 252

in the New Geneva Study Bible (New King James Version), 
the name Yahweh was rendered Jehovah in William 
Tyndale’s English Bible translation (AD 1530). The name 
Jehovah has been acceptable since the year 1530 or before. 
Many Reformed churches have used this name when 
believers call on God and praise Him. Why is it no longer 
acceptable in our century to use Jehovah as one of the 
many names for our God?

We must remember that the HP of Synod 2010 deals only 
with hymns. What changes will be made to the psalm 
arrangements when the Psalm Proposal finally comes to 
a future synod? Will the name Jehovah be deleted from 
all the PH psalms as well? We currently sing wonderful 
praises to Jehovah. The following list reminds the reader 
of some of the well-known psalms:

If the name Jehovah will be taken out of our psalms, 
then we will no longer sing those wonderful words of 
exaltation to and of Jehovah. Then we will also lose a 
wonderful heritage. I am not sure if members in the 
URCNA want such drastic changes made to the beautiful 
psalm renditions of our PH. However, if Synod 2012 
approves the removal of the name Jehovah from the four 
songs mentioned above [HP #3, 4, 19, and 271] then, to 
be consistent, all other references to Jehovah will likely be 
eliminated.

We wonder why the name Jehovah is no longer a suitable 
name for our God. Until now, we delighted in the name 
Jehovah and considered it to be theologically sound. We 
had not been told that it was sinning against God to call 
on the name of Jehovah. If it is sin to call God by the 
name Jehovah, then by all means change all the above 
songs and the more than seventy-four other blue PH 
psalm versifications that attribute praise, glory, honor, 
and reverence to Jehovah. Perhaps another committee 
should be appointed by Synod to determine if it would be 
more biblical to make such a change.

Thus far, this article has focused on the name Jehovah. 
We have mentioned that our psalm versifications in the 
PH give praise to Jehovah over and over. This brings us 
to the psalms included in the HP that were originally to 
be taken out of the psalm section of the Psalter and put 
into the hymn section. Apparently, for some reason, that 
might no longer be the case. However, in the HP copy I 
have before me, the following six songs were treated in 
that manner:

Each of these six psalm selections has been changed to 
quite an extent. The HP is proposing the many alterations 
to the hymns we have in our PH in view of the possibility 
of making a new Psalter for our denomination. The next 
proposal that will be presented to a future synod for 
that new songbook will be dealing with all the changes 
deemed necessary to make our psalms better. According 
to the two topics of this article—the deletion of the name 
Jehovah and the changes made to the six psalms discussed 
in the present HP—the URCNA will be faced with the 
possibility that almost all of the psalms we have in our 
blue Psalter Hymnal will be drastically changed in our 
new upcoming Psalter Hymnal.

If Synod 2012 approves the HP that was presented to 
Synod 2010, then when we finally get a new songbook, 
which will include both psalms and hymns, the book 
will have very little resemblance to our present blue 
Psalter Hymnal. We will discuss that in more detail in 
the next article.
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Proverbs 5: Pleasure or Fulfillment?

Adultery is altogether an 
uncomfortable topic to address and 
discuss. Particularly in today’s society, 
shutting our eyes and carrying on with 
life seems easier than confronting 
the truth about this prevalent topic. 
However, the author of Proverbs 5 
makes it quite clear that this is a social 
problem that needed fixing, even 
thousands of years ago.

The author of Proverbs 5 may be 
concentrating primarily on external 
relationships outside of the marriage, 

but we can take this one step further. 
Sex before marriage can be classified 
as adultery, and it can be a terrible 
roadblock to overcome in our walk 
with the Lord.

The author of this Proverb uses female 
imagery as a way to communicate 
the gravity of the situation facing 
the young men in Israel at this time. 
Presumably, this was targeted at young 
men because they were more subject 
to these external influences in society. 
They were the ones interacting outside 
the home (females, therefore, were 
actually more protected from this 
in the home). The women who were 
more open in society were therefore 
seen as a challenge to social order. 

Hence, the author uses this imagery.

We may look at this proverb as a 
metaphor. The woman portrayed in 
the proverb is adultery personified. 
The lovely words that she speaks, for 
example, are how enticing pre-marital 
sex may seem. We see examples of 
this in everyday life, from TV shows, 
to conversations with people we meet 
at work, to the birth control freely 
handed out in schools. From the time 
we are preteens to young adults, our 
society tells us how necessary it is to 

focus on ourselves in all forms 
of physical pleasures, rather 
than focusing on the only thing 
in life that can bring us true 
fulfillment, our walk with God.

But, as the author of this 
proverb states, “Her feet go 
down to death; her steps lead 
straight to the grave. She gives 
no thought to the way of life; 
her paths wander aimlessly, 
but she does not know it” (vv. 
5–6). No matter how good it 
looks, this style of life is a false 
reality. Giving into temptations 

is just luring yourself into a false sense 
of pleasure and security. But this 
pretense does not last.

Proverbs 5:8–9 says, “Keep to a path 
far from her, and do not go near the 
door of her house, lest you lose your 
honor to others and your dignity to 
one who is cruel.” Keeping yourself 
completely pure is the ideal in this 
situation, as difficult as it may be. 
The author states in v.14 that, in 
disobeying the purity laws, he indeed 
found himself in trouble with God’s 
people. We can look at this statement 
as saying that, once you put one foot 
outside the door, it can be extremely 
difficult to bring it back in rather than 
continuing further, until you can no 

Michelle  
Brandsma

longer identify with God’s people.

This proverb further states how 
staying pure by keeping yourself clean 
will bring you happiness. Hopefully 
a blessing of pure marriage might be 
brought to one who holds fast to these 
words. The author asks, why give 
up the chance for a happy life and a 
happy marriage merely for a time of 
foolishly short bliss?

Sex outside of the institution of 
marriage may be tempting and seem 
the ideal route for a young adult to 
take, but it is not at all. Eventually, 
the decision to act in such a way 
will end in destruction, possibly in 
an earthly matter, and definitely in a 
spiritual matter. Again, it is so easy 
to put one foot out the door, and it is 
so much easier to follow with the rest 
of yourself until there is no turning 
back, and it is so much more difficult 
to withdraw and bring yourself back 
into the fold. Solution? Don’t give 
into the temptations outlined in this 
proverb. At the time this proverb was 
written, it was hard enough for young 
people to keep to the straight and 
narrow path, and it is so much harder 
in contemporary society because of 
the increased pressures placed on 
young people to follow in this way.

We are called to take this proverb 
and apply it to our lives because of 
the relevance it carries for us. It is so 
much harder for young people to keep 
to God’s ways now than in almost any 
other time period before us.

 
Michelle Brandsma is a young 
adult living in Lethbridge, 
Alberta. She is a member of 
Trinity URC.
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To Help           
Proverbs 31:17–22; 11:24–26; 1 John 4:7–21

Taylor  
Brandsma

When we embrace the teachings of 
Jesus to help others, we will realize 
how little we are able to do for others 
in comparison to what Jesus has done 
for us, how feeble our love is when 
compared with the love that our God 
has for us. We grow to learn that God 
is the reason and source of all our love. 
“Dear friends, let us love one another, 
for love comes from God. Everyone 
who loves has been born of God and 
knows God.” (1 John 4:7)

Many people do good things for each 
other because of the benefits 
that they receive, such as self-
satisfaction, recognition and 
pleasure. Others do good 
works out of compliance or 
requirement. Whether we 
perform our actions for our own 
personal betterment or simply 
to help others, we are called 
to do so for the glory of God. 
Galatians 6:10 says, “Therefore, 
as we have opportunity, let us do 
good to all people, especially to 
those who belong to the family 
of believers.”

Actions truly do speak louder than 
words. It is simple for us to say that 
we love one another, yet rarely do 
we actually express our love to each 
other. We seldom take time out of our 
day to pay attention to someone who 
is neglected or sad. But when we do, 
it is clear to see what an effect taking 
such a simple action can have.

When others see our love reflected in 
our actions, they are able to see the 
love that our Father has for us. John 
13:35 says, “By this everyone will 
know that you are my disciples, if you 
love one another.” By simply being 
kind and helpful to one another, we 

can effectively minister to the rest of 
the world through the presentation of 
the love of God.

If we try to say a kind word to those 
we meet, smile at those who frown, 
speak with those who are lonely, and 
help those who need it, the love that 
we are trying to convey to others 
will be felt stronger in ourselves. By 
passing on these feelings, we reaffirm 
their presence in ourselves, and we 
are better able to understand the love 
that Jesus has for us. As we are told in  

1 John, it is because of the Father’s love 
for us that we are able to love. Christ’s 
death on the cross is the ultimate 
portrayal of love and sacrifice.

If God was willing to send his Son to 
die, and Jesus was willing to suffer the 
humiliation of becoming human and 
being crucified out of love for us, we 
should be willing to help others in 
some small way.

fFrom an outsider’s perspective, 
Christianity is perceived as a “thou 
shalt not” religion. Christianity is 
seen as a religion that simply restricts 
people’s lifestyles, forcing them to 
give up all the “good” things about 
a secular life. However, Christianity 
is more of a religion that encourages 
action than forbids it.

When challenged by the Pharisees 
in Matthew 22 about which 
commandment is the greatest, Jesus 
responded, “Love the LORD your God 
with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind. This is 
the first and greatest commandment. 
And the second is like it: Love your 
neighbor as yourself. All the Law 
and the Prophets hang on these two 
commandments.”

If we receive a gift from someone, 
it is natural to show some form of 
appreciation. After we have come 
to realize all that our Savior has 
done for us, we should want to 
show gratitude in some way. When 
we have learned to fully love God, 
we show our love, gratitude, and 
devotion through our deeds.

We may be busy earning money, 
studying, earning scholarships, 
playing sports, or just spending some 
time for ourselves. And it is important 
that we do these things; we are called 
to do our very best in everything 
that we do. After all, we would all go 
a little mad if we did not take time 
for ourselves to relax. Nonetheless, 
we must stop and recognize the duty 
that we as Christians have to help 
and be kind to others. Paul instructs 
those who trust in God to devote 
themselves to the doing of good deeds 
(Titus 3:8). Often, these deeds require 
the sacrifice of some of our time, 
money, or comfort.

 
Taylor Brandsma is a senior at 
Immanuel Christian High School. 
She is a member of Trinity URC 
in Lethbridge, AB.
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Book Reviews: Books for Children Rev. Wybren 
Oord

Rev. William Boekestein, pastor of 
the Covenant Reformed Church in 
Carbondale, PA, has written two 
delightful history books for children.

The first, The Quest for Comfort, 
introduces a new generation to the 
history of the Heidelberg Catechism. 
In fewer than twenty pages of print, 
we are introduced to Frederick 
III, Zacharias Ursinus, and Caspar 
Olevianus and the contributions they 
made to the church of Jesus Christ.

While many books have been written 
about the catechism itself, few books 
delve into the lives of the men behind 
the document. Whereas many young 
teenagers of my generation were given 
Thea Van Halsema’s book, Three Men 
Came to Heidelberg, Rev. Boekestein’s 
book offers the history of these three 
men to a younger audience.

What makes the beautifully-
illustrated The Quest for Comfort 
so pleasant to read is that it very 
quickly explains why the three men 
who came to Heidelberg sought to 
write a document that stressed the 
comfort of belonging to Jesus Christ. 
God certainly used the difficulties 
and heartaches these men faced 
to lead them to write a strong, yet 
wonderfully assuring testimony of 
their faith.

The second book by Rev. Boekestein 
is entitled Faithfulness Under Fire 
and is the story of Guido de Brès, the 
author of the Belgic Confession. Like 
The Quest for Comfort, it is written for 

young children in straightforward and 
direct fashion. Without being graphic, 
it relates some of the persecution and 
violence that faced the author of our 
beloved confession. It also portrays 
well the dedication and commitment 
of this reformer to bring the gospel 
to all who would listen—even his 
adversaries.

Both of these books, written by 
Rev. Boekestein and illustrated by 
Evan Hughes, will make a beautiful 
addition to any child’s library. 
Young readers will most certainly 
gain a greater appreciation for the 
difficulties the early reformers faced 
and also the dedication they had 
for the great truths of Scripture. We 
thank Reformation Heritage Books 
(Grand Rapids, MI) for publishing 
these two volumes and trust that they 
will encourage Rev. Boekestein to 
continue his fine work in this area.

For young readers who would like 
a more in-depth book about Guido 
de Brès, who better to turn to than 
one of his descendants? Inheritance 
Publications (Neerlandia, AB, and 
Pella, IA) has released Trust God, Keep 
the Faith by Bartha Hill-de Brès. Just 
over eighty pages, Trust God, Keep 
the Faith follows the life of the early 
reformer from the desires expressed 
by his parents before he was born in 
1522 to his martyrdom in 1567.

The blessings and the tragedies 
throughout the book clearly illustrate 
how God used special men, working 
together, to advance the cause of the 
Reformation. The reader cannot help 
but be moved by their convictions 
and resolve to bring the Word of God 
to the people of God in their own 
language.

Hill-de Brès writes in a fluid and 
captivating manner. Her style is easy 
to read for young teenagers. They will, 
no doubt, marvel over the hunger that 
the people had for the precious Word 
of God that the church refused to feed 
them, admire the determination of de 
Brès to preach the pure gospel in spite 
of threats of imprisonment and death, 
and rejoice over the document de Brès 
wrote that provides such a wonderful 
summary of God’s Word.

Interesting also is the brief epilogue 
that describes the “medieval internet,” 
as Hill-de Brès calls it. Clearly and 
succinctly, the author gives a timeline 
of the development of the printing 
press and the effect that this invention 
had on world.

   

Two years ago, The Outlook had the 
privilege of interviewing Simonetta 
Carr upon the release of two of her 
books, John Calvin and Augustine of 
Hippo (March/April 2010). Although 
these books are beautiful enough to 
be “coffee table books,” they serve a 
wonderful purpose. They are part of 
the series Christian Biographies for 
Young Readers and are dedicated to 
readers age 7–12.

In the interview, Mrs. Carr mentioned 
that her new book in the series would 
be about John Owen. How wonderful 
now to be able to receive a copy of 
this book, along with the next in the 
series (Athanasius) from Reformed 
Heritage Books in Grand Rapids.

John Owen traces the life of one of the 
greatest Puritan preachers and writers 
from his high position under Oliver 
Cromwell to his persecution under 
King Charles II. A brilliant man, 

The Outlook | 32



Owen delighted in proclaiming the 
gospel, be it before great dignitaries 
or small gatherings in his home.

The book moves through the different 
events in Owen’s life with great ease, 
describing his fame and humility and 
his accomplishments as a teacher, 
pastor, and writer. It encourages 
young readers to find some of Owen’s 
easier-to-read writings and to have 
their parents read Owen, as well.

The fourth book in the series by 
Simonetta Carr is Athanasius. 
This book follows the life of young 
Athanasius to his death in AD 373. It 
traces his learning under Alexander, 
his battle with Arius and his followers, 

his conflict with (and between) 
Romans leaders, and his later life. 
Young readers will learn that our 
creeds did not come without difficulty 
but with great thought and study of 
God Word and often accompanied by 
persecution.

All four books in the Christian 
Biographies for Young Readers series 
are beautifully illustrated, easy to 
read, and very inviting to the young 
reader. A wonderful addition to each 
book is the timeline of the individual’s 
life and a section called, “Did You 
Know?” that gives additional tidbits 
of information about the people 
mentioned throughout each book.

We look forward to the upcoming 
volumes that reportedly include Lady 
Jane Grey, John Knox, and Jonathan 
Edwards. Parents looking to give 
lasting books should consider these 
attractively-bound volumes that 
would look beautiful on any coffee 
table or bookshelf. Churches looking 
for a gift to give to Sunday school 
students at the end of each year are 
encouraged to review the Christian 
Biographies for Young Readers. Upon 
graduation from Sunday school, 
students would have a beautiful set of 
books that they would be sure to read 
time and time again.
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Little One Lost: The Hole in My Heart Mrs. Glenda 
Mathes

For those who believe that life begins at conception, a loss at any point in the pregnancy is 
significant. Even the loss of the littlest one is the loss of a real person. Each child is unique, 
created in God’s image. Such a loss rips a hole in the parent’s heart and leaves an aching void. 
No other child can completely fill the jagged hole or smooth its scarred edges. The parent’s 
heart will always ache for the lost child.

There’s a hole in my heart.

My husband and I have four wonderful adult children; I am thankful every day that they 
all love the Lord and walk in His ways. But we also have a tiny child in heaven. Before our 
marriage, we discussed having children. At the time, we talked about the possibility of two 
children by natural birth and—if we wanted more—two by adoption. As we progressed in 
our marital journey and matured in our spiritual walk, we learned more about submitting our 
wills to the Lord. We left the number of our children and the method for bringing them into 
our family more and more in the Lord’s hands.

God blessed us with two little boys about two-and-a-half years apart. We thought God’s 
provision was perfect and were content with two sons. But as our sons grew, we found 
ourselves longing for another child. We longed longer. Eventually, we learned we were 
expecting our third child.

This is the first 
chapter of Little 
One Lost: Living 
with Early Infant 
Loss, an upcoming 
book written by 
Glenda Mathes 
and published 
by Reformed 
Fellowship, Inc.  
It is scheduled for 
release this spring.

A
An elderly woman tirelessly knits another tiny afghan. A middle-
aged woman carefully arranges pictures and ribbons in a beautiful 
scrapbook. A young woman tenderly pats soil around a young tree 
being planted in her yard. What do these different women and their 
various activities have in common?
The knitting, pasting, and planting are ways these three women cope with the 
loss of a pre-term infant who never felt soft yarn, never wore satin ribbons, 
and never saw green leaves glow translucently in the sun. The unfulfilled 
anticipation of new life lost before birth—like a tender bud pinched by an 
early frost—is what makes the loss of a pre-term infant so piercing. Yet society 
often minimizes such loss. We live in an abortion-accepting society that has 
hardened its collective heart to the loss of prenatal life. Why mourn the loss 
of a “fetus”? Medical professionals in the recent past took away the baby 
without allowing the mother to see it. Even Christians sometimes minimize 
infant loss. Insensitive comforters say, “At least you can have other children.” 
Mothers are expected to “get over it.” Fathers are frequently ignored, hovering 
on the fringe while friends focus on the grieving mother.
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Unanticipated problems arose during 
that pregnancy. My doctor could no 
longer hear the baby’s heartbeat. He 
told me to go home and wait. We 
waited. We became resigned to what 
we believed was the inevitable loss of 
our child.

But something unexpected happened. 
We didn’t lose the baby. A visit to 
the doctor indicated that the baby 
seemed to be growing, and eventually 
the doctor once more heard the baby’s 
heartbeat. We were thrilled with the 
hope of a full term baby, but we also 
were prepared for the possibility of 
welcoming into our home a child who 
was handicapped.

When a healthy daughter was born, 
we could hardly believe God’s 
goodness! Not only were we blessed 
with a healthy baby, but also—after 
two boys—our baby was a little girl! 
As I dressed her in a tiny pink dress 
and bonnet before leaving for church 
on her first Easter Sunday, my heart 
overflowed with thankfulness.

My full heart made me begin to 
believe that my quiver was full, too. 
My husband began to feel the same 
way. We were surprised to discover 
a year later that we were expecting 
another child. I confess that I had 

difficulty adjusting to the idea. My 
spirit was far from submissive. With 
three young children, I felt I was busy 
enough. I didn’t rail or complain 
to God, but I wasn’t rejoicing or 
thanking Him either.

Eventually I came to the point of 
grudging acceptance. I was able to 
smile as I told family members about 
our anticipated child.

Then suddenly I was no longer 
pregnant. There were no warning signs 
to prepare me. There was no waiting 
and coming to terms. Just when I 
had finally accepted my pregnancy, it 
disappeared. It was very early in the 
pregnancy, and I began to question if 
I had actually been pregnant. Perhaps 
it was just an extremely late cycle.

It is only now, over twenty years 
later, that I realize to what extent I 
used denial to deal with my grief 
and guilt. Notice how I described 
my loss? “I was no longer pregnant” 
and “my pregnancy disappeared.” 
My descriptors are indicators of my 
perception.

I didn’t think of it as a baby. I didn’t 
even think of it as a miscarriage. I told 
myself that I probably hadn’t been 
pregnant. Denying the pregnancy’s 
existence helped me deal with the 

guilt I felt over my initial reluctance 
in accepting it. Denial was my crutch.

But my perspective about our family 
had changed. I no longer felt that our 
quiver was full; I longed for another 
child. My husband was also eager for 
another child.

When we discovered a year later that 
I was again pregnant, my response 
was genuinely joyful and thankful. A 
second healthy daughter was born full 
term. Whenever the nurses brought 
her to my husband and me, we took 
off the hospital’s pink stocking cap to 
marvel at her fuzzy, pale hair. After she 
came home with us, I loved brushing 
her hair into its natural waves. Now, 
in addition to two handsome sons, 
we had two beautiful daughters: one 
with brown eyes and dark curls and 
the other with blue eyes and blonde 
waves.

People told us we had a “million-
dollar” family. We’d never before 
heard the phrase—used to refer to a 
family with two boys and two girls—
but heard it often when our children 
were little. We believed it originated 
in the idea that a pair of sons and a 
pair of daughters were worth a million 
dollars. After we began paying tuition 
for all four of our children to be 
enrolled in private Christian schools, 
however, we joked about our new 
understanding of the phrase!

During all those busy years, with 
their joyful blessings and their heart-
rending struggles, I suppressed the 
truth about my loss. I was pregnant. 
I lost a baby.

There is a hole in my heart.

 
Mrs. Glenda Mathes is an author and 
editor who lives with her husband near 
Pella, IA, where they are members of 
Covenant Reformed Church (URCNA). 
They have four adult children, two of 
whom are married, and four grandsons.

March/April 2012 | 35



Sacred Bond: What is Covenant Theology, and 
Why Should I Care?

Michael Brown 
and Zach Keele

This is the first half of the 
introductory chapter of Sacred 
Bond: Covenant Theology Explored, 
a forthcoming book published by 
Reformed Fellowship.

So what is a covenant? Covenant is 
not a word we use in our everyday 
lives. If you are an attorney, you 
may use it occasionally. But outside 
of certain legal uses, we don’t come 
across this word very often. It rings 
with a foreign and archaic tone, as if 
you are hearing Taming of the Shrew 
read with a sharp British accent.

Yet in the church, the word covenant 
is often batted around like a tennis 
ball between the rackets of love and 
hate. Some use it in a derogatory 
manner, others to make themselves 
seem smarter than they are. Many 
hear it only to roll their eyes, not quite 
knowing what it means. Still others put 
it in every other sentence that escapes 
from their mouths. Covenant can be 
one of those words that Christians 
hear and use, but everyone is afraid 
to ask the definition. Inevitably, this 
has led to an under appreciation 
of the term and, in some cases, 
misunderstanding and confusion.

Anyone who has read the Bible, 
however, knows that the word 
covenant appears frequently on 
its pages. The book of Genesis is 
primarily about God’s covenant 
with Abraham and his descendants, 
which was built on God’s first gospel 
promise to Adam and Eve in Genesis 
3:15ff. And the book of Exodus 
records God’s covenant with the 
nation Israel. All the way through the 
Old Testament, in its historical books, 
psalms, and prophetical books, these 
two covenants are referred to over 

and over again. When we come to 
the New Testament, we are told of 
Jesus instituting a new covenant, the 
same covenant of which the prophet 
Jeremiah foretold (Jer. 31:31–34). 
Moreover, the apostle Paul discusses 

in detail the differences between 
God’s covenant with Abraham 
and his covenant with the nation 
Israel (Galatians 3–4), as well as the 
difference between the latter and 
the new covenant (2 Corinthians 3). 

The Outlook | 36



And we haven’t even mentioned the 
fact that God also made important 
covenants with Noah and David! It is 
safe to say, therefore, that covenant is 
a vital aspect of Scripture. In fact, it is 
more accurate to state that covenant is 
the very fabric of Scripture. It is God’s 
chosen framework for the Bible.

But in order to understand and 
appreciate what a covenant is in its 
more technical use in theology, it 
is helpful to examine it at a more 
basic level. We may not realize it, 
but the essential stuff of a covenant 
is almost an everyday reality for us. 
So what is a covenant? A covenant 
is a formal agreement that creates 
a relationship with legal aspects. By 
relationship, we do not mean merely 
those relationships of husband-wife, 
or government-citizen—though 
these are included—but also the 
relationship of giving your word to do 
something. If you tell your neighbors 
that you will feed their dogs while 
they are on vacation, this is a 
commitment or agreement. You have 
a relationship with your neighbor 
just by being her neighbor, but giving 
your word that you will feed the dogs 
is a commitment, a covenant of sorts. 
A covenant can be commitment, 
promise, or oath. In fact, in the Bible, 
promise and oath are often used as 
synonyms for covenant.

So a covenant can be an agreement 
of just about any sort. Yet it is also 
legal. Now, a legal relationship does 
not only apply to the court system. 
Courts, laws, judges, and police are 
part of what it means to be legal. Yet 
legality at a more basic level means 
there are duties with consequences; 
punishments or sanctions are 
involved. These consequences can be 
more formal, such as getting fined by 
the law, or they can be less formal, 
such as discipline by a parent. The 
consequences of shame, disfavor, or 
wrath for not keeping one’s promise 
at times can be more powerful than 
the punishments of courts.

Too often, we put legality in opposition 

to intimate relationships. We tend to 
think there is nothing legal about the 
parent-child relationship, as if it were 
only about love and mercy. But this is 
hardly the case. The love and intimacy 
of the parent-child relationship does 
not make it void of legality. In fact, 
it may increase its legal character. As 
Hebrews points out, the father who 
does not discipline his children does 
not love them (12:7–8). Children by 
birth are obligated to their parents 
and vice versa. If children don’t do 
their chores, there are consequences. 
If parents don’t care for their kids, 
there are consequences. True, the vast 
majority of the consequences are not 
dealt with in a court of law, but the 
consequences of anger from a loved 
one, losing trust, and being denied 
privileges still sting. In an honor-
and-shame society, as was the culture 
of ancient Israel, to be shamed by a 
parent could be worse than death. 
The consequence may be having one’s 
reputation hurt or getting laughed at, 
but it is still a consequence, and this 
gives it a legal character. Thus, there 
is no tension between the fact that a 
covenant is a relationship—even one 
with loving intimacy—and the fact 
that a covenant is legal and has legal 
consequences. An ideal example 
of this is marriage, which the Lord 
calls a covenant (Mal. 2:14). The 
intimacy between a man and woman 
in wedlock is not hindered by the 
legality of marriage; instead, the legal 
vows intensify the intimacy.

The basic building blocks of covenant, 
therefore, are found every time one 
promises to do something for someone 
else with the implied positive and 
negative consequences determined 
by the cultural and relational context. 
The promise creates a relationship. 
It is a commitment with implied 
sanctions, like in those old western 
films when the cowboy says, “A man’s 
word is law around here.” Speaking 
creates commitments; our words bind 
us to actions and to other people. 
Rudimentary morality tells us that 

our actions should fit our words, for 
them to be otherwise is shameful and 
wrong. Our Lord pointed to this in the 
Sermon on the Mount when he said 
our yes should be yes and our no, no 
(Matt. 5:37). We have all experienced 
the crush of shame when we failed to 
keep our word, and a friend said, “I 
can’t believe you broke your promise.”

Once one grasps that the principal 
elements of covenant permeate our 
everyday existence, it becomes much 
easier to understand the biblical 
covenants, for a covenant in its fuller 
sense is merely a formalization of 
these everyday commitments. If a 
husband tells his wife he will pick up 
the dry cleaning on his way home 
from work, he has given his word to 
her. If he forgets, the consequence 
is that his wife will be upset. Yet if it 
is of the utmost importance that he 
doesn’t forget the dry cleaning, the 
wife will stop her forgetful man and 
make him promise not to forget. 
She may even add explicit and more 
serious consequences: he will have 
to go back and get it, or no golfing 
on the weekend. The commitment to 
get the dry cleaning gets formalized 
with more explicit promises and 
consequences.

An amusing example of this is found 
in Disney’s original Robin Hood 
cartoon, when the little boy has to 
recover his arrow after shooting it 
over the wall into Prince John’s castle. 
He and his friends are afraid the turtle 
Toby will tattle on them, so they make 
him take an oath, saying, “Put your 
hand on your heart and cross your 
eyes and say: ‘Spiders, snakes, and 
a lizard’s head; if I tattletale, I’ll die 
till I’m dead.’” The oath or covenant 
makes more serious that Toby has 
to keep his word not to tell; the oath 
formalizes the agreement. As kids, we 
may remember taking a similar oath 
with our friends: “Cross your heart, 
hope to die, stick a needle in my 
eye.” The exaggerated consequence 
of dying fits a child’s clear-cut view of 
life.
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These promissory commitments, 
then, go through greater formalization 
and standardization in all parts of 
society. Virtually every contract 
is a covenant, from mortgages to 
car loans to peace treaties. They 
are formalized commitments or 
agreements between parties that state 
duties and consequences down to 
the finest detail made applicable for 
all people. Different names are given 
to such contracts according to the 
specific occasion or use, but, at the 
core, they are covenants.

Covenants in the  
Ancient World
The use of covenants in the ancient 
world was essentially the same. They 
were commitments that created 
a relationship with sanctions. Of 
course, Israel belonged to an ancient 
and foreign culture, and so the form 
and function of their covenants 
varied from ours. In an honor-and-
shame society, and one where family 
was a key part of the legal structure, 
a person’s word carried considerable 
weight. Moreover, the ancient Near 
East was not a modern or scientific 
society. Their rules for evidence 
differed from those in our culture. Our 
society is somewhat less dependent 
on a person’s word. We are able to 
test a person’s word with evidence: 
recordings, fingerprints, and DNA 
tests. Not so in the ancient world. 
Without witnesses, there was no sure 
way to test one’s word externally. 
Also, deism and atheism did not exist 
in the ancient world. The Israelites 
and all their neighbors believed that 
their respective deities were actively 
involved in human life and history. 
The gods directed the events of life 
and one’s well-being. And the gods 
would adjudicate wrongs committed.

Hence, covenants involved oaths 
whereby one swore by a god to do 
something or to tell the truth, and 
if not, then the god would judge the 
person. If a person swore that he 

was telling the truth, and the next 
day a lion ate him, an ancient would 
assume he had lied, and the god had 
judged him. The belief that the gods 
would punish them made them take 
care with their oaths. Since oaths 
in ancient society were commonly 
understood and usually expected 
to appear in a particular form, the 
Bible often abbreviates the oaths it 
describes. The short form of an oath 
is, “As the Lord lives, I will . . .” One 
swore by something greater than 
oneself, something more certain and 
firm, and nothing is greater than the 
life of the Lord. The full form, which is 
often dropped, includes the sanction, 
‘Let me be cursed,’ typically by death. 
The full form includes a cursing of 
oneself, not that different from Toby’s 
oath in Robin Hood. This self-curse 
is called self-maledictory. The person 
taking the oath is asking God to curse 
him if he breaks his oath.

Since taking an oath was such a 
solemn act, it was often accompanied 
by rites or ceremonies, typically 
in a temple or in the presence of a 
god. These ceremonies acted out in 
symbolic fashion the nature of the 
relationship and the consequences 
of breaking one’s commitment. In 
a similar fashion, today’s marriage 
ceremonies act out the character of 
the relationship being made. The 
vows are promises with implied 
sanctions if broken. The rings are 
signs of the relationship and express 
the couple’s love for one another. In 
fact, if you have ever purchased a 
house, then you know the signing of 
escrow papers is almost a ceremony; 
the piles of paper, the hundreds of 
signatures and large figures are quite 
effective to impress on you that this is 
a serious commitment and contract.

In Israel’s day, however, these 
ceremonies tended to be far more 
vivid and gruesome, at least by our 
standards. Because the sanction for 
not keeping one’s covenant oath was 

the curse of death, the people making 
a covenant would kill animals as 
a symbol of their death. This even 
comes across in the Hebrew idiom 
for making a covenant, which is 
literally “to cut a covenant.” The 
cutting referred to the ceremony of 
killing and cutting animals in half. As 
one scholar states in reference to this 
cutting, “This gesture seems to have 
become so widespread and common 
that it may have turned into a kind of 
prevalent supplement to a covenant 
ceremony.”1

There is more to the covenant 
ceremonies than just the cutting of 
animals. Clearly, the verbal oath-
taking of the parties was the central 
part. Witnesses, either personal or 
inanimate, often had a part. Also, one 
or both parties might make various 
gestures. These gestures could be 
directed at each other or to the god(s). 
Such gestures, like the giving of the ring 
in a marriage ceremony, dramatized 
the love, loyalty, and commitment of 
the relationship. A common gesture 
was a shared meal between the parties 
who made the covenant. Often, they 
ate the animals cut in the covenant 
ceremony. Such a meal was reflective 
of their committed relationship. It 
is necessary to remember that, even 
though these covenant ceremonies 
had numerous common elements, 
they were still flexible. Parts could be 
added, subtracted, or fashioned to fit 
the specific relationship and occasion. 
We should not impute a false rigidity 
to the ceremonies, for the form and 
ceremony of the covenant matched 
the relationship.

So, ancient covenants were formal 
relationships or agreements bound 
with oaths. In the sphere of family, 
marriage and adoption were 
considered covenants. In the public 
sphere, covenants included treaties 
between nations (Joshua and the 
Gibeonites in Joshua 9; Israel with 
Assyria in Hosea 12:1), laws and 
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agreements between kings and their 
people (King Zedekiah in Jer. 34:8–
18), contracts in business (Abraham 
and Abimelech in Gen. 21:22–30), 
commitments between friends 
(Jonathan and David in 1 Sam. 20:16), 
and agreements between masters 
and servants (Abner with David in 2 
Sam. 3:12; Laban and Jacob in Gen. 
31:44). We could give more examples, 
but this gives a good spectrum, 
illustrating how a covenant must be 
flexible for the relationship. Both 
marriage and international treaties 
are covenants; however, the forms of 
these covenants differ. Likewise in the 
Bible, it is imperative to pay attention 
to the form of a particular covenant to 
grasp its nature.

The familial and secular use of 
covenants in the ancient Near East 
provides the necessary background 
for us to understand the religious 
covenants of the Bible. For as God 
makes covenants with his people, he 
does so in ways they understand. God 
accommodated to what was normal for 
Abraham, Moses, and the Israelites. If 
God made a covenant with us today, 
he would use the common legal and 
personal agreements that our society 
uses. This does not mean that the 
spiritual covenants are exhausted 
in their secular counterparts, but it 
does mean that our understanding 
of the biblical covenants begins with 
an understanding of the common 
ancient covenants. This is how it 
was for the Hebrews, and so it is 
for us. As we shall see, the biblical 
covenants far surpass any common 
covenant of human society. In fact, 

God’s covenants pull together aspects 
from marriage, adoption, treaties, 
friendship, kingdom, and lord/
servant.

Furthermore, the Lord’s 
accommodation to use ancient 
covenants does not mean these 
are the original pattern. Reformed 
theologians have rightly confessed 
that the original pattern for God’s 
covenant with his people is the perfect 
communion found in the Trinity. The 
Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof 
(1873–1957) said it well:

Covenants among men had 
been made long before God 
established His covenant with 
Noah and with Abraham, and 
this prepared men to understand 
the significance of a covenant 
in a world divided by sin, and 
helped them to understand 
the divine revelation, when it 
presented man’s relation to God 
as a covenant relation. This does 
not mean, however, that the 
covenant idea originated with 
man and was then borrowed by 
God as an appropriate form for 
the description of the mutual 
relationship between Himself and 
man. Quite the opposite is true; 
the archetype of all covenant life 
is found in the Trinitarian being 
of God, and what is seen among 
men is but a faint copy of this.2

Covenant life is reflected in human 
society because it flows from God’s 
Trinitarian existence. The Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit live in unceasing 
devotion and commitment to each 
other. As Michael Horton writes, 
God reached “outward beyond the 

Godhead to create a community of 
creatures, serving as a giant analogy 
of the Godhead’s relationship.”3 As 
creatures made in the image of God, 
we should be eager to grasp the 
significance of the ancient covenants 
in order to appreciate and understand 
more fully our relationship with 
our God and Savior. We study the 
ancient parallels, not as an end in and 
of themselves, but as the necessary 
avenue to know and love our Lord 
with greater fervor. God in his 
sovereign wisdom appointed such 
covenants as a means to show his love 
to us. We should gratefully use them 
as background to God’s Word.
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