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The Marks of the Master

Rev. Wybren
Oord

“I bear on my body the marks of Jesus.”
—Galatians 6:17

i

If you are at all a people
watcher, you will see
different people wearing
different marks on their
bodies. Those marks
tell you something
about that person. For
example, some people
wear the mark of
nearsightedness; some
have on their fingers the
mark of being married;
others bear the mark of
expecting a child.
Paul writes that he
bears on his body the
marks of the Lord Jesus
Christ. The reference
that Paul is making is
to the marks of a slave.
When Paul calls himself
a servant of the Lord,
he is not talking about
being a paid laborer for
the King. He means that
he is a slave under the
subjection of his Master,
Jesus Christ.

And yet for Paul his subjection is one
of love and, therefore, one of liberty.
By his subjection to the Master,
Paul had been branded a slave to
Christ, and Paul bore the marks of
that slavery. In 2 Corinthians 11 we
read of some of the marks that Paul
bore: “Five times I received from
the Jews the forty lashes minus one.
Three times I was beaten with rods,
once I was stoned, three times I was
shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day
in the open sea, I have been constantly
on the move. I have been in danger
from rivers, in danger from bandits,
in danger from my own countrymen,
in danger from Gentiles; in danger
in the city, in danger in the country,
in danger at sea; and in danger from
false brothers,” (2 Corinthians 11:24–
26). Truly Paul bore on his body the
brand marks of Jesus.
When Paul was converted, Ananias
came to Paul and told him what kinds
of things he would have to endure.
There was no mention of a salary,
no workman’s compensation, no
minister’s pension plan. All Ananias
promised was this: “You will suffer
greatly.”

Cushions Instead of Crosses
One would think that being a Christian
would draw out the admiration of
others. After all, we Christians are
such nice people. Christianity means
kindness, honesty, unselfishness,

and all kinds of other positive
attributes that would attract people
to us. The mandate for Christianity
is that we love one another. Instead
of persecuting us, people should be
singing, “For he’s a jolly good fellow”
around us. Sadly, that is almost what
we have come to expect today. Ours
seems to be an age where we are no
longer interested in suffering. We
want medals, not scars.
That’s not new. James and John
wanted choice seats in the kingdom—
one sitting on his left, the other on
his right—once Jesus established
his kingdom. The King answered by
saying that He was not offering seats;
He was offering suffering.
Nowhere in the New Testament
are you going to find a passage that
assures the Christian of an easy life
on this earth. Nor does the Bible
teach that Christians will be popular
or successful in this world. In North
America you cannot speak critically
of African-Americans or First Nations
without being labeled racist, or of
homosexuals without being branded
homophobic, or of women without
being called a male chauvinist.
The only group that society can
continually and repeatedly hold up
in public ridicule and contempt is the
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Jesus does not invite His followers to go on a picnic
with Him, but a pilgrimage. He does not offer some
excursion on an ocean liner; He offers execution: death
to self, death to sin, death to the world.

I hope we remember what our
forefathers went through the next
time we sing:
Our fathers, chained in prisons
dark,
Were still in heart and
conscience free:

Christian. For some reason the world
thinks it has to unleash its venom on
us. Those who hold to the absolute
authority of Scripture are open prey
to the world.
Yes, we will be ridiculed and
persecuted. That is because the Bible
is a very confrontational book, even
when it is not being preached. To
live by the truth of Scripture is to be
confrontational. Abel did not have
to preach to his brother, Cain. His
righteous life, typified by his proper
sacrifice to the Lord, was a constant
rebuke to his wicked brother who,
in his rage, finally slew him. When
Moses chose to be identified with his
own people rather than compromise
himself to the pleasures of pagan
Egypt, he had to pay a great price. “He
considered the reproach of Christ
greater wealth than the treasures of
Egypt” (Hebrews 11:26).
The Puritan writer Thomas Watson
wrote, “The way to heaven is by
way of thorns and blood. If you will
follow Christ, you must see swords
and staves.” The early Reformers
certainly knew this to be true. They
were treated as non-persons—much
like our country treats a fetus today. It
doesn’t matter if you kill them.
Martin Luther, for example, was
brought to trial after he nailed his
ninety-five theses on the Wittenberg
door. Mind you, Luther did not set
out to condemn the Roman Catholic
Church. He wanted to talk about the
worldliness he saw within the church,
the abuse of indulgences, and how
forgiveness is by grace alone through

Christ alone. He wanted to talk about
faith. Certainly these are matters that
the church should want to talk about.
The church, however, was not
interested. They insisted that Luther
recant statements that he had made
regarding the church and the pope.
He was to declare his allegiance to
the church. That was something
Luther refused to do. He could not
recant what he had found in the
Word of God. He had found the
gospel—salvation through Christ and
Christ alone, salvation by faith alone,
through grace alone. “Here I stand, I
can do no other,” was his reply to the
church.
The result was that the pope declared
that Martin Luther was no longer a
monk, no longer a part of the church,
and no longer a part of the human
race. To kill him would be like killing
an animal.
Guido de Brés, the writer of the
Belgic Confession, was put into jail
and sentenced to die because he was
preaching the authority of Scripture
and the truths of Scripture. Even as
the noose was placed around his neck,
he spoke to the people about God.
As in the early days of the church,
the church of Jesus Christ again fell
under heavy persecution. The words
of Hebrews 11:36–38 rang true once
more as people were stoned to death,
sawn in two, and burned at the stake.
People were forced to go into hiding
not because they had committed
some horrible crime, but because
they believed the truth of God’s Word:
salvation is through Christ alone, by
grace alone, through faith alone.

How sweet would be their
children’s fate,
If they, like them, could die for
Thee!
We are those children! We are the
children of the Reformation. Are you
willing to die “for Thee”? Even more
important, are you willing to live for
Him?
There are many who do, in fact, die
for Christ while we sit in comfort. I
have read reports of Christians being
routed out of their villages. Husbands
and fathers are placed in airplanes
and tossed out of them while their
wives and children watch them
plummet to the ground. Violence has
erupted against Christians in India
where churches are being torched and
Christians burned alive. Reports are
coming from North Korea, Viet Nam,
Pakistan, Nigeria, Sudan, and around
the world of persecution toward those
who take upon themselves the name
of Christ.
Too often we ask why such persecution
takes place. The real question should
be, “Why does this surprise us?” Jesus
Himself told us that the world would
hate His followers. He even explained
why. He said they would hate you
because they hated Him.
That has to be the most astonishing
fact in all of history. Jesus Christ is
hated by a world lost in its own sin,
a world that lives in rebellion against
God, a world condemned by God.
They hate the very One who came to
save them from that condemnation!
When Jesus came into this world He
exposed the evil of the world—and

they hated Him for it. All of their vices
were exposed for what they really
were: sin against the most holy God.
People did not like that exposure of
their inner hearts, so they killed Jesus
for showing it to them.
When the disciples began to perform
“random acts of kindness” while
proclaiming the gospel, they were
arrested, beaten, and put in jail. The
charge against them was that they
were turning the world upside down
(Acts 17:6).
Therein is the
reason
why
Christians are
persecuted.
C h r i s t ’s
righteousness

is so revolutionary, so contrary to
man’s way of life, that it evokes hatred
from the world. To live for Christ is
to live in opposition to Satan in this
world. Christ-likeness will produce
in us the same results that it did in
the apostles, the early church, and in
believers throughout the history of
the world: persecution.
Yet it seems that in North America
we are working very hard to make
Christianity more popular, more
agreeable, and more pleasant to
the world. We have taken away
the cross and substituted
cushions. We do everything
we can to make people feel
comfortable in their beliefs.
We
must
remember
that Jesus did not try to
appease the crowds in His
ministry. He did not try to
accommodate Himself to what
He saw was wrong in the
church. He did not
try to popularize
His teaching so
that it would be
more
acceptable
to
the
world.
Instead, Jesus was
the great divider.
He has caused more
division than any
other person in all of
history.
Jesus does not invite
His followers to
go on a picnic
with Him, but
a pilgrimage.
He does not
offer some
e xc u rs i on
on
an
ocean

liner; He offers execution: death to
self, death to sin, death to the world.
Jesus challenges believers to take up
the cross and follow Him. Jesus clearly
teaches that the Christian will have
tribulation in this world. Those who
live a godly life will be persecuted.
We are called to rid ourselves of the
things in our lives that offend the
Lord, lead us into temptation, and
make us stumble.
Martin Luther, for example, could
have been a great bishop, perhaps
even a cardinal within the Roman
Catholic Church. He had the right
education; he knew the right people.
Instead he chose the reproach of
Christ and faced great persecution.
John Hus taught at the University in
Prague. He had great prestige; he had
financial security; he had the approval
of the academic society. But he gave it
all up, choosing instead the reproach
of Christ as he began to preach the
great and glorious Reformed faith. He
was burned at the stake for it.
It is never “Christ and”; it is always
“Christ or.” It is Christ or Egypt, Christ
or Caesar, Christ or Rome, Christ or
the world, Christ or the Anti-Christ.
Jesus said, “He that is not with Me is
against Me” (Luke 11:23).

The Marks of Slavery
Make no mistake. The great gift of
salvation is freely given, by grace, to
all who place their trust completely
on the one, true Savior, Jesus Christ,
and His saving work accomplished
once for all on the cross. While
salvation is free, discipleship will cost
you everything you have.
We read in the Bible of a rich young
ruler who had plenty of medals. He
came to Jesus and asked, “What must
I do to gain eternal life?” Jesus told
him to sell all he had and follow Jesus.
The rich young ruler didn’t want any
scars, and so he walked away.

I would daresay that any church
would gladly have accepted this young
man as a member of their church.
We would not ask any questions. We
would give him budget envelopes, tell
him about our building project, and
welcome him with open arms. But the
Lord does not want joiners, He wants
disciples. He wants people who are
willing to count the cost.
Many people believed in Jesus when
they saw the miracles. He preached
as one who had authority, not as the
scribes and Pharisees. But when the
miracles stopped, many left. In John
6, Jesus preaches the crowds away
because they no longer like what He
has to say (John 6:66). They are not
willing to pay the price of following
Jesus.
Do you bear the marks of Jesus
Christ? Mind you, the marks of
Christ are not to be confused with
self-inflicted suffering. At the time of
the Reformation there were all kinds
of ascetics who would purposely
suffer self-inflicted pain, thinking
that by doing so, they would be
suffering for Christ. Some monks
would hold their hands tightly in a
fist so that their fingernails would
grow into their palms. Others, not
quite so gruesomely, would take oaths
of silence, thinking that through their
silence they were suffering for Christ.
Martin Luther would climb the stairs
of his monastery on his knees until
they bled; he would sleep on the cold,
damp floor rather than in his bed
All this was done in an attempt to
appease the wrath of God by means
of personal suffering.
That is not what Paul meant when
he said he bore the marks of Christ.
Bearing the cross is not wandering
around like a Gloomy Gus because
your religion says you must live

The Outlook | 6

without certain things. Nor is it
hanging your head low because you
are ashamed of your beliefs and do
not want to impose them on anyone.
Some people think every headache
they get, every pimple, every aching
muscle is part of their cross to bear.
The Bible does not say, “Blessed are
those who are persecuted,” as though
Jesus were sanctioning any type
of persecution that might occur at
any time in history for any reason
whatsoever. Jesus said, “Blessed are
those who are persecuted because
of righteousness” (Matthew 5:10).
Jesus tells us here that those who are
persecuted for righteousness’ sake are
blessed because they are determined
to live as Jesus lived. That means
there is no promise for those who are
persecuted because they are a pain
in the neck. There is no promise of
happiness for Christians who show
themselves to be objectionable,
difficult, foolish, or insulting toward
their non-Christian friends.
Paul wrote, “For this we labor and
strive, that we have put our hope in
the living God, who is the Savior of
all men, and especially of those who
believe” (1 Timothy 4:10). Then he
adds, “Set an example for the believers
in speech, in life, in love, in faith and
in purity” (v. 12). For us to suffer
rightly for the sake of Christ we must
fix our hope on Jesus Christ. People
must see that we are dead to sin and
alive in Jesus Christ.

The Marks of Christ
The unbelieving world is looking
at Christians. They want proof
that Jesus is really alive. They are
looking at those who claim to have
the marks of the cross, those who
claim to be dead to sin and alive in
Christ. And all too often they see
nothing different in the Christian
than they see in themselves. A recent

Barna survey reported that only 9%
of Americans who call themselves
Christians have a biblical worldview.
What a frightening statistic! That
means that 91% of Americans who
call themselves Christians are not
standing up for the truth of Scripture,
nor are they defending the faith. How
can they expect to change the world if
they have become entrenched in the
ways of the world themselves?
The Reformers changed the world
by leading people back to the Word
of God. They boldly proclaimed that
salvation is by grace alone, by faith
alone, in Christ alone. The sinless,
holy Son of God came into this
world to die in our place by taking
on Himself the vileness of our sin.
He became sin for us on the cross. He
died in our stead, purchasing for us
eternal life.
James writes, “Consider it pure joy
my brothers, whenever you are facing
trials of any kind” (1:2). Today joy has
all but disappeared from the Christian
vocabulary. We have come to think of
joy and happiness as they are related
to the luxuries we have. James does
not tell us to count it as joy when we
fall into our easy chairs. He tells us to
count it as joy when we are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake.
We are to walk not in ease, but in
Christ. The greatest testimony to this
doubting world is the testimony of
those who are dead to sin and alive in
Christ—those who bear the marks of
Jesus Christ and give to Him all glory
and praise in their lives.

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

Effective Group Bible Study

I

It’s six o’clock Wednesday evening.
Your church’s mid-week Bible
study starts in one hour, but you
don’t feel like going. The trouble
is that you can’t think of a fresh
excuse, and you don’t dare to say
what you (and several others)
would like to say: “Is this really
what a Bible study is supposed to
be like?” This scenario probably
gets played out week after week,
year after year, in the minds of
countless believers. They trust that
group Bible studies are important
but stumble over how unedifying
they often are. Can anything
be done to help? Effective Bible
studies don’t just happen. They
are the Spirit-blessed product
of persistent application of basic
principles. The following are seven
principles for fruitful group study.

Keep the Bible First
Scripture studies are almost always
aided by a well-written guide. Some
of the best guides are commentaries,
especially those that began as a sermon
series. Homiletical commentaries
combine the best of careful exegesis
and pastoral application.1 One of the
dangers, though, of using a study
guide is that the Bible can become
eclipsed by a lesser book. It is easy
to subconsciously begin to treat the
Bible as the “raw materials” and the
study guide as the “finished product,”
favoring the latter.
To avoid misusing supplemental
materials, make them the last part of
your preparation for the group study.
First, work through the Scripture
passage in focus. Ask questions
about the text. Note observations and
applications. Use the study questions

Rev. William
Boekestein

with concrete propositions. So,
for example, a Christian study
will hold as basic beliefs the
twelve articles of the Apostles’
Creed.

to stimulate thought before turning
to the “answers” in the commentary.
In this way the commentary becomes
a sounding board for your ideas and
conclusions rather than a source
book. The Bereans took such an
approach. They “received the message
with great eagerness and examined
the Scriptures every day to see if what
Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11).
A related principle is that group
discussions should be guided by
Scripture not by personal opinion.
This does not mean that a question
or comment is inappropriate just
because it is an opinion. It does mean
that conclusions that are reached
and counsel that is given should be
biblically based.

Respect the Creeds
A study is not necessarily Christian
simply because the Bible is used.
Many cults zealously study the Bible.
Christianity is a faith, that is, a body
of teaching that can be summarized

In the interest of “free thinking,”
some groups might have the goal
of being open at all points. As
noble as this approach sounds,
it is neither biblical2 nor helpful.
Those who claim to have “no
creed but Christ” overlook the
fact that as soon as you say what
you believe about Christ, you
are articulating an unofficial,
informal creed. Groups that
have not clarified their basic
biblical assumptions may find
themselves
debating
core,
settled, biblical issues and derailing
the study for others.

Stick to the Plan
Bible study, whether personal or
group, should not be haphazard, using
texts and topics chosen at random.
Consistent and logical progression
aids our learning because concepts
build on each other just as a course of
bricks is laid upon the last. Without
being too rigid, sticking to a nightly
schedule and a weekly time-line helps
the progression of group learning.

Be Prepared
Too often, group “studies” are an
exchange of disconnected comments
about a text or topic that participants
barely considered ahead of time.
That’s a problem since, for most of
us, profitable speech flows from
premeditated thought. “The heart of
the righteous studies how to answer”
(Prov. 15:28). To aid in preparation,
leaders should consider using study
Sept/Oct 2012 | 7

questions that members can carefully
and prayerfully complete. This will
give the shy person courage and
the verbose person self-control.
Participants who put work into the
lesson and develop thoughts to share
with others will be better equipped to
use valuable group time wisely when
sharing.

give occasion for everyone to ask
questions and offer insights. Third, we
enter into a holy communion. Group
Scripture studies can do more to fit us
for heaven than most other things we
do in the week. Reaping this valuable
benefit requires members to commit
to attend and actively and holistically
participate in the group.

Write it Down

If there are advantages to group
study, there are also dangers; to be
aware of them is the first step toward
prevention.

When was the last time you lost a
really profound thought because
you failed to write it down? Such a
frustrating experience illustrates the
importance of note-taking. In fact,
the written Word itself is a strong
apologetic for written reproduction.
It has been well said that “thoughts
disentangle themselves as they pass
from the mind, through the lips and
over the fingertips.” Writing down
your thoughts and drawing them
together is one of the key differences
between Bible reading and Bible
study. For this reason, study questions
should be answered in writing, not
just by making mental notes. If we
trust that God gives insights to others
too, we should take notes during the
study as well.

Study as a Group
The benefits of group study are
different from those gained by
individual study. We need to know
what we are trying to achieve by
meeting together. What are the
benefits of group study? First, we
grow in love. Our chief aim should
be to love our neighbor. Paul teaches
that “love is the fulfillment of the law”
(Rom. 13:10). Our goal should be to
understand not only the Bible but
also each other, so that we will know
better how to love each other. Second,
we share a common experience. In
most cases, Bible study leaders should
view themselves more as discussion
facilitators
than
information
providers. In other words, there
should be a difference between
preaching a sermon and leading
a Bible study. Small group studies
The Outlook | 8

Dangers of Group Study
Inconsistency. There is a danger of
becoming someone during Bible
study that’s different from who you
are the rest of the week. Beware of
hypocrisy and aim for continuity
both during the study and afterwards.
Vulnerability. Ideally, small group
involvement assumes a level of
transparency that creates the
possibility of broken trust. When
sensitive topics are discussed,
confidentiality must be strictly
maintained.
Superficiality. Because there is the
possibility of getting hurt, group
members will be tempted to hold
back. But the more open we are
with each other and with God, the
more we benefit from community.
Avoid superficiality. Discuss sin with
sobriety.
Animosity. Often the topics studied
in small groups are attended with
strongly held opinion. In this context,
hurt feelings are only a short step away
from disagreements. We need to be
respectful of each other, recognizing
that we are all at different points in
spiritual growth and that none of us
has fully attained perfection ourselves.
Prolixity. Unduly prolonged or
drawn out talk has unfortunately
become a trademark of many small
group studies. Avoiding prolixity
means resisting the urge to create
a verbal monopoly or chase down

“rabbit trails.” Use your comments
judiciously. Group leaders too, should
know when to stop talking (Eccl. 3:7).

Apply the Word
Too many faithful Bible study
attendees silently wonder, as they
pack up their materials and prepare
to leave another study, “What
am I supposed to do with this
information?” As with preaching,
Bible study calls for a response. When
Peter’s Pentecost audience heard his
exposition of Scripture, “they were
cut to the heart, and said . . . ‘What
shall we do?’” (Acts 2:37). This same
sort of question should be asked by
the facilitators of group Bible studies.
The answer will have something to do
with our heads, hearts, and hands.
Studying the Bible is inherently
“dangerous” because the Bible is
God’s sword (Heb. 4:12). It changes
our minds as it chops up our flawed
human logic and selfish patterns of
thought. It pricks our hearts and
emotions by slicing through the veil
that covers our deep idols. It energizes
our slack hands by cutting away the
weights and sins that ensnare us
(Heb. 12:1). Swords are dangerous.
But if used rightly and blessed
by God, the end result is greater
conformity to the image of Christ.
There’s a goal that should breathe
life into any group Bible study!
1. Homiletical commentaries by R. C. Sproul,
for example, make great study guides
because he presents the teaching of the text
clearly, simply, and practically.
2. The Bible itself contains several short,
non-negotiable summaries of the Christian
faith (e.g. 1 Tim. 3:16).

Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Covenant
Reformed Church in
Carbondale, PA (URCNA).

The Greatest of Friendships:
Developing Friendship with God

A true

M

ost of my high school classmates
signed their yearbook pictures
with the letters “A. F. A.” above their
signatures. Back then these letters
stood for, “A Friend Always.” Most
of these messages have proven to be
empty promises.
Young people often wonder why their
list of close friends actually shrinks as
the years go by. For all our Twitter and
Facebook accounts, real friendship is
often missing. Families barely know
their next door neighbors. Some
married couples face the reality of
waning interest and intimacy with
each other. The prospect and pain of
old age can gnaw away any sense of
real meaning for tomorrow.
It has been well said that our
acquaintances are many but our
lasting friends are few. With this
reality we need to look to God’s Word
for help in the area of true friendship.
More importantly, we need to look to
God Himself as a personal, perfect
and permanent friend, as well as
pattern for friendship.

God’s Personal Friendship
The truest friendship that you and I
can ever experience is rooted in the
greatest friendship ever known, the
friendship between God the Father
and His Son, Jesus Christ. “The Father
loves the Son and has given all things
into His hand” (John 3:35). The great
wonder is that God sent the Son of His
love into a hateful world to befriend
lost sinners.
In Jesus’ earthly ministry we see the
greatest overtures of friendship. He

Mr. Phil
Urie

friend

is

Committed
Confidential
Courageous
Caring
Compassionate
walked the land of Israel reaching out
with God’s love. Yet He experienced
at the hands of “friends” and enemies
more suffering than we can ever
fully understand. “Consider Him
Who has endured such hostility by
sinners against Himself, so that you
may not grow weary and lose heart”
(Heb. 12:3).

salvation in no one else: for there is
no other Name under heaven that
has been given among men, by which
we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). This
Man is God’s true Friend. God the
Father brings us into His unending
friendship by faith in His beloved
Son, the One in whom He is well
pleased (Mark 1:11).

Then came the day at the end of His life
when Jesus would suffer even at the
hands of God His Father, paying what
He did not owe: the debt of our sins.
Jesus settled the anger issue between
our Maker and us as sinners. The
wrath of God is gone for His people.
They can say, “My transgression is
sealed up in a bag. And You wrap up
my iniquity” (Job 14:17). Though we
deserted our Maker and Friend, God
reconciles sinners, turning them into
his friends. “God demonstrates His
own love toward us, in that while we
were still sinners, Christ died for us.”
(Rom. 5:8) He is the One who died
in the place of our judgment, and
remains our great Friend.

God’s Perfect Friendship

God conquers our rebellion and
our unfriendliness. “And there is

The friendship we have with God
our Father is not bound for the dust
heap of an empty promise. God
alone could write to us, “A Friend
Always,” and really mean it. He is
our Redeemer with the greatest of
overflowing friendliness and bounty.
It is impossible that we will ever meet
a more perfect friend than God in
three Persons.
Look up all the Bible verses with
the word friend. In these verses
you will begin to see an ideal image
of friendship. You will see that,
among other things, true friends are
committed, confidential, courageous,
caring and compassionate. While
these are traits toward which you
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and I are to strive with regard to
others, they ultimately describe God’s
friendship toward us. Everything
good that we search for in a friend
is found in God alone. As Augustine
said, “Our hearts are restless until
they find their rest in God.”
God reveals Himself in Scripture as
the believer’s great Friend because
He wants us to trust that He is full of
goodness to share with every single
sinner who repents and puts his
faith in His Son. Though powerful
discouragements whirl about in this
fallen world, the friends of God can
confidently expect to see more and
more of “the things of God” come
true around us (1 Cor. 2:9–10).

God’s Permanent Friendship
While death is the end of things on
earth, there is more for God’s friends
on the other side of the grave. Without
God’s friendship, hell awaits the day of
your death. But today you can prove
the reality of his friendship by putting
your faith in Him. He comes to us and
says, “Repent and believe the good
news concerning My risen Son.”
Each of us faces an appointment
with the grave. Many men die alone.
But cheer yourself with this thought:
Believers never die alone. A song
asks, “How much more can any man
desire, than to know Jesus is with
Him at his death?” Anyone who has
watched a Christian die knows that
God is the Friend of all friends. You
cannot take anything of this world
with you, but you can die boasting
of your friendship with the Lord. “In
God we have boasted all day long.
And we will give thanks to Your name
forever” (Ps. 44:8).
Friends of God can look forward to
seeing Jesus who died for them. He
is our Friend forever and “the One
Who lifts my head” (Ps. 3:3). Christ
is the friend who “sticks closer than a
brother” through this life, is still with
us at our death, and welcomes us into
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heaven (Prov. 18:24). Believers have
an eternal friendship with Christ. He
is a permanent fixture in our lives and
the greatest Friend of all time!

God’s Pattern for Friendship
How does the friendship God shows
toward us help shape the friendship
we demonstrate toward others?

Realistic Expectations
Relationships tend to become
difficult when we expect too much
from people. But Jesus teaches us by
example that our emphasis should
be on what we can give, not on
what we may receive. Jesus gave not
only His time and talents but He
also gave His very life. He practiced
what He preached. When Jesus said,
“It is more blessed to give than to
receive,” He was not simply speaking
about money. He was speaking about
everything! He knew it was more
blessed for Him to give and to serve
as a true friend than to wait or expect
to be served all the time, as we are
prone to do. If God has saved us from
our sins, we know that He took the
initiative in our friendship. Therefore,
rather than always waiting for others
to come to us, we should pray for and
expect God to open doors for us to
befriend others.
Time and Effort
Keeping a friendship going requires
time and effort. We can become
discouraged when our friends seem
to be too busy for us with their work
and other activities. But have you
ever considered the time and effort
that God spends on us? The Bible
says that Jesus, “always lives to make
intercession for us” (Heb. 7:25). God
spent over 1,500 years compiling the
Bible for us. When we come to him in
prayer, He always has time for us.
Mercy and Compassion
The most basic understanding of
Christ’s friendship toward us would
help us show pity toward friends who
disappoint us. He calls us His children
and does not treat us as our sins

deserve. “His mercy endures forever.”
Taking ample time to simply meditate
on such truths can bring thunderous
praise from our hearts and provide a
healthy reality check as we consider
our own friendships.

Understanding and Forgiveness
Distrust can cause a friendship to
deteriorate. Anger and resentment can
cause a friendship to fail completely.
The amazing thing is that God
loves us despite having the highest
understanding of our unfriendliness.
He befriends us over and over again,
calling us to true repentance of our
foolishness which He has already
forgiven. God will not stumble over
a believer’s sins and lack of love for
Him and our neighbor.
Similarly, true friends strive with
diligence to understand others. They
resist making preemptive judgments.
Yet even the most charitable friends
will become hurt by those closest
to them. That’s where forgiveness
comes in. Forgiveness is the balm of
friendship. God befriends all who
repent and believe on Him, becoming
their own great “Friend of sinners”
(Matt. 9:9–13). If we would make
the effort to read the Gospels more
often, we would become more and
more like Jesus. We become like the
one we hang around with. Husbands
and wives find this to be true as the
years roll by. How exciting to become
more like our Number One Friend!
Never be afraid to love this Friend
very deeply, for He is an “ever-present
help,” “A Friend Always,” One who
will never leave nor forsake you.

Mr. Phil Urie is an MTS graduate of
Reformed Presbyterian Theological
Seminary. He is a member of
the Hazleton Area Reformed
Presbyterian Church (RPCNA) in
Hazleton, PA.
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Asaph: A Musician in God’s House

Rev. James
Admiraal

“[David] appointed some of the Levites to minister before the
ark of the LORD, to make petition, to give thanks, and to praise
the LORD, the God of Israel: Asaph was the chief.”
—1 Chronicles 16:4–5a

O

One of the greatest
gifts God has entrusted
to man is the gift of
music. Not every person
may have a special
fondness for music.
Nevertheless, it has an
almost universal appeal,
an appeal spanning
all age-groups and all
cultures and races. In
fact, music existed even
before God created the
human race. In Job 38,
the Lord asked Job this
rhetorical question:
“Where were you when
I laid the foundation
of the earth . . . when
the morning stars sang
together and all the
sons of God shouted
for joy?” “The sons of
God” is a reference here
to the angels. They were
singing as God was
fashioning the earth.

No doubt, Adam and Eve also sang
praise to God as they saw and worked
in God’s beautiful world.
However, when man fell into, music
changed, although man’s desire to
make music remained. The first
specific mention of music in the Bible
is in Genesis 4:21, which says of one
of the children of wicked Lamech,
Jubal, that “he was the father of all
those who play the lyre and pipe.” The
music man played and sang—as well
as the reason for his music—changed
when he became a sinner. Now his
music no longer praised the Creator.
In fact, like other human activities,
man’s music was now motivated by
sinful desires and even inspired by
Satan himself. That’s clearly still the
case today. Indeed, it’s evident that
much of man’s music today is antiGod and anti-Christian, as it glorifies
man as well as all kinds of sinful
deviations and practices.
So, although music remains universal,
it is no longer universal in serving
God’s intended purpose. However,
that is not the case for certain
persons, namely the children of God,
who by His grace have come to know
Him and believe in Him, and who
have received the gift of His salvation
in Christ. They can and should offer
music that truly glorifies God and His
deeds. Yes, this is one of their highest
privileges.

As hymn writer Isaac Watts put it in
one of his hymns:
Let those refuse to sing
Who never knew our God;
But children of the heavenly King
Shall sound His praise abroad.1

Who was Asaph?
Music and songs of praise to God
have been an integral part of the life
of God’s redeemed children from
oldest times. In Old Testament Israel,
music occupied a very important
place. King David, Israel’s most noted
king, the “man after God’s own heart,”
was a lover and writer of music. His
chief legacy was the many Psalms he
wrote, now included in the book by
that name. These Psalms became the
songbook of Israel.
Another legacy of David, not to
be overlooked, was his promotion
of music in connection with the
worship at the tabernacle. It was to
that end that David appointed certain
Levites to function in the ministry of
music. The names of these men are
cited, along with their ancestry, in
1 Chronicles 6, which says in verse
31–32, “These are the men David
put in charge of the music in the
house of the Lord after the ark came
to rest there. They ministered with
music before the tabernacle, the Tent
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of Meeting, until Solomon built the
temple of the Lord in Jerusalem. They
performed their duties according
to the regulations laid down for
them.” Their appointment is again
mentioned in 1 Chronicles 16:4: “He
[David] appointed some of the Levites
to minister before the ark of the Lord,
to make petition, to give thanks, and

to praise the Lord, the God of Israel.”
And then verse 5 adds, “Asaph was
the chief.”
The tribe of Levi had been set aside
by the Lord already at Mount Sinai
as the tribe responsible for all the
activities and ministries connected to
the worship of God at the tabernacle.
Aaron and his sons were to function

in the priesthood. Other Levites were
in charge of the tabernacle furnishings
and putting up and taking down the
tabernacle. But it is interesting and
significant that still other Levites were
appointed by David to sing and play
music at the tabernacle and lead the
people of Israel in their offering of
musical praise to God.

Asaph was one of the chief of these
musicians. He was a Levite who lived
during the time of King David. He
must have been a man with special
musical talent, given him by the
Lord. He could play instruments of
music as well as compose music and
write songs. The book of Psalms, in
fact, contains twelve Psalms that are
ascribed to Asaph—Psalm 50 and
Psalms 73 to 83.

that music has a special place in
our worship services today. We can
make music anywhere, of course, by
ourselves, at home or in school, on
the road or at a campground. Making
music is not limited to the official
worship of God’s people, when they
gather together in His house on the
Lord’s Day or other special days. We
can make melody to the Lord at all
times.

When David brought the ark of
God to Jerusalem—after it had been
temporarily placed in the house
of Obed Edom—the king himself
accompanied the Levites who carried
the ark. It was a joyful procession,
with many of the Israelites marching
along or observing the festivities. And
David made sure that there was plenty
of music in this “parade.” We read in
1 Chronicles 15:19—“The musicians
Heman, Asaph, and Ethan were to
sound the bronze cymbals.” Another
Levite was in charge of the singing of
the choirs in the procession. It was
indeed a time of joyful praise to God.

But Asaph’s task reminds us that music
is one of the essential ingredients of
true and communal worship. If there
was no sermon in a worship service,
we would, no doubt, be very upset,
because the preaching and hearing
of God’s holy Word is an essential
feature of biblical worship. Our
Protestant forefathers restored the
preaching of the Word to its central
role in worship.

The Place for Offering Music
After the ark had arrived in Jerusalem,
it was placed on Mount Zion in a tent
until it could be housed in the more
permanent structure of the temple to
be built later by King Solomon. After
this joyful event was over, David
made sure that as long as the ark was
on Mount Zion, there would also
be music and singing as part of the
worship of God offered there. And
so David appointed Asaph and other
Levites to continue their musical
ministry in Israel. As stated in 1
Chronicles 16:37: “David left Asaph
and his associates before the ark of
the covenant of the Lord to minister
there regularly, according to each
day’s requirements.”
This is a noteworthy instruction for
God’s people today. It indicates that
our worship of God must always
include music. We could even say

In addition to the sermon, there are
other essential elements in biblical
worship that must never be neglected,
such as prayer and the offering of
music sung and played in praise to the
Lord. This is frequently mentioned in
the Old Testament, particularly in the
book of Psalms. Psalm 95:2 exhorts,
“Let us come before Him with
thanksgiving, and extol him with
music and song.” Psalm 100:2 urges,
“Worship the Lord with gladness;
come before him with joyful songs.”
Psalm 147:7 tells us, “Sing to the Lord
with thanksgiving; make music to our
God on the harp.”
The New Testament also mentions
singing on the part of God’s people.
Colossians 3:19 states: “Let the word
of Christ dwell in you richly as you
teach and admonish one another
with all wisdom, and as you sing
psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs
to God” (parallel: Eph. 5:19). Musical
praise to God is therefore a necessary
aspect of public worship. And what
better occasion to offer such praise is
there than when God’s people gather
together?

The Purpose of Offering
Music
God’s people must always keep in
mind, however, why they must offer
music to the Lord. Why did David
appoint Asaph and other Levites to
this special task at God’s tabernacle
and later in the temple? He did so for
one basic reason. It was as a means
to praise and acknowledge God. We
read in 1 Chronicles 16 that when the
ark of God had arrived in Jerusalem,
David commissioned a special psalm
of thanks to be sung. Verse 7 states,
“That day David first committed to
Asaph and his associates this psalm of
thanks to the Lord.”
It is similar to when we celebrate a
special spiritual event such as baptism
or profession of faith, or a church
dedication. We choose a certain song
to sing to God’s praise. I use the word
“praise” in a broad sense now. Praise
not only extols God for Who He is,
but also thanks Him for what He has
done. Yes, it even includes expressions
of sorrow, and prayers of confession,
and pleas for God’s help. All of these
ultimately are offered, or should be, to
the praise of God.
The Psalm David submitted to Asaph
and his associates is identified as a
“psalm of thanks to the Lord.” But the
true reason for this thanksgiving was
praise to God, as indicated in verses 8
through 10 of 1 Chronicles 16: “Give
thanks to the Lord, call on his name;
make known among the nations
what he has done. Sing to him, sing
praise to him; tell of all his wonderful
acts. Glory in his holy name.” Our
songs of thanksgiving are not offered
for selfish reasons—because of the
benefits we have received—but are
offered to God’s praise. For us the
greatest reason for thankful praise is
the work of salvation accomplished
by Christ for our eternal blessing.
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It should also be noted that we do
not sing because it is inspiring to sing
(even though it is that). But that’s
not why we sing. Nor do we sing to
inspire others, though it may do that
also. We sing to praise God. “Sing to
him, sing praise to him,” sang Asaph
and the Levites. We must always keep
that in mind as we worship. Our
“audience” is God. We are singing to
and for Him. That would also apply
to any soloist or choir or instrument
player. They must remember that they
are not performing for themselves,
because they enjoy doing so, or to
please other persons, much less to
receive accolades from men. No, their
musical rendering is to be directed
only to God’s praise. That also
includes what we could label songs of
confession, songs of lament, or songs
of petition (of which there are also
many in the book of Psalms), songs
where we express our sorrow for or
sins and ask for God’s help in our
trials.
We do not sing such songs to make
ourselves feel good. Nor we do we sing
them ultimately for our own benefit.
We sing them as an expression of our
need of God and His mercy. And when
we acknowledge our dependence on
Him or confess our failings to Him, it
is because we want Him to receive the
praise of our hearts and lives. Why do
we offer music to God? It is finally all
about praise to Him—our Creator,
Sustainer, and Savior.

The Practice of Offering Music
We should mention some additional
matters, however, related to our
musical offering of praise to the Lord.
And this might occasion some debate,
even disagreement, among Christians.
Some have even facetiously called
music the “war department” in the
church. But it should not be that if we
continue to remember what is both
biblical and important to maintain.
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First, there is the question of what we
should sing or play. In the multitude
of songs available to us today, it is
important to note that the most
important criterion is that what we
sing presents biblical truth. The words
trump the melody—even though
melody is also very important. But
most importantly, the words of our
songs must be true to God’s Word.
Otherwise they cannot praise Him,
and can even lead us astray from God.
At the same time, singing is so
important that melody must not come
in the way of our words. It must not
detract from our words and thoughts.
And hence, singing biblical words
to a popular secular tune, associated
with unbiblical ideas is, at minimum,
a hindrance to our praise. And for
those organizing and collating songs
for a new songbook, let them be
keenly aware that familiar, traditional
tunes to songs have a special impact
on our souls. Let them be careful in
changing words and tunes to familiar
songs. That is not to say that God’s
people should be unwilling to learn
new melodies, even new songs, by
which to praise God. I have found
some newer songs to be more biblical
than some older songs, and their
melodies very beautiful.
A second matter of some dispute
today is who should sing and offer
music to God in worship. Should it be
only God’s people as a congregation
or can it also be those with special
musical talents who sing God’s
praise? It is clear that Asaph and his
colleagues associated among the
Levites were specially gifted in music.
They played their instruments of
music skillfully. They led Levitical
choirs at the tabernacle. And God
used their services to His glory.
And so, it is fitting to thank God
for those who have special musical
abilities—whether in singing or in
playing instruments, or in composing
music for choirs and others to

sing. They are indeed a blessing
to the church, and the church can
certainly benefit from their abilities
at appropriate times as they sing or
play music to the Lord. Indeed, they
can thereby assist the congregation in
praising God and motivate all God’s
people to praise God more fervently.
At the same time, let us remember
that the Protestant Reformation has
given us the legacy of congregational
singing as the primary expression of
musical praise in the worship of the
church. That legacy must be diligently
practiced and guarded. Indeed, let
that never diminish or be substituted
by “special musical ministries.” Since
we are all “priests” in God’s service,
we are all called to offer God our
praise and worship in word and song.
We can thank God for persons like
Asaph. May there be many like him
in the church today. Yes, may all of
us—whatever level of musical ability
we have—be Asaphs—musicians in
God’s house. After all, won’t all of
God’s people one day join together as
members of the triumphant church
to sing a new song—as John heard
sung (Rev. 5:13): “Then I heard every
creature in heaven and on earth
and under the earth and on the sea,
and all that is in them, singing: ‘To
him who sits on the throne and to
the Lamb be praise and honor and
glory and power, for ever and ever!’”
1. “Come, ye that love the Lord, And let our
joys be known”

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

Bible Studies on Romans

Rev. Wybren
Oord

Lesson 13: Christ and Adam
Romans 5:12–21

Verse

Inheritance from one man—Adam

Gift from one Man—Jesus

5:15

Many died by the trespass of the one man

God’s grace and the gift overflow to many

5:16

Judgment followed one sin and brought
condemnation

The gift followed many trespasses and brought
justification

5:17

Death reigned through the one man

Grace and the gift of righteousness reign in life
through one Man

5:18

All are condemned in Adam

Justification brings life to all

5:19

Through disobedience of one man many
were made sinners

Through obedience of one Man many will be
made righteous

5:21

Sin reigned in death

Grace reigns through righteousness and
brings eternal life

The English Puritan Thomas Goodwin
wrote, “In God’s sight there are two
men—Adam and Jesus Christ—and
these two men have all the other men
hanging at their girdle strings.” Paul
concludes the last half of Romans 5
by contrasting Adam and Jesus. As he
does so, he conveys these important
truths to his readers:
1. One act of sin, done by one
man, brings death to all.
2. Adam’s original sin is imputed
to the entire race.
3. One act of righteousness, done
by one Man, brings life to all.
4. Jesus’ righteousness is imputed
to all who believe.
Death is not a good thing. Today in
our society there is an increasing
effort to promote death by means
of abortion, euthanasia, and mercy

killing. Death is described as a release
from pain and suffering, a removal
of all the ravages of disease inflicted
on the body. Death, however, is not
merely the physical release from
the cares of human existence. It is
the eternal separation from God’s
fellowship and the eternal misery that
comes from that separation. It is the
penalty inflicted by a righteous God
on those who have sinned against
Him. No wonder Jesus said, “I tell
you, my friends, do not be afraid of
those who kill the body and after that
can do no more. But I will show you
whom you should fear: Fear him who,
after the killing of the body, has power
to throw you into hell. Yes, I tell you,
fear him” (Luke 12:4–5).

of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.
God even told Adam why he was not
permitted to eat from that tree: “for
when you eat of it you will surely die”
(Genesis 2:17b). Adam, with a nature
unpolluted by sin, had the freedom
to choose between obedience to
God’s Word or disobedience. His
decision would have far-reaching
consequences. Paul would later
point out that Adam’s sin affected all
creation (Romans 8:19–22). His focus
in chapter 5:12–21, however, teaches
the universal destruction Adam’s sin
brought on those created in God’s
image. When Adam disobeyed and
ate from the tree, he earned for
himself and his posterity exactly as
God had warned—death.

Death through Adam

The sin of Adam was the ground
on which all the human race was
condemned. As our representative

When God placed Adam in the
garden of Eden, He told Adam that
there was one tree from which he
was not permitted to eat—the Tree
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head, Adam plunged our entire race
into a totally depraved state where we
hate God, hate His law, and have no
desire to be reconciled to God. The
concept of Adam as our representative
head should not be foreign to many
readers of The Outlook. Many of our
readers are immigrants or children of
immigrants. In the 1950s my father
was given the option of emigrating
from the Netherlands to either the
United States or South Africa. He
chose the USA. As the representative
head of the family, his decision
affected all of his children. We grew
up in the United States. Our children
were born in the United States. Unless
one of the descendants of my parents
deliberately chooses to move to
another country, all of them will be
born in the United States. Likewise,
Adam was given a free will by which
he could decide to heed the warning
of God and not eat from the forbidden
tree, or he could reject the word of
God and disobey Him. Once he fell
into sin, once he was banished from
the garden, all of his descendants
would be born outside of the garden,
outside of the perfect state in which
Adam and Eve were created.
A recent newspaper article reports
that 64% of all high school children
surveyed have cheated on a test; one
out of three has stolen something
from a store; and 83% have lied to their
parents about something significant.
In spite of these numbers, the survey
headline reported that humanistic
educators agree that teenagers are
basically good kids. It is not their
fault, they argued; it is the academic
pressures that lead our teens astray.
The goal of education, they say, is
to bring the inborn goodness out of
our children so that they can be good
adults. The trouble is that they, as all
children of Adam, have no inborn
goodness.

While Genesis 1:27 makes clear
that Adam was created in the image
of God, the Bible makes clear that
Adam’s children followed in the image
of their father. “When God created
man, He made him in the likeness of
God . . . When Adam lived 130 years,
he had a son in his own likeness”
(Genesis 5:1, 3). While Adam was
created in the image of God, Seth
and all the other children of Adam
were in his image. That image was
a sinful, polluted image. A corrupt
stock produced a corrupt offspring.
That corruption was passed on from
generation to generation.
Sin, along with its punishment—
death, came into the human race
through Adam and spread to the
entire race. His act of rebellion
against God was imputed to all.
When he transgressed the law of
God, his transgression was imputed
to the entire race. Every human being
receives the same punishment for sin
through the original sin of Adam.
Each and every one of us inherited
our sinful condition from Adam. We
are sinners not because we sin; we sin
because we are sinners.

Law
As if original sin were not enough
to condemn us, we add to our
representative’s original sin by adding
sins of our own. We know from
the law of God that we are guilty of
committing innumerable sins against
God. While we are conceived and
born in sin, we increase our guilt every
day by the actual sins we commit.
Obviously, sin was already present
before the law was given. Paul points
out that since death was present before
Moses received the law, sin had to be
present, as well. The law that God
gave to Moses did not introduce sin; it
made sin more visible. There could be
no punishment if there were no guilt.
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Alienation from God began already
in the garden of Eden when Adam
and Eve tried to hide from God. They
had knowledge of what was good and
what was evil. The law given to Moses
made us aware of how much we are
alienated from God and the depth of
our rebellion against Him.
Through the law we are made aware
of our inability to do the will of God.
By doing so, the law should also make
us aware of the fact that we cannot
save ourselves but must look for our
salvation outside of ourselves. We
need a Savior. Against such a backdrop
of sin, the brilliance of God’s salvation
plan shines all the more brightly.
Jesus Christ, the second Adam, met
all the requirements of the law. He
was holy by nature, not contaminated
by original sin, and He obeyed all
the precepts of the law. He was thus
qualified to pay the penalty for sin
against the human race.

Life through Christ
Just as our first parents became the
means by which sin and death came
into the human race, so also Jesus
Christ is the means by which grace
and life were poured out on all who
are truly in Him. The propriety of
salvation by the second Adam lies
in the fact that we were lost through
the first Adam. The principle of a
federal head worked disaster on us in
Adam. In Christ, however, it causes
an abundance of blessings.
By the grace of God the righteousness
of the second Adam, Jesus Christ, is
imputed to all who believe that the
death of Jesus was the punishment
for their sin. Adam brought us under
condemnation and death; Jesus brings
us under justification and life. Instead
of a forbidden tree that brought us
death, there was a cursed cross on
which the Son of God died. When
Jesus rose from the dead for our
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justification, death was defeated. Paul
can rejoice as he writes, “O death,
where is your victory? O death, where
is your sting? The sting of death is
sin, and the power of sin is the law;
but thanks be to God, He gives us
the victory through our Lord Jesus
Christ” (1 Corinthians 15:55–57).

All those in Adam are part of the
human race. They are all condemned
through their federal head, Adam.
All those who are in Christ—that is,
all who believe in His once-for-all
sacrifice on the cross—are saved by
His blood and have His righteousness
imputed to them. All people live
under the kingship of one of these
two representative—Adam or Christ.
Either they live under the dominion
of death or they live in the kingdom
of life. Without Christ, people remain
in the deadly line of Adam, sowing
seeds of corruption. In Christ, people
are brought into life and made able to
bear fruit that brings glory to God.

Those who confess Jesus as their
Savior and Lord receive the complete
remission of all their sins, and they
have imputed to them the obedience
and righteousness of Jesus, as if it
were their own. They are cut off from
the dead tree (Adam) and grafted into
the living vine (Jesus Christ). He has
become the representative head of all
who believe.

Grace

This does not mean, however, that
the entire human race is saved. Nor
does it mean that the entire human
race has the opportunity to be saved.

Many people accuse God of not being
fair to the human race by making us
all guilty of original sin. How can
one man who lived so long ago be

responsible for the entire race’s sinful
state? Ironically, those very same
people remain silent when it comes
to being undeservedly clothed in the
righteousness of the second Adam,
Jesus Christ. The concept and the
principle are one and the same—
through Adam we die; through Jesus
we live.
Jesus is more than a match for sin.
The triumph of sin over the human
race was through the disobedience
and trespass of Adam. So also, the
triumph of grace is through the
obedience and righteousness of Jesus
Christ. By nature we are all under the
first Adam. By nature we are all under
the condemnation of death. Thanks
be to God that in His grace He has
provided a second Adam. Those
who are joined to Him in faith have
abundant life given to them!

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. Using the chart, what similarities and differences do you see between Adam and Christ?
2. How do you view death?
3. Is it fair that the act of one person (Adam) should bring condemnation to the entire race?
4. Does the idea of Adam as our federal head obscure personal responsibility?
5. What is the difference between original sin and actual sin?
6. What is meant by “sin is not counted where there is no law” (v. 13)? Does this mean that as long as there was
no law there was no sin? How do we know what sin is?
7. Is it fair that many can benefit through the act of one person (Christ)?
8. Were all who were represented by Adam also all represented by Christ?
9. How does grace abound over sin?
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Bible Studies on Romans

Lesson 14: Dead to Sin, Alive in Christ
Romans 6:1–14

A

After spending three chapters
teaching his readers the
depth of our sin and another
three chapters on how we are
reconciled to God through
the sacrifice of Jesus Christ,
Paul pens three chapters on
the significance that our union
with Christ has on our daily
lives. In Adam we were dead
in sin; in Christ we are dead
to sin. All our sins have been
pardoned; we are declared to
be without sin—justified by the
second Adam. What the first
Adam could not accomplish,
the second Adam did. Those
who believe in Christ’s sacrifice
are clothed in the righteousness
of the perfectly obedient Son of
God. In the next three chapters,
Paul explains how believers are
free from sin (chapter 6), free
from the law (chapter 7), and
free from death (chapter 8).

Living as We Desire
A natural objection to salvation
by grace alone through Christ
alone by faith alone is that the
quality of our obedience in
life will suffer greatly if all the
emphasis is placed on the oncefor-all work of Jesus Christ on
the cross. Paul rightly asks,
“Shall we go on sinning so that
grace may abound?”
The logic is simple enough.
Christ died for sin. Through
Him we are forgiven all our
sins—past, present, and future.
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We can live as we desire because—
even if we sin—we are forgiven. A
similar argument is often offered in
opposition to the doctrine of election.
After all, if I am saved, I’m saved—
no matter how I live. I can, then, live
(and sin) as I want.
Such logic, however, comes from
those who still follow after the first
Adam. They want the “best” of both
worlds. They want to live a life that
follows after their own sinful desires.
Pursue the world! Lie, steal, and
cheat—anything to get ahead! As long
they pray for forgiveness at the end of
the day, all is well. Is this how we are
to live in response to the salvation
God has provided through His Son?
In the words of Paul: “By no means!”
Those who think this way seek their
treasures in that which Satan, the
world, and their own fleshly desires
offer. And where their treasure is,
there is their heart also.
If we have been united with Christ,
the second Adam, then we have died
to sin. To say that we have died to sin,
as Paul does, is significantly different
from saying that Jesus died because of
our sin. Jesus died to save us from our
sins—original sin and actual sin, sins
of commission and sins of omission.
They are all forgiven—past, present,
and future. That in itself is glorious
good news.
But there is so much more for the
true Christian. The dark backdrop
of our sin makes grace all the more
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brilliant. For Paul, the death of Jesus
Christ was a once-for-all event. Those
who believe in the forgiveness of their
sins through the death of Christ died
with Him; they were buried with
Christ, and they were raised with
Christ into newness of life. In that
new life, the power that sin had on
the believer is gone. It no longer rules
in the believer’s life. Believers have
passed over from the reign of death
to the reign of life—new life in Jesus
Christ. They have been set free from
the tyranny of the devil.

Living as Free People
However, what are we to do with
this newfound freedom? When the
Israelites were freed from their slavery
to Egypt they rejoiced. Yet, it did
not take long before many Israelites
wanted to appoint a captain to lead
them back to slavery in Egypt (Num.
14:4). In his book, Up from Slavery,
Booker T. Washington writes of slaves
who were freed by the Emancipation
Proclamation returning to their
masters. They had been slaves all their
lives. What were they to do now?
In awe of God’s mercy, Paul wrote,
“Even though I was once a blasphemer
and a persecutor and a violent man,
I was shown mercy because I acted
in ignorance and unbelief. The grace
of our Lord was poured out on me
abundantly, along with the faith
and love that are in Christ Jesus” (1
Tim. 1:13–14). He points out to the
church in Corinth: “The sexually
immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers

nor male prostitutes nor homosexual
offenders nor thieves nor the greedy
nor drunkards nor slanderers nor
swindlers will inherit the kingdom of
God” (1 Cor. 6:9–10). Then he adds:
“And that is what some of you were”
(v. 11). Yet Paul addresses the church
in Corinth as “those sanctified in
Christ Jesus and called to be holy” (1
Cor. 1:2). Bought by the blood of Jesus
Christ, neither Paul nor the church in
Corinth remained slaves to sin. How
were they to live in the freedom God
in His mercy gave them? They were
called to be holy.
Being declared free from the penalty
of sin (justification) is one thing;
to be delivered from its power is
yet another. Sin has had it reign
over our lives. We have yielded
to it, and, even though it left us
unsatisfied and guilt-ridden, we
have enjoyed it. Then, by God’s
grace, we were led to the cross
where we were cleansed
from all our sin. We
were declared righteous.
We have been united
with Christ. This new life
has placed certain demands
on us. Our union with Christ
is to produce a new and holy walk
within us.
The trouble, too often, is that we
want to be justified (declared
righteous), but we do
not long to be
sanctified
( l i v e

righteously). Because of this, Paul
admonishes his readers in these
opening verses of Romans 6. Sin
ought not to rule in our lives any
longer. We are not to surrender our
bodies to serve wickedness. We have
been bought by the blood of Jesus
Christ. We are now to be servants of
the living God through Christ. We
have been freed in order to live with
Christ. There should be no other
desire in our hearts than to serve the
One who died for us and gave His
life for us. Justification is not the only
thing that Paul teaches his readers
about salvation. Justification implies a
desire to live a holy life that is fulfilled
in sanctification. And, as Paul
shows,
sanctification,

t o o,
i
s
G o d ’s
w o r k
in
the
believer.
Being
freed
from sin releases
the believer from the
bondage that sin incurs.
Paul points to our baptism
into Christ as a baptism into His
death. Baptism by submersion may

symbolize the act of being buried
in the ground. Christ, however, was
not lowered in a grave but placed in
a tomb. Baptism by sprinkling places
the emphasis on the blood of Jesus
Christ. The sprinkling of blood was
ordained by God in Old Testament
rituals that pointed ahead to the blood
of Christ (Heb. 9:13–14; 1 Peter 1:2).
Paul’s point of comparison is
not the form of baptism but
the meaning of baptism.

Through
baptism we
are
united
with Christ
in His death.
For believers,
baptism is the
guarantee that, for
the sake of Christ,
they are dead to sin.
His death was for them.
In God’s eyes Christ took on
Himself the old sinful nature of Adam.
He brought that sinful nature, with all
its sinful tendencies, with Him to the
cross in order that those who believe
in Him would be delivered from its
power—the old nature was buried.
Our burial with Christ points out the
finality of our old nature’s death.
Paul concludes this section by
pointing out that we must not let sin
reign in us. Taking up the negative
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approach, Paul reminds the reader
that evil desires remain within
us. Such desires lead us to use the
members of our bodies to perform
all manner of evil. Our eyes will
look where they should not; our ears
will listen to perverse dialogue; our
mouths will speak ill of others. In
addition, our hands will grasp what
is not ours; our feet lead us places we
ought not to go; our hearts will fill
themselves with jealousy, dishonesty,
and pride. These inclinations and
desires we must not obey. Rather we
are to fight against them in the power
of the Holy Spirit within us.
We are, instead, to offer ourselves to
God—every part of ourselves. Just as
our eyes once focused on evil, now
we should focus our eyes on Christ.
Whereas our ears once listened to
that which was perverse, now we are
to listen to the words of Jesus. Where
once we spoke ill of others, now we
seek to build them up. The same
instruments that were once under
the control of the devil must yield
themselves to Christ, the author and
perfector of our faith, so that we may
live in newness of life, bringing glory

to His name.
The logical result of our dying with
Christ in His death is that we are
also raised with Christ into newness
of life through His resurrection. The
glorified Christ lives in the believer
and through the power of the Holy
Spirit, and the believer’s desire is to
glorify Christ. It is impossible for
someone who has truly experienced
the saving work of God in his new,
born-again life to deliberately want
to continue living in his sins of the
past. Having died with Christ, the
true Christian desires to live for
Christ. The sacrifice of Jesus Christ
on the cross becomes the focal point
of the believer’s life. It stands between
him and the desire to commit again
the actions that placed the Savior on
the cross.

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 kind of thinking would bring about the question Paul asks in verse 1?
2. In Numbers, some Israelites longed to go back to Egypt. Why? How do we often act like
these Israelites?
3. How does Paul use the sacrament of baptism in these verses?
4. What was accomplished when you died to sin, when you were buried with Christ, and when you
rose with Christ?
5. How do you stop being a slave to sin?
6. How does Paul expect his readers to conduct themselves?
7. In verse 11, Paul writes that the battle has been won by Christ; then in verse 12 he writes that we
must wage war. How do these two statements fit together?
8. How do you yield yourself to God?
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Grace Beyond Measure

P

Redeemed by Christ

Paul greets the Ephesians with a
benediction of grace and peace (Eph.
1:1–2). An outburst of praise then
follows (Eph. 1:3–14). What does
the apostle want us to know? God
has blessed us beyond conception!
We have grace beyond measure.
We who trust in Christ have been
“seated in the heavenly places” (Eph.
2:6). We are thereby endowed with
“every spiritual blessing” (Eph. 1:3).
This bold declaration immediately
unfolds—one long sentence in the
original Greek text follows. Paul
stacks benefit upon benefit, one upon
another. We quickly lose count in
trying to number them (Eph. 1:3–14).

Ultimate blessings come from Christ.
“In him we have redemption through
his blood, the forgiveness of our
trespasses” (Eph. 1:7). What startles
our hearts? It is the word blood.
It sobers our minds. It grips our
attention. There has been a violent
death. Jesus was an “offering and a
sacrifice to God” (Eph. 5:2). Wrath
has been appeased. Justice is satisfied.
Forgiveness may now be granted. His
blood was the ransom. The payment
has been made. Redemption has been
purchased—a complete and definitive
release from the bondage of Satan,
“the domain of darkness.” Our chains
have been broken. Freedom is our
permanent possession (Col. 1:13–14).

Chosen by God

Reconciled into One

Salvation is rooted in eternity.
Even before creation, the Father
chose a people unto holiness. He
predestined them to become his
sons by adoption (Eph. 1:3–5). Many
were passed by, but many were also
chosen. There was divine justice, but
there was also mercy.

What will happen in the future?
We are not left in the dark. God has

Who can explain this? Why has
salvation come—even to us? It is
“according to the kind intention of
his will” (Eph. 1:5). “He has mercy
on whom he desires, and he hardens
whom he desires” (Rom. 9:18). The
apostle had little patience with him
who contends with God over his
ways in grace. Many are puffed up—
defending fair play, as they see it.
They protest. They object. Paul puts
the arrogant in his place. He drives
home the question, “Who are you,
O man, who answers back to God?”
(Rom. 9:20).
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granted enlightenment: “He has made
known to us the mystery of his will”
(Eph. 1:9). Discord and animosity
mark the present, but history will
move onward into the age to come,
“when the times will have reached
their fulfillment” (Eph. 1:10a, NIV).
Disharmony will cease; unity will
come. God will “gather together
in one all things in Christ” (Eph.
1:10b, NKJV). In the eschatological
company, we will surround the
Messiah Jesus. “We will live together
with him” (1 Thess. 5:10).
The harmony and reconciliation of the
eschaton1 is now foreshadowed. Look
at the church! Believers—the Jew and
the Gentile—live together in peace.
We were from among the nations,
“excluded from the commonwealth of
Israel.” We stood outside “the barrier
of the dividing wall” (Eph. 2:14).
Great change has come. We have
“been brought near by the blood of
Christ” (Eph. 2:12–13). Jesus is “our
peace, who made both groups into
one” (Eph. 1:14).

Indwelt by the Spirit
Our blessings cluster around the
Father and the Son, but there is even
more to our salvation than that! There
is the linkage of hearing, believing,
and sealing. “After listening to the
message of truth, the gospel of your
salvation—having also believed in
him, you were sealed with the Holy
Spirit of promise” (Eph. 1:13). The
Spirit dwells within us to enable and
to sanctify—he is the seal that marks
us out as belonging to God. He is also
the “pledge of our inheritance,” a down
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payment from the hand of God—the
assurance that the rest of our salvation
is certainly going to come. Christ will
return. There will be the “redemption
of God’s own possession,” a complete
release from the effects of sin (Eph.
1:14). Our bodies will be set free. Our
infirmities, weaknesses, and even
death itself will pass away.

Richly Lavished Grace
Paul was impressed with grace.
Everything that God has done
redounds “to the praise of the glory
of his grace” (Eph. 1:6). God is not
sparing. He is not stingy. Grace is
“freely bestowed,” even “lavished on
us” (Eph. 1:6, 8).
What can we say about grace? Let us
remember two things.
We do not deserve it. Paul reminds us
of what we were: “You were dead in
your trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1).

We were “by nature children of wrath,
even as the rest” (Eph. 2:3).
Grace rules out works. “By grace you
have been saved” (Eph. 2:8). This is
a significant declaration, but there
is more. Paul adds a qualification.
Salvation by grace means that it is
“not as a result of works” (Eph. 2:9).
Good works do not bring salvation;
salvation brings good works. They are
the fruit of grace.

Inquiries That Follow
We must ask ourselves some
questions. First, do our hearts
overflow with adoration to God? Do
you and I praise the God and Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ who has blessed
us with every spiritual blessing in
the heavenly places (Eph. 1:3)? If
we have grown cold and indifferent,
our passage exhorts us unto a life of
thanksgiving.

Second, spiritual blessings are for
those who are seated in the heavenly
places—for the person who is “in
Christ” (Eph. 1:3), for them who
are “in the Beloved” (Eph. 1:6). The
Ephesians were united to Christ.
Paul had no doubt about this. “I too
having heard of the faith in the Lord
Jesus which exists among you . . . do
not cease giving thanks for you” (Eph.
1:15–16).
Where do you stand? Today is the day
of opportunity, the day of salvation.
Come to Christ. Put your trust in him.
Partake of grace beyond measure.
1. End times

Dr. Mark J. Larson is a minister of the
Word and sacraments in the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church.

Synod Nyack 2012: From Adolescence to
Young Adulthood

i

Introduction
Among the various summer activities
the Lord decreed for the year of 2012,
the United Reformed Churches of
North America (URCNA) found
themselves gathering together in
Nyack, New York for their eighth
synod. It was the author’s privileged
responsibility to attend these meetings
as a delegate. While a reproduction
of the forthcoming Acts of Synod in
this setting is neither possible nor
desirable, it is my goal in this article
to provide a brief, objective overview
of synod’s work while adding some
personal, subjective analysis and
commentary.
The URCNA Synod, as “an assembly
of . . . church delegates that discusses
and decides upon church affairs,” is a
sacred assembly. The sacredness, or
unique character, of a synod is found
in the nature of its work, that which
focuses on the holy church of our Lord
Jesus Christ. The approximately twohundred URC and fraternal delegates
and observers that gathered from
the USA, Canada, and abroad gave
evidence of a spirit that recognized
the sacred nature of the work of synod.
Eight is not a large number for the
times a denomination or federation’s
broadest assembly has met. Yet the
number eight shows that the history
of the URNCA is continuing to
develop and progress under the Lord’s
blessings. Upon reflection on the
deliberations and decisions of Synod
Nyack, there is evidence that the
URCNA, as a federation, is maturing,
communicating, cooperating, and
centralizing.

Synod Nyack Evidenced
Federational Maturation
In some contrast to Synod London
2010, Synod Nyack 2012 displayed
evidence of maturity within our
federation, for which we rejoice and
give thanks to God. If Synod London
can be compared to the unruly
teenager analogy, Synod Nyack can
be compared to a young, responsible
adult. Maturation was evident in both
the manner of deliberation and the
matters for deliberation.
The stage for the mature manner of
humble deliberation was set by the
exemplary display of leadership by
both the chairman pro tem, Rev.
Richard Kuiken, and the elected
chairman, Rev. Ronald Scheuers. By
God’s grace, the delegates followed
the chairmen’s lead in seeking to
heed the apostolic command to “walk
worthy of the calling with which
you were called, with all lowliness
and gentleness, with longsuffering,
bearing with one another in love,
endeavoring to keep the unity of the
Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians
4:1–3). This humble spirit was evident
on the floor of synod as officers and
delegates repeatedly sought to ensure
that no personal offense was given
to a brother in speech and that any
misunderstandings or misperceptions
were cleared.
Synod also displayed a mature manner
of unified deliberation. Although
the week gave plenty of opportunity
for the healthy expression of various
opinions and views, the delegates
stood unified in biblical, reformed
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doctrine and polity. This beautiful
display of unity was a result of each
delegate submitting to the Word and
the Spirit seeking to follow and submit
to the headship of Jesus Christ and
the authority of the Holy Scriptures.
Synod displayed maturity not only
in the humble and unified manner
of deliberation but also in the
matters for deliberation. One of these
matters was the adopted request to
divide the large Classis Ontario into
two classes, Classis Southwestern
Ontario and Classis Ontario—East.
Maturity was also evident in the
ongoing development of revised
liturgical forms for use within the
URCNA federation. Provisionally
adopted forms will be electronically
distributed soon, and synod
instructed the churches to review the
forms and offer editorial comments
back to the respective committee.
However, as the federation continues
to mature, a question is whether
the churches of the federation will
actually do the work of reviewing and
offer comments on these forms.
Maturity in matters for deliberation
was seen clearly in synod’s adoption
of an appendix to the Regulations
for Synodical Procedure entitled
“Definitions and Authority of
Synodical Actions.” This appendix
includes clarified provision for synod
to state “doctrinal affirmations,” give
“pastoral advice,” receive a “study
committee report,” or declare a
“synodical judgment.” While these
are helpful and clarifying terms that
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ought to serve the federation well,
the danger of synod overextending its
reach and authority is always present.
As the URCNA continues to mature,
it will be vital to remember the lessons
history has taught in relationship to
the abuse of synodicalism.
Evidence of maturity in matters
for deliberation was displayed in
the careful, diligent, and equitable
way synod prepared for and treated
numerous personal appeals. While
the Regulations for Synodical
Procedure help synod procedurally
handle appeals, Nyack still had to
wade its way through the complexity
of lengthy documentation. Hopefully,
the manner in which this body
addressed these appeals sets a good
historical precedence for appellants
to receive an honest hearing of their
alleged grievances. In connection
to this, future appellants would be
helped and would help synod by
receiving and heeding wise advice
in how to present a proper appeal to
synod. Reflecting on the work of the
week of synod, it is clear the URCNA
evidenced federational maturation
in its manner of and matters for
deliberation.

Synod Nyack Evidenced
Federational Communication
Another clear display at synod was
the engagement in federational
communication both internally and
externally. Internally, synod heard the
reports of numerous functionaries
and committees who seek to fulfill
their respective job descriptions
and mandates in faithfulness. Since
these persons enable the URCNA to
function as a federation of churches,
thankfulness ought to be expressed to
the Lord and the appointed persons
who serve in these oftentimes behindthe scene roles.
In regards to external communication,
synod had the wonderful opportunity
to hear fraternal addresses from
churches with which we share
ecumenical relationship near and
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far from our homes. Close to home
geographically, after lengthy debate
given the Reformed Presbyterian
Church in North America’s (RPCNA)
practice of allowing women to serve
as deacons, the synod approved
moving to phase two or establishing
a relationship of “ecclesiastical
fellowship.” In regards to the issue
of women in office, with this closer
relationship with the RPCNA, may
“iron sharpen iron” between the
URCNA and the RPCNA rather than
iron dulling iron in our egalitarian
and often feminist culture.
An ongoing point of external
communication that has characterized
nearly all of the URCNA synods is her
sister relationship to the Canadian

Reformed Churches (CanRC). While
this issue did not occupy as much
attention as it did in Synod London
2010, Synod Nyack continued to
interact carefully and communicate
with this federation with which it
enjoyed “ecclesiastical fellowship.”
While the move towards full, organic
unity has been delayed in recent years,
Synod Nyack did “encourage each
classis and consistory to continue to
engage the issue of an eventual merger
between the CanRC and the URCNA
by inviting Canadian Reformed
ministers to fill our pulpits, inviting
Canadian Reformed representatives
to our classis seeking open dialogue
with Canadian Reformed brothers
regarding any outstanding areas of

concern, organizing joint events with
Canadian Reformed congregations,
attending joint conferences, and
writing columns to foster our mutual
understanding and affection.” While
the language sounds nice, again
the question is whether or not the
churches and consistories will actually
act on the adopted recommendation.
Hopefully,
office-bearers
and
congregants on both sides of the aisle
are motivated out of a love for Christ
to interact with charity, seeking the
unity of the church of Jesus Christ.
Indeed, Synod Nyack gave ample
evidence that the URCNA is engaging
in healthy internal and external
communication as a federation and
with sister federations.

Synod Nyack Evidenced
Federational Cooperation
Numerous items of the synodical
agenda showed that the URCNA is
not guilty of radical independency
or congregationalism. Rather, the
federation
showed
cooperation
in regards to ministerial training,
ministerial credentials, doctrinal
commitment,
a
federational
songbook, and a federational missions
committee.
In regards to ministerial training,
cooperative
uniformity
and
thoroughness
in
theological
education was the goal behind an
overture requesting an additional
appendix to the Church Order. After

extensive debate about possible
implications of the appendix, synod
adopted “Guidelines for a Thoroughly
Reformed Theological Education.”
In the unique absence of a seminary
governed and supported by the
federation, numerous independent
seminaries
provide
theological
training for men aspiring to the
ministry within the URCNA. These
adopted guidelines give both the
consistories and the seminaries
objective standards by which to
evaluate a path for theological
education.
Synod also worked together to
establish a cooperative and unified
approach to the handling of
the credentials of ministers and
emeritation. It made some progress
by amending the Church Order,
clarifying the process of emeritation
and the holding of credentials, but
also established an ad hoc committee
to study the issue of ministerial
compensation and retirement policies
with the mandate to report to the next
synod.
Cooperation concerning levels of
doctrinal commitment was seen
in the much more unified report
received from another previously
appointed study committee. While
Synod London 2010 received two
reports from a split committee, with
neither one being satisfactory to the
body, Synod Nyack 2012 received a
much simpler report affirming the
URCNA as a biblical and confessional
federation of churches.
It seems the issue of a URCNA
songbook is as old as the federation
itself and is an item that usually
reveals a lack of cooperation—or at
least a lack of mutual agreement—
among the churches. Given decisions
made by Synod London 2010, the past
two years found many consistories
and classes studying a proposed
hymnal and formulating overtures
for changes either to the committee
itself or to synod. After lengthy
Synod Nyack 2012 delegates
(Photography by Glenda Mathes)

discussion, some unique decisionmaking, and rescinding of previously
adopted motions, the concerns
that were brought to synod were
simply forwarded to the Songbook
Committee’s attention. It is supposed
that these concerns will join the
piles of others that were presented
directly to the committee itself from
various classes. It would seem that the
Songbook Committee ought to take a
long and careful look at the amount
and content of the concerns raised
about their work by the churches.
Nevertheless, the delegates of synod
expressed what must be taken as a
sign of cooperation concerning the
necessity of a federational songbook,
as it quickly and overwhelmingly
approved a recommendation for the
URCNA Songbook Committee to
work with the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church in producing a psalter
hymnal. Perhaps the OPC can help
the URC accomplish what it could
not do with the CanRC—produce a
federational songbook.
One of the major items delegates
gave attention to was cooperation
in the direction and oversight of
the church’s missionary and church
planting work. Prior to synod, much
material had been written, making
the case for more cooperation in
mission work within the federation. It
was apparent that the case had been
made as synod quickly organized
a standing missions committee
with little if any dissent. A bit more
discussion went into the adoption of
the federational functionary position
of missions coordinator. Yet synod
overwhelmingly approved this step
of cooperation also. Here again the
proper execution of the decision will
be vital to its success or lack thereof. As
a member of a classis with a standing
missions committee, I observe that
neither the mere existence of a
committee nor the diligent labors of
that committee will guarantee the
church’s enthusiasm for or success in
actual mission work.
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Synod Nyack Evidenced
Federational Centralization
Reflecting on the maturation,
communication, and cooperation
evidenced in Synod Nyack 2012 leaves
one with the impression that synod
gave evidence of the federation’s
centralization. Interestingly enough
my dictionary defines centralize as
either “to draw to or gather about a
center” or “to bring under one control,
esp. in government.” In reference
to the church, centralization can be
either good or bad. Moreover, perhaps
it is a small, subtle step from the good
form of centralization to the bad form
of centralization. As a federation
of churches who voluntarily, and
biblically, have avoided independent
congregationalism, it is necessary
for us “to draw to or gather about a
center.” However, as we “gather about
a center” it would be unhealthy,
and unbiblical, for us “to bring [the
churches] under one control.” Synod
Nyack displayed a spirit of healthy
centralization as the churches drew
about a center of mutual cooperation
in matters of doctrine and practice.
Nevertheless, the danger is always
there that the churches slip towards
an unhealthy centralization as they
are gradually brought under one
control in government. Perhaps a way
to avoid the danger of being brought
under one control in government is to
identify clearly what the center is that
we as a federation of churches gather
around.
For example, if we flesh this idea out in
reference to the Songbook Committee
and a missions coordinator—since
they received the most pre-synod
press space—it is good if we, as a
federation of churches, gather around
the singing of common psalms and
hymns and if we mutually coordinate
our mission activity. However, as a
federation, it will be destructive if
the construction of a songbook and
the oversight of mission activity are
brought under the one control of a
committee or a functionary.

Personally, I am not necessarily
opposed to a federational functionary
in the capacity of mission coordinator.
Nor am I opposed to the construction
of a URCNA psalter hymnal. However,
as I read much of what was written on
these issues, I do question the validity
of the argument that a federational
missions coordinator is essential
to our federative unity. I question
whether the concerns of the churches
in relationship to the proposed
songbook are really being addressed.
As a side note, I also question the
pragmatic argumentation that a
federational missions coordinator will
expedite the URCNA’s mission and
church planting activity. Reflecting
on and moving forward with Synod
Nyack 2012’s decisions, let us ponder
whether cooperation in ecclesiastical
activities demands centralization in
governmental organization.
As the URCNA transitions from
adolescence to young adulthood,
it needs to find and maintain a
balance between federative unity and
consistorial autonomy. Vital to this
balance is identifying what is essential
to federative unity and what is essential
to consistorial autonomy. The federative
unity of the URCNA is based on unity
in doctrine, as expressed in the Three
Forms of Unity, and unity in practice,
as expressed in our Church Order. The
consistorial autonomy of the URCNA
is based on the idea that each local
consistory governs the local church.
Given these views, there ought to be
a comfortable and healthy diversity
within unity. Therefore, standing with
allowable diversity, may the URCNA
draw together around the center of
unified doctrine and practice, and may
God grant us the wisdom to discern
the balance to maintain autonomous
unity within the government of His
churches.
Rev. Greg Lubbers is pastor of
Covenant URC in Byron Center,
MI. He served as second clerk at
Synod Nyack.

URCNA Synod 2012 Impressions

Mr. Ed
Veldman

A

fter giving a thumbnail sketch/
report of what happened at
Synod this year to our council
I was asked if I would be willing to
put some of those thoughts down on
paper. I will not attempt to summarize
every decision made but try to touch
on highlights and what I feel to be
some potential areas of concern.
The singing in the Church sanctuary
where all the plenary sessions took
place was absolutely amazing. I had
heard about this before attending
Synod. It is, however, something that
simply must be experienced first hand
as no description does it justice. The
sound of plus or minus 200 male
voices filled the church building where
we met. We sang Psalms and Hymns
that are obviously old favorites among
this group despite the archaic language
and references to Jehovah. I believe the
blue Psalter was used exclusively.
I thoroughly enjoyed hearing from
the fraternal delegates from sister
denominations. In the Committee
for Ecumenical Relations and Church
Unity (CERCU) and Committee for
Ecumenical Contact with Churches
Abroad (CECCA) reports these
brothers and sisters are often reduced
to a paragraph or two of description.
In speaking with these brothers over
meals and hearing the brothers address
the body and bring greetings from
their respective federations was for the
most part very uplifting. In particular
I would single out Rev. Yonson
Dethan from the Calvinist Reformed
Church in Indonesia. We are in phase
1 of ecclesiastical relations with this
denomination. This brother, and the
denomination to which he belongs,
face daily the threat of persecution
in a predominantly Muslim country.

Synod Nyack 2012 of the United Reformed Churches in North America began on Monday evening,
June 11, with a wonderful time of prayer and worship.

After he brought us warm greetings
and a personal gift for our chairman,
Rev Sikkema added some additional
comments surrounding the death of
Rev. Dethan’s son in what appears to be
an obvious case of medical malpractice.
He also told of the manner in which
Rev. Dethan has let his light shine even
in this tragic event. After Rev. Sikkema
finished I do not believe there was a
dry eye in the building.
The body after much debate
voted in favor of accepting the
recommendations of the Study
Committee on missions to establish
a permanent federation missions
committee which is to oversee
and assist the work of a missions
coordinator (a permanent full time

position). The committee, made up of
one member from each classis, is to
present a candidate for this position
at the next Synod. This federation
missions model is borrowed heavily
from the OPC and apparently works
well for them.
In and of itself there is nothing
inherently wrong with this model
but it does use a top down approach
which, although arguably more
efficient, also has greater potential for
misuse. Those of us who came out of
the CRC can testify to some of the local
congregations’ frustration with the
missions board (permanent full time
positions) and the direction of some of
the organizations took over time that
were supported by denominational
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quotas (we are more polite, we call
it “askings”). I would also raise the
concern that a federationally directed
missions effort tends to reduce the
pew sitter to “praying and paying.” The
complaint is often leveled against our
congregations that we are not nearly
missions minded enough. I believe
that to be valid, but I would argue that
many of us are already a product of a
federationally directed missions effort
from our former denomination.
Although this did not generate a lot
of debate the Proposed Joint Church
Order (PJCO) that our federation has
been working on with the Canadian
Reformed Churches had some
revisions of which the most notable
are the Forms for Discipline. The
Joint Church Order committee (JCO)
report actually recommended to
adopt the PJCO provisionally at Synod
2012 but the pre-advise committee
recommended that this be held over
for consistories to study as the Forms
for Discipline in particular have not
yet been seen by the consistories.
Consistories that would like to suggest
changes are to send proposed changes
to the PJCO committee. The PJCO
differs significantly from our current
Church Order particularly in regard to
the organization of broader assemblies
(Classis and Synod). Our current
practice is to send delegates from
each consistory to their respective

Classis and send delegates from each
consistory to Synod as well. The PJCO
would split this up. Assemblies of
Classis and not the local consistories
would send delegates to Regional and
General Synods.
I would recognize that our current
practice for holding Synods is
somewhat cumbersome as there
are difficulties involved with getting
something done with 200 people in
the room as well as the logistics for the
convening consistory, among other
things. What is being suggested by the
JCO, however, is once again a much
more top down hierarchical approach .
I would submit that this practice lends
itself to Assemblies of Classis sending
our elite to Regional and General
Synods to make our federation
decisions. This is substantially different
from how the founding consistories of
our federation assembled our current
Church Order where every consistory
can have a voice at Synod.
The Psalter Hymnal committee was
established in 1997 and has been
working on the new Psalter Hymnal
since then. Every Synod since then
has approved additions, changes and
clarifications to their mandate and this
Synod was no exception as we are now
pursuing working together with the
OPC to produce a songbook for joint
use in our respective federations. If the
OPC and URCNA committees can

come to an agreement, this document
would presumably be presented at the
next Synod in 2014. If adopted we
could have a proposal for a songbook
by the Synod after that.
At the last Synod, a Hymn Proposal
was presented for evaluation by the
churches which developed much furor
in many of our congregations, to say
the least. It is very clear that we feel
very strongly about the songs that
we sing. One of the overtures at this
year’s Synod had to do with having the
Psalter Hymnal committee reevaluate
the direction of the song selection
process particularly in regards
to gender inclusive language, the
discontinuation of the use of the word
Jehovah, and other word changes. This
overture, after being revised somewhat
by the pre-advise committee, was
adopted, then rescinded the next
morning, and after more debate was
defeated. The way it was spun was
that the language in the overture was
inflammatory.
The good news is that the OPC have
the many of the same concerns
with the current Hymn Proposal,
according to the OPC fraternal
delegate who attended Synod 2012.
Also, the indications from the
current committee members seemed
to indicate that they have received
this message loud and clear as many
consistories have expressed concern
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Revs. Keith Davis,
Kevin Hossink, and
John Vermeer.

Rev. John Bouwers, Vice Chair;
Rev. Ron Scheuers, Chairman;
Rev. Greg Lubbers, Second Clerk; and
Rev. Doug Barnes, First Clerk.
The scenery during every walk to or
from a meal declares God’s glory.

over the changes to the songs in the
current revision of the Hymn Proposal.
One
of
the
more
notable
recommendations of the CERCU
committee report was to enter into
phase 2 ecclesiastical fellowship with
the Reformed Presbyterian Churches
of North America (RPCNA). This
recommendation generated much
debate on the floor of Synod due to the
fact that the RPCNA ordain women
deacons. The vote was very close
but in the end this recommendation
was passed. The grounds given for
moving forward on this point are
mainly focused around two central
points. The first is in the RPCNA’s
church polity, deacons are not part
of the ruling body; the second theirs
is a historic practice which predates
the feminist movement. Our church
order states that this decision must
be still be ratified by a majority of the
consistories.
As little as ten years ago, the RPCNA
published a document affirming the
practice of ordaining women deacons.
It is not likely that they are working
towards eliminating this practice. I do
not believe that there is acceptance of
this practice in our federation at least
according to those that stood to speak
on this. I would, however, pose a few
questions.

First, if the deacons in their church
polity are not part of the ruling body
why do they need to be ordained? God
fearing women throughout history
have done an enormous amount of
work in the church without being
ordained.
Secondly, an examination of when
they began this practice (1888) reveals
that it began during the period of
history that is marked by the woman’s
suffrage movement. How is this not
linked to the feminist movement?
Third, what this will look like on
the ground in our congregations?
Phase 2 by definition means that we
have pulpit exchanges and that the
transfer of membership is accepted.
If ratified are we are not essentially
saying that this practice is acceptable?
It would certainly be difficult to take
a brother or sister to task for holding
and promoting this view. This will
no doubt be characterized as narrow
minded as “Iron sharpens Iron” was an
often used phrase at this years Synod.
I had never been to a Synod of our
federation before. Unlike many
others, I have nothing to compare
this experience to. In speaking with
other brothers from our congregation
who have been delegates to a
URCNA Synod I had always heard

Synod London 2010 formed a committee to study the issue of
emeritation, and that committee brought its report to Synod
Nyack 2012.

Michael Kearney, the youngest observer
and official organist at Synod, chats
with Dr. Cornel Venema, President of
Mid-America Reformed Seminary.
Chaplain Paul Berghaus chats with
friends while visiting Synod 2012.

that it is for the most part a positive
experience and that there is a spirit
of brotherhood. Although there are
areas of concern and decisions made
that councils within the federation
may disagree with, I would agree that
there is a genuine consensus of belief
that creates that spirit of brotherhood
referred to above.
Actually seeing and experiencing the
mechanics of what it takes to belong
to a federation was enlightening.
As members in local churches there
is often a tendency to treat what is
happening in our federation outside of
the borders of our own congregations.
Broader assemblies may be interesting
and perhaps worthy of discussion
over coffee, but definitely several
steps removed from the local scene.
Attending a Classis and particularly
a Synod brings this much closer to
home as one realizes that we are part of
a federation of like minded believers.
Thanks be to God for the work that
was done. May He use it to bring glory
and honor to His Name.
Mr. Ed Veldman is a first-time
elder delegate to the URCNA
Synod. He is a member of Trinity
Reformed Church in Lethbridge,
AB.

Rev. Alan Strange brings
fraternal greetings from
the OPC.

Accompanists for the evening were
Shannon Murphy (Messiah’s Reformed
Fellowship in New York) on the
organ, Michael Kearney (West Sayville
Reformed Bible Church) on the piano,
and J. P. Galib on the trumpet.

Report on Synod Nyack of the URC

Synod 2012 of the United Reformed
Churches in North America met
on the bank of the Hudson River,
on the campus of Nyack College in
Nyack, New York, on June 11–16.
Represented were 191 delegates from
102 churches, along with sixteen
fraternal delegates and observers.
One church sent delegates who were
not presently sitting elders, and who,
according to Church Order, were not
seated as delegates but recognized as
observers with no voting privileges.
Fraternal delegates representing likeminded confessionally Reformed
churches from North America were
in attendance, and those from foreign
countries were from Indonesia,
Quebec, Scotland, the Netherlands,
New Zealand, and the Congo. Rev.
Yonson Dethan of the Calvinist
Reformed Church in Indonesia, in
his address to Synod, said that it takes
two days for him to get to the U.S.
and, “I have a sore bum.” He went on
to add that the joy of being with likeminded brothers of the Reformed
faith for a week and receiving their
encouragement quickly makes the
sore go away.
Having also been in attendance
at Synod 2010, it seemed to this
reporter that with the songbook
committee having listened and heard
the concerns of the churches, and
with actions for an organic merger
with the Canadian Reformed Church
on hold for the time being, the
result was a more united synod. It
was obvious that we as a federation
are still maturing and trying to find
ourselves; as such, much time and
discussion were devoted in making
sure that what was being acted on
would be for the good order of the

The Outlook | 30

church, in accord to the Scriptures
and the Reformed confessions, and to
the glory of God.
Rev. Ronald Scheuers again served
the synod effectively as chairman,
assisted capably by Rev. John Bouwers
as vice chairman. The gifts of Rev.
Doug Barnes were again utilized as
first clerk, and Rev. Greg Lubbers
served the first time as second clerk.
Stated Clerk Rev. Brad Nymeyer’s
thorough knowledge of the Church
Order and the Synodical Rules of
Procedure effectively assisted the
officers throughout the week.
Synod waded through eleven
overtures and ten appeals and
considered reports from fourteen
committees. Without dissent, the
request of the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church to join them in producing
a new hymnal was approved, and
further advice was given to the
Song Book Committee. A Missions
Committee was established, and the
appointing of a Missions Coordinator
was approved, but with considerable
discussion as to what his job would
entail and whether it must be held by
an ordained man. Synod approved
dividing Classis Southern Ontario—
with its twenty-three churches—into
two classes, with eleven churches
making up Classis Southwestern
Ontario and twelve churches
making up Classis Ontario East. The
guidelines for a thoroughly Reformed
theological education were refined.
Bible knowledge and biblical exegesis
were added to the Guidelines for a
Colloquium Doctum in Appendix 4
of the Church Order.
In other action, Synod accepted for
continued study the Proposed Joint
Church Order for union with the

Mr. Myron
Rau

Canadian Reformed Church. It was
approved to enter into phase two with
the Reformed Presbyterian Church
of North America. Delineation was
made concerning various types of
synodical actions, classifying them
as doctrinal affirmation, pastoral
advice, study committee report, and
synodical judgment. A report on
the level of doctrinal commitment
necessary for membership in a
URCNA congregation was adopted.
Article 10 of the URCNA Church
Order was amended to more clearly
define caring for emeritus ministers,
and a committee was approved to give
advice concerning the compensation
and retirement of URC ministers.
Synod did not accede to an overture
to change the phrase, “complete
remission of our sins” to “complete
forgiveness of our sins” in the URC
provisionally approved Lord’s Supper
Form. Also not approved were an
overture to establish a committee of
appeals for synod and one to require
all ministers to submit reading
sermons to be put on the URC website.
There was considerable discussion
concerning Canadian laws, which
make it increasingly difficult for their
churches to support joint federational
causes in the U.S. An invitation from
Trinity URC of Visalia, California to
host the next Synod was accepted,
and it was approved for that to be held
in mid-June, 2014.

Mr. Myron Rau is a member of
Covenant URC in Kalamazoo, MI, and
a member of the board of Reformed
Fellowship. When he was not
representing RFI at our display table
at synod, he attended the synod
meetings as an observer.

Practical Ecumenicity:
Synod Nyack Accepts OPC Invitation

In 1999, Synod Hudsonville (MI)
tasked the Psalter Hymnal Committee
to begin the work of producing a new
psalter hymnal for the URCNA and to
provide a list of songs to be included to
a future synod. Synod Hudsonville also
instructed the committee to “consult
with those churches with whom we have
entered into corresponding relations.”
In 2010 the Psalter Hymnal Committee
submitted the Hymn Proposal to the
churches at Synod London (ON). This
synod approved a process of evaluation
whereby churches would send an
overture to their classis regarding
changes to the Hymn Proposal and
if that overture (or a portion thereof)
was approved, the classis would send a
communication to the committee of its
desired changes. The committee would
then take these communications from
the various classes and reevaluate
the Hymn Proposal in light of these
responses.
In the meantime, while the committee
received
communications
and
worked on psalm song evaluations,
they discovered that the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church (OPC) had also
appointed a “Psalter Hymnal Special
Committee” to produce an OPC
Psalter Hymnal. After some telephone
and email conversations, the two
committees had opportunity to meet
face to face in Lynwood, Illinois, on
November 9, 2010.
The OPC committee explained the
decision of a past general assembly to
produce a new songbook which would
contain all 150 psalms as well as hymns
with solid biblical content. By that time
they had already done much work in
tentatively selecting psalm-songs to be
included in this songbook.
Upon hearing this report, it became

obvious that each committee could
benefit from the other’s work. The
OPC had already done much with the
psalms, and the URC had the Hymn
Proposal already in the hands of the
churches. While the concept of doing a
joint effort was discussed, no decision
was made at that point. However, after
further discussions and prayer, the
URCNA committee determined that a
joint project with the OPC would be a
blessing to both the federations and to
all confessionally Reformed churches
in the English-speaking world.
Further communications ensued
between the two committees, which
resulted in the OPC committee
bringing two recommendations to the
78th General Assembly concerning
this development. On June 9, 2011,
the General Assembly of the OPC,
meeting in Sandy Grove, Maryland,
overwhelmingly
approved
these
recommendations:
That the Seventy-eighth General
Assembly approve the working
together of the CCE’s Special
Committee on the PsalterHymnal with the URCNA’s Psalter
Hymnal Committee to produce a
Psalter-Hymnal for use in a wide
range of confessional Presbyterian
and Reformed Churches.
That the Seventy-eighth General
Assembly extend an official
invitation to the URCNA Synod
(2012) to work together to produce
a Psalter-Hymnal for use in a wide
range of confessional Presbyterian
and Reformed Churches.
The URCNA Psalter Hymnal
Committee recommended to
Synod Nyack that the URCNA
accept this invitation. When the
matter came to a vote before synod,

Rev. Derrick
Vander Meulen

the delegates accepted the OPC
invitation with overwhelming
approval.
The two committees have already
begun evaluating each other’s work
and plan to meet face-to-face in early
November, 2012, with psalms on the
agenda. Once there is consensus on the
psalms, they will work on the hymn
collection. URCNA churches can
expect that this final hymn collection
submitted to synod will be quite
different from the Hymn Proposal
previously distributed.
The goal is to have a completed psalm
and hymn collection to be approved at
the 2016 synod and general assembly. If
that goal is reached and approval given,
the next step will be production and
publishing. The OPC will be of great
help at that point, due to their close tie
with Great Commission Publications.
The intent is to have a “URCNA edition”
in which URCNA-specific information
will be printed in the back pages of the
songbook, including liturgical forms,
prayers, creeds, and confessions.
The invitation of the OPC and the
acceptance of that invitation by the
URCNA are great strides toward an
evident and discernible ecumenicity.
Rather than the church splits,
infighting, and navel-gazing that
too often characterize confessional
Reformed and Presbyterian churches,
here is a very practical and visible
expression of our unity in Christ.
Though we don’t share the same
denominational name, we can surely
sing the same praises to our sovereign
Lord, who alone is worthy!
Rev. Derrick J. Vander Meulen is the
pastor and church planter of Kauai
United Reformed Church
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Letting Culture Dictate Practice?

t

There has been a vigorous debate
on Wes White’s blog, Johannes
Weslianus,2 regarding whether or not
establishing the office of deaconess
(or placing women in the office of
deacon) would push the Presbyterian
Church in America (PCA) down the
same slippery slope followed by the
Christian Reformed Church (CRC).
For those not aware of the history,
the CRC voted to allow deaconesses
in 1984, with the idea that the change
was to hold no implications for the
ordination of women to the offices of
pastor and elder. Eventually, however,
the CRC opened all of its offices
to women, and the denomination
has become increasingly liberal in
recent years. Once a bastion of the
confessional Reformed world, it is
now moderately evangelical at best.
The question is whether this path
is inevitable for those who ordain
women to the office of deacon. As one
pastor wrote in a comment,
When I was a pastor in Holland,
I observed how the Reformed
Church (GKN) began by
allowing female deacons. They
asserted that that was all they
really wanted. A few years later,
they got female elders; another
few years and they had female
pastors. From there they got
male and female homosexual
pastors. I really don’t care what
name you give it (slippery slope;
domino theory) there does seem
to be an element of truth in the
process . . . Deaconesses are still
around, and some PCA pastors
have a huge ethical dilemma
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by refusing to conform to PCA
standards on this point. Now
we have intinction and the
historicity of Adam and Eve. Can
we not discern a slip towards the
slope? We need to ask ourselves
who the main players are in these
movements. I submit that it is
basically the same people every
time.
Of course, others point out that there is
solid precedence for ordaining women
to the office of deacon within the
Reformed tradition. Advocates point
to John Calvin as well as to modern
denominations like the Associate
Reformed Presbyterian Church
(ARP) and the Reformed Presbyterian
Church of North America (RPCNA).
The latter can hardly be considered
a liberal denomination. It prohibits
instruments in worship and demands
that its congregations practice
exclusive psalmody. Many of its
women wear head coverings, but the
denomination also ordains women to
the office of deacon.
Now my concern here is not to defend
one side or the other in the debate over
whether or not the PCA should ordain
women as deacons. What worries
me is the tendency of conservatives
within the PCA to argue that this
issue should not be addressed as an
exegetical issue but as a cultural issue.
In other words, while it may have
been legitimate for the RPCNA and
the ARP to ordain women to the office
of deacon, and while Calvin may have
been right to see some sort of public
office of ministry in the church open
to women, in our context of feminism

Mr. Matthew J.
Tuininga

and liberalism today, we should not
take these steps.
With all due respect for my fathers
in the faith who have observed and
experienced with pain the decline
of the CRC, allowing culture to
provide our cues for how to handle
theological, ecclesiastical, or moral
problems is just as dangerous a path
as is liberalism. It is built on the
assumption that the only real danger
facing the church comes from the left,
as if there are no dangers coming from
the right. It implicitly suggests that
Jesus’ kingship over the church should
be set aside for the more important
struggle of preserving America’s
culture. And it has historically been a
disastrous path.
It is not hard to find an obvious
example for this. During the 1960s
the conservative wing of the southern
Presbyterian Church (PCUS), out
of which the PCA arose in 1973,
was battling liberalism within the
denomination that threatened to
lead the PCUS down the same liberal
path once taken by the northern
Presbyterian
Church
(PCUSA)
earlier in the century. Liberals were
pushing an egalitarian agenda that
clearly compromised the authority of
the church and that was more in tune
with the politics of the 60s’ New Left
than with historic Christianity. The
problem was that they were right on
perhaps the hottest issue of the day:
racism.
The cultural conflict over racial
integration had immediate practical
implications
for
Presbyterian

churches. Should the churches allow
blacks as members, or even as pastors?
Should they condemn the social
reality of racism all around them?
Many conservatives within the PCUS
believed that the lessons of history
and culture were obvious. It was the
liberals who were pushing racial
integration, the same people who
destroyed the mainline churches of
the north. Everyone knew what these
people wanted to do with the church,
and the examples of other churches
that had gone down that slippery
slope were clear. This was not an issue
about Scripture or even about justice.
This was a matter of preserving the
church from liberalism.
Cultural concerns like this shaped
the founding of the PCA just as much
as did a desire to be confessionally
Reformed. While the denomination
has repented of the racism in its past,
it is still deeply shaped by the forces
of cultural conservatism in a way that
the other denominations of NAPARC
are not. This creates reactionary
tendencies on both ends of the cultural
spectrum. Those ashamed of the sins

of cultural conservatism tend to push
a progressive agenda that seems only
partially grounded in Scripture. Those
worried about the liberal slide reject
anything progressive, regardless of its
biblical merits.
If the PCA is to learn from the sins
of the past, it needs to recognize that
culture cannot dictate the church’s
worship and life. If Scripture is truly
authoritative and if Scripture suggests
the church should recognize an order
of women deacons, it does not matter
at all that this has become a point of
conflict in the culture wars. Indeed, the
very integrity of the church demands
that the church take the unpopular
position of standing with Scripture
rather than with conservative culture.
There are many people in this country
who dismiss the claims of conservative
Christian churches to stand on the
authority of Scripture because they
find those churches to be culturally
selective in their use of Scripture.
Many of these people—thoughtful
Christians—simply become cynical.
They turn away from those churches
because they want nothing to do with

a politicized gospel.
The gospel can be destroyed by
cultural conservatism just as easily
as it can be destroyed by cultural
liberalism. Racism has driven just
as many from Christianity as has
feminism. That’s why we need to
learn to trust Christ and allow him to
be the king of the church. Our own
cultural perceptions are influenced by
worldly philosophy and our own sin.
We need to choose whether Scripture
or culture will be our guide.
1. This post originally appeared on the blog
“Christian in America” at:
http://matthewtuininga.wordpress.com/
A few minor edits have been made.
2. http://bit.ly/NOszhb

Mr. Matthew J. Tuininga is a licensed
exhorter and a member of Covenant
United Reformed Church of Pantego,
NC, and is currently writing his
dissertation on John Calvin’s twokingdoms doctrine at Emory University
in Atlanta, GA.
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Salvation – Personal or Corporate?

E

“Everything in the work of redemption
is personal, individual, and prepared
for each person. Everything has its
own address and name and title. It
is not a retail store where things are
sold and, therefore, everyone can take
according to his own choosing. It is
a palace where gifts are distributed
and the gift is designated, therefore,
for each one for whom it is intended.”
Abraham Kuyper, Particular Grace, p.
87.
In Reformed and Presbyterian
circles in recent years there has
been a laudable rediscovery of the
importance of the covenant of grace
and the church in the communication
of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.
Whereas many evangelical Christians
place the primary emphasis on
having a “personal relationship with
Jesus Christ,” Reformed Christians
recognize that fellowship with
Christ ordinarily occurs through
the fellowship of the church and its
administration of the means of grace,
the preaching of the Word of God, and
the administration of the sacraments
of baptism and holy communion.
The church is the divinely-appointed
“society,” to use Calvin’s expression,
within which believers and their
children are born again spiritually
and nurtured in the Christian life.
Rather than emphasizing as of first
importance that individual sinners
“make a decision for Jesus,” Reformed
Christianity begins with the initiative
of Christ in gathering and preserving
his church by his Spirit and Word.
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So far as the children of believers are
concerned, the Reformed faith regards
them as “Christians” or members
of Christ by virtue of the covenant
promise, which is signified and sealed
to them in the sacrament of baptism.
Such children are not regarded as
“worldlings,” outside of the fellowship
of Christ until they choose to believe
and repent. Rather, they are regarded
as members of the Christian church
who are to be taught to live and act
accordingly. Christian parents do
not wait for their children to reach
“the age of accountability” before
they teach them to confess that their
“only comfort in life and in death”
is that they belong to their faithful
Savior, Jesus Christ (Heidelberg
Catechism, Lord’s Day 1). Relying on
the covenant promise, they instruct
their children in the Word of God and
confidently anticipate that the Lord

Dr. Cornelis P.
Venema

will confirm his promise in the lives
of these children as they grow up and
mature in Christ.
However, the covenantal and
corporate nature of the gospel’s
administration can easily be distorted
into another error as egregious as
that of evangelical individualism. If
a key problem with evangelicalism
is its individualism, a potential
problem
within
contemporary
Reformed Christianity is corporatism.
By corporatism I mean the idea
that any emphasis on the personal
appropriation of God’s grace in
Christ is unnecessary. Because God’s
grace is communicated to believers
through the church and her means
of grace, our personal response to
the gospel diminishes in importance.
This idea can take various forms.
For example, some Reformed people
are sympathetic to the claim of

N. T. Wright that “if you have the
corporate, you get the individual
thrown in.” This language seems
to suggest that it is enough simply
to know that a person is a member
of the church through baptism.
Soteriology is wholly subordinated
to and exhausted by ecclesiology. To
press the question whether a baptized
member of the church responds
properly to the sacrament in the way
of faith and repentance is a secondary
matter at best, perhaps a misguided
individualism at worst. So long as we
know a person’s identity through the
sacrament of baptism, we need not
emphasize too much the necessary,
personal response that baptism
requires. The sacrament of baptism
becomes, in this approach, a kind
of “saving ordinance” that assures a
person’s election and favor with God,
irrespective of his appropriation of
the gospel through faith. In a similar
way, there are those who decry the
emphasis of classical Reformed
theology on an ordo salutis, the way
in which the grace of Christ becomes
ours through the work of the Spirit of
Christ in rebirth, conversion, and the
like. So long as we see the big picture
of the historia salutis, the history
of the triune God’s saving work
culminating in the person and work

of Christ, we have everything that is
important. Too much focus on the
individual believer’s appropriation of
God’s grace, particularly as this has
been understood in the traditional
categories of the ordo salutis, leads
to subjectivism and an overly
introspective view of the Christian
life.
Though this is a rather simplistic
description of the problem, I would
like to propose that it is a striking
illustration of what might be called
a false dilemma, an unnecessary
juxtaposition of things genuinely
in harmony. Biblical and Reformed
Christianity does not need to choose
between the corporate and the
personal, between historia salutis
and ordo salutis. To borrow biblical
language from another context, we do
not need to “separate what God has
joined together.” The real challenge
to biblical Christianity in our day
is not an emphasis on the believer’s
personal response to the gospel, but
an emphasis on Christian faith and
life as a private or merely individual
matter. However, in the confession
and practice of Reformed churches
historically, it has been rightly
understood that the corporate and
the personal are intimately conjoined,
though remaining distinct. This can

easily be illustrated by biblical and
historical examples.
If we consider the preaching of the
Lord Jesus Christ, as this is attested
to us in the New Testament Gospels,
it is hard to suppress the obvious
truth that he regarded the personal
appropriation of his message as
of critical importance, whatever
the nature of a person’s corporate
identification with the covenant
people of God. A few random
citations from the Gospel of Matthew,
which could be multiplied dozens of
times over, will suffice to show this to
be the case.
“For I say to you, that unless your
righteousness surpasses that of the
scribes and Pharisees, you shall not
enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt.
5:20).
“And when you pray, you are not to be
as the hypocrites” (Matt. 6:5).
“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord,
Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of
heaven; but he who does the will of
My Father who is in heaven” (Matt.
7:21).
“The sons of the kingdom shall be cast
out into outer darkness” (Matt. 8:12).
“But whoever shall deny Me before
men, I will also deny him before

My Father who is in heaven” (Matt.
10:33).
(Speaking of the Pharisees) “Every
plant which my heavenly Father did
not plant shall be rooted up” (Matt.
15:13).
“If anyone wishes to come after Me,
let him deny himself, and take up his
cross, and follow Me” (Matt. 16:24).
“Therefore, I say to you, the kingdom
of God will be taken away from you,
and be given to a nation producing
the fruit of it” (Matt. 21:43).
The apostle Paul likewise, though he
is sometimes commandeered today
as though he had little, if any, interest
in the personal questions of an ordo
salutis, seems to be quite emphatic
about the need to respond personally
to the gospel. Consider only three
texts, which could also be multiplied
many times over.
“For it is not as though the word of
God has failed. For they are not all
Israel who are descended from Israel”
(Rom. 9:6).
“I have been crucified with Christ;
and it is no longer I who live, but
Christ lives in me; and the life which
I now live in the flesh I live by faith in
the Son of God, who loved me, and
delivered Himself up for me” (Gal.
2:20).
“It is a trustworthy statement,
deserving full acceptance, that Christ
Jesus came into the world to save
sinners, among whom I am foremost
of all” (1 Tim. 1:15).
As these passages clearly suggest,
the gospel of Jesus Christ, which is
communicated through preaching
and sacraments, does not dispense
with but accentuates the need for a
Spirit-authored response in the way
of personal faith and repentance.
However true it may be that God’s
grace is communicated covenantally,
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and therefore corporately, the
covenant is not merely a corporate
matter. The covenant community is
composed of persons, and among
those persons there are some who
break covenant through unbelief
and impenitence, and there are
others who keep covenant. It is
impossible, therefore, to speak only
of the corporate community and its
objective means of grace when we
speak of the communication of the
gospel.
The historical confession and practice
of the Reformed churches also
confirm that this is the case. One of
the more familiar catechisms of the
Reformed tradition is the Heidelberg
Catechism. This Catechism serves
(among other functions) to instruct
children in the faith who are members
of the covenant community or church.
What is striking about this catechism,
however, is that it is pervasively
covenantal (without using the term
very often) and personal at the same
time. There is not the slightest hint in
the language of this catechism that the
corporate inclusion of believers and
their children renders superfluous
a personal response to the gospel
of Christ. Within the setting of
the corporate people of God, this
catechism teaches believers (as is
customary in the classic symbols of
the Christian tradition) to speak
in the first personal singular while
joining with the whole company of the
faithful. Furthermore, in its treatment
of the sacraments, this catechism
insists that these means of grace are
simultaneously the most corporate
and personal acts imaginable. In
Christian baptism, believers and their
children are personally addressed (by
name!). By means of baptism God
condescends to give us a visible token
or sign and pledge of our incorporation
into Christ. Far from diminishing
our personal responsibility, the
sacrament accentuates it. Likewise,
when believers are nourished at the

table of the Lord, they do so only
as they come with the “mouth” of
faith, remembering, proclaiming and
discerning the body and blood of
Christ given for them. This sacrament
signifies and seals that “[Christ’s]
body was offered and broken on the
cross for me, and His blood shed for
me” (Lord’s Day 28, emphasis mine).
What I am suggesting, therefore,
is that we ought not to play off the
corporate and the personal, historia
and ordo salutis. All sorts of mischief
follow upon a failure to keep together
these two sides of the one reality
of the triune God’s saving work:
the sacraments are separated from
the Word of God and the required
response of faith; the church or
covenant community in its historical
expression is simply identified
with the company of the elect; the
distinction between the church as
God infallibly knows it (the so-called
“invisible church,” or better, the
“invisibility” of the church) and as it
concretely exists as a mixed company
of true believers and hypocrites is
compromised; and an illegitimate
presumptuousness grows regarding
the salvation of all who are marked
out covenantally as Christians.
Reformed
Christianity,
though
neither pietistic nor individualistic
in its best expressions, never denies
that God’s grace in Christ requires the
intensely personal (albeit common
among God’s people) confession:
“That I am not my own, but belong,
body and soul, to my faithful Savior
Jesus Christ, who has fully satisfied
for all my sins . . .”
This article was first published in the
Chalcedon Report in January, 2003.

Dr. Cornelis P. Venema is the
president of Mid-America Reformed
Seminary in Dyer, IN. He is a
contributing editor to
The Outlook.

Help for Teaching Your Children Well!

G
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od call parents to “train
up” their children in the
“instruction of the Lord”
(Eph. 6:4). Psalm 78:5–7
sets before us the reasons
why we should perform this task:
God “decreed statutes for Jacob and
established the law in Israel, which he
commanded our forefathers to teach
their children, so the next generation
would know them, even the children
yet to be born, and they in turn would
tell their children. Then they would
put their trust in God and would not
forget his deeds but would keep his
commands.”
Let me emphasize a few of the
important things God places before
us in these words about teaching our
children:
The reason God gave his Word is
because he wants us to teach the
coming generations about him!
He wants the coming generations
to know him. The way he makes
sure they know him is by revealing
his Word (statutes and law) and
then commanding his people to
teach the next generation.
God commands his people to
teach the younger generations
about him. This is not merely a
wish but also a serious Divine
imperative. We must teach!
Notice God is not merely
concerned about our children
but also about our grandchildren
and great grandchildren. Isn’t
this marvelous? God wants the
generations yet to be born also to
know and praise him. The way in

which God reaches the coming
generations is by our faithful
teaching of this generation. If we
care about the future of the church
we will work hard at training the
current generation.
The goal is not merely a headknowledge of God, not merely a cold,
dry intellectual understanding of what
he has done but also a knowledge
that would lead to faith (trust) and
obedience. God wants the coming
generations to know him and to love
him, resting in him for all things and
seeking his glory in all their life.
What is our response to this? The
psalmist puts words in our mouth:
“What we have heard and known,
what our fathers have told us. We will
not hide them from their children;
we will tell the next generation the
praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his
power, and the wonders he has done”
(Ps. 78:3–4).
Sometimes parents may be committed
to this task, but they are looking for
good resources to help them fulfill this
task. In the rest of this article I want
to provide suggestions I have found
helpful in pursuing this task.

Children’s Bibles:
Marty Machouwski. The Gospel
Story Bible. New Growth Press. 2011.
($14.70 at Westminster Books http://
www.wtsbooks.com).1
This is a great Bible that covers the
Old and New Testaments in 156
Stories. The benefit of this Bible is
that it seeks to show how every story
points us to Jesus! Each story has a few

basic questions to help your children
interact with the story.
Sally Lloyd-Jones. The Jesus
Storybook Bible. Zonderkidz. 2007.
($9.00 at Westminster Books).2
This is a beautifully written story Bible
that will help your children (and you)
see how every story “whispers” Jesus’
name. It is not as detailed as the first,
but is a great place to start for younger
kids.
Starr Meade. Mighty Acts of
God. Crossway. 2010. ($16.24 at
Westminster Books)3
This family Bible story book in ninety
stories seeks to teach truths about God’s
character from each story. The back
explains: “Each story is followed by a
section of application with discussionsparking questions and prayer points
that will make family devotions a time
of discovery and worship.”

Devotional Material
Marty Machowski. Long Story Short:
Ten-Minute Devotions to Draw Your
Family to God. New Growth Press.
2010. ($13.39 at Westminster Books.)4
This is a great resource! I cannot
recommend it highly enough. The
publisher explains it best: “Christian
parents know the importance of
passing the gospel story on to their
children, yet we live in a busy world
filled with distractions . . . Long Story
Short will help busy parents share
with their children how every story in
the Old Testament points forward to
God’s story of salvation through Jesus
Christ . . . Ten minutes a day, five days
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a week is enough time to pass on the
most valuable treasure the world has
ever known . . . Long Story Short is a
family devotional program designed
to explain God’s plan of salvation
through the Old Testament and is
suitable for children from preschool
through high school.”
Jim Cromarty. The Lord of Glory:
Day by Day Devotions with Your
Children. Evangelical Press.
2010. ($20.99 Cumberland Valley
Bookstore—http://www.cvbbs.com).
I am recommending this book based
on the earlier volume by this author
that we have used from time to time.
If you are looking for devotional
readings, this would be a good place
to start. This author wrote many
books to help families, and some of
his biographies on missionaries are a
great way to introduce your children
to God’s work in the past.
Starr Meade. God’s Mighty Acts in
Creation and God’s Mighty Acts in
Salvation. Crossway. 2010. ($16.48 set
of two books at Westminster Books.)5
These two volumes are two-page
devotions for 8–14 year olds. The first
book seeks to teach about how God
made the world in six days, what the rest
of the Bible says about God’s creation,
and how we can praise our amazing
Creator. The second book takes us
though Paul’s letter to the Galatians to
help us get the gospel right.
Ruth Younts. Get Wisdom! 23 Lessons
for Children about Living for Jesus.
Shepherd Press. 2010. ($ 6.74 at
Westminster Books.)6
My youngest son loves this book! Paul
Tripp captures its value well when he
says, “Ruth Younts has produced a
wisdom character manual like I have
never seen before. Forget that it was
written for children; I need it! I wish
I has been given such a fun, streetlevel and Christ-centered tool when
my children were still at home.” It has
lesson guides in the back and is most
appropriate for ages PK–4th grade.
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Sinclair B. Ferguson. The Big Book
of Questions & Answers: A Family
Devotional Guide to the Christian
Faith. Christian Focus Publication.
2003. ($10.79 at Westminster Books.)7
This book seeks to help us answer the
many questions we have about God and
his Word. Each day/question includes
not only suggestions to talk about but
also activities for the children to do,
like drawing a poster with the words:
Jesus is Alive and then decorating it in
bright colors putting it up somewhere
to remind you of Jesus’ resurrection.
Sinclair B. Ferguson. The Big Book
of Questions & Answers about Jesus:
A Family Guide to Jesus’ life and
ministry. Christian Focus Publication.
2000. ($13.49 at Westminster Books.)8
This book is a follow-up on the first
book and takes us through the life
and ministry of Jesus. (As I wrote this
I discovered that he has also written
two more “Big Books of Bible Truths.”
A set of all four books is $36.37 at
Westminster books.)

Catechism Material:
First Catechism: Teaching Children
Bible Truths. Great Commission
Publications. 2003. Great first
Catechism! Simple questions and
answers! ($1.35 at Westminster
Books.) (If you want one talk to me!)
Stephen Rhoda. The Young
Heidelberg. Preparatory Catechism.
Ephphatha Reformation Ministries,
Inc. 2011. ($8.00 at http://www.
ephrefmin.org/?page_id=294).
A very good shorter version of the
Heidelberg Catechism with lots of
room for notes.

Other Helpful Material:
Helen L. Taylor. Little Pilgrim’s
Progress from John Bunyan’s
Classic. Moody Publishers. ($6.25
at Cumberland Valley Bible Book
Service).
Stephen J. Nichols. The Church
History ABCs: Augustine and

Twenty-five Other Heroes of the
Faith. Crossway. 2010. ($10.71 at
Westminster Bookstore.)9
This is fun, colorful, brief introduction
to some of the men and women God
has used greatly in the past!
Carine Mackenzie & Philip Ross.
My 1st Book . . . Christian Focus
Publishing. ($14.65 for all seven
books at Westminster Bookstore.)10
These are seven little books covering
Bible prayers, Jesus, the Church,
Memory Verses, Bible Promises,
Christian Values, and Questions and
Answers. These books are great for
younger children to teach them the
basics. If you are looking for something
to start for your 3–5 year olds, this
would be a great place to start. Check
out the sample pages to get an idea of
what each book is about!

Conclusion: Where to Start!
I know what you are thinking, this is
too much. Where do I start? Take your
time. Look through this list quickly
and then assess what your family’s
needs are. Then look at the list again
and mark those that might be helpful
to you right now. Visit the links listed
in the footnotes for the books and
look at the sample pages and see if it
really would fit your family’s need and
be helpful. You really don’t need more
than one book or resource at a time!
Then order what you find most helpful.
It is my prayer that you and your
family will find these resources
helpful and a great blessing as you
seek to raise the next generation to
know and praise God.
1. You can see sample pages at
http://bit.ly/UvjdWv
2. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/Uvjh8E
3. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/UvjsRr
4. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/UvjMzC
5. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/UvjXLt
6. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/Uvk75j
7. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/UvkcGh
8. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/UvkgFV
9. Sample pages on Calvin and Luther at
http://bit.ly/Uvkmh0
10. Sample pages at http://bit.ly/UviBj

Rev. Jacques Roets is pastor of Redeemer United Reformed Church in Dyer, IN.
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