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A Very Serious Subject Rev. Wybren  
Oord

“But you know that he appeared so that he might take away our sins. 
And in him is no sin.”

   — I John 3:5

A Fine Mess
John began his epistle by writing about the dangerous idea of self-perfection. 
He wrote, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth 
is not in us” (1 John 1:8). Some people have the mistaken notion that they are 
already perfect or that they can attain perfection while they are still here on 
earth. They view sin as specific actions done willfully against God’s will. They 
never stop to realize the pollution of sin or the power it has over them.
John points out the danger of taking our sin too lightly so that we dismiss it in 
some inadequate way. He writes, “Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, 
sin is lawlessness” (1 John 3:4). That is what sin is. It is not just some sort of 
weakness on our part.
In 1997, Time magazine reported that scientists claimed they had discovered a 
chemical in our bodies called dopamine that gives us a certain high to which 
we become addicted. People become addicted to alcohol, drugs, tobacco, or 
pornography in order to have this chemical reaction take place. So the bottom 
line for some scientists is that we poor human beings can’t help but become 
addicted.

It is interesting to observe the way John treats the matter of holiness 
and righteousness. His appeal to holiness is always made in terms of 
doctrine—that is, it is always made with the absolute truths of Scripture 
in mind. Our call as Christians to be holy is never isolated. It always 
comes from a true understanding of Jesus Christ.

Holiness is a matter of working out what we believe. Since that is true, it 
stands to reason that if we do not practice holiness, then we really do not 
have an understanding of the truth of the gospel. If we do not understand 
the fundamental truths of the gospel, then there is something terribly 
wrong with our view of the Christian life.
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Let me tell you something: sin is not 
a result of dopamine. It is the result of 
the dope in me. Sin is a transgression 
of the law of God. It is disobedience 
to his holy will. Our failure to realize 
that only shows how deeply caught we 
are in the trap called sin.

If you do not understand sin, the 
whole reason for God’s Son coming 
into this world is unclear to you. 
The problem is simple: we are guilty. 
We stand condemned before God 
through his law.

What the Law Requires
In Genesis 3, sin was introduced to the 
world as Satan tempted Eve to break 
God’s holy law, and she disobeyed 
God. Mankind, in his folly, listened 
to the words of Satan rather than the 
word of God. That is lawlessness, and 
it is what Satan wants you to do every 
minute of the day. He wants you to 
ignore the Word of God. He wants to 
render us guilty in the sight of God 
according to the law of God.

And so here we are—guilty of not 
listening to God and, instead, of 
listening to Satan. And so now 
here we are—under the wrath of 
God deserving and awaiting his 
punishment upon us because of our 
sin. If you understand sin in that way, 
John says, you will understand the 
reason Jesus had to come into this 
world.“You know that he appeared 
so that he might take away our sins.” 
That is the whole purpose of Christ’s 
coming into this world, and we have 
to view his coming in light of that 
statement.

Why Did God’s Son Come?
God’s own Son, the Second Person of 
the Holy Trinity, was here! But why 
did the Second Person of the Holy 
Trinity come? And why did his cruel 
death on the cross of Calvary have to 
take place? Why must we confess that 
his death, burial, resurrection, and 
ascension took place? Why are they 
so important?

First, God’s Son did not come into 
this world to give us only a revelation 
of God. That certainly is part of his 
reason for coming into this world. 
Jesus said, “Anyone who has seen 
me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). 
Some people will contend that the 
only reason Jesus came into the world 
was so that we can come to know God 
better.

Why do we need to know God better? 
Why don’t we know him well enough 
already? We were created with the 
ability to know and serve God in true 
righteousness. What happened? Sin 
happened. We no longer know God 
the right way, and we need Jesus to 
show us.

Another thing that Jesus did not 
specifically come for is to be our 
example. Certainly he is our example, 
and a more perfect example you will 
never find. But why do we need an 
example in the first place? Why do we 
need someone to show us how to live? 
We were made righteous and able to 
live in harmony with God’s will. What 
happened? Sin happened. Now we 
need an example to show us how to 
live properly.

Jesus came for one reason: to save us 
from our sin. He came because of the 
predicament we have placed ourselves 
in regarding the law that God gave 
us. The fundamental problem is our 

relationship with God in light of our 
disobedience to his law. Only as we 
understand the whole problem of sin 
in light of God’s law can we begin to 
understand why Jesus came and why 
he had to go to the cross.

What God Did
Jesus came because he had to come if 
we were ever going to be saved. There 
was no other way through which we 
could ever be rescued and redeemed 
but through Jesus Christ. Jesus came 
because of what sin has done to us.

It is important for us to see that God 
took the initiative in our salvation. 
Already in the garden of Eden, Adam 
and Eve tried to hide from God. God 
had to come to them. This truth occurs 
throughout the Bible: God always 
takes the initiative. It is important for 
us to understand what God has done 
to get us out of this fine mess in which 
we have gotten ourselves.

Once John has pointed out our 
lawlessness, the first thing he tells 
us is that Jesus was without sin. He 
was perfect, spotless, and blameless. 
He was born without sin. Not only 
was there no sin in him at birth, but 
throughout his life Jesus committed 
no actual sin. He always honored 
God’s holy law, obeying it fully and 
carrying it out perfectly.

The fact that Jesus had no original 
or actual sin is absolutely essential 
to our salvation. The problem with 
the human race isn’t only the guilt 
that we have because we are sinners. 
To be merely forgiven is not enough. 
We have to keep the law. We are 
called to be holy even as God is 
holy. Unfortunately, we are so totally 
depraved that we cannot keep it. Even 
our best works are tainted with sin.

Our eternal High Priest placed all of our sins, rebellion, and wickedness upon 
himself. Then he staggered up to Golgotha, where he was nailed to a cross.  

It was there he paid the debt we incurred in full through his death.
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Jesus Christ, however, kept the law 
for us. By doing so, he dealt with the 
problem of our guilt by providing the 
perfect sacrifice for our sin.

In the Old Testament we can read all 
about burnt offerings and sacrifices. 
Through them, the people of Israel 
were continually reminded that 
the wages of sin is death. “Without 
the shedding of blood there is no 
forgiveness” (Heb. 9:22). A sacrifice 
had to be made to atone for sin. Death 
had to take place. The necessary 
sacrifice had to be without blemish, a 
perfect sacrifice.

Jesus became the perfect sin offering 
for us. John reminds us of that when 
he writes, “In him is no sin.” Paul puts 
it this way: “God made him who had 
no sin to be sin for us, so that in him 
we might become the righteousness 
of God” (2 Cor. 5:21).

All of this is done in terms of the law. 
The law of God demands perfection 
and cannot admit any blemish. You 
cannot offer a perfect sacrifice if there 
is any defect in your offering. Even if 
we had sinned only once we would not 
be able to offer the perfect sacrifice to 
God. If Jesus had sinned once, then he 
would not have been able to be that 
perfect sin offering required for the 
remission of all our sins. But in him 
there is no sin; therefore, he is the 
perfect sacrifice.

By offering himself as the perfect sin 
offering, Jesus has taken away our 
sins. John tells us that is exactly why 
he appeared. The meaning of Good 
Friday is that those who confess 
Christ as their Savior have their sins 
removed. They were laid upon Jesus 
Christ. They have been dealt with by 
God through his Son.

You must come to know the depth of 
your sin and realize how unworthy 
you are and then place your faith, 

hope, and complete trust in Jesus 
Christ. When you place your sin on 
him as the perfect sin offering, your 
sins no longer belong to you. They 
have been taken away from you 
and put on Jesus Christ. Jesus made 
himself responsible for your sin.

Our eternal High Priest placed all of 
our sins, rebellion, and wickedness 
upon himself. Then he staggered up 
to Golgotha, where he was nailed to 
a cross. It was there he paid the debt 
we incurred in full through his death. 
On the cross Jesus died for us and 
removed our sins from us.

That is why we should never regard 
our sin as something trivial. It should 
never be considered some sort of 
weakness. Nor should we excuse it by 
saying, “It doesn’t matter what I do 
now that I am a Christian.” Sin is such 
a terrible thing that it led to the death 
of God’s only Son, the Second Person 
of the Trinity.

Rev. Wybren Oord  is the co-pastor of Trinity United Reformed Church 
in Lethbridge, AB, and the editor of The Outlook.
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Some time ago I listened to 
a Christian mother voice her 
concerns about her adult son’s 
manner of living. The conversation 
was entirely downbeat until she 
ended by saying, with something 
of a smile, “Well, at least he has fire 
insurance.”

It wasn’t until later that I fully 
understood what that mother was 
saying. She was suggesting that 
even though her son gave little 
evidence of God’s work of grace 
in his life, he could be confident 
of his exemption from eternal 
punishment because he had said 
the sinner’s prayer. I wonder how 
common that perspective is among 
Christians today?

Certainly it was a foreign concept 
to the apostle Paul. In the first five 
verses of Romans 5, he mentions 
five realities for the person who has 
been justified, or made right with 
God. To Paul, justification meant 
much more than simply not having 
to fear hell. In fact, if that was the 
only thing a person cared about, 
then Paul might have questioned 

The Fruit of Justification: Victorious Living 
in the Light of God’s Smile

Rev. William  
Boekestein

whether such a soul was truly justified. 
If the fruits of justification are not 
evident in a person’s life, he should 
search his soul to see if he actually is 
right with God or not.

The reality is that believers are covered 
by the righteousness of Christ as they 
trust in him and entrust themselves 
to him. This changes everything! 
Sadly, too few Christians are joyfully 
experiencing the robust benefits of 
justification. To be more blunt, besides 
providing “fire insurance,” of what use 
is the doctrine of justification here and 
now? Romans 5:1–5 is a great place to 
begin answering that question as it 
highlights five P’s of justification.

We Have Peace with God
Paul begins in verse 1: “Having been 
justified by faith, we have peace with 
God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Probably most of us know what 
it’s like to be at war with a friend, a 
relative, or a spouse. In the midst of 
relational conflict, our whole lives 
are temporarily turned upside down. 
As the relationship is restored, peace 
returns. That’s why making up is so 
great! We can smile again. We don’t 
have to walk on pins and needles. No 

wonder peace is so popular.

The Bible teaches that humans are 
naturally at war with God. God 
is angry at them because of their 
rebellion; they are angry at God 
because of his authority. Romans 5:10 
says that a person without Christ is 
an enemy of God. What a dreadful 
thought! It’s bad enough to have 
human enemies, let alone a divine 
one.

But a believer in Jesus Christ is at 
peace with God. God’s anger toward 
him has been calmed because of 
Christ’s sacrifice on the believer’s 
behalf. The believer has been shown 
the utter folly of fighting against the 
all-powerful God. How do we use this 
knowledge?

Value God’s Smile
In the midst of personal conflict and 
struggle, it is a matchless comfort to 
know that the smile of God is worth 
more to the Christian than the smiles 
of people. The word for peace could 
be translated “harmony.” When the 
Christian’s world goes into a tailspin, 
he should remember that in Christ he 
still has harmony with God.

Peace with God
Personal Access to God God Pours His Love into Our Hearts

Understand Purpose of Pain
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Make Peace Quickly
Use this knowledge as a prod to be 
quickly reconciled to God. It may be 
that you, as a Christian, are fighting 
against God in some aspect of your 
life. Consider the costliness of the 
peace treaty that God made with 
you. Right now, stop fighting against 
God and have your peace renewed by 
pleading the blood of Christ.

Are you at peace with God? Or do 
you still harbor the hostility humans 
have had against God since the fall?

We Have Personal Access to God
Paul goes on: “Through [Christ] also 
we have access by faith into this grace” 
(5:2).

Almost on a nightly basis my wife and 
I are awakened by our three-year-old 
daughter. She has the audacity to 
march right into our bedroom and 
whisper with a solemn urgency, “Dad, 
I can’t sleep.” What gives her the right 
to do this? Of course it’s because she’s 
my daughter; I’m her father. I don’t 
extend that privilege to just anyone. 
But to my children, it’s another story. 
One of the most tender advantages of 
justification is that Christians have 
the right to approach their heavenly 
Father at any time.

The Bible teaches that those outside of 
Christ are barred from the presence 
of God. After God expelled Adam 
and Eve from the garden, he stationed 
angels to prevent a return to the Tree 
of Life (Gen. 3:24). Christ is our 

door to the Tree of Life (Rev. 2:7; 
22:14). Believers commune with God 
through the work of Christ. Perhaps 
we should pause here and consider: 
Do we use this privilege on a daily 
basis through family and personal 
worship and through prayer and 
Scripture meditation?

If you had an open-door invitation to 
the Oval Office at the White House, 
would you use it? Our access to God 
is so much greater a privilege, yet it 
often goes unused.

We Have a Proper Sense of 
God’s Glory
Paul continues: “[We] rejoice in the 
hope of the glory of God” (5:2).

Does God’s glory make us glad? 
Hoping in the glory of God might 
sound confusing to us because we 
likely aren’t aware of the richness 
of this word glory. God’s glory is 
biblically described as his weightiness, 
significance, and dignity. God’s glory 
is awe-inspiring, shocking, and 
overwhelming. When the glory of 
Christ shone forth on the Mount of 
Transfiguration, the disciples were 
terrified (Mark 9:1–12).

Paul says that this glory bolsters our 
confidence. Why? For this simple 
reason: that which is glorious and on 
our side offers great hope. Suppose 
the U.S. Air Force announced that to 
bolster national security it was going 
to recommission an aircraft no longer 

in use. The debate was between two 
models: the Wright Brother’s bi-wing 
plane (whose original top speed was 
less than 10 miles per hour and whose 
first flight achieved a peak altitude 
of 10 feet) and the SR71 Blackbird 
(whose top speed exceeded 2,000 
miles per hour with a peak altitude of 
16 miles).

Which of these planes would offer 
hope of increased national security? 
Obviously, the one with the most 
glory. If you have stood next to a 
Blackbird, you know it’s glory.

When you think about God, do 
you think big thoughts or small 
thoughts? Are you impressed with the 
awesomeness of God—his holiness, 
power, and importance? If so, then 
you understand why there is hope in 
the glory of God.

But if you think small thoughts 
of God, if you can reflect on God 
without any awe or admiration, then 
you understand why you do not place 
your hope in God. That which is small 
and unimpressive offers no hope.

We Understand the Purpose 
of Pain
“Not only that,” says Paul, “but we 
also glory in tribulations.” Paul says 
pain produces perseverance leading 
to character and resulting in hope 
(5:3–4).

God Pours His Love into Our Hearts

Proper Sense of God’s Glory
Understand Purpose of Pain
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Pain and suffering are common to 
both the godly and the ungodly 
(Matt. 5:45). Sadly, for the unbeliever, 
pain is inexplicable. But if you are in 
Christ, then you can know that pain 
has a purpose. You may not know 
why every hurt happens, but you 
can at least know this: tribulation is 
for your ultimate good (Rom. 8:28). 
Specifically, suffering deepens the 
solidarity of the suffering Christian 
and the suffering Christ (Rom. 8:17).

It’s been said that the true character 
of a person shows through in crisis. 
Because suffering has a purpose 
(perseverance, character, hope), we 
have an opportunity to shine forth 
the character of Christ before a world 
that is baffled by pain.

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

God Pours His Love into Our 
Hearts
Finally, says Paul, God’s love has been 
poured out into the hearts of the 
justified person (5:5).

Justification—the act of being 
made right before God—is an act of 
sovereign love, which God himself 
performs for us. In this same chapter 
Paul writes: “God demonstrates His 
own love toward us, in that while 
we were still sinners, Christ died for 
us” (v. 8). Can you imagine a greater 
demonstration of love? In Christ, God 
knelt down and embraced children 
who naturally hated him.

Such a great act of love must also have 
love as an ongoing result. Consider this 
divine metaphor: God’s love poured 
into our hearts. This is something 
like trying to pour the ocean into a 

teacup! What is the result? The word 
overflow hardly seems strong enough.

The justified person loves. He loves 
when he is offended. She loves those 
who are quite unlovable. The reason: 
Christ’s love to us on the cross. 
“Beloved, if God so loved us, we also 
ought to love one another” (1 John 
4:11). Are the fruits of justification 
overflowing in your life?

The cross of Christ is so much more 
than a fire escape. Rather, it is the 
bridge between God and man that 
really does change everything.
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 n this chapter Paul continues to 
write about the relationship that 
fellow believers ought to have with 
one another. Whereas in the previous 
chapter Paul wrote about matters that 
divide strong and weak Christians, he 
now moves on to that which should 
unite us. Both chapters, of course, 
hinge on our union with Christ.

Too often those who consider 
themselves to be stronger Christians 
believe they have more insight and 
want to impose their views on those 
whom they consider weaker brothers 
in Christ. We can see this happen 
among siblings—when parents are 
not around, the stronger child decides 
what to watch on television and which 
toys are his. A true example of the fact 
that our children are totally depraved 
is that one of the first words they learn 
to say is “Mine!” As Paul points out, 
we seek to please ourselves.

It happens in the church as well. 
Arguments arise over matters that are 
often insignificant. How much easier 
it would be if everyone in the church 
would simply think alike, worship 
alike, dress alike, and live alike—that 
is, how much easier if they would all 
think the way I do. Such is the mind-
set of many Christians. Instead of 
building one another up in Christ, we 
divide ourselves, claiming one view to 
be superior over another. “We are the 
church that uses disposable cups at 
Communion.” “We are the church that 
won’t have coffee after the service.” 
“We are the church that will not have 
special music.” Years ago, I attended 
a meeting where people expressed 
their concern about the direction a 
particular denomination was taking. 
One person at the meeting declared 
that any church that bought the new 

hymnbook being produced by the 
denomination was a false church. You 
will notice very quickly, I hope, that 
none of these issues have anything to 
do with the gospel.

Paul encourages believers to build 
one another up in the one thing that 
does matter: our hope in Christ. Each 
member of the body has much to 
offer to other believers. In fact, even 
those who consider themselves strong 
in the faith often have weak areas. 
We all have blinders of some sort. 
For example, I have found that many 
parents are highly critical of how 
other parents raise their children. 
Yet they have blind spots in certain 
areas when it comes to raising their 
own children. I have a friend who 
lectures on the evils of pornography 
but watches movies that are filled 
with violence and sexual innuendo. 
Because all Christians have blinders 
in different areas of their lives, Paul 
urges the believers to strengthen one 
another in the faith.

The Example of Christ
As Reformed believers, we place a 
strong emphasis on Jesus Christ as our 
all-sufficient Savior. His once-for-all 
sacrifice on the cross is all we need for 
salvation. Through him the fullness of 
God’s grace is poured out and applied 
to our lives. With grateful hearts we 
bow down on our knees and confess 
with our tongues that he is Lord. Our 
desire is to serve him according to his 
Word and his will for our lives.

Often we place so much emphasis on 
the efficacy of Christ’s sacrifice for our 
redemption that we bypass his role 
as our example. In fact, we avoid it. 
We have heard too many sermons in 
which we missed the cross and were 

only compelled to follow the example 
of Jesus. The two, however, go hand in 
hand. Jesus suffered as he did because 
of his love and concern for the lost. 
Paul exhorts us in Philippians to follow 
the example of Christ, “who, being in 
very nature God, . . . made Himself 
nothing. . . . He humbled Himself and 
became obedient to death” (Phil. 2:6–
8). Following the humility of Christ, 
those who consider themselves to be 
strong Christians are to live alongside 
those who may be weaker in the faith. 
Paul insists that all Christians are 
called to mutual submission to one 
another out of their love for Jesus 
Christ.

Paul exhorts believers to follow 
the example of Christ, who was 
motivated by a consuming love for 
the glory and honor of his Father and 
by the steadfast desire to give himself 
for the salvation of his people. Psalm 
69 addresses the suffering of Israel, 
and Paul quotes from it to illustrate 
the Savior’s zeal. Christ’s desire was 
not to please himself. Rather, he 
came to do the Father’s will, not for 
his own ease or convenience but for 
the fulfillment of God’s promises and 
the redemption of sinners. He came 
into the world to accomplish the 
self-emptying sacrifice that would 
provide the believer freedom from 
sin’s bondage.

Paul then points us to the Old 
Testament. The Christian’s use of 
the Old Testament is clear. We are 
to learn from it. Many Christians 
disregard and often disapprove of 
the Old Testament. They see the God 
of the Old Testament as an angry 
God who seeks the destruction of 
all but his own people. Not until 
this God is appeased by the sacrifice 

Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 32: Accept One Another in Christ
Romans 15:1–13

Rev. Wybren  
Oord

I 

March/April 2014 | 9



of his Son in the New Testament do 
we find a God who loves us. Others 
see the Old Testament as fulfilled in 
the New Testament and therefore no 
longer necessary. They even quote 
Paul to prove their point: “Christ is 
the end of the law so that there may 
be righteousness for everyone who 
believes” (Rom. 10:4). Paul would 
have been horrified at such ideas! His 
frequent use of the Old Testament 
proves the value he places in it. Again 
and again he uses the Old Testament 
to point us to Jesus Christ.

With the Bible in our hands—both 
Old and New Testaments—the Holy 
Spirit encourages us to live in joy and 
peace as we trust in God. Herein rests 
our hope as we look forward to the 
consummation of the ages.

Far from being outdated, the books 
of the Old Testament were given to 
teach us and to give us hope. As we 
live from day to day, Christians often 
forget that our religion is one of hope. 
Those who live in comfort today 
forget that the Lord encourages us 
to look to the future for which he is 
preparing us. The Israelites endured 
their bondage to Egypt by living in 
the hope of deliverance that God had 
promised Abraham (Gen. 15:13–14). 
In the wilderness their hope was in 
the promise of a land flowing with 
milk and honey. In the land of Canaan 
their hope was in the coming of the 
Messiah. They were ever looking 
forward in the Old Testament, and 
Paul directs the New Testament 
church to do the same—look forward 
in the hope of his appearing.

The Ministry of Christ
The Jews expected the Messiah to 
reign over them and the world. 
He would establish his throne in 
Jerusalem and become the sovereign 
ruler over all nations. That certainly 
will take place when the Lord comes 
again. In order to do that, however, he 
first had to give himself in service for 
the redemption of his people. By his 
incarnation, the Second Person of the 

Trinity was made a minister in order 
to become a servant.

As such, he came first to the Jews in 
order to “confirm the promises made 
to the patriarchs” (v. 8). From Genesis 
3:15 until the close of Malachi, 
salvation was promised to the Jews. 
Christ came and fulfilled that promise 
through his humiliation, his atoning 
sacrifice, and his death. All were part 
of the prophesies and promises given 
to the patriarchs concerning the 
coming deliverer. All were fulfilled in 
Jesus of Nazareth.

Because of what they expected the 
Messiah to be, the Jews failed to see 
the promises fulfilled. Their view of 
a king was wrong. Instead of coming 
to rule over them, the Messiah came 
to serve for the benefit of his people. 
Many politicians—and, sadly, many 
elders—have adopted the New 
Testament Jewish view of authority. 
They see their role as rulers when 
they are called to be servants. With 
Christ as our example, we are called 
as Christians to care for the flock for 
the glory of God.

Paul continues the chapter by quoting 
several passages from the Old 
Testament that teach that although 
the saving work of Christ came first 
to the Jews, it was not intended 
solely for them. The salvation of the 
Gentiles was always a part of the great 
redemption plan. In verse 9, Paul 
quotes from Psalm 18, in which David 
confesses and praises God among the 
Gentiles, showing that the knowledge 
of God and his saving work would 
be extended to them as well. Similar 
truths are expressed in verse 10 in 
the quote from Deuteronomy 32:43, 
although John Calvin believes Paul 

is quoting Psalm 67:3, 5 here. The 
sense is that the ministry of Christ 
includes the Gentiles since they, too, 
will rejoice with God’s people as they 
have been called to share in the riches 
of God’s grace with his people.

The third quote, in verse 11, from 
Psalm 117, pictures the Gentiles 
being called as God’s people to 
praise him as they acknowledge his 
salvation. And finally, in verse 12, 
from Isaiah Paul points out that the 
Messiah would spring from the house 
of Jesse as ruler over the Gentiles who 
place their hope in him. Indeed, in 
Jesus Christ is the hope of all nations, 
Jews and Gentiles alike. Where the 
descendants of Abraham failed in 
displaying the grace they received and 
where the kings of Israel disobeyed 
God and served other gods, Jesus 
Christ succeeded. He revealed the 
righteousness, love, and grace of God.

The God of all hope fills Jews and 
Gentiles alike with joy and peace. Led 
by the Holy Spirit, we ought to be able 
to live in harmony and unity with our 
brothers and sisters in Christ. Living 
in harmony and being likeminded 
does not mean unanimity in all things 
or uniformity. We may disagree on 
matters of insignificance. However, 
we must never forget that which 
keeps us together—we are called to be 
servants and followers of Jesus Christ. 
We must be united in our love for 
Christ and our love for one another. 
That’s the bottom line! How often we 
get caught up in insignificant details 
and forget the rich calling that has 
been given to us. Our calling is to 
promote one another’s welfare and 
spiritual edification to the glory of 
God.

With the Bible in our hands—both Old and New 
Testaments—the Holy Spirit encourages us to live in joy 

and peace as we trust in God. Herein rests our hope as 
we look forward to the consummation of the ages.
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Points to Ponder and Discuss
     
       

Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. What danger might there be for the strong member of a family? How about within the church?

2. Is it possible to be strong in one aspect of Christian living and weak in another? Give an example of this from 
your own experience.

3. Two views of theology:

 a. Jesus’ suffering was our example.

 b. Jesus suffered to atone for our sin.

 Are these views mutually exclusive? How can we benefit from both?

4. How can the Old Testament help us grow in our faith?

5. How did Christ confirm the promises given in the Old Testament?

6. What is church unity? How does this differ from uniformity?

7. In what way does Christ bring unity in the church?

8. What changes would we have to make in our church if we were to practice unity?
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      t the end of Romans 14, Paul 
has finished the official teaching part 
of his epistle to the church that meets 
in Rome. Having laid out the full 
doctrine of salvation, Paul appears 
almost hesitant to end the epistle. He 
seems to close the epistle four times 
(Rom. 15:5; 15:13; 15:33; 16:26–27). 
His conclusion, however, is not a 
haphazard collection of thoughts and 
salutations. It is composed to remind 
the believers in Rome that while their 
church may be far away, it is not alone 
in the world. Paul seeks to remind 
them of their identity in Christ Jesus 
and commends them for their faith.

Glory in Christ
Paul seeks to bring glory to Christ in 
his service to God. Indeed, if there is 
anything in which we as Christians 
are to glory it is in the privilege of 
being in service to God. Mind you, 
we are not to glory in works of service 
themselves. Instead, we should be 
grateful for the honor that God 
bestows upon us that we should be 
able to serve him. The word that is 
used in verse 17 refers to the feeling 
of satisfaction a person receives in an 
object or action. In other words, Paul 
seeks to boast in Christ Jesus.

People find many things to boast 
about. The psalmist points out that 
“some boast in chariots and some 
in horses” (20:7). Jeremiah writes of 
those who boast in wisdom, strength, 
and riches (Jer. 9:23). Things certainly 
have not changed. We still boast in our 

possessions and our abilities. Behind 
all such boasting is self-glorification. 
The sinner who glories in what he 
has commits idolatry because he does 
not recognize God as the author and 
source of all that he has received. 
The same is true for the person who 
boasts in his abilities. Those, too, are 
gifts from God.

Paul also could have found many 
things to boast about. Prior to his 
conversion he had great cause to boast 
in the flesh—a Hebrew’s Hebrew 
who considered himself righteous 
and flawless (Phil. 3:4–6). All this 
he considered as worthless when 
compared to the surpassing greatness 
of knowing Christ Jesus. After his 
conversion, Paul could have boasted 
in the churches he established or the 
trials he faced while working for the 
kingdom (2 Cor. 11:24–28).

Paul, however, has found something 
else to boast in: his tribulations (Rom. 
5:3); his infirmities (2 Cor. 11:30); 
and, above all, the cross (Gal. 6:14). 
In this passage, he mentions Gentiles 
who came to Christ, signs and 
miracles, and the honor of preaching 
Christ from Jerusalem all the way to 
Illyricum. Yet in all of these things, 
Paul takes no credit for himself.

Paul boasts in them because the glory 
of God’s grace comes to expression 
through them. As he looks back on his 
ministry, he sees himself as nothing 
more than a servant in service to his 
King, entrusting to him his work as an 
offering of praise to his Lord. For all 
his labors, Paul responded to his work 
as the servants in Luke 17:10: “So you 
also, when you have done everything 
you were told to do, should say, ‘We 
are unworthy servants; we have only 
done our duty.’”

Jesus did not say, “Apart from me you 
cannot do very much.” He said, “Apart 
from me you can do nothing” (John 
15:5). How necessary for Christians to 
turn our lives completely over to Jesus 
Christ. Only when we focus ourselves 
on the cross will the Holy Spirit truly 
use us for his glory. It is then that our 
lives become transformed by the Holy 
Spirit. Only through the Spirit will 
the work that we do be done to the 
glory of God. The widow we visit, the 
lunch we bring to the shut-in, and the 
singing we do at the retirement home 
all take on their fullest meaning when 
we do them to God’s glory rather 
than our own. The same is true of our 
labors. Whether we preach the gospel 
or dig ditches, when we do our work 
to bring glory to God, we do not do 
it in vain. It becomes a sacrifice of 
praise to our King.

Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 33: Paul Reflects on His Work
Romans 15:14–33

Rev. Wybren  
Oord

As he looks back on his ministry, he sees himself 
as nothing more than a servant in service to his 

King, entrusting to him his work as an offering of 
praise to his Lord.

A 
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The Gospel of Christ
Several years ago, while on vacation, 
I was asked to lead a worship service. 
After the service, an elder thanked 
me for the message I had delivered. 
His comment: “We haven’t heard the 
gospel in a long time here.” I have 
listened to and read sermons by a 
variety of ministers from a variety 
of denominations and federations. 
Many of them are Old Testament 
history lessons, how-to sermons, and 
expressions designed to give warm—
but empty—feelings. Others cast 
the listeners into the depths of hell 
without any hope of recovery.

I have had discussions with ministers 
who have been told by their elders to 

preach less doctrine. Doctrine can 
be defined simply as “a statement of 
a truth.” When a minister proclaims 
the Word of God, one would hope 
that he is making statements of truth! 
In most cases, the problem is not that 
the minister is preaching doctrine. It 
is more than likely he is focused on a 
particular doctrine (often sin) to the 
neglect of the gospel.

One of the reasons the church order 
of most Reformed churches insists 
on the preaching of the Heidelberg 
Catechism is to ensure that the whole 
counsel of God is proclaimed. Like 
the book of Romans, the Heidelberg 
Catechism continually points the 
reader to the humiliation and 

glorification of Jesus Christ and the 
necessity of his sacrifice.

Paul, on the other hand, was 
unashamed to preach the full gospel 
of Christ. He knew that the gospel 
contained the power of God unto 
salvation (Rom. 1:16). No doctrine 
was omitted in his preaching as he 
performed his priestly duty to the 
Gentiles. The glory he sought was not 
for himself but for his Savior. Notice 
the humility that Paul expresses in 
Romans 15:18. His focus is not what 
“I did through Christ” but what 
“Christ accomplished through me.”

Through the power of the Holy Spirit, 
Paul was able to accomplish great 
things. Led by the Spirit, he was able 
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Points to Ponder and Discuss

to establish churches and produce 
conviction and obedience of faith in 
the minds of many Gentiles.

Paul’s Plans for the Future
Immersed in his work for the 
kingdom, Paul had little opportunity 
to visit the church in Rome. By the 
grace of God, he was able to establish 
a variety of churches on several 
missionary trips. Feeling led by the 
Lord to establish a church in Spain, 
Paul saw opportunity to visit Rome 
for spiritual nourishment while 
heading west. Before he could begin 
that journey, he had to bring the 
offering from the Gentiles to the poor 
in Jerusalem.

In light of the dangers he would face, 
Paul asks the church for their prayers. 
He asks for protection against the 
enemies in Judea, that the gift the 
Greek churches gave to Jerusalem 
be received, and that he may arrive 
safely in Rome to fellowship with the 
believers there.

While in Rome, Paul anticipated 
collecting contributions for the 

relief of their Jewish counterparts in 
Jerusalem. The generous gifts of the 
churches in Macedonia and Achaia 
were given to Jerusalem to provide 
relief for the poor families that were 
going through a famine that had come 
upon the city. They were also given as 
a token of gratitude for the gift of the 
gospel they had received.

While the benefits of the offering 
would be material in nature, the Jews 
in Jerusalem would also become 
more aware of the genuine faith 
given by grace to the Gentiles. They 
would witness firsthand how Christ 
was effecting the Gentiles’ behavior 
and be more ready to receive them as 
fellow believers in Jesus Christ.

In the providence of God, Paul did 
get to visit Rome, although not as 
he expected. He traveled in chains 
a few years later as a prisoner. After 
Paul delivered the gifts that had 
been collected from the churches 
to Jerusalem, the Judeans laid false 
charges upon him, and he was 
arrested. He was placed in protective 
custody after a failed assassination 

attempt. Finally, after several 
hearings, Paul exercised his right as a 
Roman citizen to have his case heard 
in the capital city of the empire (Acts 
21–26).

The chapter ends with the words, “The 
God of peace be with you all. Amen” 
(v. 33). The peace that God gives is 
the hope that delivers us out of the 
worries of the day into the victory 
that is ours in Christ Jesus. Through 
him we have peace with God. In 
that peace we have the comfort of 
knowing that we can boldly face the 
trials that come our way. In addition, 
we have the knowledge that our sins 
are completely forgiven and eternal 
life awaits us in heaven. How trivial 
become the temporal things of this 
world when our focus is on that which 
is eternal.

     
       

Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. Do you think Paul was satisfied with his work? Why or why not?

2. What does Paul see as valuable in his work?

3. What may a Christian boast in? Would it be acceptable to boast in the purity of our confessions, the good
 attendance of our worship services, the amount of the Thanksgiving offering, or the number of new converts 

in our congregation? What is the appropriate way to understand these things?

4. Why is Christianity a very humbling religion?

5. Is it proper to keep quiet about the work the Lord has done through us? How may we speak of it?

6. What is proper preaching?

7. How can listeners become more discerning when listening to sermons?

8. What was Paul’s prayer request?

9. Did Paul ever get to visit Rome? What were the circumstances?

10. What was the purpose of the offerings of the Gentiles?

11. What is the peace that God grants to the believer?

 
Rev. Wybren Oord    
is the co-pastor of Trinity 
United Reformed Church in 
Lethbridge, AB, and the editor 
of The Outlook.
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O  ne of the tasks of foreign missionaries is to  train 
indigenous (local) spiritually gifted men to 
preach and to establish churches among

their own people. This is the purpose of Miami 
International Theological Seminary (MINTS), and 
Middle East Reformed Fellowship (MERF) similarly 
trains workers in Arab and Muslim lands to serve their 
churches.

A large and seemingly ever-growing segment of our 
society in North America in need of sound biblical 
teaching is men and women in prisons. Divine Hope 
Reformed Bible Seminary is a unique ministry devoted 
to teaching the Reformed faith within the Danville, 
Illinois, prison system. Just as MINTS and MERF teach 
men to teach their own, so too this seminary teaches 
spiritually discerning incarcerated men to preach and 
teach among those with whom they are confined.

In this issue, Divine Hope Reformed Bible Seminary is 
being featured in two ways.

First, we introduce Rev. Nathan Brummel, who 
explains some of the exciting things that are happening 
at Divine Hope. We hope our interview with Professor 
Brummel will help give readers a better understanding 
of what the seminary is all about.

In our last issue we featured the life story of one of 
the inmates at the Danville prison who is a student 
at Divine Hope Seminary. Mr. Carleous Clay shared 
his fascinating experience of running from God as 
he pursued a life of crime, resulting in numerous 
imprisonments. His is also the story of a man who feels 
that the Lord has been calling him to the ministry. 
He ignored the call and kept running from God until 
he could run no longer. Like the jailer in Acts 16, 
Carleous was eventually convicted by the truth that he 
must believe in the Lord Jesus, and he would then be 
saved from all his sins.

There are many other inmates just like the “old” 
Carleous Clay. It is these men that the students of 
Divine Hope Reformed Bible Seminary minister to in 
the confinement of the prison. “How then shall they 
call on Him in whom they have not believed? And 
how shall they believe in Him of whom they have not 
heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher?” 
(Rom. 10:14). How great that these men can be taught 
the Reformed doctrines! Mr. Clay enthusiastically 
affirms that he can’t get enough of the catechism in 
him.

Accompanying the interview with Rev. Brummel is an 
example of the education that is being provided at the 
seminary: an article by Mr. Clay that focuses on the 
prayers in the book of Nehemiah.

I n the May/June 2012 issue of The Outlook, Henry  
Gysen introduced our readers to Divine  Hope 
Reformed Bible Seminary. The seminary is within 

the walls of the Danville Correctional Center in 
Danville, Illinois. The seminary’s professor, a United 
Reformed Church minister, Nathan Brummel, began 
teaching the first class in March 2012. We feature here 
Myron Rau’s interview with Professor Brummel two 
years later to further familiarize us with this unique 
ministry and to provide an update on his work. Rev. 
Brummel is administrator of Divine Hope Reformed 
Bible Seminary.

The Lord is doing some exciting things through Divine 
Hope Seminary. For further information, visit the 
seminary’s website at www.divinehopeseminary.org.

MR: Why a prison seminary?

NB: Prisons are isolated communities that are a world 
to themselves. The men in prison might as well live on 
an isolated island in the Pacific. They are isolated from 
and often forgotten by family and friends. Maximum 
security prisons experience extended lockdowns when 
neither visitors nor volunteers can visit. Many men 
spend long portions of their lives or even most of 
their lives in these alternate communities. Confessing 
Christians in these closed communities who are 
isolated from the towns and communities around them 
are to be built up in the faith for a number of reasons. 
They need to be equipped to defend the faith and 
promote orthodox theology. The life of the Christian 
mind needs to flourish in these communities as well. 
If the men in these isolated communities are not 
equipped to defend the faith, they will be prey to false 
teachers. Confessing Christians need to be equipped 
to evangelize their lost neighbors with whom they live 
in such close proximity. Older Christian men should 
be equipped to teach younger men.

The impact of seminary graduates on a closed prison 
environment has become evident at the Louisiana 
State Penitentiary in Angola, Louisiana. Gang leaders 
have become gifted Christian leaders. The entire 

Divine Hope Reformed 
Bible Seminary:   
An Interview with Rev. 
Nathan Brummel

Mr. Myron Rau

DIVINE HOPE REFORMED BIBLE SEMINARY
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5,500 maximum security prison 
has been affected by confessing 
Christians who are equipped to be 
salt and light and witnesses to the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. If one goal of 
corrections is rehabilitation, then true 
rehabilitation and transformation 
is found in what Christ does by his 
Spirit in the hearts and lives of his 
people. It is important that confessing 
Christians show leadership within 
their communities—leadership 
in celebrating the doctrines of 
grace, leadership in teaching men 
to obey Christ’s commandments, 
and leadership in evangelizing the 
lost. Christians behind bars need 
to be equipped to defend the faith, 
evangelize the lost, and model godly 
lives so that they are not dependent on 
the whims or weaknesses of religious 
volunteers. Just like on a mission field 
where the goal is to develop indigenous 
Christians who can defend the faith 
and show spiritual leadership within 
their own community—behind bars 
the confessing Christians need to take 
ownership and leadership in seeking 
first the kingdom of God within their 
closed communities.

MR: How long do the students study 
at Divine Hope, and do the graduates 
receive a degree?

NB: We offer three four-year 
programs. Students can also receive 
a certificate after completing their 
first years of studies and an associate 
degree after two years of study. We are 
unaccredited—like some Reformed 
or Presbyterian seminaries on the 
outside. We offer three bachelor 
degrees. The first, the Bachelors 
in Christian Studies, is a four-year 
program. We say that this is for 
“every Christian man” who wants to 
understand the length and breadth 
of the Christian tradition and wants 
to study the sacred Scriptures so that 
he can be equipped to be a spiritual 
leader in his family. This program 
is nonministerial. The students do 
not study the biblical languages and 

do not take ministerial courses. The 
second degree is the Bachelors of 
Theological Studies. Students in this 
program are gifted enough to learn 
the biblical languages—although 
they do not feel a call to stand up 
and publicly deliver sermons. They 
do not take ministerial courses. The 
third degree is the Bachelor of Arts 
in Divinity. Students in this four-year 
program study Greek and Hebrew as 
well as the ministerial courses. These 
men are being prepared to deliver 
sermons as exhorters under the 
oversight of the faculty and chaplain. 
They are men who must have a 
good reputation within their prison 
community and who show spiritual 
maturity and academic ability.

MR: Are the graduates eligible for 
ordination when they complete the 
courses?

NB: The graduates are not eligible 
for ordination behind bars. In most 
correctional facilities, ordination is 
not allowed. The reason for this is 
that inmates are not allowed to be 
in positions of authority over others. 
In the past gang leaders would mask 
themselves as religious leaders and use 
religious services as an opportunity 
for gang meetings. Ordination is 
what Christ has given the church 
the authority to do. Therefore, no 

seminary is in a position to ordain 
men. If graduates of the seminary 
get out of prison, it would be the 
calling of local churches or classes 
or presbyteries to decide on matters 
of ordination through the ordinary 
means of evaluating a man’s seminary 
education as well as his knowledge 
and piety.

MR: How is the training of the 
students and the graduates used?

NB: First, the students are using their 
training to be good witnesses to their 
families. This is where their witness 
properly should begin. The men are 
beginning to show spiritual leadership 
with their wives and children. Second, 
the men are beginning to use what 
they have learned in their cellblocks. 
They are witnesses to others about 
the great doctrines of the Christian 
faith. You should hear the eloquent 
defense of the doctrine of the Trinity 
from the seminary students. They 
are talking to their cellmates about 
sin and grace. Third, the men are 
being equipped to lead Bible studies 
and teach Sunday school. Fourth, in 
the future, qualified students in the 
Bachelors of Divinity program will 
begin to deliver sermons as exhorters 
under the oversight of the faculty and 
chaplain. Fifth, gifted students will 
begin to function as tutors and peer 
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educators in the seminary program. 
For example, I have gifted Greek 
students who are in a position to be 
teaching assistants.

MR: In what way is the training 
beneficial to the prison system, and 
how does the prison system view this 
ministry?

NB: From the very start, Warden 
Keith Anglin at Danville Prison has 
been very supportive of this work. 
A theological education is beneficial 
for the prison environment because 
sanctified Christians are not security 
threats. Also, seminary students are 
not idle, but are busy in constructive 
work, redeeming the time. The goal 
is for the seminary students to show 
the type of spiritual leadership that 
seeks the welfare and security of the 
incarcerated men.

MR: Has the seminary made a 
noticeable difference at the Danville 
prison?

NB: Since our program is only one-
and-a-half years old, it is hard to 
evaluate any impact of thirty students 
on a community of nineteen hundred 
men. But the students are growing in 
grace and knowledge. The seminary 
recently held a two-day prayer 
conference where the seminary and 
Reformed ministers were able to 

have an impact beyond the seminary 
students. I hear talk of increased 
discussion between incarcerated 
men on the decks about biblical and 
theological matters. The seminary 
students and others are initiating 
discussions about the Bible and 
theology.

MR: What are some of the plans for 
the future of the seminary?

NB: The board of the seminary has 
laid out a five-year strategic plan. This 
plan of action includes developing our 
seminary campus at Danville Prison. 
The goal is to add resident, full-time 
faculty by adding three additional full-
time faculty within the next five years. 
The goal is to first add a professor of 
Hebrew and Old Testament as our 
second full-time faculty. Following 
this the hope is to add professors of 
ecclesiastical studies and ministerial 
studies within a five-year period, if 
the Lord so wills. Another goal is 
to utilize adjunct faculty within a 
seminary campus. Rev. Todd Joling is 
our first adjunct faculty. While on a 
sabbatical from Faith URC in Beecher, 
Illinois, he plans to teach two courses 
on counseling during the fall 2013 
semester. We also hope to develop 
a research library of eight thousand 
theological and biblical books—and 
the Lord has given us large donations 

recently that have increased our 
holdings of commentaries, Greek 
and Hebrew helps, as well as works of 
Puritan and Reformed theology.

In order to extend the reach of 
Reformed theological education 
to prisons where we cannot have 
a residential campus similar to a 
seminary campus on the outside, 
we are introducing the idea of 
study centers. The Lord is about 
to open the door for us to begin 
theological education at the Indiana 
State Prison in Michigan City, 
Indiana. The Indiana Department of 
Corrections has invited the seminary 
to begin providing instruction at 
this maximum security prison in the 
fall of 2013. So the Lord continues 
to open doors in astonishing ways. 
Apparently the Lord Jesus wants to be 
glorified more in Illinois and Indiana 
prisons. Christ wants his doctrines to 
be celebrated by more men in these 
isolated communities.

 
Mr. Myron Rau   
is the chairman of the board of 
Reformed Fellowship. He is a 
member of the Covenant United 
Reformed Church in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan.
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As we take a close look at the prayers 
recorded in Nehemiah, we will learn 
some important things about the 
nature of true prayer and its contents. 
We will see different kinds of prayers 
and discover that Nehemiah and the 
postexilic saints are examples of prayer 
warriors. The book of Nehemiah 
contains some key doctrines, and we 
will see how their implications point to 
Christian prayer. It is hoped that what 
we learn about the prayers of these 
saints will enable us to devote more 
time to prayer ourselves. We will see 
why the men in this account prayed, 
and we will consider why we should 
pray as well.

The Prayers Recorded in This 
Book
Nehemiah begins his book by showing 
concern for the Jewish remnant that 
survived the exile. When he learns 
that his people are in trouble, he 
immediately turns to God. This 
was a prayer of recognizing God’s 
holiness. Nehemiah not only 
confessed the sins of the people but 
he also asked God for specific help 
in approaching the king.

In 2:4 Nehemiah prayed during 
his conversation with the king. 
When the king asked him what 
he wanted, he consulted with 
God for the answers. In 4:5, after 
he was taunted and ridiculed by 
Tobiah and Sanballat, he consulted 
God. He viewed their ridicule as 
mockery of God. However, instead 
of taking matters into his own 
hands, he chose to honor God by 
leaving vengeance up to him. After 
Nehemiah was threatened by some 
of his enemies (4:9), he turned to 

God to seek out his will rather than his 
own. His response to the threats in 6:9 
was to rely on God for strength. In 5:19, 
he prays, asking God to remember him 
and not to blot out his faithfulness.

What We Learn about the Nature 
of True Prayer
We learn from Nehemiah that when 
we fear men, we make fear more 
powerful than God. We have to realize 
that God is greater than fear. Prayer 
teaches us to put the expected results 
in God’s hand. Nehemiah gave God all 
the credit for what was happening and 
for what was going to happen.

The true nature of prayer in this story 
highlights God. We learn that even 
when we are angry we must not take 
matters into our own hands. Ridicule 
can hurt deeply, and people sometimes 
use it to discourage us; however, this 

story teaches us that God is faithful, 
and he has promised to be with us.

Nehemiah constantly combined 
prayer with preparation and planning. 
He also urged God’s people to trust in 
him. Like Nehemiah, we show God 
that we are serious when we combine 
prayer with thought and action.

The content of Nehemiah’s prayers had 
to do with the reestablishment of God’s 
kingdom. God is working through 
his people to accomplish seemingly 
impossible tasks. God shapes and 
molds Nehemiah for his purpose.

From the beginning of this story God 
was with the builders of his temple. 
Not only that, but God worked 
through Nehemiah to bring about a 
spiritual awakening among the people 
of Judah. People under God’s direction 
can accomplish seemingly impossible 

tasks.

Prayers Deeply Rooted in Faith
These prayers are saying to God 
that Nehemiah trusts him despite 
the circumstances. Nehemiah 
demonstrated to us what genuine 
love is. He showed that he loved 
God rather than men. He put his 
faith in Christ at all cost. When he 
had to approach King Artaxerxes, 
not once did he think of backing 
down. He showed the faith Esther 
demonstrated when she was willing 
to perish for representing God.

Nehemiah and the postexilic saints 
are examples of great prayer warriors 
for us. Their prayers are samples of 
great prayers because they trust 
God. When God called them to 
rebuild his temple, they obeyed his 
decree. Before Nehemiah was able 
to participate in rebuilding the walls 

The Importance of Prayer
The Story of What It Means to Be a God-Fearing Man 

Mr. Carleous   
Clay
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of the temple, he first had to rebuild 
his spiritual life. He did this through 
prayer. He had to get the blueprint 
from God.

In Ezra 7:10, we read that Ezra devoted 
himself to God’s Word, and Nehemiah 
was like him. He studied the Word, 
lived it, and taught it. When he sinned 
he confessed his sins to God. It was 
his sorrow, which God pointed out to 
him, that moved him into taking the 
necessary steps to deal with his sin. 
No weapon formed against Nehemiah 
prevailed.

This story teaches us that being leaders 
of God’s people is not just getting 
recognition or being the boss. It 
requires planning, hard work, prayer, 
and a life of obedience to God. Let this 
story be an example for you to follow 
in your life. Nehemiah shows us the 
way.

Key Doctrines and Their 
Implications for Christian Prayer
The book of Nehemiah is very 
interesting. We learn that Nehemiah is 
a man of faith who trusts God. He saw 
a problem concerning his brothers and 
sisters and was distressed. He could 
have chosen to ignore the problem, 
but God was working in his heart. God 
instructed him to act on behalf of his 
people.

Instead of sitting around complaining, 
Nehemiah went to work. He knew that 
God ordained that he would rebuild 
the walls around Jerusalem. Nehemiah 
already had a position of responsibility 
in the Persian government. He had the 
liberty to do as he pleased. The heart of 
man is in the hands of the Lord. God 
ordained that Nehemiah would use 
his talents for the kingdom. Nehemiah 
responded immediately, taking 
action to get the assignment done. 
He motivated God’s people, and God 
turned the heart of wicked Artaxerxes 
to assisting Nehemiah.

The rebuilding of the walls brought 
opposition from the enemies of the 
Jews. Geshem, Sanballat, Tobiah, and 

Ashdod were four of the main enemies 
who opposed the rebuilding of the 
walls. Nehemiah, in his courageous 
faith, discovers a strategy to frustrate 
the enemy. He used prayer to encourage 
himself and God’s people. He also used 
prayer to defeat his enemies. We learn 
that he trusted in God every step of the 
way.

Nehemiah’s life is an example of 
leadership and organization. In the 
face of opposition he used the defense 
mechanism of prayer to care for God’s 
people and to keep the project moving. 
He has given us, as Christians, a model 
to follow. To accomplish more for the 
sake of God’s kingdom, we must pray, 
persevere, and sacrifice like Nehemiah.

The key doctrine that is being taught in 
this book is prayer. When Nehemiah 
began his work he recognized the 
problem and immediately prayed. He 
didn’t stop there; he displayed what 
Martin Luther calls a fide vida, or a 
“living faith.” He took the approach of 
James, who writes that “faith without 
works is dead” (2:26).

The Implications for Christian 
Prayer
Does God have a vision for us? Are 
there “walls” in your life that need 
to be built today? As [fellow inmate] 
Manny Mills would say, “Some of us 
need to build ‘walls’ and fences around 
ourselves so that when we get out of 
prison we remember where we came 
from.” Christians need the walls of the 
Holy Spirit for protection. God has 
given us the talents and gifts to build 
up his kingdom. We can mobilize 
others to pray and put together an 
action plan.

Lessons in Being More Devoted 
to Prayer
One lesson we learn is that prayer 
is still God’s mighty force in solving 
problems today. Prayer and action go 
hand in hand. Through prayer God 
guides our preparation, teamwork, and 
diligent efforts to carry out his will. We 

learn that Nehemiah demonstrated 
excellent leadership. He was spiritually 
ready to actively fight against sin and 
the devil. As the church militant, 
Nehemiah was ready to heed God’s 
will. Although he had tremendous 
faith, he never avoided the extra work 
necessary for good leadership. He was 
ready! As Ignatius said, “Although he 
wrestled with wild beasts and devils 
he understood that on this account he 
was not justified.”

Nehemiah trusted and believed that 
God would hear his prayers. He prayed 
because he knew God was faithful and 
that he would hear the prayers of his 
saints. Nehemiah knew that God was a 
covenant God and that he was faithful 
to his promises. He prayed with the 
knowledge that God was using him to 
accomplish his plan.

This example from Nehemiah should 
encourage us to pray more. We should 
get a deeper sense of prayer from all of 
this. God delights in all the prayers of 
his saints. We must understand why 
our prayers are so important. God 
uses them as a means to bless us. He 
uses our prayers to communicate with 
us and to direct us in our mission 
according to his will.

In conclusion, I encourage all of you to 
be more active in prayer. Prayer should 
be something that you do all day, 
every day. Our prayer life determines 
our relationship with our Father. Be 
encouraged to pray more. God bless 
you.

 
Mr. Carleous Clay  
is an inmate at the Danville 
Illinois Correctional Center 
and a student at Divine Hope 
Reformed Bible Seminary 
located within the walls of the 
prison.  He plans to resume 
seminary education upon his 
release from prison in the winter 
of 2014.
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In the previous 
installment of this 
column, I suggested that 

we can glorify God on Facebook 
only if we can honestly thank him 
for it. I mentioned three areas in 
particular that might lead us to that 
conclusion: communicating and 
receiving information with relative 
ease, encouraging people with the 
click of a mouse, and defending our 
faith as we use it as a platform for 
Christian apologetics.

But I warned you then that this is a 
two-part series. We need to take a 
look at the good and the bad. What 

Rev. Michael J. 
SchoutDoes God Like Me on Facebook? (Part 2)

The Next Generation 

are some of the most significant 
dangers of Facebook? What are 
some warning signs to look out for? 
How might Satan be tactfully using 
this seemingly innocent mechanism 
to divert God’s children from staying 
on task?

As I stated last time, I do not have 
a Facebook account. I hope this 
admission does not disqualify me 
from writing an article like this. 
I have considered it, and I have 
definitely been encouraged to 
get one. But for some of the same 
reasons I will be addressing shortly, 
I have decided that the potential 
pitfalls outweigh the possible 
benefits, at least for me.

Might Paul’s exhortation be helpful 
in matters other than food sacrificed 
to idols? Consider his words in the 
context of Facebook: “ ‘All things 
are lawful,’ but not all things are 
helpful. ‘All things are lawful,’ 
but not all things build up” (1 Cor. 
10:23). Christian liberty teaches 
that where Scripture does not forbid 
something, neither should we. In no 
way am I suggesting that Facebook 
should be forbidden. But I do want 
you to think. There is a big difference 
between doing something that is 
allowed and doing something that 
is helpful.

I
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So what are my three areas of 
caution? Let’s start with perhaps 
the most obvious and then work 
toward the more subtle.

Time Killer
According to the Ipsos Open 
Thinking Exchange, eighteen- 
to thirty-four-year-olds report 
spending 3.8 hours a day on social 
networks, the most popular by 
far being Facebook. To put this in 
perspective, 3.8 hours a day adds 
up to more than twenty-six hours 
per week, and a staggering 1,383 
hours per year.

This begs the question: Is that a 
good use of our time?

Few things are more personal or 
precious than our time. Yet Jesus did 
not shed his blood so that we can 
spend our days however we like. Our 
time belongs to him. “For the love 
of Christ controls us,” writes Paul, 
“ . . . that those who live might no 
longer live for themselves” (2 Cor. 
5:14–15). Part of our stewardship, 
then, relates to time management. 
Since we are in Christ and no longer 
our own, we need to be thoughtful 
and faithful in the allotment of time 
we give to certain activities. “Look 
carefully then how you walk, not as 
unwise but as wise, making the best 
use of the time, because the days 
are evil” (Eph. 5:15–16, emphasis 
added). Elsewhere we read, “Walk 
in wisdom toward outsiders, making 
the best use of the time” (Col. 4:5–
6, emphasis added).

What is the takeaway from passages 
such as these? Obviously, God 
cannot mean that all of our time 
is to be spent in full-time gospel 
ministry or that anything other than 
evangelism is a waste of time. He 
is not saying that there is no place 
for leisure, vacations, down time, 
hanging out, entertainment, or 
social media.

How we spend our time does 
matter. The days are evil. Jesus 
could come back at any time. You 
and I have been purchased at a high 
price. Our lives belong to him, and 
that includes the time we spend on 
Facebook.

“But wait a minute,” you’re thinking 
(no pun intended!)—3.8 hours a 
day is a statistic. That’s not me!” 
Perhaps you are right. Maybe 
you have been able to control 
the amount of time you spend on 
Facebook. Maybe twenty-six hours 
a week makes you gasp. But maybe 
this is you. Could it be that you have 
become so addicted to checking 
your account, updating your status, 
and hearing the latest news that 
you don’t even realize how addicted 
you are?

An idol is anything (which can even 
often be a good thing) that ends 
up being an ultimate thing. Ask 
yourself: What is the first thing I do 
when I get out of bed? (Did you know 
that 80 percent of smartphone users 
check their phones before brushing 
their teeth?) What is the last thing 
you do at the end of the day? How 
would you handle being without 
social media for a day, a week, a 
month? What if your parents told 
you that your Facebook days are 
over? How would you react?

Do a little self-examination. For 
some of you, the best answer might 
be to cancel the account right now. 
For others, it might mean getting 
some accountability and making 
sure that you’re spending your time 
wisely.

Humility Crusher
Another possible threat that 
Facebook brings to our growth in 
godliness is its potential to foster a 
self-centered life. A prime example 
is the popular “selfie,” when a 

person or group of people takes 
a picture of themselves and then 
posts it on Facebook for all their 
friends to see. In an article from the 
New York Times called “My Selfie, 
Myself,” Jenna Worthman writes:

Selfies have become the 
catchall term for digital self-
portraits abetted by the 
explosion of cellphone cameras 
and photo-editing and sharing 
services. Every major social 
media site is overflowing with 
millions of them. . . . In late 
August, Oxford Dictionaries 
Online added the term to its 
lexicon. . . . It is the perfect 
preoccupation for our Internet-
saturated time, a ready-made 
platform to record and post our 
lives where others can see and 
experience them in tandem 
with us. And in a way, it signals 
a new frontier in the evolution 
in social media.

Taking pictures and sharing them 
with others is not inherently wrong. 
But have you ever wondered why 
this is such a craze? Could it be 
that we love to promote ourselves? 
Might this also explain why many of 
the pictures that people share are, 
shall we say, less than modest?

Self-promotion might be at the root 
of much that is shared on Facebook. 
I have heard first-hand stories of 
women, including my wife, who 
have considered getting an account 
but who were pretty disappointed 
with the trivial and selfish things 
they found. “I cleaned my house 
from top to bottom, took the kids 
to the zoo, made my husband’s 
favorite dinner, and I just wanted 
to share with you how wonderful 
my life is!” That sort of thing can 
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quickly come off as proud, which 
often leads those reading it to covet 
or criticize.

And what about gossip? At its root is 
pride. We talk about others because 
we want to promote ourselves by 
tearing them down. “Did you hear 
what so and so did?” “Just look at 
what she is wearing!” “He looks so 
weird.”

What would we find on your 
Facebook account over the last 
month? Self-promotion (immodesty, 
gossip, accolades, a critical spirit), 
or an attempt to promote the glory 
of God and the good of others? Take 
the Philippians 2 test: “Do nothing 
from selfish ambition or conceit, 
but in humility count others more 
significant than yourselves. Let 
each of you look not only to his own 
interests, but also to the interests 
of others. Have this mind among 
yourselves, which is yours in Christ 
Jesus” (vv. 3–5).

Fellowship Stealer
I said that I would move from the 
more obvious to the more subtle 
as we go along. So here it goes. 
I am concerned that Facebook 
is replacing true fellowship and 
friendship with a counterfeit 
version. How many friends do you 
have? No, not Facebook friends—
actual friends. Of course many of 
your friends on Facebook are your 
actual friends. But how deep does 
that friendship go?

The leaders at Facebook write, 
“We all want to share and connect. 
That’s how we discover new 
information and build meaningful 
relationships.” But how meaningful 

can an online relationship be?

A 2011 Toyota Venza commercial 
humorously illustrates this point. 
It begins with a girl sitting at a 
table with her computer who 
says she read the majority of an 
article online about how older 
people are becoming more and 
more antisocial. “So I was really 
aggressive with my parents about 
joining Facebook,” she says. But 
as she talks, the commercial shows 
scenes of her parents laughing 
and enjoying a ride in their new 
Toyota Venza. As they take their 
mountain bikes off the top of the 
car, she says, “My parents are up 
to nineteen friends now,” and then 
whispers, “so sad.” Just then, her 
parents join up with several other 
couples to go mountain biking on a 
beautiful sunny day, all while she’s 
still inside. She then says, “I have 
687 friends! This is living.” The 
commercial ends with her saying 
to herself, “What? That is not a real 
puppy. That’s too small to be a real 
puppy,” as she looks back at her 
Facebook page.

One of the biggest frustrations 
about living far away from many of 
my closest friends is the challenge 
we have in maintaining close 
friendships. Maybe I should get a 
Facebook account! But I don’t think 
that would help. You see, the thing 
I miss about these friends is not 
basic information like where they 
work, how many kids they have, and 
where they went over the weekend. 
What I really miss is watching them 
in real life, spending time with 
them, hearing them laugh, tell 
jokes, and share their struggles. I 
miss seeing Nathan react to a joke 
that Brian made. I miss how we 
fed off each other. I miss praying 
together, repenting together, and 
sharing life together.

Deep, long-lasting friendships 
happen face to face, in the context 
of real life. Don’t mistake the 
counterfeit for the real thing.

Conclusion
So, what’s the verdict? Does God 
like us on Facebook or not? Here is 
my conclusion: it depends. “Shut 
down your Facebook account” is not 
the eleventh commandment. But 
speaking of the commandments, 
what are they all about? Love. Love 
for God and love for neighbor.

Are you loving God and loving 
neighbor on Facebook? Not 
perfectly, of course. May these 
articles expose some of the ways 
that you are not. Do what we do on 
Sunday mornings after we hear the 
law: confess your sin. Ask God to 
show mercy on you for these and 
every sin, for the sake of Christ’s 
atonement. God’s mercy and grace 
are rich and full to all who trust in 
Jesus Christ!

And now, in the comfort of the 
gospel, examine your Facebook life. 
Can you thank God for it? Or is it 
keeping you from knowing him more 
and loving others well? “So whether 
you eat or drink, or whatever you 
do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 
10:31, emphasis added).
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Living Membership: 
Belonging in the Body of Christ

Mr. Michael  
Kearney

All right, this may be a silly question. There are plenty of obvious answers: 
to worship God, to strengthen your faith, to fellowship with other 
believers—all good motives. If you’re honest with yourself, maybe there are 
other reasons too: because the rest of your family does it, because it’s where 
all your friends are, or just because “that’s the way we’ve always done it.” At 
the most basic level, we go to church simply to keep doing what Christians 
have done since the time of Jesus.
However, I’d like to make the claim that not only is this a silly question, it’s actually a 
bad one. We don’t merely go to church; we are the church. Worshiping God together 
isn’t an activity so much as a statement of our identity. You may be familiar with the 
Heidelberg Catechism’s definition of the church in Lord’s Day 21 as “a community 
chosen for eternal life and united in true faith.” But don’t miss the next sentence, which 
drops the significance of this body squarely on our shoulders: “And of this community 
I am and always will be a living member” (Q&A 54).1 

So, in practical terms, what does it mean to be a member of the church—especially a 
young member of the church, and specifically a young member of the United Reformed 
Churches in North America? Although no amount of study can fully exhaust the 
subject of membership, perhaps exploring the name of our federation can provide the 
basic outline of an answer.

UNITED: Built Up as a Spiritual House
First, we identify ourselves as “united.” A line from 
the hymn “The Church’s One Foundation” comes to 
mind—“Elect from every nation, yet one o’er all the 
earth.”2   The perpetual community of God’s people 
is united across every continent and throughout 
every age. As Reformed theologian M. J. Bosma puts 
it, Jesus “not only brings [believers] to himself, and 
through himself to God, he also brings them together, 
to form together under him one body, one people.”3  In 
1 Corinthians 12, the apostle Paul dives even deeper 
by explaining that this “one body” actually is the body 
of Christ, of which each of us is a member.

Membership in a body is fundamentally different 
from, say, membership in a club. As a member of a 
club, your participation is voluntary; as a member 
of a body, your participation is essential. The Boy 
Scouts will continue to exist whether or not you 
join them, but an organ can’t separate itself from the 
body to which it belongs; that would be unnatural 
and harmful, perhaps even deadly.4  So it is with the 
church. In Paul’s words, “God arranged the members 
in the body, each one of them, as he chose” (1 Cor. 
12:18). Membership in the context of the church 
universal entails pursuing and fulfilling the role God 
has set for you among his people.

Why do you go to church?
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Incidentally, could the beautiful unity 
of Christ’s church explain the joy 
we feel at Reformed Youth Services 
conventions? Sure, the fun, fellowship, 
and spiritual nourishment have a lot 
to do with it. But what is it specifically 
about the RYS experience that we find 
so inspiring? These conventions allow 
us to delight in the convergence, even 
for just a moment, of many different 
corners of the kingdom of God. As 
we meet brothers and sisters from 
across the continent, we rejoice in 
our unity as Christians and catch a 
faint glimpse of the real scope of the 
church universal. Understanding this 
fundamental unity is essential to a 
balanced view of the church and our 
own place within it.

REFORMED: United in the Truth
In our churches we identify 
ourselves not only as “united” but 
also as “Reformed.” Doesn’t such a 
denominational label fly right in the 
face of all we’ve just said about the one 
church universal? If complete unity is 
the ultimate goal, why do so many 
different sects exist, all with different 
beliefs?

Here’s a basic answer: being united 
is meaningless unless we are united 
in the truth. Allying ourselves with 
groups that do not preach or practice 
the authentic Christian life will only 
harm us—just as building a house 
half on rock and half on quicksand 
can only end in disaster. Christ’s 
followers must combat false teachings 
by contending “for the faith that was 
once for all delivered to the saints” 
(Jude 3), establishing pulpits from 
which the Word of God is faithfully 
preached. Once again M. J. Bosma 
provides a helpful explanation: 
“As long as any denomination still 
recognizes the fundamental truths of 
God’s word we must look upon it as 
a part of the Christian Church, but 
when fundamental truths are denied 
. . . we can not look upon such circles 
as part of the Church.”5  This is why 
the URCNA begins its church order 

by declaring, “We as a federation of 
churches declare complete subjection 
and obedience to the Word of God 
delivered to us in the inspired, 
infallible and inerrant book of Holy 
Scripture.”

Identifying ourselves as Reformed is 
not a symbol of division, then, but 
of unity with the true church of all 
times and places. At the same time, 
we readily acknowledge that there 
are other faithful churches far beyond 
the bounds of our own federation, 
and as fellow members of the church 
universal it is our duty to help, 
encourage, and fellowship with them. 
Orthodox Presbyterian minister Alan 
Strange has compared this supporting 
relationship between denominations 
to the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s 
wall under Nehemiah: “That task 
of re-building, from among a sinful 
humanity, wrecked and ruined, is the 
great task of the church: to gather and 
perfect, by the Spirit’s empowerment, 
a new humanity in Jesus Christ, made 
alive together with Him from that old 
humanity and death in Adam. Just 
like the different clans and families 
in Nehemiah 3, we are each working 
on our own section of the wall, the 
URCNA here, the OPC there, and so 
forth.”6  

Going further with Rev. Strange’s 
analogy, it is wise for us to learn as 
much as we can about the particular 
section of the wall on which we are 
working: how it was built, where its 
strengths and weaknesses lie, and 
how to make it even stronger. Pastor 
and missionary Henry Beets, who 
published a notable history of the 
Reformed faith in America, wrote that 
“future generations . . . are entitled to 
know why this denomination is their 
home and why succeeding generations 
should consider it a precious heritage, 
worthy of being continued, built up 
and extended, as a salting salt and a 
leavening leaven.”7  As a member of 
the URCNA, do you know why this 
group of churches is your home? Do 
you consider its heritage precious? 

Are you ready and willing to serve 
in strengthening its salt, spreading 
its leaven, and intensifying its light 
amidst a tasteless, lifeless, lightless 
world? This is what membership 
entails.8 

CHURCHES: Doing the Work of 
the Lord Everywhere
Since the adjectives “united” and 
“Reformed” serve to express unity, 
the third component of the URCNA’s 
name seems oddly individualistic: 
“churches.” Likewise, we consistently 
use the word “federation” to 
replace the more common term 
“denomination.” As miniscule as they 
may seem, these nuances are actually 
loaded with significance.

For one thing, this language defines 
us by common beliefs rather than 
a common background. Although 
we should always treasure our 
heritage, it is all too easy to confuse 
our affiliation with our identity. 
If the “United Reformed Church” 
ever becomes an object of loyalty 
independent of our shared faith, 
our focus is woefully skewed. The 
plural word “churches,” like the term 
“federations,” emphasizes that we 
are united because of the beliefs we 
share—never the other way around.

Just as importantly, however, the plural 
form “churches” brings into focus the 
centrality of membership and service 
in a local congregation. It is not enough 
to hover aimlessly within the vague 
boundaries of a denomination nor to 
leave the management of the church 
to some centralized bureaucracy. The 
church consists of churches, and it 
is here that our membership rests. 
As members of a local congregation 
we are obligated to love and serve it, 
joyfully and humbly, using the talents 
and abilities with which God has 
endowed us.

Loving the church is the first part of 
this obligation. The author of Psalm 84 
exclaims, “How lovely is your dwelling 
place, O LORD of hosts!” (v. 1), and 
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the apostle John writes that “we know 
that we have passed out of death into 
life, because we love the brothers” (1 
John 3:14). Our love for the church, 
in turn, motivates what the Belgic 
Confession describes as “serving 
to the edification of the brethren, 
according to the talents God has 
given [us]” (art. 28).

Make no mistake: serving the church 
does not necessarily mean becoming 
a missionary, pastor, or theologian. 
Rather, it takes shape in faithful 
worship, prayer, and participation 
in the sacraments, permeating a life 
that strives to glorify God and edify 
our neighbors. If you have made a 
public profession of faith, you have 
already promised “to strengthen your 
love and commitment to Christ by 
sharing faithfully in the life of the 
church” and to “join with the people 
of God in doing the work of the Lord 
everywhere.”  These are the fruits of 
membership taken seriously!

Truly the United Reformed Churches 
in North America have much to be 
grateful for: our unity in Christ, our 
Reformed testimony, and the integrity 
of our individual congregations. I 
pray that even this brief sketch of our 
federation’s name will inspire you to 
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treasure membership in your home 
church and serve faithfully there. 
Ultimately, however, the church’s 
survival depends not on our love and 
devotion, but God’s. Psalm 132:14–
16 contains some of the Lord’s most 
wonderful promises to us, his holy 
nation:

 “This is my resting place forever;
here I will dwell, for I have 
desired it.
I will abundantly bless her 
provisions;
I will satisfy her poor with 
bread.
Her priests I will clothe with 
salvation,
and her saints will shout for joy.”

May you ever more deeply 
experience that joy as a living 
member of this glorious community.
Notes: 
All references to hymns, liturgical forms, 
the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Belgic 
Confession are from the Psalter Hymnal, 
Doctrinal Standards, and Liturgy of the 
Christian Reformed Church, hereafter PsH 
(Grand Rapids: Board of Publications of the 
Christian Reformed Church, 2010).

   
1. See also Lord’s Day 12, question and 

answer 32.

  2. S. J. Stone, “The Church’s One 
Foundation,” in PsH, no. 398.

3. Menno J. Bosma, Exposition of Reformed 
Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Smitter, 1927), 
232.

4. I am greatly indebted to C. S. Lewis for this 
insight. See “Membership,” in The Weight 
of Glory (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1996), 119–31.

5. Bosma, Reformed Doctrine, 236. 

6. Alan D. Strange, “Fraternal Address to 
URCNA Synod,” Acts of Synod Nyack 2012, 
565–68.

7. Henry Beets, The Christian Reformed 
Church: Its Roots, History, Schools, and 
Mission Work (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1946), 
introduction.

8. To answer these questions in more depth, 
I highly recommend URCNA pastor 
Daniel Hyde’s Welcome to a Reformed 
Church: A Guide for Pilgrims (Sanford, FL: 
Reformation Trust, 2010).

9. Public Profession of Faith, Form 2, in PsH, 
134.
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Clash over Worldviews
An Analysis of the Ham/Nye Debate

Lita Cosner  
Scott Gillis  
Keaton Halley 

Creation was on the media’s radar again 
recently, thanks to the announcement 
that US media personality Bill Nye 
(best known for his TV show, Bill 
Nye the Science Guy) would go head-
to-head in a debate with creationist 
Ken Ham at the Creation Museum in 
Kentucky.

Bill Nye was actually criticized by 
his fellow atheists for debating a 
creationist. Dr. Jerry Coyne, professor 
of ecology at the University of Chicago, 
says that “he should just continue to 
write and talk about the issue on his 
own, and not debate creationists. By 
so doing, he gives them credibility 
simply by appearing beside them on 
the platform.”1

Similarly, the high priest of evolution, 
Richard Dawkins, said, “I agree that 
to do this on Ham’s home turf was a 
mistake, and indeed it is almost always 
a mistake to give wingnuts the oxygen 
of publicity, and the respectability of 
being seen on a platform with a real 
scientist, anywhere.”2

A Chicago Sun-Times article was 
simply titled “Bill Nye Wastes His Time 
Debating Creationists.”3 The response 
from the evolutionist side is clear: let’s 
not give creation any exposure. One 
wonders, if creationism is not science 
and can be easily debunked, what are 
they afraid of?

The overall reluctance of atheists to 
debate creationists was never more 
evident than in 2009 when the World 
Atheist Convention in Melbourne, 
Australia, rejected CMI-Australia’s 
challenge to debate. As our Australian 
office had a wealth of PhD creation 
scientists on staff, and the leading 
lights in atheism would be converging 
in one place, it seemed to be an 

ideal time to match up. But as one 
commenter on notorious atheist P. Z. 
Myers’s blog said at the time: “I think 
the extreme emotional reaction . . . 
to the idea of debating Creationists 
shows that the debate really isn’t 
about science vs. religion, but is one 
religious view (atheism) pitted against 
another.”4

We commend Ken Ham and Answers 
in Genesis for arranging this event, 
and, as creationists, we celebrate the 
chance for the fair exchange of ideas. 
As shown above, this is something 
most atheistic evolutionists don’t 
want.

The Debaters
Some have noted that neither Ken Ham 
nor Bill Nye are scientists. But they are 
a good pairing; both are scientifically 
minded laypeople who have spent the 
better part of their careers arguing for 
the account of origins that they believe 
is true. The fact that both men for years 
have aimed to make the origins issue 
understandable to a broad audience 
made this a unique opportunity for 
laymen to gain an understanding of 
the differences between these radically 
different worldviews.

Nye obviously loves science, and he 
did a particularly good job of bringing 
that across. He also communicated 
the practical benefits of a good 
understanding of science and its 
importance for our future.

Ham should be applauded for his 
strong presentation of biblical 
authority and presentation of the 
gospel throughout. He had a limited 
amount of time to present his views 
to a large audience which would have 
included many unbelievers, some 

of whom may have never heard this 
information. This was a valuable 
opportunity that creationists rarely 
encounter.

The final question in the question-
and-answer section was revealing as 
far as demonstrating the worldview of 
both debaters. They both were asked 
the one thing upon which they based 
their belief. Ken Ham unequivocally 
stood on the authority of Scripture. 
Bill Nye professed that science and a 
love of discovery is what guides him.

The Debate
Each five-minute introduction was a 
good presentation and introduction 
to Ham’s and Nye’s views.

Ken Ham’s thirty-minute presentation 
covered the basics of the creation 
worldview, including the creation 
time frame, the difference between 
operational and historical science, 
and the difference between natural 
selection and evolution of new kinds. 
He demonstrated how the biblical 
record explains the phenomena 
we see in the world today, such as 
intelligent design behind life, animals 
reproducing after their kind, and all 
humans as one race.

What caught our attention more 
than anything else was Bill Nye’s list 
of challenges for his opponent. He 
went through a long list of arguments 
that supposedly pose problems for 
creationists. However, if Nye had been 
more acquainted with creationist 
literature, he would have known that 
we have long had explanations for 
each of these.

4He said that in Kentucky, the 
Creation Museum stands on many 
layers of limestone with coral fossils. 
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He claimed there would not be enough time in a creationist time 
frame for these creatures to grow, die, and then be fossilized. 
However, creationist marine biologist Dr. Robert Carter has 
addressed the existence of fossil corals.

4The next argument was that there are ice cores with 680,000 
layers, each formed in a summer/winter cycle. Again, he claimed 
that this disproves a creationist time frame. However, creationists 
have also answered this.

4He also claimed that there are trees older than a biblical time 
frame allows for. However, dendrochronology is not an exact 
science. Nye specifically mentioned bristlecone pines, but there is 
evidence that they may have more than one growth ring per year.

4His next challenge related to geology. He asked that if the 
Grand Canyon was the result of a catastrophic global flood, why 
are there not grand canyons everywhere? But as flood geologists 
have demonstrated, the flood would have involved a number of 
different mechanisms at various stages as the waters drained off 
the continents. In fact, many erosional features are best explained 
by a global flood. There is a vast body of creation information in 
this area.

4Nye asked a number of times, why do we not have examples of 
fossils mixed between layers—for instance, a mammal in trilobite 
layers. But to the surprise of many, ducks, squirrels, platypus, 
beaver-like and badger-like creatures have all been found in 
“dinosaur-era” layers along with bees, cockroaches, frogs, and pine 
trees.

Polystrate tree trunks
4Nye tried to rebut the idea that there is one human race by 
showing a graphic of all the different types of hominid skulls that 
have been discovered to argue that there was a progression in 
human evolution. However, we know that there is a huge amount 
of variability in the human race, and many of the skulls in Nye’s 
graphic were undoubtedly within that range.

4Nye noted that there are no kangaroo fossils showing a 
migratory path from the Middle East to Australia. However, absent 
catastrophic, rapid burial, fossilization of a land creature would be 

a rare event; thus, lions roamed what is now Israel 
in historical times, but no lion fossils have ever 
been found there. In addition, marsupial fossils are 
actually a huge problem for evolutionists because 
their fossils are found on every continent. In fact, in 
the Late Cretaceous (allegedly 85–65 million years 
ago) their fossils are not even in Australia, but in 
Eurasia and North America.

4Nye claims that the biblical account of the ark 
imposes ridiculous demands on natural selection 
to produce the variety of species we see today. He 
says that to get from the fourteen thousand animals 
on the ark to the millions of species we have 
today, there would have to be eleven new species 
formed every day for the past four thousand years. 
However, there is a huge error in this calculation. 
The animals which went on the ark only represent 
land vertebrates and do not include insects, marine 
creatures, or microscopic life. And we know that 
when we exclude these creatures (and also when we 
realize that some animals are categorized as different 
species based on only superficial differences), it 
becomes far more feasible.

4The ark was claimed to be too big to be made 
from wood, yet too small to fit all the animals 
required. However creationists have answered these 
challenges.

Polystrate tree trunks

March/April 2014 | 27



4Nye claims that evolutionists made 
the prediction that there would be 
an intermediate species between fish 
and tetrapods, and that Tiktaalik fills 
this gap. However, footprints from a 
tetrapod were found in a layer dated 
millions of years older than Tiktaalik, 
so the intermediary cannot be 
younger than what it gives rise to.

4Nye claims that sexual reproduction 
arose because it granted superior 
immunity to disease. However, an 
explanation of how something is 
beneficial is not the same as explaining 
how it came to be in the first place, 
and this is a common fallacy brought 
up by evolutionists. It doesn’t matter 
how beneficial something is, you still 
need a mechanism to explain how it 
came to be in the first place, and that 
is a huge problem for evolution.

4Nye seemed to misunderstand 
a key creationist argument when 
he claimed on multiple occasions 
(even after Ham corrected him), that 
creationists think that natural laws 
were different in the past. However, 
biblical creationists actually think that 
natural laws are constant, describing 
how the God of order upholds His 
creation (cf. 1 Cor. 14:33). Yet this 
same God has added to nature at 
special times as revealed in Scripture, 
contrary to uniformitarian dogma. 

The biblical God is not capricious like 
the pagan gods. Actually, it’s Nye who 
can’t derive the constancy of natural 
laws from his atheistic faith.

4Nye celebrates the discovery of 
the cosmic background radiation 
which he believes to be a successful 
prediction for the Big Bang and 
billions of years of history. However, 
cosmic microwave background 
radiation is actually a huge problem 
for the Big Bang model. There have 
been years of work in creation 
cosmology.

4Nye appeals to radiometric dating, 
specifically rubidium/strontium, as 
evidence supporting billions of years. 
However, different dating methods 
give different dates for the same rocks, 
and some dating methods cap the age 
of the earth at thousands of years, 
so scientists must pick whichever 
dating method agrees with their 
presupposition. Ham gave a slide with 
a list of such methods.

Another assertion Nye made multiple 
times was that creationists do not 
make predictions. However, this is 
demonstrably false. For instance, 
cosmologist Dr. Russell Humphreys 
predicted that Mercury’s magnetic field 
would display specific characteristics 
based on biblical assumptions about 
its origin and age, which were proved 

correct. And another team of creation 
scientists made predictions about the 
amount of helium left in zircons based 
on a young age, which was proved 
accurate. (See diagram below)

The five-minute rebuttal was 
insufficient for either debater to 
respond to the other’s thirty-minute 
presentation, which is one reason 
why the debate might not be the 
best measure of who has the best 
arguments. For instance, Ken Ham 
made a telling point that the atheistic 
worldview can’t account for logic 
and reasoning while the Christian 
worldview can, because we are made 
in the image of a rational God (indeed, 
Jesus is called the Logos). However, 
the subtlety of the argument seemed 
totally lost on Nye, and probably a lot 
of listeners too, unfortunately. That 
is, if our brain is the result of natural 
selection, then why should we even 
trust our reasoning to be logical (or our 
senses to be accurate, as Nye claims)? 
It would probably have been better to 
argue that Darwinian processes select 
only for survival value, no matter 
how false or illogical our thoughts (or 
senses) are.

That being said, neither seemed to 
sufficiently acknowledge or answer 
the other’s challenges. For instance, 
Ken Ham spent a good part of the 

Left: Rapid decay of 
Mercury’s magnetic 
field strength. 

Right: Spacecraft 
measurements of 
Mercury’s magnetic 
field strength.
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beginning of his presentation showing 
examples of creation scientists who 
have made real contributions to 
their fields, but Bill Nye ignored 
these examples and kept repeating 
his argument about the importance 
of evolution in education to produce 
engineers and scientists.

Nye seemed either ignorant or 
deceptive regarding his depiction of 
creation science, as every argument 
he presented has been dealt with at 
length in creation publications that 
are widely available. And his mantra 
about evolution being necessary 
for scientific advancement is 
demonstrably false. He also repeatedly 
characterized biblical creation as “Ken 
Ham’s view,” ignoring the growing 
number of qualified, successful PhD 
scientists who have made outstanding 
contributions and who recognize the 
Bible’s account of origins as historical.

In response to Ham’s comment that 
evolutionists conflate terms, that is, 
using the term evolution to include 
aspects of operational science, 
Nye kept restating that it is only 
creationists who use the distinction 
between operational and historical 
science. But this is simply not true 
(should we be surprised?) because 
it is evolutionists who make this 
distinction themselves. For example, 
the prominent atheistic, evolutionist 
Harvard professor Dr. E. O. Wilson 
said: “If a moving automobile were an 
organism, functional biology would 
explain how it is constructed and 
operates, while evolutionary biology 
would reconstruct its origin and 
history—how it came to be made and 
its journey thus far.”5

This is not an isolated quote. 
Prominent atheistic biologist Ernst 
Mayr wrote:

Evolutionary biology, in contrast 
with physics and chemistry, 
is a historical science—the 
evolutionist attempts to explain 

events and processes that have 
already taken place. Laws and 
experiments are inappropriate 
techniques for the explication 
of such events and processes. 
Instead one constructs a 
historical narrative, consisting of 
a tentative reconstruction of the 
particular scenario that led to the 
events one is trying to explain.6

Nye is also not a Bible scholar, as 
his limited comments about Bible 
translation and interpretation 
show. He claimed that the Bible was 
translated in a way analogous to the 
“telephone game.” However, we have 
more manuscripts of the Bible than 
for any other ancient book.

Ham could have been more assertive in 
demanding answers to his arguments 
and holding Nye’s feet to the fire when 
he failed to respond to his challenges. 
He also could have challenged the 
foundations of the evolutionary 
worldview more effectively if he had 
been given more time to do so.

This debate will probably be 
insufficient to convert many from one 
view to the other. While people love 
debates due to their adversarial nature, 
it may not the best format in which to 
hash out the issues in sufficient depth 
due to time restrictions. Debates 
are great for bringing the subject to 
people’s attention, but not for training 
and equipping. What’s important is 
what happens in the days and weeks 
to come.

What’s Next? What Can I Do?
One report estimates that over a 
million people tuned in and watched 
a debate about creation versus 
evolution. The turnout shows that it 
is by no means a “settled issue” in the 
minds of laypeople, regardless of what 
the media portrays or how much the 
evolutionists want to control the turf 
and censor other views.

This event demonstrated that 
ultimately the controversy is not really 
about science. This hot topic issue is 

about the two opposing worldviews 
of creation and evolution. As such, 
it’s vitally important for believers to 
“be prepared to give an answer . . . 
with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 
3:15). Many people disbelieve the 
Bible because their view of origins 
excludes the biblical account and, 
thus, the gospel. We have found that 
creation evangelism is an effective 
way to reach people with the gospel. 
Why not give a college student in 
your life a subscription to Creation 
magazine to counter the evolutionary 
indoctrination he or she will encounter 
from professors? . . .

Finally, pray for the ongoing impact 
that the debate will have in the 
days and weeks to come and for the 
hearts of people who may have heard 
evidence for creation for the first time 
as a result of the debate.
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The ERQ is a small federation of churches in 
the Canadian province of Quebec ministering 
to the French-speaking people of that area.

History
French Reformers, also called Huguenots, 
had much to do with the founding of Canada. 
Huguenot settlers desired to establish a colony 
that would be loyal to the French throne 
where they would be free to worship God as 
Reformed Christians. It is interesting that 
the first governor of New France (Quebec) 
in 1540 was a Huguenot. While the Edict of 
Nantes issued by Henry IV had granted the 
Huguenots rights and protections in France, 
a Roman Catholic nation, its revocation in 
1685 by Louis XIV took away those rights and 
protections. As a result, Huguenot refugees 
fled France and came to Québec. Persecution 
followed them there until the British took New 
France in 1759 and allowed religious liberty.

In the early nineteenth century Swiss 
missionaries arrived and brought organization 
to the Reformed faith. Churches were formed, 
with twenty-five congregations and schools in 
the Presbyterian Church in Canada by the late 
nineteenth century. However, the interest of 
the Swiss mission turned to western Canada, 
and from 1912 on, the congregations in 
Québec declined until there were only three 
congregations in 1975.

The Reformed Church of Québec came into 
existence officially on November 6, 1988. Some 
of the congregations had been independent, 
and some had been linked to denominations 
such as the Presbyterian Church in Canada, 

the Presbyterian Church in America, and the 
Christian Reformed Church. There were nine 
founding congregations scattered throughout 
different parts of Québec.

The Present
The ERQ consists of five congregations 
with about three hundred total members. 
The church adheres to the Three Forms 
of Unity, the Heidelberg Catechism, the 
La Rochelle Confession of Faith, and the 
Westminster Standards. It also accepts the 
ecumenical creeds. The ERQ strives to remain 
confessionally Reformed.

The ERQ is a member of NAPARC and 
the World Reformed Fellowship. Although 
officially independent from this denomination, 
Farel Reformed Theological Seminary has 
strong personal ties to the Reformed Church 
of Quebec.

The ERQ has accepted the invitation of the 
URCNA to enter into phase 2 of ecclesiastical 
fellowship. Moving forward to phase 3, church 
union, however, is not recommended any time 
in the future for two reasons: First, the ERQ 
is a French-speaking federation in a French-
speaking culture. The ERQ has no intention 
of transitioning to the English language. 
Language barriers are a natural boundary that 
hinders the kind of close cooperation and 
contact needed to function together well in 
one federation. Second, the denomination’s 
representative at NAPARC 2011 explained 
that the majority of their leaders and members 
have no desire for merger with any other 
group for fear they would lose their unique 
identity. The URCNA continues to encourage 
those classes and congregations in geographic 
proximity to ERQ congregations to continue 
the exchange of fraternal delegates and to 
engage in other ecumenical activities that may 
be available.

Further information can be found on the ERQ 
website at www.erq.qc.ca

NAPARC Churches Continued
Reformed Church of Quebec / L’Eglise Reformee du 
Quebec (ERQ)

The Outlook | 30



Mr. Myron 
Rau

NAPARC Churches Continued
Free Reformed Churches of North America 
(FRCNA)

The Free Reformed Churches of North 
America is made up of nineteen congregations, 
with most of them located in Canada in 
Alberta, British Columbia, and Ontario. Two 
congregations are in the United States, one 
in New Jersey and one in Michigan, with a 
mission in Guatemala. They have two church 
plants, which they call preaching stations.

Many of the Dutch Reformed immigrants who 
came to Canada in the late 1940s and early 
1950s shared similar theological convictions 
and secession identities. Some of them 
had been associated with the Christelijke 
Gereformeerde Kerken, the Christian 
Reformed Churches of the Netherlands 
(GKN), which had come out of the secession 
of 1834. Coming to North America, they did 
not believe they were like-minded with either 
one of the established denominations, the 
Christian Reformed Church in North America 
or the Reformed Church of America. Instead, 
immigrants from the secession churches of the 
Netherlands formed separate congregations 
and united with a Reformed congregation in 
Grand Rapids known as the Old Christian 
Reformed Church. An independent Reformed 
New Jersey congregation joined this group in 
1965. Eventually, these churches became the 
Free Reformed Churches of North America. 
In 1974, they officially adopted their current 
name.

The URCNA continues in phase 1 of 
ecumenical relations with the FRC. The 
FRC’s Puritan leanings has brought them into 
close fraternal relations with the Netherlands 
Reformed Congregations. FRC ministers 
receive their training at the Puritan Theological 
Seminary in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

A comprehensive history of the FRC by 
William VanDoodewaard, associate professor 
of church history at Puritan Theological 
Seminary in Grand Rapids, Michigan, can be 
found at

http://freereformednotesbycvd.blogspot.
com/2007/06/history-of-free-reformed-
churches.html

Further information can be found on the 
FRCNA website at www.frcna.org
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C lassis Southwestern Ontario met at the Living 
Water Reformed Church in Brantford, Ontario, 

on March 12, 2014. Due to inclement weather, 
some delegates were late, and others were unable to 
attend. Rev. Greg Bylsma, pastor of the convening 
church, was chairman. He began the meeting with 
a brief meditation on Psalm 126 recalling God’s 
great works of salvation.

Fraternal delegates attending the meeting included 
Rev. William Den Hollander, pastor emeritus of the 
Canadian Reformed Churches; Rev. Neil Stewart 
of the Sheffield OPC; and Rev. Jerry Hamstra from 
the Cambridge ARP. These brothers brought their 
greetings to Classis on behalf of their federations. 
Elder Andy Van Dixhoorn brought greetings from 
the OCRC in Cambridge. Greetings from the 
Heritage Reformed Churches were read by the 
chairman of Classis.

Two separate overtures were dealt with—one 
for Classis and one for Synod. The first was the 
appointment by Classis of Cornerstone URC of 
London to create a nonbinding pulpit-exchange 
schedule for the ministers to exchange pulpits 
after the regular classis meetings. In the second, 
Classis adopted an overture from Rehoboth URC 
of Hamilton asking that the Synodical Forms 
Committee prepare forms for use in the URCNA 
regarding church discipline announcements. 
These forms would be separate forms for baptized 
and confessing members.

Missions activity is always a delight for Classis 
to hear. Reports included Rev. Harry Zekveld, 
who recounted that Hope Academy currently 
has fourteen students with two people on staff. 
He is also thankful for the many volunteers that 
work in and support the mission school. Rev. 
Tony Zekveld informed classis that Hope Centre 
has seen an increase in church attendance, with 
members inviting others to worship with them. 
New Horizons in Toronto has witnessed a few 
conversions. Rev. Persaud said that support for his 
ministry keeps coming and their needs are being 
met. All ministries and missions expressed their 
continued need for our prayers.

Classis 
Southwestern Ontario 

Classis Ontario 
East

C lassis Ontario East met at the Wellandport URC in 
Wellandport, Ontario, on March 20, 2014. The chairman was 

Rev. Joel Dykstra of Wellandport URC. Vice-chairman Rev. Norm 
Van Eeden Petersman opened the meeting with devotions taken 
from Psalm 51.

Fraternal delegate Rev. Huijgen from the Canadian Reformed 
Churches (CanRC) Classis Niagara was welcomed to the meeting. 
Rev. Huijgen encouraged the brothers in the pursuit of fostering 
the federation’s relationship toward the CanRC and toward the 
goal of a future merger.

Much of the day was taken up by the candidacy exam of Mr. Brian 
Zegers. Rev. Raymond Sikkema questioned Brother Zegers on the 
section of practica; Rev. John Bouwers questioned Brother Zegers 
on the section of Reformed doctrine; Rev. Joel Dykstra questioned 
Brother Zegers on the section of confessional knowledge; Rev. 
Norm Van Eeden Petersman questioned Brother Zegers on the 
section of Bible knowledge; Rev. Al Bezuyen questioned Brother 
Zegers in the area of biblical exegesis; Rev. Rand Lankheet 
questioned Brother Zegers in the area of church polity; Rev. 
Maurice Luimes questioned Brother Zegers on the section of 
ethics; and Rev. Richard Bultje questioned Brother Zegers in the 
area of church history.

After the executive session to discuss the examination, classis 
deemed that Brian Zegers has sustained his candidacy exam. 
The delegates from the Salem URC met and made the following 
announcement:

The consistory of Salem URC declares Brother Brian Zegers 
to be a candidate for the office of Minister of the Word and 
Sacrament, and they wholeheartedly commend him to the 
ministry.

Rev. Raymond Sikkema indicated that our federation will remain 
in phase 1 relationships with the GKV, dependent on their future 
direction. There will also be a proposal to enter into a phase 1 
relationship with the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) at 
our next Synod meeting. There will also be a recommendation to 
pursue a phase 2 relationship with the United Reformed Church 
in the Congo presented at Synod.

Reports on mission activities included an update by Rev. Van 
Dyken and Rev. Bout, who reported that the work continues to go 
well in Tepic. There are many new families that continue to meet, 
and the Lord’s blessing has been seen in the addition of complete 
families.

Rev. Wybren 
Oord
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Rev. Bultje updated the Classis on the 
continued church-planting work in the 
city of Niagara Falls. It was reported that 
a core group continues to develop. They 
have a central building which continues 
to function well to establish a presence in 
the community. They also hope to begin to 
hold formal worship services this spring.

The work of Wilf Bout and the migrant 
ministry among the Spanish-speaking 
people continues. These migrant people 
come to Ontario to work in the summer 
months. Mr. Bout visited some of these 
workers back in Mexico this past winter. 
Sunday night Bible studies are beginning 
again as some of these migrant workers are 
returning to Ontario for work this spring.

The Pathway of Peace is a new ministry 
begun under the supervision of Trinity 
URC. The focus of this work is to teach 
others how to reach out to Muslims and 
to present the gospel to them. A website 
has been launched and can be found at 
www.pathwayofpeace.ca. The churches 
are encouraged to consider using this 
resource.

Classis adopted an overture from Grace 
Reformed Church in Dunnville to appoint 
a consistory to coordinate, promote, and 
encourage the inter-church activities of 
the young people in our classis. Hope 
Reformed of Brampton was appointed to 
be this coordinating consistory.

Immanuel URC of Jordan asked classis 
to overture Synod Visalia to retain the 
words “For yours is the kingdom and the 
power and the glory, forever. Amen” in 
every instance where the Lord’s Prayer 
is included in our liturgical forms. This 
overture was adopted and will be sent 
forward to the next Synod.

Classis also approved an overture from 
Immanuel URC that asks Synod to limit 
the production of liturgical forms to one 
form per liturgical event while maintaining 
the commitment to continuity with the 
historic Reformed forms.

The next meeting of classis is scheduled for 
September 25, 2014, and will be hosted by 
the Adoration URC in Vineland, Ontario.

Classis Michigan of the  
United Reformed Churches

O n March 11, 2014, the 42nd meeting of Classis Michigan was hosted  
by Faith United Reformed Church of West Olive, Michigan. Twenty-

four delegates from the twelve area URC churches joined together in 
Faith’s sanctuary for the deliberations of the day. The meeting was ably led 
by Rev. Phil Vos as chairman and Rev. Jason Tuinstra as vice-chairman.

Numerous routine matters were dealt with in the early part of the 
morning, including the reception of reports from the numerous classical 
functionaries along with appointment to vacancies among these 
functionaries. Rev.’s Casey Freswick and Jeph Nobel were appointed as 
church visitors to serve along with current visitors Elder Lee DeWitt 
(Cornerstone URC), Rev.’s Mitch Dick, James Admiraal, and Bill Renkema. 
Rev. Greg Lubbers was appointed to another term as clerk of classis.

The majority of the day was spent in the consideration of numerous 
overtures. Two overtures dealt with modifying the position of federation 
missions coordinator. While the current criteria call for a man who is 
ordained into the office of the ministry, Classis Michigan adopted an 
overture that will seek to have Synod change that by opening the position 
up also to nonordained men. Classis also created an ad hoc committee to 
draft guidelines for church-planting endeavors, especially in relation to 
financial support. Classis rejected an overture that would have required all 
consistory requests for advice in relationship to discipline to be submitted 
and distributed to delegates eight weeks prior to the meetings of classis. 
In rejecting the overture, emphasis was laid upon the provision already in 
the Rules of Procedure that cases must be written out with clear grounds 
prior to the giving of advice.

Before adjourning, Classis handled a few requests for advice in discipline 
matters. As Classis considered these matters, the chairman gave a careful 
and detailed explanation of the steps of Church Order, article 55, a process 
that is often confused. It was pointed out that there are really five steps to 
the discipline process: (1) silent censure, (2) the first public announcement 
made to the congregation without the name of the individual, (3) the 
second public announcement made to the congregation with the name of 
the individual, (4) a public announcement that there will be the declaration 
of excommunication, and (5) the actual declaration of excommunication. 
Advice of Classis is needed for a consistory to proceed from the first public 
announcement to the second. In her final action of the day, Classis set a 
date of August 19, 2014, for its next meeting, DV.

Humbly Submitted,

Rev. G. Lubbers

Clerk of Classis
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T he annual meeting of the North 
American Presbyterian and Reformed 

Council (NAPARC) once again provided 
a venue for representatives of the United 
Reformed Churches in North America 
(URCNA) and the Canadian Reformed 
Churches (CanRC) to meet and discuss 
their efforts toward merger. Those present 
from the URCNA’s Committee for 
Ecumenical Relations and Church Unity 
(CERCU) were Rev. Bill Boekestein, Rev. 
John Bouwers, Rev. Dan Donovan, Rev. 
Casey Freswick, Rev. Dr. Michael Horton, 
Rev. Rick Miller, Rev. Bill Pols, Rev. Ralph 
Pontier, and Rev. William Van Hal, while 
Rev. William den Hollander and Rev. 
Clarence VanderVelde were present 
as the Canadian Reformed Churches’ 
Coordinators of the Committee for 
Church Unity (CCU).

Meetings were held on the evening of 
Monday, November 18, and the afternoon 
of Wednesday, November 20, 2013, in 
Flat Rock, North Carolina. The focus of 
the meetings was how we can best move 
forward in our relationship leading to 
merger. Rev. William den Hollander 
reported on his visits to URCNA classes 
and churches in the United States since 
our meeting a year ago. So far he has 
visited all the American classes except 
Classis Pacific Northwest, which he 
hopes to visit in the spring of 2014. Rev. 
den Hollander has also used those and 
other occasions to preach in American 
churches and attend ministerials of the 
URCNA. These visits served as excellent 

opportunities for brotherly interaction 
about the issues involved in the efforts 
toward merger. These invitations were 
issued in light of Synod Nyack 2012’s 
mandate to the churches “to continue to 
engage the issue of an eventual merger.”

In an effort to understand one another 
better, we discussed covenant views in the 
CanRC and the URCNA. The discussion 
then moved on to why the CanRC dislike 
extra-confessional statements. We also 
discussed the status of the doctrinal 
statements adopted by recent URCNA 
synods.

We discussed CERCU’s intention to 
move the relationship to phase 3A, 
which would mean a commitment to 
making concrete preparations for an 
eventual merger. It is CERCU’s intention 
to present Synod Visalia 2014 with a 
preliminary outline of such a plan leading 
up to a finalized proposal to Synod 2016. 
Part of this plan would be to encourage 
URCNA churches to interact with those 
issues that need resolution before merger. 
Furthermore, to enhance understanding 
of the issues involved, the hope is that a 
colloquium can be held at Synod Visalia 
2014 in which two representatives from 
the URCNA and two from the CanRC 
will address covenant views and perhaps 
other theological issues.

As we work toward merger, may the Lord 
bless our humble efforts in such a way 
that they serve as a witness to the world 
and for the glory of his Name.

Press Release CERCU/CCU
November 2013

John 
Bouwers
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There it is in the church bulletin. 
The elders have announced 
that somewhere in the middle 
of the week they are calling 
the congregation to gather for 
Prayer Day. Some churches 
observe this day in March, 
others in May. Somehow it 
always takes us by surprise.
During the service, the congregation 
sings several songs, and the minister 
has a nice sermon on the necessity of 
prayer. Sometimes the worship service 
even includes a prayer or two for the 
nation, crops and industry, the church, 
and the family. While the elders call 
us to gather for prayer, we should note 
that such prayers are a great privilege, 
but they also have some pitfalls.

Privilege
It is a great understatement to say that 
it is a marvelous privilege to come 
before the Sovereign Creator in prayer. 
Our God is not a God who left this 
creation and its inhabitants to fend 
for themselves. He is very active in 
his creation and calls on his people to 
come to him in prayer. Jesus said, “Ask 
and it will be given to you; seek and 
you will find; knock and the door will 
be opened to you” (Matt. 7:7).

As troubled creatures, we consider it 
a joy to be invited to come into God’s 
presence with all of our needs, real or 
imaginary. The heart is strengthened as 
we come into his presence individually 
and corporately. We gather each spring 

in confidence that the requests we 
present before the Lord do not fall 
on deaf ears but upon a gracious God 
who loves his people.

He promises that he will provide for 
us. The Heidelberg Catechism puts it 
so beautifully in Lord’s Day 9 when it 
says, “I trust him so much that I do not 
doubt he will provide whatever I need 
for body and soul, and he will turn to 
my good whatever adversity he sends 
me in this sad world.” And then it 
adds, “He is able to do this because he 
is almighty God; he desires to do this 
because he is a faithful Father.”

As feeble children we are invited to 
knock on the doors of the bountiful 
storehouse of the almighty Father 
in the assurance that he is able and 
willing to do more for us than we 
can even begin to think or ask. In his 
Word, God encourages us to cast all 
our cares on him because he cares 
for us (1 Peter 5:7). In times of plenty 
and in times of want we are able to 
approach his throne of grace in the 
assurance that he will provide all that 
is beneficial to our spiritual well-
being. What a privilege! Given to us is 
the key to true security, even in times 
of economic failure.

As we travel through our pilgrimage 
in this world, we may be confident 
that God is able to dispel our fears and 
lead us safely to the glory that awaits 
us. In his grace he makes our faith 
strong; through His Spirit he guides 
us along the path that leads to him.

There is no better way to sum up the 
privilege that is ours than to use the 
words of Paul: “Do not be anxious 

about anything, but in everything, 
by prayer and petition, with 
thanksgiving, present your requests 
to God. And the peace of God, which 
transcends all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and your minds in 
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:4).

Obviously, our prayers come in 
conjunction with our labors. Valuable 
and necessary though they may be, 
long hours of toil, a bank account, 
insurance policies, and the like provide 
only a tenuous hold on the future. 
They will quickly fade away should 
the Lord remove his blessing from 
them. The only true antidote to worry 
is to make our petitions and requests 
known to God.

In Psalm 37:5–6 David wrote,

Commit your way to the Lord;

trust in him and he will do this:

He will make your righteousness 
shine like the dawn,

the justice of your cause like 
the noonday sun.

Without blessing from God, all our 
sowing and reaping will offer little 
satisfaction as we struggle to survive 
in this dog-eat-dog world.

As those who exercise the privilege of 
coming to God through Christ with a 
childlike trust, we can have confidence 
despite the economy. Our confidence 
must be based upon the promises of 
God rather than our efforts and the 
fickle predictions of man.

This Is My Outlook
Prayer Day: Priority or Pitfall

Rev. Wybren 
Oord
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Pitfalls
Those who gather for a time for prayer 
enjoy many benefits, but there are 
hazards as well.

First, there is a very real danger that 
we become more concerned about our 
prosperity than our piety in our prayers.

When times are good, we certainly 
want to keep the momentum going. 
We often forget that North America is 
an incredibly rich continent and that 
there are many who are less fortunate 
than we are. We need not fret about 
where our next meal will come from. 
We have comfortable homes in which 
we live. Indeed, we are blessed. Often, 
we credit ourselves for our prosperity. 
After all, we have worked hard for 
everything we have. Because we work 
hard, we often forget that it is God 
who must give the increase.

Let us not, in our prayers, cease to 
give thanks to the One who so richly 
blesses us with the ability to work—
and also for the fruit of our labor.

Second, there is a very real danger in 
our praying that we are more interested 
in using God to attain our goals rather 
than seeking to serve him.

Years ago the farming community I 
lived in was going through a severe 
drought. The crops were dying in the 
field. The churches in the area decided 
to have a special service where we 
would pray for rain. The church was 
packed. In earnest prayer we lifted up 
our voices to the Giver of every good 

and perfect gift. Before the service was 
over we could hear the rumbling of 
thunder in the distance.

Although other pastors did not feel the 
need to cooperate, one church held a 
service of gratitude the next week. It 
was poorly attended.

Petitions that have self-interest as 
their basic motivation are always an 
abomination to God. He is an all-
consuming fire with jealousy for his 
own honor. Certainly, we are to come 
before God to pray for crops and 
industry. We must be careful, however, 
that we do not pray in order to get 
something, but to give something. We 
pray not first for our own sake, but for 
God’s sake.

Third, there is a danger that our prayers 
are aiming for ownership rather than 
stewardship.

The question is often asked what we 
may pray for. Is it just for bread and 
the bare necessities? Perhaps we could 
include a few added comforts for more 
gracious living. The answer is not a 
simple yes or no. It depends on what 
motivation lies behind the prayer. We 
may and should pray for anything and 
everything we truly believe is for our 
spiritual benefit, for the glory of God, 

for the coming of his kingdom, and for 
the best interest of his church.

Christian stewardship, in distinction 
from ownership, is a recognition that 
everything we ask for and receive 
from God really does not belong to us. 
It belongs to God, who has entrusted 
certain material possessions into our 
care. They have been placed into our 
care so that we may use them for his 
service.

Aware of this truth in our giving and 
our asking and receiving, we must 
reckon with the fact that all we have 
must be used for God’s glory. Treasures 
laid up in heaven are the only ones that 
really count. Prayers that arise out of 
a deep sense of stewardship are the 
prayers that are pleasing to God.

As the elders call us to come together 
for prayer, let us make certain that 
our motives are right—that we come 
in thankfulness to our God for his 
gracious provisions given to us.

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

...everything we ask for 
and receive from God 
really does not belong 
to us. It belongs to God, 
who has entrusted certain 
material possessions into 
our care. They have been 
placed into our care so 
that we may use them for 
his service.
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In prior articles on Herman Bavinck’s extensive 
treatment of the doctrine of sin, I noted that 
Bavinck treats the doctrine of sin as a kind 
of backdrop to his exposition of the biblical 
doctrine of salvation through the person and 
work of Christ, the Mediator of the covenant of 
grace. As the Mediator of the covenant of grace, 
Christ restores believers to covenant fellowship 
with the triune God. Through the person and 
work of Christ, the last Adam and covenant 
head of the elect, believers are restored to life 
communion with God, enjoy the grace of free 
acceptance with God, and are redeemed from 
the power and dominion of sin. Through Christ 
believers are delivered from the guilt of sin 
and restored to a state of favor with God. And 
through Christ believers are redeemed from the 
corruption of sin and granted perfect life and 
blessing in unbreakable communion with the 
living God. The two principal effects of original 
sin, guilt and corruption, are remedied through 
the comprehensive work of Christ, the Mediator.

Since I have previously addressed at length the opening 
section of Bavinck’s discussion of the work of Christ as 
Redeemer, which deals with the doctrine of the covenant 
of grace, I will begin to consider in this article Bavinck’s 
treatment of the person of Christ. In the history of Christian 
theology, the doctrine of Christ is usually divided into two 
distinct, though closely related parts: first, the doctrine of 
Christ’s person; and second, the doctrine of Christ’s saving 
work. Although this distinction is somewhat artificial, it 
serves as a useful way to comprehend (to the extent that 
this is possible) the extraordinary richness of the biblical 

Bavinck the Dogmatician
The Person of Christ (1)

Dr. Cornelis P.
Venema
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This universal awareness of a need 
for a mediator has led many modern 
scholars to argue that Israel’s “striking 
expectations for the future” were 
merely an expression of this more 
common religious phenomenon. In 
Bavinck’s estimation, the similarity 
between Israel’s expectations for the 
coming of a future Messiah and that 
of the surrounding nations should not 
be overstated. The “analogy” between 
them is an “external similarity,” but 
does not amount to an “identity” 
(RD 3:241). Even though many 
people’s expectation for a future day 
of salvation and blessing represents a 
kind of sinfully distorted reminiscence 
of the promises of God to his covenant 
people, Israel, they are not the direct 
fruit of divine revelation. Rather than 
viewing Israel’s expectations for the 
coming Messiah as a byproduct of 
the influence of similar expectations 
among peoples surrounding her, we 
should view these expectations, as the 
Scriptures themselves attest, as the 
expression of Israel’s confidence in 
the promises of God. The promises of 
God that were communicated through 
the prophets in the Old Testament 
were already given to the entire 
human race after Adam’s fall into 
sin (cf. Gen. 3:15) and then repeated 
afterward throughout the history of 
the covenant of grace. These prophetic 
promises were not limited in their 
“field of vision to the people of Israel 
and the land of Canaan,” but extended 
to “the whole earth.” The promise to 

is broken and filled with pain and 
discomfort, and that there must be a 
deliverer who will bring restoration 
and blessing.

To illustrate this inescapable sense of 
our need for a deliverer, Bavinck cites 
the role of mediators between God 
and human beings in the history of 
religions, the recognition of certain 
persons who are uniquely empowered 
to reveal the things of God, and 
the devotion ascribed to religious 
leaders or founders who are believed 
to have overcome evil with good. 
“In many religions there is even not 
merely a general expectation that 
one day good will overcome evil, but 
that expectation is connected with a 
specific person: in Indian religion, for 
example in Krishna; in Perian religion, 
to Saoshyant; in Egyptian religion, to 
Osiris; in Norse religion, to Bader” 
(RD 3:239). Among many nations and 
peoples, moreover, kings and other 
formative figures were addressed and 
greeted as saviors or godlike figures, 
illustrating the desire among the 
peoples of the earth for someone who 
would bring blessing to human life and 
overcome the powers of evil. These 
expectations and hopes for a deliverer, 
which are present throughout human 
history and in the religious aspirations 
of a variety of peoples, bear witness to 
the fact that the “Gentiles hope for the 
arm of the Lord, and the coastlands 
await the instruction of his Servant 
(Isa. 42:4; 51:5; 60:9)” (RD 3:240).1 

t e s t i m ony 
to the identity 

of the person 
of our Mediator 

and to the rich, 
multifaceted nature 

of his saving work. The 
doctrine of the person 

of Christ focuses upon the 
identity of his person as the Son 

of God who became incarnate for 
us and for our salvation. The doctrine 
of the work of Christ focuses upon 
the work he performed in order to 
accomplish the redemption of his 
people.

Israel’s Hope for the Messiah
Rather than immediately plunging 
into the biblical doctrine of Christ’s 
person, Bavinck opens his exposition 
of the person of Christ by noting 
that there is a universal awareness 
throughout human history that 
human beings need a mediator or 
savior. While this universal awareness 
takes a myriad of forms, some of 
which are far removed from the 
biblical understanding of our need for 
redemption through the work of the 
Redeemer, it is an irrepressible feature 
of human life. The history of religions 
bears witness to this sense of our need 
for restored communion with God as 
well as deliverance from the power 
of sin, evil, and death. Throughout 
human history, we meet in various 
forms the conviction that the world 
is not as it should be, that human life 

“The Old Testament does not contain just a few 
isolated messianic texts; on the contrary, the entire 
Old Testament dispensation with its leading persons 
and events, its offices and institutions, its laws and 
ceremonies, is a pointer to and movement toward the 
fulfillment in the New Testament.”
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Furthermore, the Old Testament 
expectation included the provision of 
a Mediator, or deliverer, who would 
fulfill not only a kingly and prophetic 
office but who would be a priest-king 
(Jer. 30:21; Zech. 3; 6:13; Ps. 110). In 
this way, the expectations for a future 
Messianic deliverer came to include 
the idea of a figure in whom the three 
offices of prophet, priest, and king 
would coalesce. Not only would the 
deliverer be a Messianic king come 
to establish God’s kingdom in its 
fullness among the nations, but he 
would also be a bearer of the Word of 
the Lord and a priest whose suffering 
would atone for the sins of his people. 
Especially in the prophecy of Isaiah, 
the three offices of the Old Testament 
economy find their completion in the 
figure of the Suffering Servant of the 
Lord. While these expectations never 
reached the kind of clarity as is evident 
in the fullness of time with Christ’s 
coming, the evangelists and prophets 
of the New Testament, and particularly 
Christ himself in his proclamation and 
teaching regarding the kingdom of 
God, appeal throughout their writings 
to the promises of the Old Testament, 
all of which have their Yes and Amen 
in Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 1:20).

 
1. It is characteristic of Bavinck’s Dogmatics 

that he often finds broad parallels between 
the Christian faith, as it is founded upon 
the inscripturated special revelation of 
God in the Bible, and the tenets of world 
religions and historic religious practice. 
While Bavinck always appeals to Scripture 
as the supreme norm for Christian 
theology, he has a lively appreciation 
for the way God’s general and special 
revelation finds a sinfully distorted 
expression outside of the Christian faith 
and church.

Abraham included the blessing of all 
the families of the earth through the 
“seed” that would be given to him. The 
expectation of future salvation among 
the nations is but a faint reflection of 
the “universal spiritual kingdom that 
God promises to his people at the end 
of history” (RD 3:243).

In the Old Testament, all of the 
promises of the covenant Lord of Israel 
find their focal point in the coming of 
the Messiah. According to Bavinck, 
“The Old Testament does not contain 
just a few isolated messianic texts; on 
the contrary, the entire Old Testament 
dispensation with its leading persons 
and events, its offices and institutions, 
its laws and ceremonies, is a pointer to 
and movement toward the fulfillment 
in the New Testament” (RD 3:243). 
Although Bavinck does not use 
the terminology, he interprets the 
Old Testament in its entirety as a 
“preparation for Christ” (preparatio 
Christi, to use an expression of 
Calvin’s). This is evident especially 
when we consider the Old Testament 
prophets, priests, and kings. In each of 
these divinely appointed office-bearers 
in the Old Testament economy, we 
find a prefigurement of the person and 
work of Christ, the promised Messiah 
to come.

Perhaps the clearest expression of 
Israel’s expectation of a future Messiah 
or Savior is connected with the office 
of kingship in the Old Testament. 
The theocratic king, embodied and 
prefigured especially in David, was 
a type of a future king who would 
shepherd the people of God and 
bring the blessings of God’s coming 
kingdom. “The king is the bearer 
of the highest of divine dignity on 
earth. Theocratic kingship . . . found 
its purest embodiment in David; for 
that reason the kingship will remain 
in his house (2 Sam. 7:8–16). This 
promise of God to David, accordingly, 
is the foundation and center of all 
subsequent expectation and prophecy” 
(RD 3:244). Throughout the history 

of revelation in the Old Testament, 
the promise of a future king in the 
line of David’s house came to include 
a rich variety of elements. When the 
house of David would be in disrepair, 
no more than a “hewn trunk,” God 
would cause a “branch” to grow up 
and flourish (Isa. 11:1–2; Zech. 3:8; 
6:12). Out of a state of humility and 
weakness, God would raise up a son 
of David who would come from little 
Bethlehem and whose goings forth 
were of old (Mic. 5:2; cf. 3:12; 4:8, 
13). Of this son’s kingly rule there 
will be no end, and he will be called 
“Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” 
(Isa. 9:6–7). When the promise of 
the Messiah’s coming was fulfilled, he 
would establish an eternal kingdom 
of righteousness and peace, and he 
would extend his rule over the Gentile 
peoples, even to the ends of the earth 
(Pss. 2, 45, 72; Ezek. 37:25; Zech. 6:13; 
9:10).

In the Old Testament, the prophets 
were preeminently those upon whom 
the Spirit of the Lord was poured out 
and who communicated the Word of 
the Lord to his people. Although the 
prophets of the Old Testament were 
not ordinarily installed into their office 
by means of a ceremonial anointing 
with oil, they were empowered by the 
Spirit to communicate the promises 
and obligations of the covenant of 
grace. One of the promises regarding 
the future “day of the Lord’ in the 
Old Testament was the promise of an 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon 
all of the people of God (Joel 2:28; 
Zech. 12:10; 12:2–13:6; Jer. 31:34). In 
addition to this general outpouring 
of the Holy Spirit, the Old Testament 
anticipated that the Spirit of the Lord 
would anoint the servant of the Lord 
in a special manner (Isa. 11:2). The 
Lord would raise up a prophet among 
his people who would be greater than 
Moses and through whom his Word 
would be revealed in fuller measure 
(cf. Heb. 1:1–14).
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 Bible Studies
Genesis 1-11  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart 
Genesis 25-36   
The Life of Jacob  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Genesis 37-50 
Joseph and Judah  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Deuteronomy : 
The Law of the Lord as Our Delight 
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Psalms 
 Walking About Zion: 
 Singing of Christ’s Church  
in the Psalms 
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Daniel  
Dr. John Piersma
Amos  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Corinthians : 
Gospel Power Magnified through  
Human Weakness  
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Ephesians  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I & II Thessalonians  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Timothy & Titus 
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter:  
Pilgrims Among Pagans  
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman

 Catechism Materials
Life in Christ: A Graduated Confes-
sional Study Course for Grades 5–12, 
Based on the Three Forms of Unity 
and the Westminster Standards
Learning to Know the Lord  
by P. Y. De Jong 
First Book of Christian Doctrine  
by Hylkema & Tuuk 
A Beginning Course in  
Christian Doctrine  
by P. Y. De Jong & John R. Sittema

Other Materials
Called to Serve:   
Handbook for Office-bearers  
Michael Brown, ed.
Baptism, Election, & the  
Covenant of Grace  
R. Scott Clark
Postmodern Liberalism:  
 Repainting a Non-Christian Faith  
Casey Freswick
Jesus Loves the Little Children:  
Why We Baptize Children
With Heart and Mouth: 
 An Exposition of the Belgic  
Confession 
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In Living Color 
Images of Christ and the Means  
of Grace 
Daniel R. Hyde
Meeting Jesus at the Feast 
Israel’s Festivals and the Gospel
With a Shepherd’s Heart:  
Reclaiming the Pastoral Office of the 
Elder 
 John R. Sittema
But for the Grace of God:  
An Exposition of the Canons of Dort
 What We Believe:  
An Exposition of the Apostles’ Creed  
Cornelis P. Venema
The “Blue” Psalter Hymnal 
Little One Lost:  
Living with Early Infant Loss
Glenda Mathes
Sacred Bond:  
Covenant Theology Explored
Michael Brown and Zach Keele
URCNA 2013 Directory
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Bible Studies in Ruth 
Dr. L. Charles Jackson

NEW!

NEW!

Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
3500 Danube Dr. SW  
Grandville, MI 49418-8387  
(877) 532-8510


