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A Few Days to Get Ready

Rev. Wybren
Oord

“The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our
salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.”
— Rom. 13:11

he second coming of Jesus
Christ is not a favorite subject
for many Christians. They feel
uneasy about it, uncomfortable about
it, and all too often, apathetic about
it. Most Christians, if they heard that
Jesus was coming again—and coming
very soon—would panic. Maybe we
need to know more about this second
coming so that we can react to it in a
proper way.
Suppose I told you that Jesus Christ is
coming in just a few days. In less than
a month He will be here. You have less
than a month to get ready. You would
probably respond by saying, “Oh, no.
You mean Christmas is just around
the corner. In less than a month we
will be celebrating the anniversary of
Christ’s coming. That is coming right
up. And, yes, it is coming quickly.”
But we have to understand that
Advent—the period we are now in
on the church calendar—is to be a
preparing not only for the first coming
of Jesus. It must also be a preparation
for the future event, that is, the second
coming of Jesus into this world.
We don’t have much trouble with
the first advent, do we? Why, that
already happened some two thousand
years ago. It is a historical fact, and I
dare say that all those who read The
Outlook believe that this historical

fact did take place. Jesus, the Son of
God, came into this world.

write him off as some kind of religious
fanatic and think nothing more of it.

If you didn’t believe it, you would
probably celebrate the holiday a lot
differently than you do now. You
might still decorate your home,
exchange gifts, and go to Christmas
parties. But you probably would not
go Christmas caroling in nursing
homes or be in church on the twentyfifth of the month.

The Hour Has Come

Television commercials, newspaper
ads, and our children all remind us
of exactly how many shopping days
remain until Christmas. And so, we
keep ourselves very busy from now
until Christmas. We are busy with
our shopping, our caroling, going
to Christmas parties and programs,
getting ready for all the company, and
so on.
Now suppose that instead of the first
coming, the second coming of Christ
were to take place in less than a
month. How busy would you be from
now until then, and what would your
busyness look like? Would you still
be doing the same kind of things that
you are doing now in preparation for
the holidays?
It could take place. Do you believe
that? If somebody told you that Jesus
would come again this month, would
you believe it? Perhaps you would

No one knows for certain when Christ
will come again. It could be years
from now; it could be several months.
It might also be in a few hours or
days. For that matter, it could even be
in just a few seconds.
But the second coming of Jesus Christ
is so “iffy” to us. It’s all so out there
somewhere, isn’t it? We don’t think
about it that often. We know the Bible
is true. We have no doubt whatsoever
that Christ is going to return someday.
Even so, with all the other things we
have to think about—especially in
this time of year—and all the things
we have to worry about in this life,
why get uptight about something that
might not happen for some time yet?
We don’t have time to think about the
second coming unless we could be
guaranteed that it was going to take
place right now, and then we might
have time to think about it and get
ready for it. For now, we file thoughts
about Christ’s return way back in our
minds somewhere and think about
something more immediate and what
we may think is more important than
the second coming.
Maybe when we are older and we
have more time on our hands. Then
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we will worry about the second
coming of Christ. Meanwhile, here it
is the twenty-first century. We are in
the last few days of this year, and there
is a holiday bearing down on us for
which we need to prepare. The second
coming will have to wait.
What we need to remember is that
you cannot get ready for Christmas—
the first coming of Jesus—without
preparing for the second coming
of Jesus at the same time. It is like
getting ready for two parties in one
evening. Perhaps you have had that
happen at graduation time. You were
invited to several graduation parties
in the same evening. How do you get
ready for those parties? Certainly,
you did not return home to change
clothes between parties. No. When
you prepared for the one, you were
prepared for the others, as well.
They would require the same kind of
preparation.
Likewise, our preparation for the first
advent should be the same as our
preparation for the second advent.
Both should be a preparation for
celebrating the reason why the Son
of God came into this world. It was
to die for our sins. He gave up His
body and poured out His blood for
us so that we might be freed from our
bondage to Satan.
Preparing for either advent should
not involve all the hustle and bustle
that we go through, nor all the
commercialism we see all around us.
It should involve humbling ourselves
before the Christ. It should involve
recognizing who Jesus is, not only as
the baby in Bethlehem but also as the
Lord of the universe—the One who is
coming again to judge the living and
the dead. It should involve an honest
look at ourselves to see if we truly do
confess Jesus Christ as the Lord of our
lives.
We must recognize who this Jesus
is who came into the world so long
ago and who will come again. That
is how to truly prepare ourselves
The Outlook | 4

for Christmas. Do you really know
who this child is who was born in a
manger so many years ago and clearly
said that He was coming again?

long-lost relative. It should be filled
with more joy than or someone who
is returning home after many years
away.

Paul writes, “The hour has come.”
God had said that in the fullness of
time the first coming of the Christ
would appear—and He did. God has
said that He would come again—and
He will. Just as Christmas fills us with
great excitement and hope, so also the
knowledge of Christ’s return should
thrill us. Joy—not fear—should be
our reaction to the announcement of
Christ’s appearing.

Christ’s return should excite us more
than a bride awaiting her wedding
day. Think of the preparations
she makes! She sends out all the
invitations. She reserves the banquet
hall and decorates it. She registers at
various stores. She picks out a special
dress for the occasion. She picks out
colors and styles for the bridesmaids’
dresses. On and on the preparations
go—all for that one day. Christ’s
second coming should excite us more
than that. We should prepare for His
return more than a bride prepares for
her wedding.

The coming of Jesus Christ should
excite us more than some of those
families that you read about in the
newspaper who have discovered a

Sometimes we are lethargic and
indifferent without even knowing
it. We get so used to something
that it has no effect on us anymore.
Not that long ago I was discussing
general revelation with someone. I
marvel over the coulees in the plains
of Alberta and how they change in
appearance with the seasons.

The rags of darkness include orgies,
drunkenness, sexual immorality,
debauchery, dissention, and jealousy.
Isn’t it interesting that along with
orgies and drunkenness—things
we would never get caught in—
Paul includes dissension, jealousy,
quarreling, and fighting—things we
find ourselves caught in all too often.

was The Imitation of Christ by Thomas
à Kempis. What a wonderful way to
prepare to die! What a wonderful way
to live—to strive to be an imitator of
Christ. None of us can live up to the
perfect obedience that Jesus Christ
displayed during His ministry, but
what glory there is in trying to imitate
Him.

My friend, who grew up in southern
Alberta, shrugged and said, “Yeah, I
suppose so.” He had just returned from
an autumn tour of Pennsylvania. He
marveled over how beautiful the trees
were in the Appalachian Mountains
as they change colors. I grew up in
those mountains, and I shrugged and
said, “Yeah, I suppose so.”

These are garments that are as black
as the night. Perhaps that is why these
things are so often done in secret and
in the night behind other people’s
backs. How sad that these things
happen in our homes, in our schools,
in our workplaces, and even in the
church.

Our confession is acknowledging
that Jesus Christ is our deliverer from
Satan and from sin. He came into this
world because of our sin. His sacrifice
has taken care of our sin. He is coming
again to take us to glory.

We often get so used to our
surroundings we fail to see the beauty
in them. Sometimes our religion can
be the same way. We get so used to the
things we believe that we take them for
granted. The coming of Christ should
excite us! He has won the victory for
us on the cross. Our lives are changed.
Paul writes, “The hour has come for
you to wake up from your slumber.”
This is not a time to sleep!
We need to wake up to the fact that
Christ is coming again and we need
to prepare for His return. Having
said that, do we even know how
to prepare or Christ’s return? The
commercialism that celebrates His
first arrival certainly testifies how
unprepared we are for His second
arrival.

Get Dressed
The first thing that happens when
most people wake up is that they
remove their pajamas and put on
the proper attire for the day. That is
exactly how Paul tells us to prepare
for the return of our Lord. He tells
us that we should wake up from our
spiritual slumber by putting aside the
deeds of darkness and putting on the
armor of light.

Do you come to church to grow in
the Spirit or to divide the church with
quarreling and dissension? These are
garments that need to be shed before
the second coming of the Lord.
But what shall we wear instead?
With what shall we be clothed? Paul
tells us to put on the armor of light:
“Cloth yourselves with the Lord Jesus
Christ!” Without Jesus in our lives, we
clothe ourselves with our own sinful
works and our own sinful desires.
Without Christ our deeds are as filthy
rags.
There is, however, clothing that is
spotless; a garment that is without
wrinkle; a robe perfectly acceptable to
the bridegroom. It is the righteousness
of Christ. The good news is that Jesus
Himself provides it. He gives us the
robe of His righteousness through
His sacrifice on the cross. That is why
Paul repeatedly exhorts us to put on
Christ.
That means recognizing Jesus as your
Lord and Savior. It means changing
your lifestyle so that the things of the
world are not as important to you as
the things of heaven. It means longing
for the second coming of Jesus Christ.
I once knew a wonderful saint who
was sitting in her bed reading a book
when she died. The title of the book

While we are waiting for that second
advent we are to live for Christ, to love
Christ, and to follow Christ. By doing
so in faith we are given a wardrobe
that is suitable for the great day of His
coming.
You know that you have only a few
days to get ready for Christmas—the
first coming of Christ. Suppose you
only had a few days to get ready for
His second coming? Would you be
ready?
It is rather simple. If you have
confessed with heart and mouth
that Jesus Christ is your Savior and
your Lord; if you believe His death
on the cross is all you need for the
forgiveness of sins and reconciliation
with the Father in heaven; and if your
hope for eternal life rests in the cross,
then your life has changed.
If you are already with Christ, then
you are ready for Christ. No wonder
the saints have been crying out
through the ages: “Even so, Lord
Jesus, come quickly.”

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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Christianity Is a Religion

“Christianity isn’t a religion; it’s a
_______________.” If you need help
filling in the blank, the missing word
has twelve letters, starts with “r,” and
has become modern policy speak
for describing the New Testament
faith. And, yes, Christianity is about
relationship. But it’s the contemporary
church’s reluctance to call it a religion
that ought to be disconcerting.
This kind of thinking is ubiquitous
today. Darrel Evans’s popular worship
song “Field of Grace” speaks longingly
of heaven as the place “where religion
finally dies.” Jefferson Bethke’s 2012
viral video, “Why I Hate Religion but
Love Jesus,” declares that “Jesus and
religion are on opposite spectrums.
See, one is the work of God, one is a
manmade invention. One is the cure,
the other the infection. . . . Religion
is like spraying perfume on a casket.
. . . Jesus hated religion.” With less
colloquialism but similar confidence,
in his excellent series Gospel in Life,
Timothy Keller identifies “religion” as
self-righteous moralism.
Perhaps Christians have eschewed
religion in favor of relationship
in response to strong atheistic
condemnation of religion. And
surely people have been hurt by
misapplications of Christianity.
Yet,
perhaps
counterintuitively,
“Religion versus Relationship” might
be one of the worst messages we
could communicate today. Perhaps
most obviously, it suggests that we
must settle either for a religion-less
relationship with Christ or a Christless relationship with religion.
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In an effort to reevaluate the issue,
here are four propositions, with a little
help from sixteenth-century reformer
Ulrich Zwingli.

Religion Can Be Good or Bad
“Religion” is a neutral term for an
“institutionalized system of religious
attitudes, beliefs, and practices.”
Beyond reasonable doubt Christianity
is a system, the ideals of which are
institutionalized by the standard of
Scripture and by the organization of
the church.
In his letter to pilgrim believers, James
reflects on two faiths, from which
incurably religious people (Acts
17:22) must choose (James 1:26–27).
“Useless” religion flounders from a
desperately deceived heart. “Pure and
undefiled” religion flourishes through
rituals of kindness and in a rigorous
pursuit of holiness.
Zwingli argued in his 1525
Commentary on True and False
Religion that religious disagreement
is between those who think “it
not worth while to have God in
their knowledge (Rom. 1:28), and
. . . those who do.” True religion is a
heart relationship with God which
pervasively affects Christian piety:
“faith, life, laws, worship, [and]
sacraments.” By contrast, manmade
religion ought “more properly to
be dubbed ‘hypocrisy, impiety, and
superstition.’”
Sadly,
moralism
sometimes
masquerades as true religion. Zwingli
compares teaching a man-centered
religion with “setting un-cracked nuts
before little children.” “Being unable

Rev. William
Boekestein

to reach the meat they lick the shell
till finally in disgust” they throw it all
away. Is it possible that those today
who feel fed up with religion have
never known a robust Christianity
that connects every human experience
to the cross? If hirelings are setting
uncracked nuts of moralism before
God’s children, the solution is not to
dispense with religion but to promote
one that is rooted in the gospel.

The Bible Combines Religion
and Relationship
If religion outlines duties, and
relationship is about love, the Bible
joins the two in strong and simple
terms. When Jesus said, “If you
love me keep my commandments”
(John 14:15), he’s calling those in
relationship with him to join him in
being religious! As Kevin DeYoung
has pointed out, “If religion is
characterized by doctrine, commands,
rituals, and structure, then Jesus is not
your go-to guy for hating religion.”
Zwingli was convinced that “religion
took its rise when God called runaway
man” back to his good grace. Religion
begins with the God who has revealed
Himself to man as creator (Rom.
1:19) and to believers as heavenly
Father. Our great hope is to know
and be known by God and to rest in
His perfect providence. Says Zwingli,
God has “this one thing in view, that
He may belong to those things which
were made by Him.” To know God
religiously, as the self-created one
who gives being to everything else
(Heb. 11:6), is to structure our lives
around Him.

Relationships Need a Religious
Structure

We Should Rejoice in Religion,
Not Ridicule It

Religion structures a vital relationship
between God and man the way your
skeleton structures your body. When
we remove the religious skeleton of
the church, we get a slippery, unstable,
and spineless body.

What if biblical faith has been a vital
force throughout history because it is
a religion? What if the church is so
weak today because of a rapid erosion
of the religious roots that have held the
church together for millennia? What
if, in the name of a “relationship”
with Jesus, many Christians have
abandoned
religious
activities
like visiting orphans and widows,
evangelizing,
tithing,
studying,
practicing family worship, valuing
church membership, and regularly
attending corporate worship? Can
Christianity
meaningfully
exist
where it is communicated simply
as a relationship without a religious
framework?

“Religion-less Christianity” wants a
relationship without ritual, routine,
and regulation. Try that in your
marriage. Tell your wife you love
her but that you don’t want the
relationship to get complicated by
rules that insist on things like fidelity
and commitment. You hate restraints
such as regular date nights. You
despise observing such rituals as
birthdays and anniversaries. Such a
“pure and unfettered” relationship is
a pipe dream.
Religion is like a marriage. At the heart
of marriage is the duty to faithfulness.
Zwingli ties together the religious and
relational components of Christianity:
“Faithfulness demands, first that we
learn from God in what way we can
please him, [and] in what manner to
serve him.” DeYoung observes that
“there is one religion whose aim is
to worship, serve, know, proclaim,
believe, obey, and organize around
this Jesus. And without all those
verbs, there’s not much Jesus left.”
Is it possible that postmoderns
disapprove of the idea of religion not
because it sounds old-fashioned but
because people prefer a relationship
with God without terms?

We don’t need less religion; we need
more! We need a religion that affirms
that all people stand condemned
before the holy bar of God’s justice
and that all believers stand justified
in God’s gracious presence. And
we need a religion that stimulates
rescued sinners to devote their entire
lives to the praise of their rescuer.
This religion will compel men and
women to do good and resist sin (Gal.
6:10, James 1:27). It will guide them
through their whole earthly journey
and will lead them to heaven, where
religion will not “finally die,” but
where its seed will become the tree
that will flourish into eternity.
Here’s hoping that someone will
someday write a praise song in praise
of religion!

Huldrych Zwingli
1484-1531

Commentary on True
and False Religion

Says Zwingli, God has “this
one thing in view, that He
may belong to those things
which were made by Him.”
To know God religiously, as
the self-created one who
gives being to everything else
(Heb. 11:6), is to structure our
lives around Him.

Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Covenant
Reformed Church in Carbondale,
PA (URCNA).
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The Angel of the Lord (2)

As we have discovered from the book

of Genesis, the angel of the Lord is
more than a mere angel; he is one with
God Himself. Let us now take a look
at the book of Exodus to see if our
findings are confirmed, contradicted,
or even made questionable. In Exodus
3 our attention is drawn to the
incident of the burning bush. Moses,
we are told, was “tending the flock of
Jethro his father-in-law . . . and led the
flock to the far side of the desert and
came to Horeb, the mountain of God”
(3:1). Moses’ curiosity was aroused
because he saw a bush burning which
did not burn out. Scripture informs
us that in actuality it was the “angel of
the Lord,” who was appearing to him
in flames of fire from within the bush
(3:2). However, when Moses went to
investigate this strange phenomenon,
it was “God [who] called to him from
within the bush” (3:3). Here again we
see the identifying of the angel of the
Lord with God Himself. Surely this
angel and Jehovah God speak and act
as one. Even the place where Moses
is standing is declared to be “holy
ground” (3:5). As God identifies
Himself as Israel’s covenant-keeping
God, Moses “hid his face, because he
was afraid to look at God” (3:6). In
short, we see that the angel of the Lord
appeared to Moses, but God Himself
is said to speak as Israel’s God. One
can hardly read the entire account
of this event without realizing the
oneness of this angel of the Lord with
God Himself. They manifest similar
divine attributes, speak with the same
divine knowledge and authority,
and encourage Moses with divine
promises and assurances.
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A similar identification of the angel of
the Lord with God Himself is found
in Exodus 14. God is the One who
is said to have charted the course of
Israel’s journey after they left Egypt
(13:7–18). Yet we are told that the
angel of God moved from the front of
Israel’s army and “stood behind them
coming between the armies of Egypt
and Israel” (14:19). Once again we see
the angel of the Lord functioning in
the capacity of God Himself. At the
same time, the honor is ascribed to
God, who ultimately directs Israel’s
flight to safety. God gave the order to
Moses to “stretch out your hand over
the sea so that the waters may flow
back over the Egyptians and their
chariots and their horsemen” (14:26).
When the Israelites experienced
deliverance from the Egyptians,
“the people feared the Lord and put
their trust in him, and in Moses his
servant” (14:31). The account then
continues with the Israelites praising
God by singing the Song of Moses
about God’s mighty deliverance (see
Exod. 15). Thus, we conclude that
any acts ascribed to either the angel
of the Lord or God Himself, as in
this episode of Israel’s history, require
ultimate praise to Israel’s God alone.
However, there is nothing whatsoever
to nullify our findings about the angel
of the Lord in the book of Genesis.
Truly, this angel of the Lord is one of a
kind and superior to all other angels.
After God instructed Moses in His
moral law and spelled out some
of the social, legal, and religious
implications of that law for Israel, He
makes a promise to Moses: “See, I am
sending an angel ahead of you to guard
you along the way and to bring you
to the place I have prepared” (Exod.

Dr. Harry G. 		
Arnold

23:20) The character and importance
of this angel can be deduced from
the solemn admonition that God
attaches to this promise. Moses is
explicitly told: “Pay attention to him
and listen to what he says. Do not
rebel against him; he will not forgive
your rebellion, since ‘my Name’ is
in him” (23:21). Once again we see
that this angel is so closely identified
with God’s purpose and actions that
failure to obey this angel will incur
God’s wrath. We may conclude with
all fairness that this angel is the angel
of the Lord and fully shares in God’s
divine nature and sovereignty.
Finally, Exodus contains the dramatic
intercession of Moses after God
threatened to destroy Israel for
worshiping the golden calf which
Aaron had made for them while
Moses was in the mountain with God
(32:7–9). In response to the fervent
prayer of Moses, God relented of
His intention to destroy Israel and
promised once again to have “my
angel . . . go before you” (32:34). God
also assured Moses, “My presence
will go with you, and I will give you
rest” (33:14). Here again we find close
identity between God’s angel to lead
Israel and the assured presence of
Jehovah God. Certainly this angel
must be the angel of the Lord whom
we have identified in earlier places. He
certainly fits the description of God’s
Anointed One in all his concerns,
actions, and care of God’s people.
No wonder that the early church
considered the angel of the Lord as
the second person of the triune God
in these preincarnate appearances.
Let us also recognize Him as such and
bow in humble worship before Him.
A wonderful Savior is Jesus, my Lord!

Turning now to the book of Numbers,
there is reference to “an angel” in
Numbers 20:16. It is found in the
context of the message Moses sent
to the king of Edom when he asked
permission for Israel to pass through
Edom’s land on the way to Canaan.
Moses recorded for the king the
oppression Israel endured in Egypt.
He wrote: “The Egyptians mistreated
us and our fathers, but when we cried
out to the Lord, he heard our cry and
sent an angel and brought us out of
Egypt” (20:16). Who this angel was
can be determined by comparing
what God promised Moses in Exodus
23:20: “See, I am sending an angel
ahead of you to bring you to the place I
have prepared.” At the same time God
said Israel must listen to this angel
“since my Name is in him.” It seems
reasonable to conclude that the angel
Moses mentioned in his message to
the king of Edom is the same angel
of the Lord whom God promised
to lead Israel in Exodus 23:21. This
angel, therefore, is like God Himself
in His divine helpfulness to Israel.
Surely the sheep of God’s pasture are
in His hand, and He cares for them.
They are also eternally kept in the
Father’s hand, from which no one can
snatch them (John 10:29). It seems
very certain, therefore, that this angel
prefigures the Lord Jesus Christ who
as Son of God cares for and leads His
people into the Promised Land with
eternal life.
A clear and more explicit reference
to the angel of the Lord is found in
the account of Balaam’s responding
to the invitation of Moab’s king to
come and curse Israel. As is clear
from the text, God was not pleased
with Balaam’s decision to go to Balak.
So God commanded him to “do only
what I tell you” (22:20). However, as
Balaam began his journey we read
that “God was very angry when he
went, and the angel of the Lord stood
in the road to oppose him” (22:22).
In three instances Balaam’s donkey

saw the angel of the Lord before her
with drawn sword. Each time she
refused to go on in their journey.
After the third incident “the Lord
opened the donkey’s mouth, and she
[spoke] to Balaam” (22:28). After the
donkey justified her actions and was
vindicated of false accusations by
Balaam, “the Lord opened Balaam’s
eyes, and he saw the angel of the
Lord standing in the road with his
sword drawn. So he bowed low and
fell facedown” (22:31). Thereafter a
conversation follows between the
angel of the Lord and Balaam. Three
times the reference is used to the angel
of the Lord as the one conversing with
Balaam. Finally, it is the angel of the
Lord who gives Balaam permission to
go on to Balak and sets the condition
on which he may go: “but speak only
what I tell you” (22:35). Surely this
is no ordinary angel; this is an angel
who acts as God’s equal. Therefore, we
conclude that this is none other than
the Son of God in His preincarnate
appearance, already watching over
His own flock to preserve their lives
from destruction by the Evil One.
Indeed, the angel of the Lord did
safeguard Israel at that time. Balak

wanted Balaam to curse Israel, but
God thwarted his desire. Instead of
Balaam cursing Israel, he blessed
Israel three times and even put a curse
on “those who curse” Israel (24:9). In
addition, Balaam spoke a beautiful
prophecy of Israel’s future hope in
the coming of “the star out of Jacob”
(24:17), which was fulfilled when
Christ was born. No ordinary angel
can speak like this one. This angel
speaks as God speaks (24:13) and
foretells the future, which only God
knows and can do (24:17–19). So far
in our study we have found nothing
to dissuade us from the correctness of
the view of the early church that the
angel of the Lord is none other than
“the Son of God, the Second Person of
the blessed Trinity” (Edersheim, Bible
History—Old Testament, vol. 1, p. 71).

Dr. Harry Arnold
is a retired minister in the Christian
Reformed Church and lives in
Portage, MI. He is a member of
Grace Christian Reformed Church in
Kalamazoo, MI.
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The Historical Necessity for Creeds
and Confessions of Faith (2)
hile Protestants were formulating
their doctrines and publishing
them in a systematic manner,
the Roman Catholic Church found it
necessary to clarify its own teachings
and to defend them against the
Reformers. The most comprehensive
and enduringly influential effort of
this character was the work of the
Counter-Reformation Council of
Trent, which Pope Paul III (1534–
1549) convened in 1545. By that time
scholars from the new Society of Jesus
had become papal theologians, and
that status enabled the Jesuits to shape
the theological course of proceedings
at Trent.
Trent compiled and organized
decisions of medieval councils,
papal decrees, and patristic and
Scholastic writings as the means
to rebut Protestantism. To the
regret of some Catholics as well as
Protestants, the council showed little
interest in Augustinian teachings.
In soteriology, therefore, a semiPelagian view remarkably similar to
that of later Arminianism prevailed
and precluded a return to Augustine’s
teaching about grace. The Canons
and Decrees of Trent (1563), ratified
by Pope Pius IV (1559–1565), became
the creed of the Counter-Reformation

sola
scriptura
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Roman church. The decrees of
Trent comprise the Catholic defense
against the Reformers, and the
canons express anathema against
their alleged heresies. The decisions
of Trent amounted to a declaration
of war against Protestantism. There
would not be another general council
of the Roman church until 1870,
when Vatican Council I declared the
infallibility of the pope a dogma of the
faith. Papal approval of the Tridentine
decrees placed them alongside the
ancient creeds as possessing divine
authority of revelation, which means
the church can never abrogate them.1
Trent rejected sola scriptura, the
formal principle of Protestantism,
by asserting the equal authority of
Scripture and tradition. This meant
that a lack of biblical evidence is no
impediment to the promulgation of
new dogmas. Thus, in 1854, Pope Pius
IX (1846–1878) made it mandatory
for all Catholics to believe in the
immaculate conception of the Virgin
Mary, despite the absence of any
scriptural support for that teaching.
In a similar way Roman Catholics
were obliged to affirm that the body
of the Virgin was taken into heaven at
the end of her earthly life. This was a
declaration of Pope Pius XII (1939–

Dr. James E. 		
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1958) in 1950. Roman Catholic
scholars in general admit there is no
New Testament basis for this claim.
Although the Council of Trent
called for some wholesome reforms
in ecclesiastical finances, moral
supervision of the clergy, and
improved education, it left medieval
doctrine in place and pronounced
severe condemnations upon anyone
who teaches to the contrary. The
council’s decisions comprised the most
extensive and systematic statement
of Roman Catholic teachings which
had ever appeared, and the church
required all clerics and converts from
other churches to subscribe to the
Tridentine Canons and Decrees. A
militant anti-Protestantism was to be
the posture of the Roman church well
into the twentieth century.
The climax of Protestant efforts to
compose adequate statements of
belief may have occurred when the
Westminster Assembly convened
in London at a summons from
Parliament to revise the Anglican
Thirty-nine Articles of Religion.
Between July 1, 1643, and February
22, 1648, English and Scottish
Protestants studied and debated how
best to express their understanding

of Scripture. The Westminster
Confession of Faith and the Larger
and the Shorter Catechisms are
the products of their methodical
deliberations.2
Although
Episcopalians
and
Independents
attended
the
Westminster Assembly, a large
majority of the participants were
Presbyterians. The assembly met at a
time when Arminian influences had
infiltrated the Church of England,
and Archbishop William Laud (1573–
1645) promoted the movement
away from Reformed theology
and toward authoritarian church
government under the direction of
bishops. Parliament, however, was
in the control of Calvinists who
resented the policies of the king and
archbishop. Charles I was king of
Scotland too, and there he tried to
impose the Anglican form of worship
and to encourage departure from the
Reformed faith. This led the Scots in
1638 to affirm the National Covenant
by which they vowed to defend the
true religion. When the Scots rebelled,
Charles used force against them,
but this required him to summon
Parliament in 1640 to raise funds, and
that body had not met since 1629. The
ruler’s Puritan-Presbyterian critics
controlled the legislature, and it
convened the Westminster Assembly
to advise it in matters pertaining
to religion. The Westminster
Assembly presented the Westminster
Confession of Faith to Parliament
in 1646, and the General Assembly

of Scotland adopted it the next year.
By 1648 the English Parliament and
the Scottish Assembly had ratified
the Westminster Standards, as the
confession and the Larger and
Shorter Catechisms became known.
The Westminster Confession then
was the doctrinal standard for
England, Scotland, and Ireland until
1660, when, after a period of civil war.
England restored its monarchy and
the Church of England returned to
episcopal government and the Thirtynine Articles of Religion.
When the printing of the Westminster
Shorter Catechism occurred, the
Apostles’ Creed appeared at the
end of the booklet to link the work
of the Westminster Assembly with
the faith of the ancient church.
Presbyterians in the British Isles
and those who migrated to the New
World maintained allegiance to the
Reformed faith as expressed in the
Westminster Standards, even though
the Church of England did not.
The theological precision and clear
biblical support which characterize
the Westminster Standards reflect
the Reformed concern to expound
the faith in logical, coherent terms.
In this way Presbyterians obtained
a comprehensive statement of their
doctrines and an instrument with
which to rebut the Canons and Decrees
of Trent. American Presbyterians
adopted the Westminster Standards
at Philadelphia in 1729.
Although the Westminster Confession

and its attendant catechisms are
Presbyterian
documents,
their
influence has spread far beyond that
denomination. Baptists in England,
for example, admired the work of
the Westminster Assembly and soon
modified their own confession to
make it conform to the Presbyterian
statement in almost all particulars. The
First London Confession (1644) was
a vigorous affirmation of Reformed
beliefs about sin and salvation, as
the Particular (Calvinistic) Baptists
espoused them. In 1677, a Second
London Confession appeared for
which the Westminster Confession
was the model. The mode and subjects
of baptism and the form of church
government are the only features
of the Second London Confession
which differ substantially from the
Presbyterian standard. This was the
case with a Baptist catechism compiled
by Benjamin Keach (1640–1704) also.
When Baptists came to America,
they, like the Presbyterians, brought
the Reformed faith with them, and in
1742 they adopted the Philadelphia
Confession and Catechism, which
contains only slight modifications
of the Particular Baptist Standard
(1677). Arminianism eventually
diluted the Calvinism of Baptists in
America with the result that their
statements of belief in the nineteenth
century were less precise about
human depravity and the sovereignty
of grace. This is evident in the New
Hampshire Confession of Faith

regula
fidei
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(1833), which soon gained broad
acceptance in Baptist circles across
the United States.3
The history of creeds and confessions
shows that Christians, since ancient
times, have taken doctrine seriously
and have often displayed great
erudition in compiling their beliefs.
Some of the finest minds in church
history have engaged in this task,
prompted by their love for truth.
Even though diverse confessions
reveal
disagreements
among
churches, they all contain a core of
beliefs about which there has been
almost unanimous concurrence. No
professedly orthodox church would,
for example, deny the Apostles’ Creed,
which with other ancient creeds
continue to enjoy the endorsement of
a wide variety of ecclesiastical bodies.
The appearance of later confessions is
evidence of intellectual vitality among
Christians, as they have endeavored
to clarify their understanding of
biblical truth.
Some churches have assigned
to creeds and confessions only
descriptive, rather than normative,
significance. That is, such statements
relate the general beliefs which
prevail within a church, but
they do not constitute dogmatic
pronouncements to which its officers
must adhere. This has been so with
some Congregational and Baptist
bodies, and it has gained popularity
in others which once required strict
subscription. The Church of England,
for example, does not bind its pastors
to the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion
but instead stresses uniform liturgical
practices. Rationalists within various
denominations have decried strict
subscription as an impediment to
wholesome development of belief and
practice.
Since historic Protestants affirm sola
scriptura, the supreme authority of
Scripture, they do not ascribe to creeds
and confessions the same authority
with which the Roman Catholic
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and Eastern Orthodox churches
have invested them. For Protestants,
Scripture possesses inherent authority
because it is the Word of God. Creeds
and confessions are witnesses to
the truth of the Bible. They are
necessarily subordinate standards.
Scripture is the regula fidei, the rule
of faith. Roman Catholic and Eastern
Orthodox churches, on the contrary,
regard the ancient ecumenical creeds
as components of infallible tradition
and therefore coordinate in authority
with the Bible. The Orthodox churches
attribute this dignity to only the first
seven ecumenical councils, but the
Roman church ascribes infallibility
to the Council of Trent and to ex
cathedra papal pronouncements
along with the decisions of Vatican
Council I (1870) and Vatican Council
II (1965). Protestant churches have
revised their confessions at times in
order to address matters which earlier
statements did not consider or to
clarify the position they have taken on
historic doctrines. Protestant bodies
have demonstrated willingness to
subject their statements to scrutiny
with the possibility of improving
them.

groups that regard emotional
experience as the keystone of
genuine Christianity. Confessions are
proclamations of orthodoxy which
provide instruments for personal and
congregational declarations of faith
in Christ and the historic truths of
his Word. They are excellent bases
for thorough instruction in biblical
doctrine. Those churches which have
been overtly confessional and have
required their officers to subscribe to
their creeds have thereby helped to
preserve Christianity against dilution
of its teachings and defection from its
God. Conscious adherence to historic
creeds links current church bodies
with their predecessors and with
other bodies of like belief. It enables
congregations and denominations to
practice genuine catholicity among
the churches of the Reformation.

To insist upon no creed but Christ
may appear to be the zenith of piety,
but soon the question must arise,
“Which Christ?” Heretics, ancient
and modern, have professed to
believe in Christ, but their conception
is not that of the God-Man who is the
center of the historic Christian faith.
In the centuries since the Protestant
Reformation many issues have arisen,
often as consequences of deviations
from biblical teachings even within
Protestant ranks. Sometimes pseudoChristian cults have revived ancient
falsehoods such as the Arian view
of Christ. Such challenges require
occasional revisions of the creeds
to meet new threats as they appear.
Today, for example, it is necessary to
affirm the sole authority of Scripture
in opposition to the rationalism
which has infected many churches
and in opposition to charismatic

This article is reprinted by permission from
Reformation & Revival 10 (spring 2001).

“If you confess with your lips that
Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart
that God raised him from the dead,
you will be saved. For one believes
with the heart and so is justified, and
one confesses with the mouth and so
is saved” (Rom. 10:9–10).
			

1. H. J. Schroeder, trans., The Canons and
Decrees of the Coun,cil of Trent (reprint ed.;
Rockford, IL: Tan Books, 1978).
2. John Leith, Assembly at Westminster
(Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1973). This is a
helpful analysis despite the author’s neoorthodox perspective, which is evident in
his judgments. David W. Hall, Windows
on Westminster (Norcross, GA: Great
Commission Publications, 1993) is a readable
account by an orthodox author.
3. W. L. Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions of
Faith, rev. ed. (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press,
1969), is a valuable resource. On Baptist
origins, see James Edward McGoldrick,
Baptist Successionism: A Crucial Question
in Baptist History (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow
Press, 1994).
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Bible Study on Mark

Lesson 5: Drawing Up Lines!
Mark 3:7–35

Iofnthe1858mostAbraham
Lincoln gave one
important speeches of his

career, his “house divided” speech.1
Quoting Jesus’ words in Mark 3,
Lincoln was drawing a line in the
sand. He was saying that America
could not continue to be half-free and
half-slave. At some point the house
would no longer be divided; its loyalty
would go one way or the other.
Mark has already described Jesus’
clashes with the scribes and Pharisees,
those experts of an earth-bound
religion. In Mark 3 the division
between the kingdom of God and the
kingdom of man comes into sharper
focus as Jesus begins to draw crowds,
call kingdom officers, and identify
the primary mark of those who are
members of his kingdom. Mark is
using these narratives to help us hear
Jesus ask vital questions. On which
side are you? Are you part of the
crowd or are you a disciple? Is Jesus
just a good man or is he your Lord?

Jesus Draws a Crowd (3:7–12)
After clashing with the scribes and
Pharisees, Jesus withdrew with His
disciples and began attracting a great
multitude (3:7). Already His promise
from the previous chapter is ringing
true: “I did not come to call the
righteous, but sinners, to repentance”
(2:17). When Jesus leaves Capernaum
it’s as if He is saying, “The religious
people here are already righteous,
in their own eyes at least. But my
message will resonate with real
sinners.” Before long, sinners began
following Jesus in droves! Reports of
Jesus’ miraculous works and message
of restoration spread rapidly among
the physically needy and spiritually
underfed sheep of Israel.

Before long, however, the large
crowd, with the energy of an agitated
sea, began to take on a life of its
own. Sometimes we imagine Jesus
calmly and casually walking through
swaying meadows, dispensing truth
to disciplined students who hung on
His every word. In reality this scene
was chaotic! People in the unwieldy
crowd bumped against Jesus, probably
stepping on His feet, and interrupting
His speech with their questions
and requests; the noise must have
been tremendous (3:9; cf. v. 20). To
avoid being crushed, Jesus asked His
disciples to keep a small boat just off
shore as an emergency exit from the
crowds.
Does this scene remind you of
anyone you know, maybe YOU?
Ever feel like your life is a transition
from one chaotic scene to the next?
Never forget: “We do not have a High
Priest who cannot sympathize with
our weaknesses, but was in all points
tempted as we are, yet without sin”
(Heb. 4:15). As a sympathetic high
priest Jesus can relate even to being
pulled in a hundred directions at
once. He is the Savior of the stressedout, the beat-up, and the overworked.
Jesus can rightly call the weary to
Himself because he experienced
intense weariness securing our
redemption.
From the vortex of this swirling mass
of humanity Jesus steadily ministers to
one broken life after another, healing
both the physically afflicted and the
spiritually possessed. Mark tells us
that the unclean spirits “fell down
before [Jesus] and cried out, saying,
‘You are the Son of God’” (3:11). So
saying, the unclean spirits pronounce
one of the clearest confessions of the

Rev. William
Boekestein

deity of Christ in Mark’s Gospel so far.
Curiously, in response, Jesus “sternly
warned them that they should not
make him known” (v. 12). It’s hard
for us to understand this, but Jesus
is not desperate for publicity. The
contemporary church is plagued
with the false notion that ministry
happens by publicizing Jesus—no
qualifications needed. But in truth,
Jesus is looking to be promoted by
men and women who love him and
seek to honor Him, not by demons
who want to destroy Him or, as the
case often is today, by crass mass
marketers. Jesus is drawing a line in
the sand. He’s saying, “Those who
love me may and must confess me.
Everyone else should keep quiet.”
It’s no surprise that after this chaotic
scene, Jesus retreats to a more
peaceful setting. Our Savior willingly
shouldered massive burdens, but
He also respected His humanity by
engaging pressure with wisdom.
According to Luke 6:12–16, Jesus
went up on the mountain to pray. In
fact, “all night he continued in prayer
to God.” Jesus combatted pressure by
communing with His heavenly Father.
Sometimes we get so busy that we fall
out of regular fellowship with God
and with His people. Instead, we need
to get in the habit of turning to God
in prayer exactly when the pressures
are mounting. When we think we’re
too busy to pray, we’re too busy not
to pray. We also need to be wise
about our limits. Jesus experienced
the temptation of busyness without
sinning. But like Him we are tempted
to be people-pleasers instead of Godpleasers. We are tempted to focus on
output and performance rather than
on the overall well-being of ourselves
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and our families. Too often we are
energized by visions of our glory, not
God’s. This same Jesus is still praying
for the weary. We must take the time
to seek help from our praying high
priest.2
After a night of prayer, Jesus
continued to build His kingdom by
calling kingdom officers, also known
as disciples.

Jesus Calls His Disciples (3:13–19)
The calling of the disciples needs to
be understood within the motif of the
kingdom. Jesus is appointing officers
of that structural manifestation of
the kingdom of God on earth, the
church. He, therefore, appoints
twelve “as a symbol of the fact that he
was building the ‘new Israel’ out of
the old.”3 By way of anticipation and
application, church elders today—

despite their many limitations—are
not just board members, they are
kingdom leaders. God’s officers,
ancient and contemporary, are—
believe it or not—the ones “he
himself wanted” (3:13). Many of
the disciples had serious character
flaws, and one of those whom He
chose was a reprobate, Judas. What
a demonstration of the sovereign
providence of God! He is building His
kingdom in ways that are so far above
ours. Christ handpicked the man who
would betray Him to death. God is
fully in charge of everything, even
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those means by which evil comes (cf.
Amos 3:6). Only when we come to
peace with God’s absolute sovereignty
will we be able to rest in His decisions
and begin to live a contented life,
whether we are called to lead or to
follow.

Purpose of the Calling
Mark identifies three reasons why
Jesus chose these first kingdom
leaders. First, Jesus called disciples “to
be with him” (v. 12), a decision that
certainly casts light on His authentic
humanity. In the words of an ancient
hymnist, Jesus is “of th’ eternal Father
true and only Son | Manhood to
deliver, manhood didst put on.”
Manhood flourishes in community.
As a real man Jesus had a need for
companionship, just as He had a
need for food. Jesus, therefore, called

twelve friends (John 15:15) to be with
him, and He drew three of the twelve
(Peter, James, and John) into His inner
circle. We too need to genuinely share
life with others who can encourage
and energize us, people to whom we
reach out and upon whom we can
learn to depend.4
But, spending time with these twelve
was also integral to Jesus’ plan for
training His kingdom leaders. Is it
possible that we sometimes miss Jesus’
simple approach to discipleship?
Discipleship is less a system by which
we train ourselves to be spiritual, and
more about genuine fellowship with
Jesus. Christ promises to always be
with his people (Matt. 28:20), and
there are various ways in which we

experience His presence. But, all of our
fellowship experiences are informed
and fueled through personal, family,
and especially corporate worship.
The more we commune with Jesus in
true worship, the more evident it will
be that we have been with Him (see
Acts 4:13). Going through religious
motions never conformed anyone
to Christ; being with Him through
believing fellowship always does.
Second, Jesus called disciples to send
them out to preach.5 While the twelve
disciples were kingdom heralds in a
unique and unrepeatable way, their
preaching ministry at least hints at
one of the basic reasons God still
draws followers, namely, to broadcast
His fame. As Jesus will make plain
(6:19), housewives, factory workers,
students, as well as preachers, have an
unshakable calling to tell others what

God has done for them in Christ. If
you are a disciple of Jesus and truly
know whom you have believed (2
Tim. 1:12), the purpose of your life is
to point others to the singular beauty
of the Savior.
Third, Jesus called disciples to heal
sicknesses and to cast out demons.
The disciples’ healing ministry was
the sign that God had indeed bound
the strong man Satan and was
plundering his house (3:27), and a seal
that God had anointed His disciples
as His ambassadors. In this sense the
apostles occupy a unique position in
the history of God’s redemption. Paul
speaks of “signs, wonders and mighty
deeds” as “signs of the apostles” (2 Cor.
12:12). Still, apostles do model for us

the important role all God’s children
play as channels of His mercy. Every
believer can think creatively about
how to demonstrate God’s care for
both body and soul. In the words of
Jesus, we can all offer a cup of cold
water in His name (Matt. 10:42).

out of his mind for the sake of God
(2 Cor. 5:13 NIV). Christians must
be thinkers; we don’t throw away our
brains when we become believers.
But we should take it as a compliment
when people think we are out of our
minds in our pursuit of godliness.

Jesus couldn’t have called his disciples
at a better time, because in the next
passage, He is sharply attacked.

Second, the scribes accuse Jesus of
being possessed by an evil spirit. Notice
here that the scribes have changed
their approach. In the previous
chapter each of their accusations
were at least grammatically cloaked
as questions. This time the cloak is
removed and they directly charge
Him with being a demoniac. They
insist that His powers came from
below, not from above.

Jesus Endures Hostility
(3:20–30)
The attack against Jesus comes in
two waves. First, His family came
to retrieve Him believing Him to
be out of His mind (v. 21). In their
unrepentant and unconverted state
(John 7:5) they thought that He was
a religious fanatic. He wasn’t eating
(Mark 3:20) or sleeping well. Instead

He had thrown himself into preaching
and healing the multitudes. “Had he,”
they wondered, “in his religious zeal
thrown away his mind?”
Most people will tolerate a little
religion, but as soon as your religious
convictions start to be the dominant
drive in your life, people get
uncomfortable. This is a method Satan
uses to keep Christians ineffective.
He says, “Don’t allow your faith to
determine how you engage mass
media, or which school you will go
to, or which friends you will keep, or
who you will marry.” The apostle Paul
had one of the sharpest minds in the
ancient world, yet he admitted that
from a worldly point of view he was

Jesus responds to this accusation in
three ways. He first says that a house
divided cannot stand (vv. 23-26). In

a sense, Jesus is mocking the logic
of the scribes. He’s saying, “If I’m
casting out demons by a demon then
I am self-destructing.” Jesus’ power
clearly did not come from the devil.
Second, Jesus says that the only way
He could cast out demons is if He
had bound the prince of demons,
the devil. The Bible teaches that Jesus
came to bind the devil. Satan does
not have free reign in this world. We
shouldn’t ascribe too much power to
him. Third, He warns them against
committing the unpardonable sin.
They were calling the Spirit of Jesus
evil; sinning against the Spirit. There
are several opinions about what the
unpardonable sin is, but it is safe to
say that the unpardonable sin is a

continuous resistance of the Holy
Spirit’s ministry.
Jesus is drawing a line in the sand:
“In which kingdom are you: the
kingdom of the bound strong man or
the kingdom of the one who bound
him? Will you resist the Holy Spirit or
submit to him?”

Jesus’ True Family (3:31–35)
In this last narrative Jesus continues
drawing a line between those who are
for Him and those who are against
Him. He uses an event involving His
own biological family to illustrate this
amazing truth: In building a kingdom,
God is also growing a family. Christ’s
brothers, sisters, and mothers are
those who pledge allegiance to the
God of Scripture. They “love the Lord,
[have a] heartfelt desire to serve Him
according to His Word, to forsake the

world, to mortify [their] old nature,
and to lead a godly life.”6
Don’t overlook the fact that Jesus
begins His teaching on the nature
of the family of God by asking a
question: “Who is my mother, or
my brothers?” (v. 34). Questions are
meant to challenge assumptions and
promote thoughtful evaluation. The
Reformed confessions list marks of
Christians which help to identify true
Christians. We are to use these marks
to examine and test ourselves (2 Cor.
13:5), but to do so in light of the grace
of God as He comforts us in our
weaknesses. The mark of obedience
“is not to be understood as if there
did not remain in [Christians] great
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infirmities; but they fight against
them through the Spirit all the days
of their life, continually taking their
refuge in the blood, death, passion,
and obedience of our Lord Jesus
Christ, in whom they have remission
of sins, through faith in him.”7 When
Jesus came preaching the gospel of
the kingdom He did not say, “The
kingdom of God is at hand, therefore
keep all God’s laws perfectly, and you
will be a member of this kingdom.”
Instead, he said, “Repent and believe.”
Christ is the believer’s only hope, in
seasons of success and in seasons that
call for repentance.
Jesus’ promotion of a new family of
God also has implications for our
fellowship. Those in Christ form
a new family, complete with both
blessings and responsibilities.8 In
the church believers treat older men
as fathers, younger men as brothers,
older women as mothers, younger
women as sisters (1 Tim. 5:1–2).
Believers have no lasting ties to
anyone who isn’t united to Christ by
a living faith. At the same time, Jesus
doesn’t undermine the importance of
the nuclear family, regardless of the

faith commitments of its members.
Mark is not suggesting that Jesus
ignored his family or disowned them.
Cults teach that your church is your
only family. Jesus is more balanced.
Paul goes so far as to say that one who
does not provide for his household
“has denied the faith and is worse
than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8).

Do not waver between two opinions.
Jesus is Lord. Submit to his lordship
today and cross that line from
the kingdom of darkness into the
kingdom of his light.

In this chapter Mark highlights three
opinions of Jesus. Some thought He
was out of His mind. Others said he
was demon possessed. Ironically,
the unclean spirits got it right: “You
are the Son of God!” C. S. Lewis has
masterfully and famously explained
that these are the only three options
regarding who Jesus is. People want
to say that Jesus was simply a good
moral teacher. But He didn’t claim
to be only a good moral teacher. He
claimed to bring a kingdom that
required repentance and faith. He
believed that His life and ministry
would change the world. If He was
not really God, then He was out of his
mind. The fact that Jesus claimed to
be God means—if He really wasn’t—
that Jesus was no good moral teacher
but a liar and a demon.9

2. See Heidelberg Catechism, Q & A 116.

			
Chapter 5
1. June 16, 1858.
3. Sinclair Ferguson, Let’s Study Mark
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2002), 41.
4. See Kent Hughes, Disciplines of a Godly
Man (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1991), 57–67.
5. The preaching and healing ministry of the
disciples will be considered in greater depth
in connection with Mark 6 (vv. 12–13) and 9
(vv. 28–29).
6. Answer to question three of the Form for
the Public Profession of Faith, Psalter Hymnal
(Grand Rapids: Publication Committee of the
Christian Reformed Church, 1959), 88.
7. Belgic Confession, Article 29.
8. See William Boekestein, “Christian
Community: Seeking Contentment without
Complacency,” Evangelical Times, June 2013,
13.
9. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (London:
Collins, 1952), 54–56.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
					
							
1. Jesus is far more than our moral example. But is there any way in which we must emulate Christ’s withdrawing
from the crowds (Mark 3:7; cf. 1 Cor. 11:1)?

2. How do Christ’s actions in Mark 3:9–10 warrant your worship?
3. What comfort can be derived from the fact that, regarding the disciples, Jesus “called to Him those He
Himself wanted” (Mark 3:13)?
4. How are you comforted by Jesus’ power over sickness and demons (Mark 3:15)?
5. The disciples were sent out to preach (Mark 3:14). What might that fact mean for those who are called
to listen?
6. What does Jesus’ concern for the physical welfare of those to whom His disciples preached mean for 		
us today?
7. How should Jesus’ claim to have bound Satan (Mark 3:27) affect our outlook on life?
8. In what ways could you and your group, as members of Christ’s church, function more like a family?
9. Are there ways in which a church should not resemble a family?
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Bible Study on Mark

Lesson 6: He Taught in Parables
Mark 4:1–34

Irights
n 1990 General Motors purchased
to a song performed by Bob
Seger to use as a product theme.1
Seger’s song, “Like a Rock,” become
the motto for Chevy trucks for the
next decade. The theme made a
powerful impression in the minds
of consumers. For right or wrong,
people began to associate Chevy
trucks with permanence and
durability. Those three words, “like
a rock,” create a clear picture, and
when applied to a vehicle they tell us
exactly what the manufacturer wants
us to think about it.

Parables function in a similar way;
they impress the point being taught
upon the minds of the hearers. In fact,
Jesus begins two parables in Mark 4 by
saying, “The kingdom of God is like .
. .” Not like a rock, but like a farmer
who sows his field and like a mustard
seed. It is critical to understand what
parables are and how they function
in order to understand the three
parables in Mark 4.

What Are Parables?
(4:1–2, 9–13, 33–34)
A parable is a teaching method (4:2)
by which one paints a picture to
create a simple likeness of a deeper
reality (4:30). Literally, a parable
throws a lesson alongside of life (the
Greek word para means “alongside
of ”; bole means “to throw”). Parables
vividly describe a scene so that the
listener can say, “I can picture that.”
Or, to use another analogy, a parable
creates a window that allows us to
view a concept from another angle.

The traditional, simple definition of
a parable is helpful (if not perfect):
An earthly story with a heavenly
meaning.
Contrary to conventional wisdom
Jesus told parables both to reveal and
to conceal the mystery of the kingdom
(4:10–13; 33, 34; cf. Matt. 13:10–17).
The word “mystery” (4:11) indicates
something that is not evident by
intuition; not everyone understands.
That’s true of the kingdom of God;
it’s a mystery that must be revealed.
By way of parables God makes some
“get it” and leaves others in their
own confusion. This dual purpose
of parables is evident in Mark 4. The
parables made a powerful impression
on the disciples when they were made
to understand them. Others found
the parables confusing. Both results
conformed to God’s purpose. All the
words of God serve a dual purpose;
they both harden and soften.
Whether people understand it or not,
a parable is a story designed to make
a point and usually one main point.
The various details of the story might
not have meaning when isolated from
the whole. The following would be
an inappropriate way of isolating a
detail from a parable: Jesus said that
the kingdom of God is like a mustard
seed. Mustard is spicy. This parable
teaches us the need for kingdom zest.
Like all good stories, Jesus includes
some details simply to support the
story. On other occasions, the details
are essential to the parable. In the
parable of the sower, the sower helps
us understand the role of a gospel
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minister (1 Cor. 3:5); the title of the
main character is a vital detail. But,
unless we have good reason to focus
on the details we should stick to the
main point.

General Lessons from the Parables
First, Jesus’ parables teach us that God
is a revealer. God reveals His invisible
attributes by what He has made—this
we call general revelation (Rom. 1:20).
He also reveals Himself through the
spoken word of special revelation.
Jesus’ teaching ministry is a powerful
testimony to God’s mission to reveal
Himself to lost sinners. Jesus used a
variety of means to communicate His
truth, including questions, pictures,
looks, gestures, actions, lectures,
and stories. He teaches in public and
in private; in hostile and in cordial
settings. In Mark 4 He’s teaching from
a boat. Why? Because that was how
He could best reach the people who
needed to hear His message. Jesus’
parables are not always simple. But He
does interpret the parables for those
who will hear them (4:10). If we don’t
hear God’s revelation, the problem is
ours, not His (Rom. 1:18–24).
Second, Jesus’ parables teach us that
God is not obligated to reveal Himself
to anyone.2 God would be just to
leave all of us in the darkness of our
own wicked imaginations. Until we
understand the terribleness of sin
we will tend to think that God owes
saving revelation to everyone. But to
think this way would be hypocritical.
We don’t tell important secrets to
our enemies but to our friends. Jesus
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uses parables to tell the mysteries of
the kingdom to His friends, to those
who have been given ears to hear and
hearts to understand. The fact that
He reveals Himself to anyone is an
act of pure grace flowing from His
sovereign election.
Third, Jesus’ parables teach us to
beware of hardening hearts. Through
parables Christ speaks passionately
to people whose hearts have grown
dull of hearing (Matt. 13:13–15).
Remember that the Pharisees and
scribes had responded to Jesus’
ministry with questions, doubts, and
accusations; they have made it clear
that they are outside of the kingdom.
They’ve grown dull. Similarly, the
crowds were largely following Jesus for
amusement; they were not interested
in the things of God. To these,
therefore, Jesus spoke in parables
to conceal from the profane God’s
precious things. Those who reject
the clear teaching of God’s Word will
have it taken away from them (see
Ezek. 7:26). Those, for example, who
in their youth hear the gospel with
disinterest develop dull hearts which
become seemingly impenetrable to
spiritual things. Whatever they now
hear of God sounds like confusing
parables.

Three Agricultural Parables
The basic point of each of the parables
in Mark 4 is that the kingdom grows
as the Word of God takes root in our
hearts and lives.

Parable of the Four Soils
(4:3–9, 13–20)
In His first recorded parable, Jesus
makes the main point that there are
only two kinds of responders to the
preaching of the Word. Those who
hear either bear fruit, or they do not.3
In the hand of a sower, a seed has one
purpose: to bear fruit. Failure to do so
betrays a problem in the soil, not the
seed.
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Jesus says there are two main types
of non-fruit-bearing hearers, both of
which have problems of the heart. The
first type immediately rejects the seed
of the Word. They are unresponsive
and uninterested in the Word of God
from the start. Jesus says these people
are in bondage to Satan.4 Perhaps
you’ve tried to sow seed in this
kind of heart. It seems hopeless. Be
encouraged to keep spreading seeds.
All it takes is God to hold Satan back
and cause that seed to take root and
grow, and they too will be saved.
Other fruitless hearers seem to
receive the Word only to fall away.
Some seem to be believers for a
time but then apostatize; the gospel
never developed sustainable roots in
their lives. These hearers often fall
away on account of the challenges of
godliness. Sadly, into this category
of hearers fell the masses of Jesus’
audience. Thousands thronged our
Lord when He was new and popular,
but when persecution came the
crowds vanished. God promises a
tremendous reward of grace. But the
way to the reward is hard. Christ calls
us to count the cost and take up the

cross. If we don’t, we’ll fall away when
the going gets tough.
Other hearers fall away on account of
worldliness. In any square foot of earth
there is only enough opportunity
for so many things to grow. To the
worldly the cares of the present age
are stronger than the promise of
the gospel. Is it possible that masses
of people today are choking out
the gospel’s message by way of a
steady distracting stream of mass
media? Is not the myth of “wealth
brings happiness” alive among us?
Is there not a deceptive urge in each
of us to gravitate toward that which
gratifies our desires? How shall we
interpret the swelling attendance
rolls of churches where the gospel is
light or absent but church is fun, the
speaker charismatic and energetic,
and programs abound? William
Hendriksen calls them “preoccupied
hearts” who are distracted from the
gospel by worldliness, wealth, and
wants. They have “no room for calm

and earnest meditation on the word
or message of the Lord.”5 Each of us
should pray for deliverance from such
distractions.
Gladly, there are also those who hear
the Word and embrace it till the end.
Mark 4:20 says three things about this
last category of listeners.6 First, fruit
bearers hear the Word. We will not
bear fruit unless we hear God speak
(cf. Rom. 10:17). All of us are obligated
to carefully listen to God speaking in
the church, in family worship, and in
private worship. When we add up the
amount of time we spend hearing the
Word of God on a given week, how
does it compare with the time than
we spend manicuring our nails or our
yards? Are we hearing the Word?
Second, fruit bearers accept or receive
the Word. The word for “accept” is
elsewhere translated “welcome” (Acts
15:4 ESV). Those who are blessed by
the Word welcome it. They don’t see
Bible reading or sermon listening as
a duty to be done but as a gift to be

received. Those who ultimately bear
fruit also have a sensitivity to the
Word; they accept what it says. They
see themselves in subjection to the
Word. They are often cut to the heart
by it; they are convicted by it.
Third, fruit bearers apply the Word.
Bearing fruit means putting the
Word to work; it means using it the
way God intended it to be used (2
Tim. 3:15–16). There are many who
hear the Word, even agree with it
but are unwilling to be changed by it
and put it to work in their lives. One
of the best ways to ensure that we
apply the Word is to listen to it with
application in mind. Whenever you
hear something that pointedly speaks
to you, acknowledge the convictions
that you feel. Better yet, write down
these convictions either in the form
of a prayer (“God help me to . . .”) or
in the form of an indicative statement
(“God wants me to . . .”). Sermon
listening should be active, not passive.
What kind of heart do you have? Are
you receptive to the Word (Mark 4:9)?

The Parable of the Growing Seed
(4:26–29)
It’s hard to miss that Jesus’ first
parables all have to do with seeds.

The imagery of seed is well suited to
emphasize at the same time God’s
sovereignty and man’s responsibility.7
As Paul says, man plants and waters
but God brings the seed to fruition
(1 Cor. 3:7). Both this and the next
parable have to do with the growth of
the kingdom. The main point of this
parable is that the kingdom of God
grows almost mysteriously toward a
harvest. Even in a scientific age it is
amazing to watch a seed grow from
the earth with no help.
Jesus tells the parable of the growing
seed to encourage His disciples. They
were given the task of proclaiming
the kingdom of God by preaching
and healing. Yet, they were average
men who were prone to fear and
discouragement. Jesus assures us that
where the gospel has taken root it
will grow. We don’t always know how.
Sometimes we don’t see the kingdom
grow. We listen to the Word of God
week after week, yet we feel stagnant.
We pray, we preach, we invite our
community to worship, yet we see no
church growth. So it is when you watch
a garden. Day after day you check
and nothing happens. But before
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long growth is undeniable. As James
writes, we need to be as patient as the
farmer who waits for the precious
fruit of the earth (James 5:7–8). As we
trust God He will provide the increase
(2 Cor. 9:10). Sometimes we wonder
how a seed can grow where it does.
Recently, I saw a full-grown tomato
plant growing in the crack of the
sidewalk in front of a local pizzeria.
When the kingdom grows within us
or around us we should acknowledge
that miracle and praise God for it. To
the praise of God’s glory, the kingdom
will advance despite our failures
because it is God’s kingdom.

The Parable of the Mustard Seed
(4:30–32)
The final parable in this section has
to do with one of the smallest of all
garden seeds. Mustard seeds can be as
small as one millimeter in diameter
but can grow to twice the height
of a man. Likewise, the kingdom
begins small but will grow to great
proportions (cf. 1 Kings 18:44–45).
Jesus is reminding His audience of
promises made in the Old Testament
about Himself; a shoot that would
grow from the stump of Jesse (Isa.
11:1–10; cf. Jer. 33:15) would become
a majestic cedar providing peace for
all who dwell in its branches (Ezek.
17:23).8 Christ Himself, the Seed of the

kingdom (Gal. 3:16), seems small and
insignificant in the world’s eyes. But
one day every knee will bow before
Him (Rom. 14:11). John Calvin—a
man familiar with discouragement—
writes of this parable, “Let us not
despond, but rise by faith against the
pride of the world, till the Lord give us
that astonishing display of his power,
of which he speaks in this passage.”9

A Final Warning: Take Heed!
(4:21–25)
The Bible describes unbelievers
as stopping their ears so that they
can barely hear the Word of God
(Acts 7:57). Those who suppress
God’s revelation do so to their own
destruction. Still, despite the best
of human earplugs, God’s Word
trickles in. For this reason, none
of us can forget Jesus’ words about
the responsibility that comes with
receiving divine revelation. As the
light of the world, Jesus will make
Himself known at some point to every
person who has ever lived. When we
hear, we must take heed; we will be
held accountable for what we hear. For
believers, this warning comes with an
invitation to make known what we
know (Matt. 10:27) and to shine as
lights in the world in the midst of a
crooked and perverse generation (Phil
2:15; cf. Matt. 5:14–16).

			
1. Accessed on September 15, 2009, from
http://www.leftlanenews.com/bob-like-arock-seger-no-chevy-driver.html.
2. Canons of Dort, 1.6.
3. Herman Hanko, The Mysteries of the
Kingdom: An Exposition of the Parables
(Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing
Association, 1975), 14.
4. In fact, “in treating the word of God
so lightly they are co-operating with the
prince of evil!” (v. 15). William Hendriksen,
Exposition of the Gospel According to Mark,
New Testament Commentary series (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1976), 156.
5. Ibid., 158.
6. For an expanded treatment of these themes
see William Boekestein, “Profiting from
Preaching: Learning to Truly Hear God,” The
Outlook 64:4 (2014): 22–24.
7. Hendriksen, Mark, 165.
8. Jesus may also be alluding to the positive
influence of the kingdom on society. The
reference to the birds of the air suggests that
the kingdom provides blessing even to the
unbelieving world. Note how “birds of the
air” is used in a previous parable (Mark 4:1,
15) as a symbol of the unbelieving world; in
fact of Satan himself.
9. John Calvin, Harmony of the Gospels
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989), vol. 2, 127.
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Points to Ponder and Discuss
					
1. From which Old Testament texts is Mark 4:12 drawn? How do the context of those texts shed 			
							
light on Jesus’ message?

2. Spend some time reflecting on the similarities and differences between farming in your context and farming
in Jesus’ context, and how these thoughts affect our understanding of Mark 4.
3. What does it mean to “have no root in themselves” (Mark 4:17)?
4. How can “the cares of this world” choke out the gospel (Mark 4:19)?
5. How can riches be deceitful (Mark 4:19)?
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An Old Story and a New Song: Relevance
and the Reformed Faith

e live in a world that loves
old stuff.
This realization came to me recently
while wandering the streets of
Sayville, the town where my church
is located. In just a few hours in this
cozy village, you can eat under the
1950s neon lights of the Sayville
Modern Diner, browse through piles
of rotary phones and vintage meat
grinders at an antique shop, visit a
store devoted exclusively to the sale of
vinyl records, and pass a house where
George Washington stopped to have
tea around 1790. Sayville is a favorite
among tourists and locals alike for its
nostalgic appeal.
Old things aren’t the only objects of
our fascination, though; so are old
traditions. A few years ago at the
Plimouth Plantation restoration,
I found a sign inviting visitors to
experience a reenactment of historic
Puritan worship. This event, said
the advertisement, was “designed to
give you a smidgeon of 17th-century
religion including psalm-singing
from the 1612 Ainsworth Psalter and
a reading from the Geneva Bible.”
If such living history experiences
are any indication, we seem to have
a special fondness for the bygone
traditions of our forefathers.
It occurred to me, however, that this
world’s attitude toward old things
is a little schizophrenic. No matter
how frequently we tour historic
sites or how much we decorate our
homes with antiques, we tend to shun
lifestyles and modes of conduct that
we view as stodgy or outdated. When
it comes to philosophy and religion,

we have a lot in common with the
Athenians spoken of in Acts, who
“would spend their time in nothing
except telling or hearing something
new” (Acts 17:21 ESV). If it doesn’t
accord with a twenty-first-century
perspective, we consider its value
dubious.
Many Christians apply this kind of
chronological schizophrenia to the
church as well. They find something
appealing about the quaintness of
an old meetinghouse, yet grumble
when the only seats in their place of
worship are hard pews. They fondly
recall “the old hymns of the faith,” but
scorn traditional worship for being
“stuck in the nineteenth century.”
They like the Bible well enough, but if
the pastor preaches too much from it
they accuse him of irrelevance.
As some of the more old-fashioned
churches in the neighborhood,
Reformed congregations have long
borne the brunt of such criticism.
In the intellectual light of the age
of reason, aren’t the creeds and
confessions just musty five-hundredyear-old artifacts of the bigoted views
of middle-class white men? How can
a religious system that roots itself in
the Middle Ages have anything to
offer young people of the twentyfirst century? The traditions of the
Reformed faith may be quaint, but are
they even remotely relevant?
A while back I came across an old
vinyl album entitled The Word of the
Cross. On it were recordings of the last
two sermons delivered by Dr. Peter
Eldersveld, a beloved minister of the
Christian Reformed Church and
broadcaster on The Back to God Hour,
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before his sudden death in 1965. And
ironically enough, accompanied by
the characteristic crackles and pops
of a vintage record, Dr. Eldersveld
was preaching on this very topic:
relevance.
Eldersveld describes “a new kind
of attack” being mounted against
the church of his day. “It comes
from within,” he says, from critical
members and ministers who “speak
with contempt for the finest creeds of
the church, which they want not only
to revise but to replace with more
modern theologies.” Why? “[T]hey
seem to have a sort of savior complex,”
he says; “they think they are bringing
the church up to date, making it more
vital, or, to use one of their weary
clichés, making it more ‘relevant’ in
this modern world. In fact, they even
picture themselves as present-day
‘reformers’ of the church, appealing
to the great Protestant principle that
the church must always be reforming
itself if it is to be the living body of
Christ.”
The church of the twenty-first century
faces the same conflict as the church
of the 1960s. While “relevance”
may conjure up different ideas in
our context, today the classic battle
lines are still being drawn—between
the old and the young, between the
conservative and the progressive,
between the traditional and the
contemporary. And at the heart
of it all is that unending quest for
relevance.
But there is a paradox in all of
this. Consider, for example, the
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Presbyterian Church in the USA’s decision this year to allow its clergy to
officiate gay weddings. WORLD magazine columnist D. C. Innes offers
a keen observation: “[T]he PCUSA is always dragging behind secular
society . . . always late to the revolution. Despite their boast of enlightened
thinking, these religious progressives are never in the vanguard, never on
the cutting edge.” The emergent church considers any association with
historic Christianity embarrassing, yet it embarrasses itself even more in
its attempts to associate with the world. It has made itself too progressive
to be biblical but remains too outdated to be relevant.
Meanwhile, for all the emphasis society places on change and novelty,
it cannot escape one constant: the reality of living. Surely even the most
hardened hedonist sometimes wonders why there is so much evil in the
world, or why we die, or whether life has any meaning. Such questions are
screaming for answers today just as relentlessly as they did five hundred
years ago. The gospel of Jesus Christ offers answers—glorious answers that
offer hope, comfort, and significance to life. But the modern church, in its
desperate anxiety for culture’s approval, has neglected that gospel. In so
doing it has distanced itself from the only message of permanent relevance
in this hurting world.
Eldersveld’s words cut to the quick:
[T]he Reformers made the church relevant again by calling it back to
the inspired and infallible Bible, to the ancient truth of God’s Word,
to the historic gospel of divine grace in Jesus Christ—the gospel that
Paul preached that gave birth to the Christian church, the gospel that
is written in the twelve articles of our apostolic creed.
In other words, the Reformers were defenders of the faith which was
once and for all delivered unto the saints. They came to grips with
its enemies—not only out in the world, but especially in the church.
And this explains why the Reformation became such a mighty force
among the nations, in all the affairs of man, in every area of life: It
spoke the living Word of God to the deepest need of mankind—the
need to make peace with God at the cross of his Son—and therefore
it could speak significantly and powerfully to the whole context of
human problems in which that basic need comes to expression. . . .
How incredibly stupid that today men should talk about making
the church more relevant by abandoning those very same doctrines
which made the churches of the Reformation so strikingly relevant in
their day. How can a church ever hope to be relevant in a world of sin
if it no longer preaches the supernatural Word of God?
The motto semper reformanda represents one of the most glorious legacies
of the Protestant Reformation: the idea that the church must always be
reforming. But contrary to the interpretation imposed by progressivism,
the Reformation was not about pushing the church forward; it was about
pulling it back to the ancient truths of the Bible. We need to be always
reforming because by nature we are always wandering. We need the
doctrine of semper reformanda not because the truth changes but because
we change.
Asking the culture how the church can be relevant isn’t just foolish, it’s
deadly. No matter how forward-thinking a community of Christians may
be, they cannot out-modernize modernity. They can follow the world to
destruction, but they cannot anchor it to the truth. If the church of Jesus

Christ is to be faithful to its calling—
more than that, if it is to have any reason
for continuing to exist—its only hope is
to faithfully preach the gospel. Which
is sharper, after all: the cutting-edge
philosophy of the world or the twoedged sword of the Word of God which
penetrates the utmost depths of the
human heart (Heb. 4:12)?

A faithful Reformed church, then, may
not offer culture-savvy messages, the
best selection of current contemporary
Christian music, or Starbucks products
for sale in the foyer. But it will offer
you one thing you need far more:
nourishment from God’s Word for
your soul. In doctrine, in worship, in
government, in family, in vocation, and

in every other sphere, it will be a place where the Bible is not only believed
but also lived out. When its members congregate as the joyful citizens of
the kingdom of God, they will afford you a foretaste of the eternal Sabbath
that awaits us in heaven (Heidelberg Catechism LD 38). What could be
more forward-looking than that?
Perhaps you’re not the kind who worries about relevance. Maybe you’ve
been a faithful member of a conservative Reformed church since before
you can remember, and you hope to stay there for the rest of your life.
But danger lurks here for you too. While your church’s cultural literacy
may not matter to you, its role in your life may have dwindled to nothing
more than “a smidgeon of 17th-century religion.” How easy it is for those
of us who confess the relevance of the Reformed faith to let the message
of the gospel slip into irrelevance in our own hearts! “Remember,” warns
Eldersveld at the conclusion of his sermon, “our failures at this point make
our churches stumbling blocks rather than steppingstones for thousands
of people who should be finding their way into the one, great, everlasting
Church of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his Son.”
The “one, great, everlasting Church of God” is the only institution known
to man that can span the extremities of old and new. That church believes
a book which records the story of the world from beginning to end, yet
speaks to modern man as powerfully as it did in the apostles’ day. That
church confesses a Savior who “was in the beginning with God” (John 1:2)
but also always lives to make intercession for us (Heb. 7:25). That church’s
members rejoice as they experience the “dying-away of the old self, and
the coming-to-life of the new” (Heidelberg Catechism LD 33, Q&A 88).
The truth of that “old, old story” is what inspires us to “sing a new song.”
Let children hear the mighty deeds
Which God performed of old,
Which in our younger years we saw
And which our fathers told.
He bids us make His glories known,
The works of power and grace,
That we convey His wonders down
Through every rising race. (Blue Psalter Hymnal no. 150)
			
Peter H. Eldersveld, “The Defender of the Faith.” The Word of the Cross: A Memorial
Album. The Back to God Hour, 1965.
D. C. Innes, “The PCUSA’s Move from Mainline to Flatline.” WORLD, June 23, 2014.
http://www.worldmag.com/2014/06/the_pcusa_s_move_from_mainline_to_flatline.

Michael Kearney
a member of the West Sayville
URC on Long Island, NY, studies
communication and music at
Geneva College in Beaver Falls,
PA. He welcomes your thoughts at
mrkearney@optonline.net
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NAPARC Churches: Orthodox Presbyterian
Church (OPC)

History1
During the nineteenth century, the
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A.
(PCUSA) was largely a strong and
faithful church. But liberalism began
to creep in from Europe, and little was
done to check its spread. In 1924, about
thirteen hundred out of ten thousand
Presbyterian ministers signed the
liberal Auburn Affirmation. The
Auburn Affirmation denied that the
Bible is without error and declared
that belief in such essential doctrines
as Christ’s substitutionary atonement
and His bodily resurrection should
not be required for ordination or for
good standing in the church.
Princeton Theological Seminary in
Princeton, New Jersey, remained a
bastion of Presbyterian orthodoxy,
but in 1929 its board was reorganized
with a mandate to put liberal
professors on the faculty. Four
Princeton professors resigned, and
with the support of others, they
established Westminster Theological
Seminary in Philadelphia as an
independent institution to continue
teaching biblical Christianity.
The leading opponent of liberalism in
those days was J. Gresham Machen, a
Presbyterian minister and professor
at Princeton. When he exposed the
modernist unbelief that permeated
the foreign missions of the PCUSA,
the General Assembly in 1933
refused to do anything about it.
Because he and others would support
only missionaries who they believed
were preaching the gospel, they
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established the Independent Board
for Presbyterian Foreign Missions.
The 1934 General Assembly
condemned Machen and his followers’
action and subsequently deposed
them from office. In response, thirtyfour ministers, seventeen ruling
elders, and seventy-nine laymen met
in Philadelphia on June 11, 1936, to
constitute the Presbyterian Church
of America. Machen also led in the
formation of Westminster Theological
Seminary in Philadelphia. Machen’s
death in January 1937, at the age of
fifty-six, dealt a severe blow to both
the new church and the seminary.
Because of a lawsuit by the PCUSA,
in 1939 the name of the new church
was changed from Presbyterian
Church in America to the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church. “Ortho” comes
from the Greek word for straight, and
“dox” comes from the Greek word for
thinking; thus, Orthodox (straight
thinking) Presbyterian Church.
A complete history of the OPC can be
found at http://www.opc.org/whatis.
html.

Present
The OPC has a membership of
approximately thirty thousand in
some 330 congregations and mission
churches, served by five hundred
ministers in seventeen presbyteries
throughout North America. They
have mission work in Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Kenya, Korea, Suriname,
and Uganda.
The OPC is in phase two of
ecclesiastical fellowship with the
United Reformed Churches in North

America. The two are presently
working jointly on a proposed
new Psalter Hymnal. The OPC
congregations have been using the
Trinity Hymnal, while URCNA
churches have been using the older
version of the Christian Reformed
Church Psalter Hymnal. Any reality
of the OPC and the URCNA uniting is
hindered due to the slight differences
in confessional basis (Heidelberg
and Westminster) and church polity
(government).
The OPC and another NAPARC
member, the Presbyterian Church
in America, remain on cordial terms
despite two failed merger attempts in
the 1980s. The two differ from each
other more in origin and history,
with the PCA coming out of the
PCUS, while the PCA came out of
the Southern Presbyterian Church in
1973.
The OPC is also a member of the
International Conference of Reformed
Churches, which includes Reformed
and Presbyterian denominations
from across the globe. Outside the
ICRC and NAPARC, the OPC has
relations with the African Evangelical
Presbyterian Church, the Reformed
Church in Japan, the Presbyterian
Church in Japan, and the Presbyterian
Church of Brazil.
			
1. The section about the history of the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church is edited from
its website: www.opc.org.

NAPARC Churches: Presbyterian Church in
America (PCA)

History1
The Presbyterian Church in America
(PCA) formed as part of a major realignment among US Presbyterians,
who had been divided on regional
grounds since the Civil War, between
the southern PCUS and the northernbased UPCUSA. Yet the two regional
denominations were also internally
divided between theological liberals
and conservatives. As momentum
slowly built toward unification of the
two regional denominations, conservative pastors and lay leaders became
alarmed by the PCUS’s drift from
orthodoxy and historic confessional
and biblical standards of the church.
By the 1970s, conservative pastors in
the PCUS began to plan an exit from
the denomination. This was the Presbyterian Churchmen United, formed
by more than five hundred ministers,
and the group published a statements
of their beliefs in thirty newspapers.
They sought to reaffirm the Westminster Confession of Faith as the fullest
and clearest exposition of biblical faith
and to call all pastors and leaders to
affirm the inerrancy of Scripture. They
also felt that the church should disavow the ordination of women.
The PCUS was a mostly conservative
denomination until more liberal
elements gained control in the
1950s. Conservative Presbyterians
felt that presbyteries violated the
Westminster Confession of Faith
by receiving ministers who refused
to affirm the virgin birth and the
bodily resurrection of Christ, while
also denying membership to faithful
ministers.

In December 1973, delegates
representing 260 congregations with a
combined communicant membership
of more than forty-one thousand
who had left the PCUS (Southern)
gathered at Briarwood Presbyterian
Church in Birmingham, Alabama, and
organized the National Presbyterian
Church. In 1974 they changed their
name to the Presbyterian Church in
America. These churches separated
from the Southern Presbyterian
Church in opposition to the longdeveloping theological liberalism
which denied the deity of Jesus Christ
and the inerrancy and authority of
Scripture. In addition, the PCA held
that the traditional position on the
role of women in church offices was
the biblical position.
During the 1970s, the denomination
added a significant number of
congregations outside the South when
several UPCUSA churches in Ohio
and Pennsylvania joined. This move
was precipitated by a case regarding
an ordination candidate denied by
the Pittsburgh Presbytery because
he refused to support women’s
ordination, a decision which was
upheld by the UPCUSA General
Assembly.
In 1982, the Reformed Presbyterian
Church, Evangelical Synod, joined
the Presbyterian Church in America.
The Reformed Presbyterian Church,
Evangelical Synod, had been formed
in 1965 by a merger of the Evangelical
Presbyterian Church and the
Reformed Presbyterian Church in
North America, General Synod. The
PCA had also invited the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church (OPC) and the
Reformed Presbyterian Church to

Mr. Myron 		
Rau

the merger. A second invitation to the
OPC was extended in 1986 but not
accepted.

Present
The PCA is one of the faster growing
denominations in the United States,
having experienced steady growth
since its founding in 1973. In 2012
the PCA had 1,777 congregations,
1,474 particular churches, 303
mission churches, and a membership
of 364,019 with 4,321 ordained
ministers, representing all fifty US
states, the District of Columbia, and
five Canadian provinces. More than
200 churches of the denomination are
ethnic Korean.
The Presbyterian Church in America
has a strong commitment to
evangelism, missionary work at home
and abroad, and Christian education.
From its inception, the church has
determined its purpose to be “faithful
to the Scriptures, true to the reformed
faith, and obedient to the Great
Commission.”

Missions
The PCA has its own agency for
sending missionaries around the
world, which has about six hundred
foreign missionaries working in
about sixty nations. Mission to North
America serves PCA churches and
presbyteries through the development
of evangelism and church planting in
Canada and the US. An average of three
new churches are planted in a month
in the two nations; currently there are
three hundred mission churches in
the US alone. More than 40 percent of
all congregations are less than twenty-
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five years old, due to church planting.
The PCA puts into the field the world’s
largest Presbyterian mission force.
Theological Institutions
The PCA has its own ministry
to students on college campuses,
Reformed University Fellowship; its
own camp and conference center, the
Ridge Haven Conference and Retreat
Center in Brevard, North Carolina;
its own liberal arts college, Covenant
College in Lookout Mountain,
Georgia; and its seminary, Covenant
Theological Seminary, located in
Saint Louis, Missouri. The PCA also
publishes its own denominational
magazine, By Faith.

Headquarters
The church maintains headquarters
in Lawrenceville, Georgia, a suburb
of Atlanta. The site was once the
headquarters of the PCUS, but all
offices of the united PC(USA) were
moved to Louisville, Kentucky, in
1988. The PCA ministry buildings
in Lawrenceville are the location
from which the ministries of the
denomination are coordinated.

GUARD
YOUR
HEART

Relations with Other Reformed
Churches
The PCA is a member of NAPARC and
of the World Reformed Fellowship, a
worldwide organization of churches
in which Reformed, Presbyterian, and
Reformed Baptist denominations,
congregations, and individuals can
also participate. It is a member of the
National Association of Evangelicals
(NAE).
The Presbyterian Church in America
enjoys fraternal relations with the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church. In
2008 the Presbyterian Church of
Brazil and the PCA entered into full
fraternal relationship with each other.
The National Presbyterian Church
in Mexico and the PCA also work
together in missions and evangelizing.
In 1994 The Fellowship of Reformed
Churches was formed and was a
product of the dialogue between the
PCA, the Presbyterian Church in
Brazil, and the National Presbyterian
Church in Mexico. They decided to
invite other Latin American Reformed
churches to the fellowship.
PCA missionaries have helped
found the Evangelical Presbyterian
Church in England and Wales, the

OVERCOMING THE EVIL
OF PORNOGRAPHY
Three pastors address the evil of
pornography and offer solutions for those
who struggle with it.
Rev. Hank Vander Woerd gives a practical
perspective, Rev. Wybren Oord gives a
Biblical perspective, and Rev. Dirk Poppe
gives a psychological perspective.

To order please visit:
www.reformedfellowship.net or www.amazon.com
You may also order by calling 616.532.8510
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Evangelical Presbyterian Church of
Ukraine, the Christian Presbyterian
Church in Portugal, the Evangelical
Presbyterian Reformed Church in
Colombia, the Africa Evangelical
Presbyterian Church, the Westminster
Presbyterian Church of Australia, and
the Presbyterian Church in America,
Chile.
Perhaps the most well-known
personalities of the PCA are R. C.
Sproul, who is a minister of that
denomination and founder and
chairman of Ligonier Ministries; and
the late D. James Kennedy, founder of
Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church in
Fort Lauderdale, Florida.
			
1. The section about history is edited from
the Presbyterian Church in America website:
www.pcanet.org.

Mr. Myron Rau
is the chairman of the board
of Reformed Fellowship. He
is a member of the Covenant
United Reformed Church in
Kalamazoo, MI.

Convocation at the Theological Seminary 		
in Hamilton

It was a warm and humid evening
on September 5, 2014, as many
people filed into the auditorium
of Redeemer University College in
Ancaster, Ontario. This humidity
would eventually turn into a crashing
thunderstorm,
which
echoed
throughout the building. Yet despite
some of the discomfort caused by the
conditions, it was an evening filled
with praise and thanksgiving to our
faithful God for everything that He
has given us in the past year.
After everyone was seated, including
the graduating students, professors,
and board of governors, it was clear

Speaker: Dr. T. G. Van Raalte

that we were close to a full house.
It is a wonderful thing to witness
the support that people have for the
seminary education provided by the
Canadian Reformed Theological
Seminary (CRTS)! Together, we
had the opportunity to raise our
voices in praise by singing Psalm
68:1–2, ably accompanied by Mr.
Brian Vanderhout on the organ. The
chairman of the board of governors,
Rev. Richard Aasman, then formally
opened the evening with Scripture
reading and prayer.

Mr. Gerard
Veurink

Dr. G. H. Visscher presented his
principal’s report from the past year
to those assembled. It is special to sit
and reflect on the many blessings we
as seminary community have received
from our Father in heaven. Among
other things, Dr. Visscher mentioned
that the previous year had been a year
of many firsts. It was the first year
that CRTS had been served by five
full-time professors. It was the first
time that CRTS and the Theological
University in Kampen (seminary of
our Dutch sister churches) could have
a conference dealing with the topic
of how to interpret Scripture. And

Profs/Grads (from left to right): Dr. J. Van Vliet, Dr. A. J. de Visser (seated), Dr. T. G. Van Raalte,
Tyler Vandergaag, Gerrit Bruintjes, Jeff Poort, Dr. J. Smith, Dr. G. H. Visscher (seated)

Pictures taken by Ewout de Gelder of Open Photography
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yet among all these firsts, there was
still the regular, daily instruction that
could take place. Every day, we had
the privilege of studying God’s Word
as students and professors. Speaking
of students, Dr. Visscher noted that
we had three students who would be
receiving the master of divinity degree
this evening, while we had three new
students beginning their studies, for
a total of eighteen students. While
we can and must be thankful for this,
there is still an urgent need for young
men to consider whether the Lord
has blessed them with the gifts for the
ministry of the Word.
After responding in song, Dr. T. G.
Van Raalte delivered the keynote
address, “The Reason for Our Hope:
Christ in Our Apologetics.” His speech
was tightly connected to 1 Peter 3:15:
“But in your hearts set apart Christ
as Lord. Always be prepared to give
an answer to everyone who asks you
to give the reason for the hope that
you have.” Last year was the first
time that CRTS offered a course in
apologetics (I will refrain from any
bad jokes about Canadians here). Dr.
Van Raalte pointed out that the text
had four specific points: (1) Christ as
Lord, (2) our hope, (3) people asking
the reason for our hope, and (4) our
giving the reason or explanation for
our hope. After taking us through
each of these points in some detail,

Dr. Van Raalte showed what it all
meant for our lives in a practical way
and ended with seven reflections
for apologetics. A full copy of this
speech will be published in Clarion.1
In response, we sang together Psalm
36, which speaks about the wicked
choosing lives of sin and self-delusion
but how we see light in the light of the
Lord.
The master of divinity degree was
then conferred on three graduating
students: candidate Gerrit Bruintjes,
who has accepted the call to the
Bethel Canadian Reformed Church
at Toronto; candidate Jeff Poort,
who has accepted the call to the
Grace Canadian Reformed Church
at Kerwood; and candidate Tyler
Vandergaag, who has accepted the call
to the Canadian Reformed Church
at Taber. After the degrees had been
conferred, Candidate Vandergaag
spoke a word of thanks on behalf of
the graduating students. He did so in a
serious and yet light-hearted way. He
not only reflected on the many people
who had supported them throughout
their studies but also provided some
humorous moments from their time
in the classroom over the last four
years.
Following this, the Women’s Saving
Action (a group of women who
diligently raise money for the library

at CRTS every year) presented the
principal with a check for more
than thirty-one thousand dollars.
Again, we can see in this the love and
support that is present in the churches
for their seminary! A collection was
then taken for CRTS technological
improvements while the Niagara
Voice of Praise Choir entertained the
audience with two musical pieces.
Following the singing of “A Mighty
Fortress Is Our God,” Rev. Anthon
Souman, a member of the board of
governors, closed the evening with
prayer, after which we sang our
national anthem.
But just because the formal part of
the evening was ended, the festivities
were not yet over. There was an
opportunity to congratulate each of
the graduates and their families and
to enjoy a time of fellowship over
refreshments. While the evening was
formally closed before 10:00 p.m., a
large number of people did not leave
until well after 11. It was a time where
many reconnections could take place.
Many of the current students had been
busy with internships in Canada, the
United States, and around the world!
It was a time to share our experiences
with not only fellow students and
professors but also people from the
local churches who had an interest
in hearing what the students at CRTS
were busy with. We thank the Lord
for the many blessings he has given
us as a seminary community and as
churches of our Lord Jesus Christ. We
pray that He would continue to bless
us all in this coming academic year.
			
1. For further information about this
magazine, see www.clarionmagazine.ca

Shop Amazon and support Reformed Fellowship.
Amazon will donate .5% of every eligible purchase to help fund continued
publishing of The Outlook, Reformed books & Bible study materials.
Go to smile.amazon.com, simply type in “Reformed Fellowship Inc” in the
charitable organization section to sign up, and start shopping!
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Gerard Veurink
is a student at the Canadian
Reformed Theological Seminary in
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada.

Letter to the Editor

Dear brother Oord,
Thank you for your excellent and
thorough summary of Synod
Visalia as it appeared in the July/
August 2014 edition of The Outlook.
I am particularly interested in and
wish to interact with your remarks
concerning our relations as United
Reformed Churches with the
Canadian Reformed Churches.
It is encouraging to read your personal
testimony with regard to your own
interaction and engagement with
the Canadian Reformed Churches,
that over the past thirty years and
particularly since moving to serve a
URC congregation in Canada, your
“experiences have been very positive.”
That, by God’s grace, has generally
and increasingly been the experience
of many of us.
You present a number of good
suggestions as to what would need
to happen if ever we are to make
more progress toward complete
unity with the Canadian Reformed
Churches. With appreciation, I
would like, however to address some
of the matters that I believe to be
either incomplete, inaccurate, or
uncharitable.
With regard to what was for many
a real highlight of the Synod, the
Colloquium on Covenant, you very
helpfully conclude that “most of
the delegates to Synod have become
convinced that there are very few, if
any, theological differences between
our two federations.” It is very
important that such a significant
conclusion not be minimized.
Specifically, it was the aspect of

Rev. John A. 		
Bouwers

Confessional agreement that was
demonstrated and experienced in the
public discussion between the four
professors. Dr. Venema concluded
for both of the URC participants as
follows:
the discussion that we’ve had thus
far confirms what Dr. Godfrey
and I have experienced in our
discussion with Drs. Van Raalte
and Van Vliet. That is, though
we have some difference by
virtue of history and other kinds
of influences, I don’t think that
we’ve found in the course of our
discussions back and forth that
there was a matter of substance
that touched upon our integrity
in terms of the Confessions.
As such, many delegates expressed
their great appreciation for the
Colloquium. One fraternal delegate
from the OPC expressed to many of us
that his experience of witnessing the
Colloquium that evening contributed
to that day being for him his best
experience ever at an ecclesiastical
assembly.
The demonstrated Confessional
agreement provides the necessary
foundation for any progress that
might ever be hoped for, ecumenically.
Perhaps the Colloquium itself, and
the general concept of more face to
face interaction, will also provide
something of a model for continued
discussion on the sticky, practical
challenges, as was suggested both on
the floor of Synod and in your recent
review article: “If we are proceed
toward full unity with the CanRC, we

must begin to discuss our differences.”
This is sound advice.
At the same time we need to be
careful not to exacerbate our
differences by speaking inaccurately
and uncharitably. It is suggested,
quite uncharitably, that our CERCU
committee for Ecumenical Relations
and Church Unity is viewed with
fear by many of our congregations.
Whereas it shouldn’t surprise anyone
that the committee has always sought
to promote the cause of ecumenicity,
working “with a view toward
complete church unity” according
to the synodical mandate given it
by the churches, it also needs to
be appreciated that the committee
sought to be somewhat tentative in
alerting the churches to a potential
move toward a Phase 3a relationship
in 2016, not 2014. That the response
of Synod Visalia was, effectively, not
to encourage the committee to come
with such a recommendation in 2016
is a speaking of the churches that the
committee takes seriously. According
to the committee’s mandate, however,
continued encouragement toward
greater unity ought to continue,
ideally with all of the churches of
NAPARC, not least of which, the
Canadian Reformed. Real, practical
challenges will certainly continue to
have to be addressed.
That certain American brothers
appear to have been offended by the
language of the recent CERCU report
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to Synod to the effect that progress
in these relations is much more
advanced in Canada, generally, is
unfortunate. Perhaps the manner of
this communication was somewhat
clumsy, but the comment was meant
merely as an observation and was not
meant to be offensive. Nevertheless
the reality remains, and the reaction
demonstrates it, there remains a
certain unfamiliarity between us as
URC churches ourselves. In addition,
the American/Canadian differential
in terms of the way URCs relate to the
Canadian Reformed remains a real
challenge. It is also a simple fact that
the willingness to engage the matter
of getting to know the Canadian
Reformed has not been embraced
with the same enthusiasm in every
US classis. Some of our US classes
have done an outstanding job in these
efforts, others less so. This may reflect
other concerns that require continued
discussion, but, it is what it is.
Speaking as a Canadian pastor in the
URC, I would have to say that, in some
very significant ways, I have more
theological and practical affinity with
brothers in the Canadian Reformed
Churches than with some American
brothers in our own federation who
live at great geographical distances
from me. I do not say this to be
at all disparaging of the unity we
certainly do enjoy within the URC.
In fact, I find the diversity we already
do enjoy to be a great blessing and
encouragement, especially when
that diversity is anchored with a
robust commitment to Confessional
integrity. I would only maintain that
such diversity within confessional
bounds ought to argue for the
inclusion of the Canadian Reformed,
among a number of others, as the
Colloquium recently demonstrated.
So, let’s continue to talk, as you
suggest, and get down to brass tacks.
Some of the matters you itemized
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may be a helpful starting point. On
a number of the matters, it should be
borne in mind, we have already made
more progress together than your
article suggests.
On the Song Book, you speak of our
own committee “jumping ship” and
hopping on board with the OPC instead.
The language is a little uncharitable and
sensationalistic. It also fails to appreciate
acknowledgments already made from
both of our respective synods. With
the realization that our respective
musical inheritances are somewhat
more disparate than we might have
initially thought, in 2007, the synods
of both of our respective federations
went on record to acknowledge that
agreement on a songbook should not
be a precondition for unity.1
When it comes to the matter of the
Proposed Joint Church Order, your
language is again a trifle uncharitable
and sensationalistic. To say that
the committee from the URC side
“sold the farm” and “adopted the
Canadian Reformed Church Order
in its entirety” is quite irresponsible
and inaccurate. Ask someone who is
Canadian Reformed if the proposal
has adopted the Canadian Reformed
Church Order in its entirety and
you will soon realize that the careful
work of the Joint Church Order
Committee involved a lot more
mutual “accommodation” (which is
not the same as to say “compromise”)
than you are giving them credit
for. Aa a case in point, you go on to
suggest in your article that according
to the PJCO the only way of being
admitted to the Lord’s Supper is by
means of the typically Canadian
Reformed practice of presenting a
“travel attestation.” A careful reading
of PJCO Article 43 reveals, however,
that while this approach is allowed, so
is the way most of our URC churches
presently do it.2 None of this is to
suggest that all of the challenges have
magically disappeared, but as you

also acknowledge, helpfully, there is
still a lot we can learn from each other
in the process of working through the
challenges. There are even, ironically
as you say, but not surprisingly, as
many of us have come to witness
and experience, many things we can
learn from the Canadian Reformed,
particularly in the way the local
churches engage themselves in their
general Synod that would actually
help protect from hierarchicalism
that we so much dread.
Once again, there was much that
was positive and helpful about your
reporting of Synod. Please receive
this interaction as an expression
of the desire to continue to engage
the matter, to grow in trust and
understanding together, and to
address together whatever challenges
and obstacles that stand in our way.
With warm fraternal regards, in
Christ,
Rev. John A. Bouwers
Immanuel ORC (URCNA)
Jordan, ON
And, just one further brief note: the
fraternal observer from the Free
Reformed Churches should be Ed
Laman.
			
1. CanRC Acts of Synod Smithers 2007,
Article 104.4.5.2.1 and URCNA Acts of
Synod Schererville 2007, Article 78.10.
2. From the 2012 edition of the PJCO:
Article 43
Admission to the Lord’s Supper
The consistory shall supervise participation at
the Lord’s Supper. To that end, the consistory
shall admit to the Lord’s Supper only those
members who have made public profession
of the Reformed faith and lead a godly life.
The consistory may also admit visitors who
profess the Reformed faith provided that it
secures from them a satisfactory testimony
in either written or verbal form about their
doctrine, life, and church membership.

The Editor’s Response

I appreciated your response to the
review of the 2014 URCNA Synod. It
should not be surprising that a group
of churches that left a denomination
because of actions done by that
denomination’s Synods and its
committees have a fear of synodical
committees. For those who went
through the split, those wounds are
still very fresh. While that may sound
uncharitable, one need but observe
the discussions on the floor of Synod
to realize it is true.
The problem that we are facing is
not a failure to recognize the CanRC
as a true church. Rather, it is the
perceived insistence that we become
identical, that is, same song book,
same church order, etc. While that
may be a noble goal to attain, many
remain unconvinced that such a goal
is necessary. Is uniformity what Jesus
requires of the churches in His highpriestly prayer? If it is, then we should
be working toward that within our
own federation before trying to unite
with another federation.
CERCU seems to be pushing for
uniformity between two federations.
At the same time we claim to enjoy
the diversity found within our own
federation. Canadian Reformed
pastor Rev. Clarence Bouwman
writes in The Overflowing Riches
of My God, “as one considers the

Rev. Wybren
Oord

catholicity of the church, one notices
differences between the churches in
Africa and the churches in Australia
and the churches in Canada. Do
the differences not take away from
the catholicity of the church (or its
unity, for that matter” (p. 279). Rev.
Bouwman answers his own question
on the next page: “In no place on
earth is the church Christ gathers a
carbon copy of His work in another
place. In the one, catholic church of
the Lord many different historical,
ethnic, cultural and linguistic contexts
abound. Yet all the while, the same

work of redemption is proclaimed
and embraced, and people dead in
sin are raised to new life. Unity does
not mean uniformity, and catholicity
does not mean sameness.”
Perhaps this exchange can be the
beginning of a dialogue in which
CERCU can explain if uniformity
between the two federations is
being pursued, and, if so, why two
federations that recognize diversity
within the true church of Jesus Christ
seem to be so hard at work trying to
become identical.

Seeking Full-Time Minister
Messiah’s Independent Reformed Church of Holland,
Michigan, is seeking a full-time Pastor.
We are a conservative confessional church of
seventy-three families, upholding the “Three Forms
of Unity” as well as the inerrancy of Scripture.
Those interested may contact us by email:
search@m-irc.org

Review of URCNA Classis Meetings

Classis Michigan of the URCNA
The forty-third meeting of Classis
Michigan was hosted by Cornerstone
United Reformed Church of
Hudsonville, Michigan, on October
14 2014. Twenty-three delegates
from the twelve area URC churches
joined together in the sanctuary of
Cornerstone for the deliberations of
the day. The meeting was ably led by
Elder Glen Hop as chairman, assisted
by Rev. Jason Tuinstra serving as vicechairman.
Classis devoted the first part of the
morning to the hearing of numerous
routine reports from appointees of
Classis committees and functionaries.
After the morning coffee break, the
delegates turned their attention to the
main item on the agenda: that of the
candidacy examination of Mr. James
Roosma. Prior to lunch, the delegates
had the privilege of hearing general
reports of how the Lord is continuing
His work within the congregations
of Trinity, Dutton, and Eastmanville
United Reformed Churches.
After a refreshing noon meal and
updates from Rev. Zach Wyse and Rev.
Allen VanderPol concerning their
respective labors in church planting
and theological instruction, the
delegates returned to the examination

of Mr. Roosma. Mr. Roosma was
thoroughly examined in a variety of
areas, including biblical knowledge
and exegesis, confessional knowledge,
Reformed doctrine, and with other
subject matters. After approximately
five hours of examination, Classis
determined that Mr. Roosma had
sustained his exam and was eligible
to be declared a candidate for the
ministry by his overseeing consistory,
Faith United Reformed Church of
Holland, Michigan.
Prior to adjournment, Classis dealt
carefully with numerous requests for
advice in discipline matters. According
to the URCNA Church Order
Article 55, there are 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.
The requests were handled in the
prayerful hope that the Lord would
use such discipline to recover the

erring member, protect the local
congregation, and bring glory of His
own name. In its final action of the
day, Classis set a date of June 23, 2015,
for its next meeting, DV.
Humbly submitted,
Rev. G. Lubbers
Clerk of Classis

URCNA Classis Pacific Northwest
The eighteen churches of Classis
Pacific Northwest of the United
Reformed Churches in North
America met at the Immanuel’s
Reformed Church in Salem, Oregon,
on October 14 and 15, 2014. Rev. Ed
Marcusse, minister of the convening
church, led the delegates in devotions.
Rev. Christopher Folkerts led the
meeting as chairman.
Two exciting events included, first,
the Colloquium Doctum of Rev.
David Inks. After being examined
in several areas, Rev. Inks was
congratulated and declared a minister
of the Word and sacraments among
the United Reformed Churches in
North America. A prayer of thanks
was given by Elder Stan Cotta of
Fresno, California.
The second exciting event was the
candidacy examination of Mr. Russell

APPOINTMENT OF GENERAL MANAGER ANNOUNCED
The Board of Reformed Fellowship announces the appointment of a new General Manager. At its October meeting, the board
appointed Dan Van Dyke as General Manager. Dan had been a member of the board since January 2013. He is a member of
Bethany United Reformed Church in Wyoming, Michigan. Dan just recently retired from the printing business.
During his short time serving on the board, Dan has displayed a great deal of enthusiasm for the cause of Reformed Fellowship
and initiated various ideas that were adopted. During that year Dan diligently became intimately familiar with the organization.
Due to his business background, Dan was assigned to assist Business Manager Shellie Terpstra in executing some of the duties
that the former General Manager performed. A number of applicants were interviewed and considered during the search process.
Until early 2013, Henry Gysen served as General Manager while also serving as board president. Dan will be an employee of the
board and will not remain as a member of the board.
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Herman. Mr. Herman gave a good
testimony of his ability in several
areas of the examination. Afterwards,
he was informed that he sustained
every area of the exam except biblical
exegesis and confessional knowledge.
Classis adopted an overture from Zion
United Reformed Church requesting
that the URCNA discontinue all
further action toward unification
with the Canadian Reformed
Churches (CanRC) and specifically
advancement to Phase Three, Step A.
Background to the purpose for the
overture included the hesitancy and
resistance by a significant majority
of members and consistories in
the URCNA to move forward with
complete union with the CanRC. Also
noted was that despite the resistance,
CERCU has continued to pursue
full unification with the Canadian
Reformed churches and plans to
recommend to Synod Wyoming 2016
that the URCNA proceed to Phase
Three, Step A of church unity with
the Canadian Reformed churches.
Grounds included CERCU’s report
that two-thirds of the federation does
not approve of unification with the
Canadian Reformed churches and are
resistant to CERCU’s proceedings.
A second overture adopted by Classis
asks Synod to give clear, well-defined,
and appropriate guidelines for
speeches made by fraternal delegates
who speak at Synod. Delegates
were reminded in this overture that
some delegates give overly long and
unhelpful speeches at Synod.
A third overture to Classis sought
an overture to Synod to declare
that the Proposed Joint Church
Order is unusable. Citing from the
Foundational Principles of Reformed
Church Government of the URCNA
Church Order, this overture argued
that the Proposed Joint Church Order
violated our particular expressions of
the very principles upon which the
URCNA Church Order is founded.
This overture was also adopted.

Two Overtures by Classis
Pacific Northwest
The following overtures were adopted
by Classis Pacific Northwest to
forward to the URCNA Synod.

Overture re union with the
Canadian Reformed Churches:
Zion United Reformed Church
overtures Classis Pacific Northwest
to overture Synod Wyoming 2016 to
direct CERCU to discontinue all further
action, advancement, processes, efforts
or steps towards unification with the
Canadian Reformed Churches and
specifically advancement to Phase
Three, Step A.
Background:
1. URCNA was formed as a separate
denomination in 1996; only 18 years ago
and we are thus a very young federation.
2. From very early in the existence of
the URCNA there have been efforts to
pursue both unity and union with the
Canadian Reformed Churches.
3. The URCNA presently enjoys Phase
II Ecclesiastical Fellowship with the
Canadian Reformed Churches.
4. Efforts to move forward to full unity
have been met with hesitancy and
resistance by a significant majority
of members and consistories in the
URCNA (CERCU Report to Synod
Visalia 2014, Provisional Agenda p. 77.)
5. Notwithstanding this resistance
CERCU has continued to pursue
full unification with the Canadian
Reformed Churches culminating in
a CERCU’s proposal to Synod Visalia
2014 that Synod Visalia encourage
CERCU in its plans to recommend to
Synod Wyoming 2016 that the URCNA
proceed to Phase Three Step A of church
unity with the Canadian Reformed
Churches.

6. Synod Visalia 2014 voted to table
indefinitely CERCU’s proposal.
Grounds:
1. This Overture is appropriate because
this matter cannot be settled in any
narrower assembly, Church Order,
Article 25.
2. By CERCU’s own advice, two-thirds
of the federation does not approve
of unification with the Canadian
Reformed Churches and is resistant
to CERCU’s proceedings. Provisional
Agenda, Page 77, Synod Visalia 2014
3. The URCNA’s current Phase II status
of unity with the Canadian Reformed
Churches is altogether satisfactory
and effective and no compelling need
to proceed to total union is presented.
4. No cogent affirmative case for
pursuing union has been made by
CERCU.
5. The process of pursuing union with
the Canadian Reformed churches
has been significantly distracting and
has drawn important attention and
resources from other critical matters
such as missions, evangelism and
the very unity that we now do share
and appreciate with the Canadian
Reformed Churches
6. Phase II Ecclesiastical Fellowship
with the Canadian Reformed
Churches presently satisfies biblical
requirements for pursuing Christian
unity.
7. The URCNA federation is still
very young and continues to finish
and perfect within its own broader
assemblies the processes of complete
and effective union in matters such
as improvement of the current
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9. Staying in Phase II for the foreseeable
future will in no way prejudice later
initiatives to advance unity with the
Canadian Reformed Churches.

was received from this committee
asking that the work be discontinued
and declaring that the committee had
fulfilled its mandate. In requesting
dissolution, this committee found “ . .
. that one of the principles of church
government that is especially dear to
the churches of our federation is that
“the church is governed by elders, not
by broader assemblies” (Foundational
Principles, 5). Yet, in going through
the PJCO we discovered, again and
again, that our particular expressions
of this principle are consistently being
violated.” To substantiate this finding
the committee noted the following
instances:

The overture is moved and supported.
Adopted

• Article 4A—the churches shall
maintain a seminary

Overture re the proposed joint
church order being unusable.

• Article 4B—Licensure by classis

church order, liturgical forms and the
songbook among other issues.
8. The current status of unity, i.e.
Phase II that the URCNA has with
federations such as the OPC and
RPCNA is sufficient and satisfactory
for all present needs and concerns and
remaining in Phase II with Canadian
Reformed Churches is workable,
practicable and efficient and has
heretofore had entirely satisfactory
results.

Background:
The Proposed Joint Church Order,
(hereafter referred to as the PJCO),
was submitted to Synod London 2010
by the PJCO Committee for comment
and evaluation. Article 41 of the Acts
of Synod 2010 includes the following
decision: “That Synod accept for
continued study the PJCO 2010 as the
Church Order for a united federation
of the United Reformed Churches
in North America and the Canadian
Reformed Churches.”
At Synod 2012, refinements to the
original documents were received and
referred to the churches for evaluation.
Special note was made at Synod 2012
that no comments had been received
from the churches in the intervening
time.
During the meeting of Classis Pacific
Northwest at Lynden on October 16–
17, 2012, a committee was appointed
to evaluate the PJCO and propose
such changes as are necessary so that
the PJCO, so modified, could replace
our current Church Order. At the
meeting of Classis Pacific Northwest
at Ripon on February 25, 2014 a report
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• Article 4C—Candidacy by the
classis with concurring advice from
deputies
• Article 5—advice of counselor
appointed by classis
• Article 6—classis shall ensure the
good order of the calling process
• Article 9—concurring advice of the
deputies of regional synod
• Article 12—classis may extend his
eligibility for call
• Article 5, 6, 14, 38, 52, 53—
synodically approved liturgical form
(rather than “appropriate liturgical
form”)
• Article 25E—delegation to Regional
Synod & Synod
• Article 27—Counselors
• Article 28–29—Regional Synods
• Article 36—songs need to be
approved by General Synod
• Article 37—admission to the pulpit
Overture:
The consistory of Immanuel’s
Reformed Church of Salem Oregon
overtures Classis Pacific Northwest
to Overture the next Synod of the

United Reformed Churches to declare
that the Proposed Joint Church
Order (a church order proposed for
use in the prospective union of the
United Reformed Churches with the
Canadian Reformed Churches) is
unusable for that purpose.
Grounds:
The church order we currently use
or any future church order which we
might adopt, cannot so thoroughly
vacate a principle (principle #5)
that we hold dear, a principle which
we find thoroughly scriptural in its
foundation. We note specifically:
1. The Foundational Principles of
Reformed Church Government of
the URCNA are derived from Holy
Scripture.
2. The church order that is currently
in use by the URCNA closely follows
these Foundational Principles of
Reformed Church Government.
3. Any future church order which we
might adopt, either within the United
Reformed Churches or in a proposed
federation with other orthodox
reformed churches must also closely
follow these Foundational Principles
of Reformed Church Government.
4. The Proposed Joint Church
Order with the Canadian Reformed
Church does not closely follow these
Foundational Principles of Reformed
Church Government.
For greater certainty, Principle #5 is
quoted below:
5. The Lord gave no permanent
universal, national or regional offices
to His church. The office of elder
(presbyter/episkopos) is clearly local in
authority and function; thus, Reformed
church government is presbyterial,
since the church is governed by elders,
not by broader assemblies.
Acts 14:23; 20:17,28; Titus 1:5.
The overture is moved and supported.
Adopted
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FEDERAL VISION

A CANADIAN REFORMED PASTOR’S PERSPECTIVE
Many of the churches with membership in the North American Presbyterian and
Reformed Council (NAPARC) have condemned Federal Vision theology. But where
do the Canadian Reformed Churches stand on this issue? In this booklet, Canadian
Reformed pastor Wes Bredenhof presents the view that Federal Vision falls outside
the bounds of the Three Forms of Unity. He explains that Federal Vision advocates
have no credible claim to the theological heritage of the Canadian Reformed
Churches. Finally, he calls for his own church federation to clearly recognize Federal
Vision theology as a deviation from the orthodox faith.
To order please visit: www.reformedfellowship.net or
www.amazon.com
You may also order by calling 616.532.8510
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