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I

Rev. Wybren  
OordThe Forgotten Holy Day

n Canada, as well as in the United 
States, we like to bunch our holidays 
together. We like to get them as close 
to Sunday as we can so that we can 
have a long weekend every month. 
North of the border we may not even 
remember what the occasion is for the 
holiday; we just refer to it as May-long-
weekend, or whatever month it may 
be. We love our holidays. After all, it 
means time off from school or work. 
There is some extra time to spend with 
family and friends. And, who knows, 
there may even be a parade.

That’s what makes it so strange when 
one of the great religious holy days 
has been lost in the shuffle. Religious 
holy days seem to be important even 
for people who are not religious. 
What person regardless of religious 
affiliation or lack thereof doesn’t 
celebrate Christmas in one 
way or another? People 
may substitute a man 
in a red suit for the true 
meaning of the day, but 
everybody seems to make 
a big deal out of Christmas.

You want to stimulate the 
economy? Make it some 

big holiday. Celebrate the birth of a 
couple of our presidents by buying 
a new high-definition television. 
Celebrate the independence of 
our country by buying all kinds of 
fireworks. Celebrate October 31 by 
buying all kinds of masks and candy. 
But there are no Hallmark cards, no 
days off from school, or Best Buy 
sales on Ascension Day. Even most 
calendars decorated with Bible verses 
do not include Ascension Day among 
all the other days that they list.

The ascension of Jesus occurred forty 
days after Jesus rose from the dead. It 
is recorded in a matter-of-fact way in 
Acts 1.

So we count forty days, and there is 
this great holy day for us to celebrate. 
But we don’t. Why has this holiday 
been lost? Why don’t people close 

their offices and their factories to 
celebrate the ascension of Jesus into 
heaven? Is it because it isn’t true? Is 
it because it isn’t all that important? 
Is it not meaningful? Those are the 
three questions we will look at in this 
article.

Is It True?
First, has Ascension Day been 
forgotten because we don’t believe 
that it is true? That’s a good question 
to ask, because if it isn’t true then we 
don’t need to celebrate it. In fact, we 
shouldn’t celebrate it.

We have to admit that the ascension 
of Jesus is a hard thing to believe. It is 
an event that contradicts our view of 
the world. We know enough science 
to know that objects, let alone 
human beings, do not rise up into 

the heavens without some 
kind of propellant vehicle.

Of course, if you refuse 
to believe that Jesus 
could ascend into heaven 
under His own power, 
you have to admit that 
the events that surround 
Christmas and Easter also 
are unbelievable from a 
scientific standpoint.

After He said this, He was taken up before their very eyes, 
and a cloud hid Him from their sight.     

—Acts 1:9
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Even so, we fully acknowledge that Mary, a virgin, conceived Jesus 
through the special power of the Holy Spirit of God and that when 
He was born He was born as the Son of God.

We dearly recall how the angels sang to the shepherds; how wise men 
were led by a star in the sky to worship the one born King of the Jews. 
These supernatural events are the foundation of Christmas. They 
focus upon the humiliation of the Son of God who came into the 
world to save us from our sins.

Part of His humiliation was that He was beaten and spit upon, 
and a crown of thorns was placed upon His head. He was cruelly 
crucified, and to make sure that He was really dead a spear was 
thrust into His side.

Yet, on the Sunday morning after acknowledging that gruesome 
event, we all gather in church—visitors come from far and wide—to 
celebrate that this once-dead Jesus rose from the grave. Unbelievable! 
But it is all there on the pages of the Bible in black and white.

Just as straightforward as the birth of Jesus and the resurrection of 
Jesus, we read, “After He said this, He was taken up before their very 
eyes, and a cloud hid Him from their sight” (Acts 1:9).

The Bible insists that Jesus was born in a supernatural way; He died a 
most horrible death; He rose again from the dead; and He ascended 
into heaven. No questions asked. At least not in the Bible. It cannot 
be said that the ascension is more mysterious than Christmas or 
Easter and therefore we do not believe it or celebrate it. If you cannot 
believe that the ascension took place, you should not believe in the 
incarnation or resurrection, either.

ASCENSION
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Is It Important?
Because we do celebrate Christmas and Easter and acknowledge 
that the events surrounding those two holy days are true, we must 
also accept the supernatural events surrounding Ascension Day as 
being true.

So then, going back to my original question, why is this the forgotten 
holy day? Why does the world choose to ignore this holy day while 
celebrating the others? Why do so many people and churches ignore 
this holy day? Is it because the ascension of Jesus into heaven is an 
unimportant event?

We are more than willing to acknowledge that the Son of God came 
into the world to save us from our sins. We are more than willing to 
acknowledge that the sinless Jesus took upon Himself our sins and 
paid the price for them on the cross. We are more than willing to 
believe that Jesus rose from the dead, thereby conquering death for 
those who believe in Him.

Do you see where the focus on all of those events is? The focus is on 
us. He came to save us. He died to reconcile us. He rose to bring the 
victory to us. In our worldly, self-centered minds, we are concerned 
only about us.

We are more than willing to praise God for the humiliation of His 
Son. When it comes to His glorification, however—when He is 
exalted and the Father declares His work on earth as done and He 
rises up into the heavens to take His rightful place at the right hand 
of the Father—we have other plans. How dare the elders suggest that 
we should honor this day! It’s Thursday. I have things to do.

The irony of it all is that, even now, Jesus is working for us in heaven. 
He makes intercession for us before the Father. He is our Advocate.

In a way the ascension of Jesus 
is the most important teaching 
about Jesus that we have. This is 
the last great act He performed 
while on this earth. Everything 
else led up to His being received 
in the throne room of heaven 
where He would take His rightful 
place as ruler over the universe. 
That is where He is now.

Thank God He is there now! 
Can you imagine coming before 
the Father with all of your 
sins exposed and not having 
Jesus there at your side as your 
Advocate? Can you imagine 
not having Jesus in heaven with 
His nail-pierced hands saying 
to the great Creator of heaven 
and earth—the one who will not 
tolerate sin or permit it to come 
into His presence—“For this 
one I died. I paid the penalty for 
his sin.”

ASCENSION
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Is It Meaningful?
The reason this holy day is forgotten is 
because the ascension of Jesus Christ 
into heaven is where Christianity 
becomes meaningful for everyday 
life. Here is where it starts to make a 
difference.

Very simply put: Nobody is threatened 
by Christmas. The story of a baby 
born in a manger so many years ago 
is interesting and winsome. So long 
as Jesus is a baby the world can look 
at Him and sing, “Come, let us adore 
Him.” It does not have to sing, “Come, 
let us worship Him.” While the 
baby Jesus may be the object of our 
attention, the world is not threatened 
by Him.

Nor is the world all that threatened 
by Easter. Easter is a great victory. To 
celebrate Easter is to recognize that 
some great event took place in human 
history. Someone who was dead was 
reported to come alive.

Easter is like the great victory of some 
come-from-behind team. It is the 
David and Goliath story; Gideon with 
his three hundred men against the 

Philistines. All the odds are against 
the home team—no way can they 
win—and suddenly in the end they 
pull it off. Oh, what a great story.

Look at all the things Jesus had going 
against Him: the Romans, the scribes 
and the Pharisees, everybody in 
power hated Him, and He was such 
a nice person. Look at the stories He 
told and all the people He healed. 
Everybody loved Him, except those 
in power, so they killed Him.

But Jesus had the last word. He 
messed up their plans completely. 
He rose from the dead. What a great 
victory. We are jubilant. We are happy. 
Our team wins. That’s the way many 
people celebrate Easter. It isn’t all that 
threatening to them.

But the ascension is different. The 
important aspect of the ascension 
is not all the physical events that 
surround it. Jesus rose up into the sky 
before the startled eyes of His apostles. 
That certainly is a remarkable fact, 
but it is not the central fact.

The central fact is that now all 
authority in heaven and on earth is 
given over to Jesus Christ. He is ruling 
the world. He is alive and well—in 
heaven—and He comes to meet each 
and every one of us in His glory and in 
His power and His majesty. He comes 
to us as our ruler and demands that 
we respond in faith and obedience.

One day this very same Jesus will 
come again. Every person that ever 
walked upon this globe is going to see 
Jesus when He comes again. When He 
does, you will do one of two things: 
You will call for the mountains to fall 
upon you and the rocks to cover you, 
or you will rejoice with great joy.

One day every creature, every 
person, WILL bow down before Him. 
Willingly or unwillingly, everyone will 
acknowledge Jesus as Lord of lords 
and King of kings. One day, willingly 
or unwillingly, you will worship Him 

not just on Sunday or on Thursday 
but every day for all eternity.

As long as we ignore that truth 
Christianity doesn’t bother us all 
that much. We can join the crowds 
of Christmas in singing Christmas 
carols and enjoy the Easter parades, 
but our Christianity will not change 
us. We can claim to be Christians and 
live like the rest of the world.

As soon as we begin to see that Jesus 
rules over this world, we may have 
to change a few things in our lives. 
Instead of building up our American 
idol, we may be compelled to worship 
the one true God. Instead of spending 
hours watching television, we may 
be compelled to spend some time in 
prayer and in Bible reading. Instead 
of arguing with people, we may want 
to tell them about Jesus. Instead of 
holding grudges and talking behind 
people’s backs, we may be compelled 
to love them and forgive them.

That is why Ascension Day is the 
forgotten holy day. It is not just that 
we don’t want to count forty days after 
Easter to see when Jesus ascended. 
We don’t want to remember this day 
because, if we do, it means we have to 
reckon with the ascended Lord.

If Jesus of Nazareth truly ascended 
into heaven as the Bible teaches, then 
He is ruling over all of heaven and 
earth. He is ruling over you. That 
should have some effect on your life. 
A true acknowledgment of Jesus as 
the Lord of your life will change your 
life right down to its deepest roots. 
Everything you do, say, and think will 
be influenced by the Christ who is 
King in your life.

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

The central fact is that 
now all authority in 

heaven and on earth 
is given over to Jesus 

Christ. He is ruling the 
world. He is alive and 
well—in heaven—and 

He comes to meet each 
and every one of us 

in His glory and in His 
power and His majesty. 
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Turning, finally, to the book of Zechariah we 
find the angel of the Lord mentioned in several 
instances. In Zechariah 1, the prophet had a 
vision in which an angel explained the meaning 
of what he had seen. An interesting detail is 
added, however, for the text says, “and they 
[riders on the horses] reported to the angel of 
the Lord” (v. 1). Following their report, the angel 
of the Lord converses with the Lord Almighty 
and pleads for mercy to be shown to Jerusalem 
and the “towns of Judah” (v. 12). Apparently 
God hearkened to this angel’s plea, for we read, 
“So the Lord spoke kind and comforting words 
to the angel who talked with me” (v. 13). From 
this we can deduce that the angel of the Lord 
is superior to the angel who reported to him 
and that the prayer of the angel of the Lord is 
effective with God. The angel of the Lord then 
commands Zechariah to proclaim the word of 
the Lord. He gives his command as though God 
is speaking: “This is what the Lord Almighty 
says: ‘I am jealous for Jerusalem and Zion’” (v. 
14). We see, then, that the angel of the Lord is 
separate from and distinct from God and yet 
speaks as God. It appears, therefore, that the will 
of the angel of the Lord and the will of the Lord 
Almighty are one and the same. Thus, the angel 
of the Lord is more than an ordinary angel and 
may be considered God’s equal.

In Zechariah 3, we find “Joshua the high priest 
standing before the angel of the Lord and Satan” 
(v. 1). We read that the Lord rebuked Satan (v. 
2). It is likely that this rebuke was administered 
through the mouth of the angel of the Lord, for 
when Joshua’s clothes are changed and he and his 
fellow priests are recommissioned, it is the angel 
of the Lord who gives the charge to Joshua (vv. 
6–7). Again we observe here that the angel of the 
Lord speaks as God would in giving this charge. 
We once again see the angel as God’s equal. Can 
He be considered other than the second person 
of the Godhead, the pre-incarnate Christ? 
Evidently not. That is why the church has always 
regarded Him as such.

Dr. Harry 
ArnoldThe Angel of the Lord (5)    

In Zechariah 12, the Lord is portrayed as coming to “save the 
dwellings of Judah” (v. 7). It is God who will deliver Judah and 
Jerusalem from all their enemies. He will deliver them by means of 
the house of David with “the angel of God going before them” (v. 8). 
Once again we note that the same angel of the Lord who led Israel 
through the desert and into the Promised Land is now going to lead 
them to victory in the day of God’s intervention. “On that day I will 
set out to destroy all the nations that attack Jerusalem” (v. 9). God’s 
angel is one with the Lord Almighty in caring for, delivering, and 
saving His people. Thus, we can believe that the angel of the Lord is 
truly God, co-equal and co-eternal with the Lord Almighty Himself.

Some of the things we can learn from this study of the angel of the 
Lord assure us of the following:

1. He did things that only God can do. Thus, for example, He 
promised to greatly increase Hagar’s descendants (Gen. 16:9).

2. He acted as God and made promises which only God can make. 
So, for example, He halted Abraham’s upraised arm in readiness to 
slay Isaac and then swore by Himself to “make your descendants as 
numerous as the stars in the sky” (Gen. 22:17). He also promised 
an earthly possession and that Abraham’s offspring would bless all 
nations (Gen. 22:17–18). If this angel of the Lord were not God’s 
equal, then these promises would be blasphemous.

In short, we may say 
that the appearances 
of the angel of the 
Lord reveal the loving 
care of the Son of 
God for the church He 
would someday come 
to redeem with His 
precious blood.



3. The angel of the Lord clearly identified Himself as God when He told 
Jacob that He is “the God of Bethel” (Gen. 31:13).

4. The angel of the Lord showed Himself to be one with God when He 
appeared to Moses “in flames of fire from within a bush” (Exod. 3:2). Yet 
when Moses approached the burning bush, He spoke as God and identified 
Himself as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” 
(Exod. 3:6).

5. The angel of the Lord is said to have fought for Israel when “in front of 
Israel’s army” (Exod. 14:19) and then positioned Himself between Israel 
and the pursuing Egyptians so that Israel could go forward in light while 
darkness pervaded Israel’s rear and the pursuing Egyptian army. Thus, the 
Lord fought for Israel against Egypt (Exod. 14:25).

6. The angel of the Lord and God Himself often alternate speaking as though 
they are one and the same. Thus, in Judges 6:11–24 we find in verse 12 that 
the angel of the Lord is speaking, while in verse 14 it is the Lord speaking. 
Similarly, in verse 16 the Lord is speaking to Gideon while in verse 20 it 
is the angel of the Lord who tells Gideon how to offer his sacrifice to the 
Lord. Surely the Lord and the angel of the Lord are one and the same here.

7. To see the angel of the Lord is the same as seeing God Himself. When 
Manoah realized that he and his wife had been visited by the angel of the 
Lord, he cried out, “We are doomed to die! We have seen God” (Judg. 
13:22). No words could make this identity any plainer.

Unfortunately, those religious sects which deny God as a triune God also 
deny the revelation of the angel of the Lord as the second person of the 
holy Trinity. Our study does not deal with these conflicting beliefs. Our 
intent is only to show what we see Scripture revealing about this particular 
angel. We believe this study supports the accepted view of the church in 
general.

In none of the places where the angel of the Lord is mentioned do we find 
anything that would contradict the above findings. In fact, our examination 
of the various texts only adds cumulative evidence to the truth that the 
angel of the Lord is one with God, yet distinct from Him. We are reminded 
of the truth found in John’s Gospel about the Word. The Word is distinct 
from God, yet shares the divine attributes of God, and in time becomes 
incarnate in Jesus Christ (John 1:1–2, 14). We, therefore, conclude that 
Scripture portrays the angel of the Lord in such a way as to reveal Him as 
the eternal Word who later took on our human nature and became one 
with humanity. In the Old Testament the eternal Word often made His 
pre-incarnate appearances to God’s people under the guise of the angel of 
the Lord. In short, we may say that the appearances of the angel of the Lord 
reveal the loving care of the Son of God for the church He would someday 
come to redeem with His precious blood.

All praise be to God for His wonderful care for His people through the 
angel of the Lord!

Because the Heidelberg 
Catechism describes the 
connection of the Holy Spirit 
with Jesus Christ as being 
“his [Christ’s] Holy Spirit” 
(Q&A 1), we would expect 
there to be an intimate 
relationship between 
these two persons of the 
Godhead in their works in 
the Catechism. Of course we 
see this in Jesus’ own words 
when He spoke of sending 
His disciples “another 
Helper” in the Holy Spirit 
after His ascension (John 
14:16). Jesus also spoke of the 
Father sending the Spirit “in 
my name” to “bring to your 
remembrance all that I have 
said to you” (John 14:26). 
The relationship between Son 
and Spirit is most succinctly 
expressed in Jesus’ words: “he 
will bear witness about me . 
. . he will glorify me” (John 
15:26, 16:14).

Rev. Daniel R. Hyde

A Catechism on 
the Holy Spirit 
(2)
The Work of the 
Holy Spirit Upon 
Jesus Christ

 
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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In the previous article on the subject 
of the Holy Spirit in the Heidelberg 
Catechism, we saw that far from 
being a minute part of the Catechism’s 
explanation of the Christian faith, 
the Holy Spirit is a part of the 
overall structure and contents of the 
Catechism.1 In terms of the substance 
of the Catechism, the Holy Spirit 
is comprehensively described in 
relation to His work upon the Lord 
Jesus Christ. To describe the work 
of the Lord Jesus Christ from birth 
to current ministry from heaven is 
to describe the hidden work of the 
Holy Spirit. The anointed, Christ, is 
intimately united to the anointing, 
the Holy Spirit.

In speaking of Jesus Christ in 
such pneumatological terms, the 
Heidelberg Catechism evidences 
the influence of John Calvin, as was 
mentioned in the previous article. One 
author has described John Calvin’s 
view of this union between Jesus 
Christ and the Holy Spirit in this way: 
“Christ works through the spirit [sic] 
and the Holy Spirit works for Christ.”2 
Another has said of this fascinating 
aspect of Calvin’s doctrines of Christ 
and Holy Spirit: “Calvin will not 
speak of the Spirit apart from Christ 
any more than he will speak of Christ 
without the Spirit.”3

This Spirit-fil led doctrine is 
evident throughout the Heidelberg 

Catechism’s exposition of the work of 
our Lord, as we will see below.

Incarnation
Question and answer 35 explains 
the article in the Apostles’ Creed 
that our Lord was “conceived by the 
Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary,” 
saying,

That the eternal Son of God, 
who is and continues true and 
eternal God, took upon him the 
very nature of man, of the flesh 
and blood of the Virgin Mary, by 
the operation of the Holy Ghost, 
so that he might be the true seed 
of David, like unto his brethren 
in all things, sin excepted. 
(emphasis added)4

The Holy Spirit was essential in 
bringing the Son of God from eternity 
into our sin-torn world as a man, as 
the efficient cause of the incarnation.5 
By the Spirit’s work, the eternal Son of 
God derived His humanity from His 
mother Mary alone.6 Yet, if the Spirit’s 
work was effectual to make the Son 
truly human, “the seed of David” and 
“like unto his brethren in all things” 
(Heb. 2:17), why did He not have a sin 
nature like all His brethren and like 
David? This is where the powerful 
operation of God the Holy Spirit was 
most essential in the conception and 
birth of our Lord, protecting the Son 
from the contagion of original sin.7 
This means that when we confess 

the Creed, which simply echoes the 
words of Scripture in saying our Lord 
“was conceived by the Holy Spirit” 
(cf. Luke 1:35), we confess that His 
conception was not by the ordinary 
means of man.

Ministry
The work of the Spirit upon the 
Lord did not end at the incarnation, 
though. In question and answer 31, 
the Heidelberg speaks again of the 
meaning of a part of the Apostles’ 
Creed, this time His title, “Christ.” 
The answer exposits its meaning, 
saying, “Because he is ordained of 
God the Father, and anointed with the 
Holy Ghost, to be our chief Prophet 
. . . our only High Priest . . . and our 
eternal King, who governs us by his 
Word and Spirit.” Jesus’ ministry 
was a result of all the persons of the 
Trinity, but especially the Holy Spirit 
who was the anointing. The main 
author of the Catechism, Zacharius 
Ursinus, references with approval 
the patristic father Irenaeus of Lyons, 
who described God the Father as the 
anointer, Jesus Christ as the anointed, 
and the Holy Spirit as the anointing.8

In biblical terms, our Catechism 
parrots Scripture, which says that 
the Lord was anointed “with the oil 
of gladness” beyond his companions 
(Ps. 45:7), meaning that He has 
the “fullness of the Holy Spirit,”9 

HOLY SPIRITTHE

conceived by, and

by the operation of    according to his Godhead,
majesty, grace, and

he is at no time absent from us

gathers, defends, and preserves
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by which He could give the Spirit 
“without measure” (John 3:34). This 
is why Ursinus could express the 
Spirit’s anointing Christ in no more 
superlative way than to say, “He alone 
received all the gifts of the Spirit in 
the highest number and degree.”10

In using the typically Reformed rubric 
of prophet, priest, and king for Jesus’ 
office as the Messiah of Israel, our 
Catechism roots each of these offices 
and functions in the work of the 
Spirit upon the Christ. As our “chief 
Prophet and Teacher,” Jesus Christ 
writes His teaching upon our hearts11 
not merely by declaring outwardly the 
Word to us but by the efficacious work 
of the Spirit.12 As our interceding 
priest, the Messiah applies “the one 
sacrifice of his body” for our benefit 
by His Spirit.13 And as “our eternal 
King,” our Lord Christ has a kingdom 
of people that were created by the 
Spirit, and who empowers the Christ 
to exercise this rule by the means of 
the Word, sacraments, and discipline. 
The purpose of His kingly office is to 
incline our hearts to do His will by 
the power of the Spirit and to furnish 
us with all the Spirit-given weapons 
necessary to fight our enemies.14

Ascension
Moving through the life and ministry 
of our Lord, the next reference to the 
person and work of the Holy Spirit 
upon Jesus Christ is in relation to 
His ascension into heaven, at the 
conclusion of His earthly work. This 
is done in questions and answers 47 
and 49, which are a positive response 
to the gnesio (“true” as opposed to 
the followers of Philip Melanchthon) 
Lutheran doctrine of the ubiquitous 
(omnipresent) humanity of our Lord.15 
Question and answer 47 follows up on 
the confession in the Creed that Jesus 
has ascended, teaching us that Jesus 
Christ is not now on earth according 

to His humanity, as the Lutherans 
argued:

Is not, then, Christ with us even 
unto the end of the world, as he 
has promised?

Christ is true Man and true 
God: according to his human 
nature, he is now not upon earth; 
but according to his Godhead, 
majesty, grace, and Spirit, he 
is at no time absent from us. 
(emphasis added)

Here the Catechism echoes our Lord’s 
Upper Room Discourse, in which He 
promised His disciples that He would 
not leave them as orphans (John 
14:18), but that He would be with 
them by means of the other Helper—
the Holy Spirit (John 14:16). This 
ironic statement of Christ’s absence 
yet presence was stated well by the 
other man associated with writing 
the Heidelberg Catechism, Caspar 
Olevianus, who said, “Therefore 
we believe both in Christ seated 
at the right hand of God, and we 
believe him to be nearer to us in 
power, to reign in us, than he should 
be with his body on the earth.”16 
Olevianus scholar, R. Scott Clark, of 
Westminster Seminary California, 
has recently published his doctoral 
thesis in which he summarizes this 
Christological and pneumatological 
aspect of Olevianus’s theology, saying, 
“The ascension and outpouring of the 
Spirit brings Christ to the elect in a 
way not hitherto possible.”17 The “real 
presence” of Jesus is known, then, in 
and through the Holy Spirit.

Along with this new aspect of Christ’s 
presence with His people, the benefits 
of His ascension are explained in 
question and answer 49:

What benefit do we receive from 
Christ’s ascension into heaven?

First, that he is our Advocate 
in the presence of his Father in 
heaven. Secondly, that we have 
our flesh in heaven, as a sure 

pledge that he, as the Head, will 
also take us, his members, up to 
himself. Thirdly, that he sends 
us his Spirit, as an earnest, by 
whose power we seek those things 
which are above, where Christ 
sitteth on the right hand of God, 
and not things on the earth. 
(emphasis added)

The Holy Spirit is the “earnest,” that 
is, the down payment (2 Cor. 1:22; 
Eph. 1:14) of our eternal inheritance. 
The Catechism says along with 
Paul that we already have now in 
principle eternal life, which we will 
one day experience in perfection. 
It then connects this already and 
not yet aspect of Paul’s theology to 
our sanctification in this life. The 
experience now of the Holy Spirit’s 
work of assuring us of eternal life is 
connected with Paul’s imperative to 
seek the things of eternity now. Our 
heavenly life then is the impetus 
behind living a heavenly life now. This 
seeking of the things of heaven while 
we live on earth happens “by [the 
Spirit’s] power.”

Session
Finally, the Catechism explains the 
work of the Spirit upon the Lord 
Jesus Christ by intimately linking our 
Lord’s ascension to the right hand of 
the Father and His present session 
there. Because our Lord is glorified, 
we profit:

What benefit do we receive from 
this glory of our Head, Christ?

First, that by his Holy Spirit he 
sheds forth heavenly gifts in us, 
his members; then, that by his 
power he defends and preserves 
us against all enemies. (Q&A 51; 
emphasis added)

We notice here that it is the work of 
Christ from heaven that brings the 
Holy Spirit to us. What this means is 
that the work of Jesus in bestowing 
upon us His gifts and graces is no 
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longer executed by touching His 
disciples or speaking to them face to 
face, as in His earthly ministry, but by 
the ministry of the Holy Spirit. This is 
precisely what we sing when we use 
the words of Martin Luther’s most 
famous hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is 
Our God”:

The Spirit and the gifts are ours,

through him who with us sideth. 
(emphasis added)

What this means for us in an age 
of Pentecostalism is precisely what 
Jesus said: the Spirit glorifies Jesus. 
In speaking of “spiritual gifts” as 
coming from the work and ministry 
of the Holy Spirit, we ought to be led 
to their heavenly source, our Lord 
Jesus Christ. This is no mere point 
to be made in Reformed-Pentecostal 
squabbles but a biblical point. After 
all, on the day of Pentecost, our Lord 
is pictured in Peter’s sermon as exalted 
at the right hand of God and pouring 
out from an ancient water pitcher the 
Spirit upon the church (Acts 2:33).

This present work of the ascended 
Christ in His heavenly session 
is further explained in question 
and answer 54 of the Heidelberg 
Catechism, which exposits the 
meaning of the phrase in the Creed, 
“I believe a holy catholic church”:

That out of the whole human 
race, from the beginning to 
the end of the world, the Son 
of God, by his Spirit and Word, 
gathers, defends, and preserves 
for himself unto everlasting life, 
a chosen communion in the unity 
of the true faith; and that I am, 
and forever shall remain, a living 
member of the same. (emphasis 
added)

In one of its few references to 
election,18 the Catechism here 
speaks of the means whereby Christ 
gathers the elect: Spirit and Word in 
inseparable connection. Contrary 

to Eugene Heideman’s assertion,19 
that the Catechism’s doctrine of the 
Holy Spirit is only a bare outline and 
insufficient because it supposedly 
does not address missions, here is 
where the Catechism evidences that 
Calvinistic enticement for more 
fervent prayer for the lost, more 
passionate and powerful preaching of 
the gospel, and holy Christian living 
as the salt and light of the world. We 
are called to this precisely because we 
know that Jesus Christ is gathering 
a church from all peoples and places 
through His Spirit and Word. And 
He enlists us as secondary means of 
the Spirit and of the Word! Therefore, 
when we pray in the Lord’s Prayer, 
“Thy kingdom come,” we are earnestly 
praying to our Lord that He would “so 
govern us by thy Word and Spirit that 
we may submit ourselves unto thee 
always  more  and more” (Q&A 123). 
One of the things we are seeking to 
submit to under the lordship of Christ 
is to be enlisted in His Spirit-created, 
Spirit-empowered army of witnesses 
in a dark and dying world.

Conclusion
In contrast, then, to so much 
individualistic piety in our day that 
invokes the person and work of the 
Spirit, the Heidelberg Catechism 
corrects this excess of the immanent. 
Our Reformed heritage teaches us 
to emphasize the Holy Spirit’s work 
upon Him who was anointed, our 
Lord Jesus Christ. In doing so, we will 
bring more glory and honor not only 
to Jesus but also to the Spirit, who 
desires nothing more than to shine 
the spotlight upon our Lord: He will 
glorify me (John 16:14).
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Rev. Jason  
TuinstraNeighbor Love    

Spring is a great season. It cries 
out, “Get up and get out!” The 

tulips lead by example with their 
undaunted determination to press 
through the cold earth to embrace 
the warm sun. Soon enough, we will 
bravely follow suit by packing up our 
wintroverted1 ways and dusting off all 
that takes us outdoors. But before you 
start thinking of all that you 
want to do this spring, use 
this time for spring training 
in how to love your neighbor.

Not everything in this life is 
great. The word great should 
be reserved for great things. 
In Matthew 22 a lawyer asks 
Jesus a great law question: 
“Teacher, which is the great 
commandment in the law?” 
His answer came in two parts: 
“‘You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, with 
all your soul, and with all 
your mind.’  This is the first 
and great commandment. 
And the second is like it: ‘You 
shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.’”

Far from the lawyer being 
curious, he was quizzing 
Jesus. The text says, “Then 
one of them, a lawyer, asked 
[Jesus] a question, testing 
Him.” It would be a bit like 
an elder randomly asking 
a young person from our 
church, “What is your only 
comfort in life and in death?” It’s a 
quiz. Jesus passed. He got it right. Not 
only did Jesus perfectly answer the 
great question, but also He perfectly 
lived out the great answer.

Of all the commandments, Jesus 

says, next to loving God, loving your 
neighbor as yourself is the greatest 
expression of obedient gratitude. He 
even calls it great! The whole of the 
Old Testament is summarized in this 
and its companion commandment.

Most of us have been around long 
enough to know that the word 

neighbor, biblically understood, 
leaves us with little wiggle room. We 
say with New Covenant panache, 
“Clearly, it’s not just the people next 
door.” Indeed. Very true. Quiz passed. 
But before we get all big and broad, 
think about how you are doing with 

the narrow definition of the word. 
If you are like me, there is enough 
conviction right here, thank you very 
much. But this has to be more than a 
tug on a moral heartstring or a poke 
at false guilt. We need to see the 
second great commandment as the 
doorway through which we cheerfully 
introduce our neighbors to the first 

great commandment. Put another 
way, we need to see the second great 
commandment as the key to the 
church’s Great Commission. Put yet 
another way, we need to give up on 
moanology, the practice of moaning 
against our neighbors for fill-in-the-
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blank kinds of reasons, and we need 
to embrace a missiology that seeks 
to befriend, come along side of, 
encourage, and foster neighbor love.

Today, we are tempted to move out of 
our congested neighborhoods so that 
we don’t have to deal with people. 
The isolation that is produced by 
our modern technology is perhaps 
only the natural outworking of a 
more primitive attitude that hates 
being bothered by incarnated 
inconveniences, that is, people. But 
the second great commandment 
assumes contact with our neighbor. 
It assumes activity and connectivity. 
It assumes messy interaction where 
love is hard and needs to be invoked 
lest you become a sermon illustration 
(see Matt. 5:46ff.). It assumes that the 
church is going to take the fruit of 
the gospel and live it from narthex to 
neighborhood.

So let me get you thinking about 
this with some tips for your spring 
training regimen in neighbor love. So 
that we’re clear, I write this as a man 
who is woefully out of shape myself 
and in desperate need of training.

First: Pray. We have not because 
we ask not. It is that simple. Go for 
a walk and pray your way through 
your neighborhood. Pray for the 
households as you pass by. Confess 
your sin of disinterest among those 
God has placed you next to. With 
every step, acknowledge that you are 
treading on the mission field where 
God has placed you to shine for His 
glory. Repent of the tunnel vision 
that enables you to think that your 
street is merely the pathway to your 
home. Cry out for strength that you’ll 
quickly realize you do not have of 
yourself. Pray to be used.

Second: Live. Be seen. Get off your 
back deck, with the back fence 
protecting your back yard where no 
one can see you. Make your driveway 
the launch pad from which you live 
out the second great commandment. 
Throw a football with your kids. In 

the midst of a world that is suffering 
from the breakdown of the family, be 
a family that honors Christ before the 
eyes of all men. Show the practical 
benefits of a life hidden in Christ by 
not being hidden from the world. The 
world desperately needs to see what 
Christ lived out looks like! And when 
there is an opportunity to talk with 
someone passing your home, don’t 
be so busy loving your blessings that 
you cannot love that person and be a 
blessing.

Third: Cut strings. We don’t love 
with ulterior motives. We do not only 
love our neighbors so that they will 
be converted. We love them because 
we are converted.2 In other words, we 
love our neighbor expecting nothing 
in return. Of course our desire in 
showing the love of Christ is to be 
winsome. Our desire should be that 
everyone we meet would know the 
love of Christ through faith and 
repentance. But our love for our 
neighbors is not contingent on their 
embrace of Christ. We don’t give our 
neighbors the first thirty days of our 
love for free, but after the trial period 
ends, the deal expires if they haven’t 
signed up for membership. Our love is 
of the no-strings-attached variety. We 
love because we have been loved. This 
is the kind of love that mystifies. It’s 
a love unlike anything in this world, 
where everything is something-for-
something. This love fosters trust. It 
is faithful. We are not fair-weather 
people who divorce ourselves from 
everyone who doesn’t believe what 
we believe. While we were enemies, 
we were loved. With this lesson ever 
before us, this is the love that we 
show. This is the love that conquers. 
We know this, because this is the love 
that conquered us.

Fourth: Fear not. Get in the mess of 
your mission field without fear. First 
John 4:4 says, “He who is in you is 
greater than he who is in the world.” 
This is important for us to remember. 
It is easy to pretty up our fears, make 
them sound sanctimonious, and 

never interact with the world. “It has 
a corrupting influence, you know.” 
Of course it does, but “He who is 
in you is greater than he who is in 
the world.” When we forget this, we 
quickly become introverted and fail 
to meet our neighbors where they 
need to experience our Christian love 
the most. Perhaps this explains why 
many of our churches have seemingly 
grown only through controversies. 
Don’t you long for growth through 
conversions? Don’t you long for an 
increasing number of adult baptisms? 
That requires all of us to get into 
the messy business of loving our 
messy neighbors in our manicured 
subdivisions. And who better to do 
this than us—messy sinners saved by 
extravagant grace! In His greatness, 
without fear, we seek to fulfill the 
Great Commission by living out the 
great commandments.

He who is in you is greater than He 
who is in the world! Let the greatness 
of this thought prepare you for the 
season that springs you out of your 
home and into the great outdoors. In 
the midst of being set free after a long 
winter, let us remember why it is that 
God makes us visible in His world. 
We are His witnesses, His workers, 
and windows of His love. “And the 
second is like it: ‘You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.’” Are you 
ready to live with the implications 
of this great commandment?  
   
1. An indoor life necessitated by cold West 
Michigan winters.

2. For more on this, read The Art of 
Neighboring: Building Genuine Relationships 
Right Outside Your Door by Jay Pathak, Dave 
Runyon, and Randy Frazee (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 2012).
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 What does it mean to be a Christian? 
If you asked this question of an 
average group of people you would 
get a number of different answers. 
“It means going to church. It means 
believing in God. It means belonging 
to a religious tradition.” Jesus gives a 
radically different answer. A Christian 
is a disciple: a student who learns 
from Jesus by denying himself, taking 
up his cross and following Jesus.

Situated right in the center of Mark’s 
Gospel, chapter 8 addresses what it 
means to be a follower of Jesus. The 
first half of the chapter focuses mainly 
on a roadblock to true discipleship, 
namely, spiritual blindness. In the 
second half of the chapter Jesus 
presses His disciples to reckon with 
who He is and to lay everything else 
aside to follow Him.

The Danger of Pharisaism 
(8:1–26)
Suppose you were driving along 
the interstate. As you approach a 
blinking roadside sign you see one 
word: “Beware.” The sign has gotten 
your attention. After a few seconds 
the letters change to say, “Slippery 
road conditions.” The word beware 
would serve to underscore the gravity 
of the conditions. At the center of 
our passage, after feeding another 
enormous crowd Jesus and His 
disciples cross the Sea of Galilee to 
Bethsaida, a city on the sea’s northern 
coast. On the way, Jesus warns His 
hearers to “beware the leaven of the 
Pharisees” (8:15). Just as strings of a 
spider’s web converge in the center, 
so do the several parts of this passage 
converge on this warning.

Introducing the Warning

Don’t wonder if you don’t understand 
what Jesus means by “the leaven of 
the Pharisees.” The disciples didn’t 
get it either. It’s even harder for us 
to understand because we are so far 
removed from the concept of leaven, 
or yeast. People understood yeast 
in Jesus’ day because they made 
bread. They understood that bread 
changed with just a little bit of yeast. 
As Paul says, “A little leaven leavens 
the whole lump” (Gal. 5:9). Leaven 
is the difference between flat and 
fluffy bread. Yeast cells grow on the 
sugars of the batter. Dividing and 
multiplying, they expand the bread by 
producing carbon dioxide. Jesus uses 
the word leaven to mean something 
small in quantity which thoroughly 
pervades a thing and changes it.

By comparing Mark’s account with 
those of Matthew and Luke we can 
better understand the leaven of the 
Pharisees. Matthew tells us that Jesus 
is talking about “the teaching of the 
Pharisees” (Matt. 16:12). Luke says 
the Pharisees’ leaven is hypocrisy 
(Luke 12:1). Christ uses the concept 
of leaven to illustrate a religious 
approach that can kill true spirituality 
by creeping in and changing our 
whole approach to God. He’s not 
just helping the disciples to be able 
to detect the faults of the Pharisees 
but to guard against them in their 
own lives. In fact, they were already 
beginning to show frightening signs 
(Mark 8:17–18). Let’s look at a few 
specifics of this warning, identifying 
five examples of the leaven of the 
Pharisees and how we can take heed 
against it.

The Specifics of the Warning

First, Jesus warns against the leaven 
of spiritual blindness. The Pharisees’ 
blindness to the things of God (8:18) 
is underscored by their request for a 
sign (8:11). Ironically, this passage is 
bookended by signs (8:1–10, 22–26) 
which the Pharisees are unable to 
interpret due to their blindness (Matt. 
16:3; Luke 12:56). What good is a sign 
if you can’t see? Imagine being asked 
by a blind person if you could point 
him in the direction of a certain street 
sign. The Pharisees’ request is equally 
bizarre. We must beware of trying 
to pursue the spiritual life without 
having spiritual eyes. If you don’t 
understand what true religion is all 
about, if you don’t see your sinfulness 
or the beauty of Christ, if you don’t 
understand what this “gospel” talk 
is, ask God to give you sight. The 
healing of the blind man at Bethsaida 
is a case study in how the Lord grants 
sight (8:22–26). The man couldn’t see, 
but Jesus gave him vision, healing in 
stages to show that his restoration was 
no coincidence.

Second, Jesus warns against the leaven 
of unrepentance. The Pharisees’ lives 
were case studies in unrepentance. 
Mark doesn’t mention Jonah, but in 
the parallel passages Christ says, “No 
sign will be given you except the sign 
of Jonah” (Matt.16:4; Luke 11:29). 
Jonah was figuratively raised from 
the dead to validate his message of 
repentance. The Pharisees believed 
everyone needed to repent but them 
(Luke 15:7). Beware of self-righteous 
unrepentance. Prayerfully examine 
your heart in the light of God’s Word. 
Humbly study the sin in your own life 
from God’s perspective.

Rev. William  
Boekestein

Bible Study on Mark
Lesson 11: Pharisaism and Discipleship
Mark 8:1–38
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Third, Jesus warns against the leaven 
of doubt. He criticizes the Pharisees’ 
demand for evidence (8:11). The 
Pharisees’ religiosity obscured their 
lack of real trust in God. Jesus was 
right to deny their request for a sign. 
Faith takes God at his word. It doesn’t 
test God by seeking signs (Matt. 
16:1). Jesus’ warning against doubt 
hit closer to home when He criticized 
the disciples’ concern over their lack 
of bread. When Jesus mentioned the 
yeast of the Pharisees, the disciples 
began to notice their lack of bread 
(8:16). They doubted the providential 
ability of Christ. There are several ways 
we can combat the leaven of doubt. 
First, we must focus on the promises 
of God which are the bedrock of 
the Christian faith (e.g., Heb. 13:5). 
Second, we should remember the 
pity of God (8:2). As in days of old 
God is moved to pity by the groaning 
of his people (Judg. 2:18). Third, we 
ought to reflect on the power of the 
God who can turn seven loaves of 

bread and a few small fish into a meal 
for thousands. Fourth, we need to 
remember (8:18) the providence of 
God. The disciples could look back 
over God’s providential dealings 
with them and say, “Thus far the 
Lord has helped us” (1 Sam. 7:12). 
Jesus’ disciples probably still had the 
miraculously created bread in their 
stomachs but already doubted. How 
quick we are to forget.

Fourth, Jesus warns against the leaven 
of materialism. Materialism is a denial 
of the supernatural and its practical 
implications. When Christ mentioned 
leaven, the disciples immediately 
thought about bread. They reveal 
affinity with the Pharisees, who were 
consumed with material things. 
Pharisaism is putting a religious 
gloss over our natural inclinations; 
humanism with a veneer of religion. 
We too are so prone to think in 
material terms. Counselors will tell 
you that the problem a counselee 
presents rarely demonstrates a firm 

grasp on the deeper spiritual issues. 
We think we’re stressed because of our 
busyness; the deeper problem may be 
that we place activities above spiritual 
disciplines. We think we’re depressed 
because we have no friends; the 
deeper problem may be that we put 
too much stock in human acceptance. 
Be sensitive to the spiritual reality of 
life. Jesus asked, “Is not life more than 
food and the body more than drink?” 
(Matt. 6:25). “Seek first the kingdom 
of God and his righteousness” (Matt. 
6:33).

Fifth, Jesus warns against the leaven 
of legalism. Legalism is the reduction 
of religion to law keeping. Sometimes 
Christianity is presented as simply a 
better way to live; the gospel as simply 
a better set of rules. Could this be why 
so many people today have no need 
for the church? The church has rules; 
the world has rules. Neither seems to 
keep them! Christianity is not about 
living by a better set of rules. It is about 
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experiencing a relationship with the 
one who kept all the rules for us. It is 
about growing in love with God and 
learning to hear and respond to His 
voice as a lovely thing. If we hold on 
to even a little bit of legalistic works 
righteousness, we are in danger of 
missing Christ (Gal. 2:21).

Pharisaism has not gone extinct. All 
of us are tainted with it in. Sadly, the 
typical remedy for this problem is 
“Stop being a Pharisee,” which itself 
is a Pharisaic approach. The real 
solution to Pharisaism is to follow 
Jesus all the way to the cross; to 
receive healing for spiritual blindness, 
unrepentance, doubt, materialism, 
and legalism from His precious blood. 
It’s this solution that Mark presents in 
the second half of chapter 8.

The Call to Discipleship  
(8:27–38)
Jesus showed his integrity by 
explaining to his would-be followers 
the cost of discipleship. Up to this 
point it had been relatively exciting 
to follow Jesus. The crowds enjoyed 
the social, diaconal, and intellectual 
benefits of following the Teacher. 
But with every step toward the cross 
Jesus made plain that discipleship 
is not about fellowship or food. It’s 
not about having your ears tickled. 
Discipleship is costly.

Jesus was leading twelve men, most of 
whom were trying to following Him 
but were still learning how. He had 
around him a larger group of people 
who were still figuring out who Jesus 
was and whether or not they wanted 
to follow Him. Most of us fall into one 
of those two categories. So, what does 
discipleship mean to us?

The Path of Christ (8:27–33)

To follow someone means first to 
understand who he or she is and where 
that person is going. Before unveiling 
the radical call to discipleship Jesus 
invited the Twelve to reflect on who 
He is (8:27–30). This is one of the 
most important questions we can 
ever consider. Peter’s declaration 
that Jesus is the Christ (v. 29) is very 
significant. He uses the Greek word 
Christos, which translates the Hebrew 
word Messiah. Both words mean 
“anointed one.” In the Old Testament 
people were anointed, or sprinkled 
with oil, to signify their appointment 
and equipping for an official position 
or task (e.g., 1 Sam. 16:13). The three 
main official positions were those of 
prophet, priest, and king. These Old 
Testament messiahs were typical, 
or representative, of the coming 
Messiah. In his baptism, Jesus was 
anointed by the Father to be His 
official prophet, priest, and king 
(Mark 1:9–11; Luke 4:18). As prophet 
He perfectly reveals to us God’s will. 
As priest, He sacrificed His own life 
for sinners and continues to intercede 
for those whom He is saving. As king, 
He governs and protects His blood-
bought subjects.1

After clarifying the nature of His 
being, Jesus revealed the nature of 
His ministry. His announcement was 
so startling that Peter rebuked him 
(8:32): “The Son of Man must suffer 
many things.” Jesus here introduces a 
new phase in His ministry. From this 
point on Mark makes it increasingly 
clear that Jesus is headed for the cross.

Twice before Jesus had used the title 
“Son of Man” to refer to Himself 
(2:10, 28). From this point on He will 
use it much more frequently (it is 
His favorite self-designation). Jesus 
probably used this title because it 
carried the least amount of baggage 
in Jewish minds. It also aptly 
communicates both His lowliness 
and exultation. The Son of Man is a 
“human figure, ministering, suffering, 
dying,—though already clothed with 
authority in the midst of his . . . 
[humiliation, who will] return clothed 
in glory.”2 The title “Son of Man” is the 
perfect way to introduce Jesus’ future 
path. Jesus would suffer many things, 
being abandoned by friends, derided 
by critics, and tortured by enemies 
(8:31). As the stone the builders 
rejected, Jesus would be scorned by 
the leaders of the old system who had 
no place for a suffering savior. As the 
propitiation for our sin (1 John 2:2) 
He would be crushed under God’s 
devastating wrath.

If Jesus had stopped here, His message 
would have been tragic. But He went 
on. He would rise again on the third 
day. The way up is down. The way to 
glory is riddled with trials. “Weeping 
may endure for a night, but joy comes 
in the morning” (Ps. 30:5). This 
mingling of hope with hurt helped 
prepare the disciples for what Jesus 
would say next.

The Path of the Christian (8:34–38)

A true disciple is one who walks as 
Jesus walked (1 John 2:6). In His call 
to discipleship Jesus clearly outlines 
our path.

As you place an eternal value on your own soul, everything that 
would challenge your heavenly hope becomes a vile enemy.
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To follow Christ down this path 
we first need to know who Jesus is. 
That’s why He asked His disciples, 
“Who do you say that I am?” (8:29). 
The way you answer this question 
will profoundly shape your life. Is He 
your Prophet? Do you hang on His 
every word? Is He your Priest? Are 
you trusting in His blood alone for 
your salvation? Is He your King? Are 
you diligently learning to submit to 
His loving rule in every area of your 
life? Your answers to these questions 
are eternally significant. Disciples 
of Jesus have a desire to come after 
Christ (8:34) because He is worth 
following. Disciples are not ashamed 
of Christ or His words (8:38; cf. Rom. 
1:16). No one is ashamed of his most 
valuable possession.

Second, to be disciples we must place 
a value on our soul. Is the eternal 
prosperity of your soul worth risking 
on a life of predictability, pleasure, 
or pandering to the desires of men? 
What can you give in exchange for 
your soul (8:37)? As you place an 
eternal value on your own soul, 

everything that would challenge your 
heavenly hope becomes a vile enemy.

Third, disciples must deny themselves. 
Our natural glory-seeking tendency 
is a great hindrance to effective cross 
bearing. But the gospel turns on its 
head the basic self-glorifying drive 
of natural man. When God changes 
our hearts we are no longer driven 
to please ourselves. But we still war 
against the flesh. Therefore we must 
deny ourselves. Calvin said, “We are 
God’s own; therefore let every part of 
our existence be directed toward him 
as our only legitimate goal.”3

Fourth, disciples must take up their 
cross. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, 
“Christ bids us to come and die.”4 
The cross represents the sufferings of 
Christ that we experience (Gal. 6:17). 
To take up one’s cross is to embrace 
Christian suffering as part of God’s 
plan for our lives. Like Christ we 
learn obedience as children through 
cross bearing (Heb. 5:8). Cross 
bearing also compels us to more fully 
crave the perfect justice of God in a 
perverse world (Gen. 18:25). Only 
as we truly take up our cross will we 

relish the apostle’s claim that believers 
are crucified with Christ (Gal 2:20).

The call of discipleship is radical! In 
Mark 8 Christ speaks both of His 
suffering and the suffering of the 
Christian. But Christ did not suffer 
and die merely as an example of how 
we should suffer and die. He suffered 
and died as the ultimate self-denier 
for those who cannot go that far. He 
took up His cross for those who too 
often cast off their crosses. What a 
comfort that Christ calls us to follow 
Him as the Great Shepherd who 
supplies all our wants, answers all our 
fears, and promises us a place at His 
eternal banquet (Ps. 23).

   
1. Cf. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 31.

2. B. B. Warfield, The Lord of Glory (Grand 
Rapids: Guardian Press, n.d.), 29–31.

3. John Calvin, The Golden Booklet of the True 
Christian Life (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1952), 
26.

4. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of 
Discipleship (New York: Macmillan, 1963), 
99.

     
       1. How is it possible that the disciples could so quickly forget Jesus’ miraculous ability to feed the hungry   

    (compare Mark 6:37 with Mark 8:4)? Can you relate?

2. Contrast Mark 8:4 with Mark 8:8. What is God here teaching His people?

3. In what ways must we take special heed to the leaven of the Pharisees (8:15)?

4. Why is Jesus’ question in Mark 8:27 so important?

5. How does Jesus’ rejection by the elders, chief priests, and scribes (8:31) demonstrate that Jesus cannot simply  
    be added to the worldview of an unbelieving person?

6. Is it possible that we sometimes (more subtly) imitate Peter in rebuking Jesus (8:32)?

7. How are failing to take up one’s cross (8:34) and being ashamed of Christ (8:38) related?

8. Reflect on some ways that discipleship can be practiced in community in ways that it cannot be practiced in  
    isolation from others.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
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On January 3, 2010, newscaster Brit 
Hume made a public appeal to golfer 
Tiger Woods to “turn to the Christian 
faith.” In response, columnist Tom 
Shales spitefully compared Hume 
with “Mary Poppins on the joys of 
a tidy room, or Ron Popeil on the 
glories of some amazing potato 
peeler.”1 For many people, the idea of 
trusting in Christ is insignificant—at 
best.

In Mark 9, Jesus’ disciples caught a 
brief glimpse of His heavenly glory—
and saw just how life-changing Christ 
can be. Considering the weighty trials 
that we face, we need to experience 
the glory of God shining in the face of 
Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 4:6).

“Glory” is one of the most powerful 
words that the Bible uses to describe 
God. “Glory” means “significance” or 
“weightiness.” Glory is the opposite 
of trivial or unimportant. Christian 
disciples need to know that God 
is glorious. Clearly, Jesus’ original 
disciples needed to hear this. They 
had been faithfully following Him for 
some time. They believed He was the 
Christ, but they had just heard some 
sobering words about discipleship 
and cross bearing (Mark 8:34). 
Perhaps some of them had considered 
quitting. Was following God worth it? 
Was the cost too high? The disciples 
needed an impression of the glory of 
God to conquer their doubts.

Jesus explained, at the beginning 
of this chapter, that some of the 
people in His audience would see 
the kingdom of God present with 
power before they died (9:1). Many 
people probably thought Jesus was 

talking about an earthly political 
kingdom. Instead, Jesus was taking 
about the kingdom of righteousness 
that He brought through His words 
and works. Six days after making 
this mysterious statement Jesus led 
Peter, James, and John to a secluded 
mountainside and revealed the 
kingdom of God present with power. 
As He showed His glory the disciples 
were powerfully convinced that 
Christ is worth following regardless 
of the cost.

Christ’s timing couldn’t have been 
better, for as the disciples descended 
from the mountain they immediately 
faced their helplessness and their 
utter need for God’s power.

A Mountaintop Experience 
(9:1–13)
The humble form Christ assumed at 
His birth can be misleading. Isaiah 
sums it up: “He has no form or 
comeliness; and when we see him, 
there is no beauty that we should 
desire him. He is despised and 
rejected by men, a man of sorrows 
and acquainted with grief. And we 
hid, as it were, our faces from him” 
(Isa. 53:2b-3a). But mystically united 
to this humble frame is a divine 
nature of pure glory which was briefly 
revealed to three disciples.

“Jesus Was Transfigured” (9:2)

The verb Mark uses to describe Jesus’ 
transfiguration is metamorphao, 
the word from which we get 
“metamorphosis.” In an instant, His 
whole form changed. The glory of 
God, which had been veiled by Christ’s 
flesh, was temporarily revealed. He 
shone brighter than the reflection of 

the snow on a sunny winter day (cf. 
Matt. 17:2).

Jesus’ transfiguration reminds us 
that on the night of His birth, heaven 
opened, “and the glory of the Lord 
shone” around the shepherds (Luke 
2:9). The song of the heavenly hosts 
began with this word, “Glory!” Not 
only does Christ’s shining form 
remind us of His first arrival from 
heaven, but also it reminds us of His 
second coming. The last verse of the 
previous chapter (8:38) says that the 
Son of Man is coming in the glory 
of His father. Do not be deceived by 
Christ’s humility. He is meek. But He 
is also a glorious king. He suffered at 
the hands of sinful men, but He was 
not dragged to His death. He went 
willingly to pay the price for the sins of 
His beloved people. On this mountain 
the disciples briefly glimpsed beyond 
the humanity of Christ, and they 
were delightfully terrified (9:6). They 
learned firsthand that Jesus is not to 
be trifled with.

Jesus Entertained Visitors

Christ’s transfiguration was marked 
by the appearance of Moses and 
Elijah, two prominent Old Testament 
figures who, significantly, are both 
referenced in the last verses of the 
last book of the Old Testament (Mal. 
4:4–6). God commanded His people 
to “Remember the Law of Moses, My 
servant, which I commanded him in 
Horeb for all Israel, with the statutes 
and judgments” (Mal. 4:4). At the 
transfiguration God caused Moses to 
be engulfed in Christ’s glory on the 
mountain. The great law giver Moses 
paid homage to the great law keeper, 
Christ, confirming that Christ is the 
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prophet like unto Moses predicted 
more than a millennium earlier (Deut. 
18:15, 18–19). Moses’ visitation 
makes clear that law is important, but 
until you submit to Christ you cannot 
be a law keeper.

Joining Moses on the mountain was 
Elijah. Malachi said that he would 
come first and restore all things (Mal. 
4:5–6). Elijah would turn the hearts 
of God’s people through repentance. 
Although Elijah had already come, so 
to speak, in John the Baptist (Mark 
9:13; Matt. 17:13), he now stood 
face to face with the one to whom 
repentant sinners must turn to find 
restoration.

The last word Malachi wrote after 
mentioning Moses and Elijah, the last 
word of the Old Testament, is “curse.” 
Luke tells us that Moses and Elijah 
spoke with Jesus about His “exodus” 
(9:31) by which He would remove the 
curse of His people.

Not surprisingly, Peter didn’t know 
how to handle the situation—so 
he decided to open his mouth just 
wide enough for his foot to fit. “Let 
us make three tabernacles” for Jesus, 
Moses, and Elijah, respectively 
(9:5). Did Peter seriously think that 
these three needed the protection of 
chintzy man-made shelters? Jesus’ 
body was effusing divine glory. Moses 
and Elijah had been transported 
from before the throne of God for 
this special meeting. And Peter talks 
about building them booths? Peter 
often reminds us of the spiritual 
discipline of silence. Solomon writes: 
“Do not be quick with your mouth 
. . . let your words be few” (Eccles. 
5:2, NIV). With due respect to Peter, 
because he didn’t know what to say 
(9:6) he should have said nothing or 
asked a simple question like “Master, 
what shall we do?” Mark records no 
answer to Peter’s ridiculous statement. 
Instead, God the Father takes center 
stage.

Jesus Was Recognized by God
The Father’s statement, “This is my 
beloved Son, hear Him!” is similar 
to the voice heard at Jesus’ baptism. 
But there are significant differences. 
This time the mountain was engulfed 
by a cloud, reminiscent of God’s 
glory which led the people from 
Egypt to Horeb (Exod. 13:21; 24:15). 
God’s voice forcefully complements 
the theme of glory and power 
communicated by the transfiguration. 
“Hear Him!” Jesus was the prophet 
Moses and Elijah anticipated. His 
words carry the absolute authority of 
God. The Father explicitly refocuses 
attention from Moses and Elijah to His 
Son: “This is my Son!” Whatever glory 
belongs to Moses or the Law, or Elijah 
and the prophets, must bow to Christ 
(cf. Matt. 5:17). After God’s speech, 
and with symbolic importance, Moses 
and Elijah disappear (9:8).

“Now as they came down from the 
mountain, He commanded them that 
they should tell no one the things 
they had seen, till the Son of Man 
had risen from the dead” (9:9). If the 
disciples hadn’t understood what had 
just happened, why would anyone 
else? Christ’s transfiguration would 
later be a powerful testimony to the 
apostolic witness: Even in the midst 
of His humiliation they had been 
“eyewitnesses of His majesty” (2 Peter 
1:16–18). God often teaches us things 
that we’ll understand only later. His 
perfect patience and timing are a 
great comfort to God’s children in 
times of discouragement. Christians 
serve a God of infinite glory. In the 
present age Christ’s glory is somewhat 
veiled but nonetheless real.

The glory of God represents our 
hope for positive change. The word 
for “transfigured” is used only 
twice outside of this event. In both 
instances the word refers not to the 
transfiguration of Christ but to the 
transfiguration of the Christian. The 
first instance is Romans 12:2. We are 
to be transfigured, or transformed, by 

the renewing of our minds. We study 
the Word of God so that the Spirit 
of the glorified Christ will change us 
from the inside out.

The second passage is even more 
striking. “But we all, with unveiled 
face, beholding as in a mirror the glory 
of the Lord, are being transformed 
into the same image from glory to 
glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord” 
(2 Cor. 3:18). As we see the absolute 
brilliance of God in Christ, as we are 
struck by the sheer significance of 
our God, we are being transformed 
into the same image from glory to 
glory. Do you want to be changed 
into something new? God wants us 
to know that change comes not by 
implementing a few tips or strategies 
but by beholding His glory.

This is a lesson some of the disciples 
were about to learn in the face of 
personal inability.

I Think I Can’t, I Think You Can 
(9:14–29)
One of the most famous moralistic 
tales elevating the power of positive 
thinking is The Little Engine That 
Could. In the story a little blue 
engine is the only one willing to 
attempt to pull a stranded train over 
difficult terrain to its destination. 
The little blue engine accomplishes 
the seemingly impossible task by 
repeating the mantra “I think I can, I 
think I can.” As cute as this little story 
might be, all of us know (or will know 
soon enough) that thinking positively 
about our own abilities cannot 
guarantee success.

But if we change that little train’s 
motto just a bit we have a fairly simple 
summary of Mark’s message in the 
second half of Mark 9. The father in 
this story faces the great burden of 
finding relief for his demon-possessed 
son. But he doesn’t say, “I think I 
can, I think I can.” Instead he says to 
Jesus, “I think I can’t, I think you can.” 

May/June 2015 | 19



Remembering the glorious God we 
serve, this should be our attitude as 
we face the problems in our life.

The Problem (9:14–22, 28–29)
The healing of this boy begins with 
a problem. Actually, Mark interacts 
with several layers of problems. This 
is a great way to tell a story because 
it is suggestive of the great story of 
mankind as well as the story each of 
us experience every day.

First, there was the child’s problem of 
the demon (9:17–18a, 21–22). This 
poor boy was frequently seized by 
a spirit that sought to destroy him 
by casting him into the fire and into 
the water. It had probably left him 
with few, if any, friends. His life was 
ruined. As such he paints a very good 
picture of natural man with no way to 
deliver himself.

Second, there was the disciples’ 
inability to exorcise the spirit which 

apparently prompted a dispute 
with the scribes (9:14–16). The 
scribes were thrilled to point out 
the disciples’ failure. They may have 
taunted the disciples by asking, 
“Where are your powers now!” The 
disciples were befuddled by this 
very question (9:28). According to 
Jesus, the disciples couldn’t cast out 
the spirit because of their little faith 
(Matt. 17:20; Luke 17:6). As evidence 
of their little faith the disciples had 
approached this problem apart from 
prayer and fasting (9:29). We may 
wonder that the disciples tried to 
solve a problem that was obviously 
beyond their control without seeking 
God’s help. But maybe the disciples 
had been thinking the way we often 
do. “This isn’t really beyond my 
control. I know what to do.” But all 
human effort is impotent without the 
God’s energizing power (John 15:5). 
Through fasting we humble ourselves 
before God while making requests 

through prayer. Fasting stimulates 
prayer by exposing personal 
weakness. Calvin paraphrases Christ’s 
response to the disciples’ inability: 
“You seem as if you were engaged in 
a mock-battle got up for amusement; 
but you have to deal with a powerful 
adversary, who will not yield till the 
battle has been fought out.”2 Are we 
really so different from the faithless 
disciples? Do we approach great need 
with prayer and fasting or without?

Third, there was the general problem 
of unbelief. Jesus used this occasion 
to get at the most pervasive problem 
of all. In denouncing the “faithless 
generation” (9:19) Jesus seems to be 
speaking most specifically, though 
not exclusively, against the scribes. 
They had seen so many signs, but 
here they capitalize on one failure to 
justify their unbelief. Like the scribes 
we tend to focus on life’s problems 
often forgetting all the powerful signs 
of God’s grace we have seen. Unbelief 
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enlarges problems and minimizes 
God’s power and provision.

The Heart of the Matter:  
Faith (9:23–24)
In the face of this great problem the 
father of the demon-possessed boy 
asked for two things: compassion and 
help (9:22). But he prefaced these two 
requests with a bit of skepticism. He 
didn’t say, “You can do anything!” 
but, “If you can do anything.” He did 
believe that Christ can help (otherwise 
he wouldn’t have asked), but he did 
have his lingering doubts. Unbelief is 
severely debilitating. In response Jesus 
explained that faith in God swings 
open the door of possibilities: “If you 
can believe, all things are possible to 
him who believes” (9:23).

This needy father answered with 
one of the simplest expressions of 
humble faith found in the Bible. He 
demonstrated faith without arrogance 
or presumption. It is a saying that 
every child of God can resonate with: 
“Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” 
(9:24). This father’s profession helps 
us to combat unbelief by honestly 
examining ourselves and resolutely 
committing ourselves to Christ’s 
care. When we take a careful look at 
our faith we must admit weakness. 

In general, believers believe. But 
there are specific areas in which we 
are prone to doubt. This man had 
doubts that his son could be healed. 
For years he had seen him ravaged 
by this spirit. He had lost hope that 
anything could help. There might be 
areas in your life in which you have 
relinquished hope in God. Have you 
become content with your anger or 
rudeness, suspecting that God cannot 
provide a solution? Do you doubt that 
God could improve your marriage? 
Identify your areas of unbelief and 
ask for God’s help.

The Resolution (9:25–27)
On many occasions God had used the 
disciples to cast out similar demons. 
But on this occasion they could do 
nothing. In fact, their inability to 
resolve the problem drew a huge 
crowd and sharp disagreement. The 
disciples’ failure put Jesus on center 
stage (9:25). When Jesus cast out the 
unclean spirit, the child fell down as 
if dead; so powerful is the strength 
with which Satan clings to the souls 
of those he is seeking to ruin. Christ’s 
power is greater. Calvin said that 
“Christ has come to bridle [the] rage 
[of Satan].”3

1. Reflect on the following: Something like Christ’s transfiguration takes place every time a person is converted.

2. In what way are the Father’s words in Mark 9:7 a missionary charge to His disciples in every age?

3. How might Christ have been strengthened by His Father’s words?

4. Why do you suppose Jesus asked the question recorded in Mark 9:21?

5. What do you think about the father of the demon-possessed boy confessing his faith and unbelief in public, with  
    a loud voice and tears?

6. Identify areas in your own life where unbelief is stronger than faith.

7. Why do you suppose Christ took the boy by the hand and lifted him up after the demon was driven from him?   
    What does this teach us about Jesus?

8. Has fasting become the forgotten discipline of the confessing church? If so, how should it be recovered?
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Points to Ponder and Discuss

The Gospel writer Luke provides a 
powerful connection between the 
two narratives in this story; Jesus 
healed this boy the day after the 
transfiguration (Luke 9:37). It seems 
that the disciples who failed to cast 
out the demon were not with Christ 
on the mountain.4 They lacked an 
overwhelming sense of His power 
and glory. What an advantage we have 
in the full panorama of revelation. 
Because of His glory Christ is more 
than able to give us victory over sin 
and Satan.

   
1. Accessed on January 26, 2015, http://
www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/
article/2010/01/04/AR2010010403101.html.

2. John Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony 
of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989), 
2:327.

3. Calvin, Harmony of the Evangelists, 323.

4. William Hendriksen, Exposition of the 
Gospel According to Mark, New Testament 
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976), 
345.
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What to Look for in a Future Wife

Dear Eli,

You are such a wonderful son, and getting so big! I can hardly believe 

that you’ll be five years old this summer. Mommy and I already have a 

lifetime of memories from your contagious joy and sweet nature. It is an 

honor to be your dad. 

There are many things we pray 
about as your parents. The most 
important and the most urgent is 
that you would rest in the finished 
work of Jesus for the forgiveness 
of your sins. We pray this daily and 
won’t stop until God answers.

But we also pray for your future as a 
man, and potentially a husband. We 
pray that you would be a man who 
loves God’s Word, God’s church, 
and God’s people. Right now, you 
tell us that you want to be a farmer, 
a teacher, a preacher, and a daddy. 
It strikes me that these have many 
things in common! Farmers and 
teachers and preachers and daddies 
are alike in this: they all sow seeds 
and need to wait until God gives 
the growth. And when He does, we 
don’t get to take any credit. God gets 
all the glory.

Even though you are young now, 
it will not be long before you are 
grown up. Before that day comes, 
I want to shepherd your heart and 
offer some humble advice about 
the kind of woman to look for in a 
wife. This is one of most important 
decisions you might have to make, 
one that will affect the rest of 
your life. Thankfully, God already 
has your days ordained (Ps. 139), 
including the woman you’ll marry 
(if that is His will). But we don’t know 
His will of decree until it comes to 

pass, so consider the following three 
attributes to look for in a wife.

Humble

One of the many things that attracted 
me to Mommy when we first met 
was her beautiful humility. A humble 
person knows that she doesn’t know 
everything, but she wants to keep on 
growing. It does not mean that she 
has no convictions, or treats truth 
as relative. When gospel humility 
adorns a person, it makes that 
person approachable yet confident. 
Humble in themselves; bold in God. 
A teachable spirit is invaluable in a 
wife. And when a husband and wife 
are both being molded and reformed 
by the transforming Word of God, 
look out! Great things happen!

But how can you detect humility 
in a girl when it’s an attitude of the 
heart? There is a saying, “What goes 
up must come down.” We could 
equally say, “What is in must come 
out.” What’s on the inside will show 
itself on the outside. Jesus said, “Out 
of the mouth the heart speaks.” Let 
me suggest two important areas 
where humility manifests itself.

The first is the matter of modesty. 
An author once write, “Modesty 
is humility in dress.” What a girl 
wears says a lot about her heart. I 
pray that you would look for beauty 
as defined by God, not the world. 
Look for a girl who dresses to draw 

attention to Jesus, not herself. Now 
don’t misunderstand me. It’s okay 
(in fact preferred!) to marry a girl 
you find attractive. Yet I pray that 
you’ll see the difference between 
a pretty girl who is humble and a 
pretty girl who is not. God’s Word 
is clear: “Do not let your adorning 
be external . . . the clothing you 
wear—but let your adorning be the 
hidden person of the heart with the 
imperishable beauty of a gentle and 
quiet spirit, which in God’s sight is 
very precious” (1 Peter 3:3–4).

The second area where humility is 
tested in a young lady is her attitude 
toward her parents. Simply put, if 
she characteristically dishonors her 
parents, what makes you think she 
will honor you?

Look for a girl who shows honor to 
her mom and dad. Just like a girl 
can learn a lot about a guy when 
she watches how he treats his 
mom, so can you learn a lot about 
a girl in the way she respects her 
parents, particularly her dad. This 
doesn’t mean she must agree with 
everything her parents decide, but 
it reveals a lot about her heart in the 
way she responds to disagreements 
and differences. Wait for a girl who 
takes the fifth commandment 
seriously.

Helpful

The second attribute I want you 
to consider when looking for a 
wife is the attribute of helpfulness. 
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Conclusion

Perhaps by the time you read this, you won’t remember that as a four-year-old 

you used to say that you wanted to marry Mommy. I’ve tried my best to explain 

why this isn’t possible. And I trust by now that you’ve understood too.

But the more I get to know Mommy, the more I believe that she is the kind of 

person you should be looking for. Not because she’s flawless, but because she’s 

humble, a helper, and hungry for spiritual things.

Son, you give my heart much joy. I won’t stop praying for you. May our grace-

giving God shower His mercies upon your life, to the praise of His glorious grace.

Love always,

Dad

 
Rev. Michael J. Schout  is the pastor of Grace URC in Alto, MI. 
He welcomes your feedback at: mikeschout@gmail.com

Remember that this was God’s 
original design for Eve. As we read 
in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good that 
the man should be alone; I will make 
him a helper fit for him.”

I hope by now you understand what 
this does not mean. Marriage is not 
about you and your little kingdom 
of one, as if your wife is put on 
this earth to make sure your selfish 
needs are met. Jesus’ definition 
of leadership is self-sacrifice. My 
calling as a Christian husband is 
to love Mommy as Christ loves the 
church. My only hope is humbling 
myself and begging God for more 
grace!

Yet it still stands that the kind of lady 
you want to look for is one who loves 
to help others. If she is going to be 
your helper, it is best if she already 
helps people in her life right now. 
Is she a servant or selfish? Does she 
look for ways to help her parents, 
her church, and her neighbors? Or is 
she the kind of girl who only wants 
to help herself? It’s usually not very 
hard to tell the difference.

Another thing I love about Mommy 
is how hard she works. When we 

met, she was working two jobs 
to pay her bills. And she remains 
committed to helping others: you 
and your siblings, me, and so many 
others. This is an invaluable quality 
to look for in a wife.

If a young lady is reading this, desires 
to marry someday, and wishes her 
dreams would come true today, she 
should find ways to serve her family 
and local church. The kind of guy 
she should be praying and waiting 
for will take notice.

Hungry

The last quality I want to highlight 
when thinking about what to look 
for in a future wife is a girl who is 
hungry. No, not that kind of hungry 
(although while I’m on the subject: 
look for a girl who knows how to eat 
and doesn’t pick at her food; who 
eats a hamburger and fries and not 
just salads; and who loves to eat ice 
cream).

By hungry, I mean the type of girl 
who has a hunger for God’s Word. 
If you’re looking for the perfect 
girl, you’ll be single the rest of your 
life. But the perfect girl for you is 

a daughter of the King who hates 
her sin and loves Jesus’ grace and 
desires to be conformed to His 
image.

This matters more than anything 
else. Don’t settle for a girl you 
connect with but isn’t godly and 
growing. Wait for a girl who loves 
the gospel. Look for a woman who 
loves the church. Pray for a wife 
who understands that life is not 
about her but making much of God.

Is she excited about what God is 
doing in her life and in yours? Is 
she responsive to the preaching of 
the Word? Does she love her Bible? 
Does she want to learn more? Is 
she dissatisfied with her progress? 
Does she pray? Does she hunger for 
heaven?

Don’t buy the lie that says all that 
matters is looks, or connection, or 
having the same interests. Trust 
God’s pattern. A woman worth 
growing old with will be a woman 
who shares a common faith in 
Christ, a common commitment to 
living for His glory, and a common 
desire for growing in the grace and 
knowledge of Jesus.
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“The worship wars.” The very term 
sends shivers down many a church 
member’s spine. Although the 
phrase was probably coined with 
tongue in cheek, “war” is too often 
an apt description for the grim 
struggle many congregations have 
been facing in the past few decades. 
At the heart of the confrontation 
lies a debate over the best styles of 
music for worship. “Contemporary 
Christian music” is pitted against 
the “old hymns of the faith.” Guitars 
and drums are placed in antithesis 
against organ and piano. The 
traditional camp groans about the 
saccharine-sweet lyrics of praise 
choruses, while the contemporary 
camp worries that the church 
is losing its youth with musty 
nineteenth-century traditions. For 
months or even years, council room 
discussions and congregational 
meetings attempt every possible 
solution. Often the church splits 
its worship into “traditional” 

and “contemporary” services or 
constructs “blended worship” in an 
attempt to combine the best of both 
styles. Either way, the worship wars 
usually leave feelings hurt, members 
estranged, and the church’s unity in 
tatters.

In  conservat ive  Reformed 
denominations like the United 
Reformed Churches in North 
America (URCNA), battles over 
worship music are generally few 
and far between. At least in the 
URC congregations I’m familiar 
with, organ and piano are still the 
primary instruments and the blue 
Psalter Hymnal is still the primary 
songbook. But we can’t escape the 
nagging thought that it might not 
always be this way. Organists are 
getting harder and harder to find. 
A new Psalter Hymnal with more 
than seven hundred songs, many of 
them unfamiliar, will be published 
within the next year or two. As our 
churches respond to new realities 

like these, difficult questions about 
the nature and structure of worship 
are sure to emerge. With this in 
mind, I wouldn’t be surprised if 
you still view the worship wars as 
a worrisome eventuality in your 
church.

However, I’d like to make the case 
that the worship wars don’t need to 
happen. A consistently Reformed 
approach to worship can maintain 
the church’s unity while bypassing 
the battlegrounds of traditional and 
contemporary styles. Of course, 
because I write as a layman, not 
a professionally trained church 
musician or even a theologian, 
my overview of Reformed worship 
will be just that—an overview. Still, 
a survey of the biblical principles 
behind corporate worship can be 
profitable for the church as a whole 
and our own spiritual health.

The Regulation of Worship

If you visit a few contemporary 
churches, you’ll quickly recognize 

Mr. Michael R. 
Kearney

How to Evade the Worship Wars

The Outlook | 24



that for many congregations just 
about anything can happen in 
worship. The justification for flag 
services, liturgical dance, and other 
modes of spontaneous worship 
usually runs along these lines: any 
worship is acceptable worship as 
long as the worshipers are sincere.

If sincerity is the primary objective 
of worship, you’ll hear “That music 
really led me into the presence of 
God”—or, on the contrary, “I just 
can’t worship with that style of 
music.” Thus, the church’s mission 
becomes to incorporate enough 
elements and styles into a service to 
make everyone in attendance feel 
like at least part of their worship was 
truly heartfelt.

This perspective is hard to combat, 
especially because it often stems 
from commendable desires to make 
worship individually applicable and 
authentic. To be sure, from cover 
to cover the Bible stresses that we 
must worship God “in spirit and 
truth” (John 4:24, ESV). Yet we must 
acknowledge that the first and 
foremost criterion for worship is not 
whether the worshipers are sincere 
but whether worship is conducted 
according to God’s commands. 
When Nadab and Abihu offered 
strange fire before the Lord (Lev. 
10), they may have been sincere, 
but they were sincerely wrong—
and the penalty was death. Lest we 
think this restriction is limited to 
Old Testament ceremonial law, the 
author of the letter to the Hebrews 
exhorts us to “offer to God acceptable 
worship, with reverence and awe, 
for our God is a consuming fire” 
(Heb. 12:28–29).

By nature human hearts are, in 
John Calvin’s words, idol factories, 
constantly devising not only wrong 
things to worship but also wrong 
ways to worship. As such, they 
cannot serve as the ultimate arbiters 
of the worship service. We need 
a more objective standard—one 
which, thankfully, God has provided 

in His Word. Reformed churches, 
therefore, have historically excluded 
from their worship anything not 
explicitly or implicitly commanded 
in Scripture. This concept, known as 
the regulative principle of worship, 
is summarized in the Heidelberg 
Catechism this way: “that we in no 
way make any image of God nor 
worship him in any other way than 
he has commanded in his Word” 
(Lord’s Day 35, Q&A 96). In the 
same vein, the Belgic Confession 
condemns “all human inventions, 
and all laws which man would 
introduce into the worship of 
God, thereby to bind and compel 
the conscience in any manner 
whatsoever” (Article 32; see also 
Westminster Confession of Faith 
Chapter XXI, Article 1).

When we attempt to build a 
pattern for worship regulated 
according to the Bible, we discover 
elements such as those listed later 
in the Catechism: learning from 
God’s Word, participating in the 
sacraments, praying to God publicly, 
and bringing offerings for the poor 
(Lord’s Day 38, Q&A 103). To this 
list we can add Paul’s command to 
the Ephesians and the Colossians 
to sing “psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs” (Eph. 5:19, Col. 
3:16). But in order to determine 
how to organize and conduct these 
elements of worship, we need to dig 
deeper.

The Structure of Worship

Matt Redman’s perennially popular 
chorus “The Heart of Worship” 
expresses a desire to bring to Jesus 
“Something that’s of worth/That 
will bless Your heart.” But while 
contemporary Christian worship 
emphasizes our service to God, it 
tends to neglect its counterpart: 
that in corporate worship God also 
speaks to us through the ministry of 
the Word and sacraments.

Fundamentally, the worship service 
is a kind of holy dialogue, a meeting 

between God and His redeemed 
people. This dialogical nature of 
worship is particularly apparent 
in the elements of the Reformed 
liturgy: God speaks through the 
salutation, reading of the law, 
Scripture reading, preaching, and 
benediction, while the people 
respond through their psalms and 
hymns, prayers, and offerings.

The dialogical nature of worship 
also reflects covenantal theology. 
While a particular Sunday morning 
service will certainly affect some 
believers differently than others, 
worship is not the time when 
God meets with fifty or a hundred 
individual Christians. It is the time 
when He meets with His single 
assembled people, gathered in “from 
the east and from the west, from 
the north and from the south” (Ps. 
107:3). There are only two parties in 
this conversation.

Incidentally, that Matt Redman lyric 
raises a second question: What 
“worth” do we bring into worship? In 
Psalm 50, God reminds His people 
that He needs nothing, least of all 
their offerings and sacrifices:

“If I were hungry,  
I would not tell you,

for the world and  
its fullness are mine.

Do I eat the flesh of bulls 
or drink the blood of goats?

Offer to God a sacrifice  
of thanksgiving,

and perform your vows  
to the Most High,

and call upon me in the  
day of trouble;

I will deliver you, and you shall 
glorify me.” (vv. 12–15)

We sinners have no right to stand 
in the presence of a righteous and 
holy God, much less to expect that 
our feeble attempts at worship will 
somehow please Him. And yet we 
are invited to do so, to approach the 
throne of grace “with confidence,” 
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because of our Mediator and High 
Priest Jesus Christ (Heb. 4:16). We 
gather for corporate worship only 
because God has made His covenant 
of grace with us. In the words of 
one essay on the Reformed liturgy, 
“Sinners neither stroll nor storm 
into the Holy Mountain; they come 
tremblingly, by royal invitation.”1 
To be sure, our worship should be 
filled with joy and praise, but only 
as a consequence of God’s work of 
reconciliation in our hearts.

A dialogical and covenantal view of 
worship acts as a rigorous filter for 
what goes on in a church service. 
It prioritizes elements such as 
congregational singing as means 
for God’s people to respond to 
Him and edify each other. It also 
raises questions about music that 
is designed for solo performance 
rather than congregational singing, 
including genres like Christian 
rock and worship elements like 
instrumental special music. The 
dialogical nature of worship 
mandates that we strive to avoid 
distracting from or interfering with 
the holy conversation taking place.

The Specifics of Worship

As simple as the regulative principle 
of worship and the dialogical nature 
of worship may sound, how they 
apply in the context of worship 
wars may still seem fuzzy. How do 
we determine what kind of songs 
to sing or what musical styles to 
use? While these principles may 
not provide a direct answer to such 
specific questions, they do provide 
the underpinning necessary for 
a consistently biblical model of 
worship.

What songs should we sing in 
worship? The URCNA’s official 
position on this question is rather 
broad: “The 150 Psalms shall have 
the principal place in the singing 
of the churches,” but “hymns 
which faithfully and fully reflect 
the teaching of the Scripture” may 

also be sung if approved by the 
consistory.2 While the debate over 
whether extrabiblical hymns belong 
in worship will probably continue 
until Christ’s return, there can be 
no question that the Psalms belong 
in worship (see Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16; 
James 5:13). Moreover, as part of the 
inspired Word of God, the Psalter 
clearly deserves the “principal place” 
in our congregational singing. As 
Reformed theologians like David 
Murray and Michael LeFebvre have 
argued extensively, the Psalms were 
written with Christ at their center 
and thus are supremely fitting for 
the worship of God’s people in both 
the Old and New Testaments.3 With 
regard to the dialogical nature of 
worship, psalm singing again proves 
its merit. After all, what better way to 
participate in this holy conversation 
than by singing the words God has 
given us back to Him? Whether or 
not other songs are used in worship, 
then, Reformed church music should 
be thoroughly immersed in the 
words and influence of the Psalms.

What about the styles and 
instruments of our worship 
music? While passages like Psalm 
150 mention a wide range of 
instruments in the context of 
worship, there is one instrument far 
more important than any of them: 
the voice of the congregation. As 
beautiful as instrumental music 
may be, it cannot communicate 
words like the human voice does. 
Paul’s comments to the Corinthians 
seem to reinforce the need for our 
music to be intelligible, not just 
beautiful: “I will sing praise with 
my spirit, but I will sing with my 
mind also” (1 Cor. 14:15). Whatever 
instruments are used in worship, 
then, must serve to support and 
encourage congregational singing, 
not overpower it. Along the same 
lines, current secular styles of 
music, which tend to rely heavily 
on vocal and instrumental solos, 
are particularly unsuited for 
strong congregational singing. 

While I don’t think an amplified 
rock band belongs in worship, 
however, I want to point out that 
poor accompaniment on organ 
and piano can be just as much 
of a hindrance to the voice of 
the congregation. The primary 
question here is not which musical 
styles are acceptable but which 
will best support God’s people as 
they “come into his presence with 
singing” (Ps. 100:2).

Is Reformed worship traditional or 
contemporary? I hope this all-too-
brief summary has revealed the false 
dichotomy behind this question. 
Worship according to God’s 
commands, “in spirit and truth,” 
should be both traditional, rooted 
in the historic practice of God’s 
people, and contemporary, just as 
applicable in the present day as ever. 
May God bless our efforts to worship 
Him acceptably and sincerely, as we 
look forward to “singing a new song 
before the throne” with the rest of 
God’s people in eternity (Rev. 14:3)! 
   
1. Report of the Liturgical Committee of 
the Christian Reformed Church to Synod 
1968, in Psalter Hymnal Supplement 
(Grand Rapids: Board of Publications of 
the Christian Reformed Church, 1974), 
back matter p. 91.

2. Church Order of the United Reformed 
Churches in North America (2012 edition), 
Article 39.

3. See David Murray, Jesus on Every Page: 
Ten Simple Ways to Seek and Find Christ 
in the Old Testament (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 2013); Michael LeFebvre, Singing 
the Songs of Jesus: Revisiting the Psalms 
(Ross-shire, Scotland: Christian Focus, 
2010); also Sing a New Song: Recovering 
Psalm Singing for the Twenty-First 
Century, ed. Joel Beeke and Anthony 
Selvaggio (Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2010).
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Rev. Talman 
WagenmakerReport on the Meeting of Classis Central US 

of the URCNA

Convening at the Lynwood United 
Reformed Church in Lynwood, 
Illinois, April 13–14, 2015

Delegates to the thirty-eighth meeting 
of Classis Central US arrived at the 
Lynwood United Reformed Church 
in Lynwood, Illinois, and were greeted 
with Christian fellowship and a hot 
meal prior to beginning the meeting. 
This classis was unique in that one 
consistory convened it (Rock Valley 
URC in Rock Valley, Iowa), another 
church hosted it (Redeemer URC 
in Dyer, Indiana), and it was held 
at the building of a different church 
(Lynwood URC). Classis Central US 
convened at 6:30 p.m. on Monday, 
April 13, concluding in the evening of 
the following day.

They were pleasant, spring days.

The Monday evening session began 
with welcoming visitors and guests. 
After approving the work of the 
convening consistory and the stated 
clerk, the candidacy exam for Mr. 
Joel Wories began. Mr. Wories is 
a recent graduate of Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary and is under 
the oversight of the Redeemer URC 
in Dyer, Indiana. Rev. Todd Joling 
examined in the area of practica, and 
Rev. John Vermeer examined in the 
area of Reformed doctrine. Given 
the lateness of the hour these were 
the only areas of the exam that were 
completed that evening. After a brief 
break, the treasurer’s report was read. 
It was noted that increased funds 
are needed to cover not only normal 
expenses but also costs resulting from 

activities of the Church Planting 
Advisory Committee (CPAC).

That evening the classis also heard 
from Rev. Reuben Sernas, who is 
a church planter at the Somerset 
Reformed Fellowship in Princess 
Anne, Maryland. Reports were given 
by church visitors for numerous visits 
to councils of churches in the classis. 
Reports were also heard from those 
who served as fraternal delegates 
to various assemblies of churches 
with whom we have sister relations. 
To close the evening session Rev. 
Alan Strange addressed the classis 
on behalf of the Presbytery of the 
Midwest of the OPC.

The morning session saw the 
candidacy exam continue with Rev. 
Harold Miller examining Mr. Wories 
in the area of Bible knowledge. 
Afterwards, Rev. John Bouwers 
addressed the classis as the chairman 
of the Committee for Ecumenical 
Relations and Church Unity. 
Following Rev. Bouwers, Rev. George 
Horner brought greetings on behalf 
of the South Central Classis of the 
RCUS. Letters of greetings were read 
from the RPCNA and the CanRC 
prior to delegates taking a brief break 
for fellowship.

After the break the candidacy exam 
resumed with Rev. Paul Ipema 
examining in the area of biblical 
exegesis, Rev. Tom Wetselaar 
examining in the area of confessional 
knowledge, and Rev. Dan Donovan 
examining in the area of church 
polity. With most of the candidacy 
exam completed, the classis took a 

break for a delicious lunch which the 
ladies of Redeemer URC served to the 
delegates.

Returning from the break, Rev. 
Doug Barnes examined Mr. Wories 
in the area of church history, and 
Rev. Spencer Aalsburg examined 
in the area of ethics to complete the 
examination. The delegates discussed 
Mr. Wories’s performance prior to 
the consistory of the Redeemer URC 
leaving to make their determination, 
according to article 4 of church order. 
A number of reports were heard 
before the Redeemer consistory 
returned with their judgment that Mr. 
Wories sustained the candidacy exam 
in its entirety; the delegates to classis 
agreed with unanimity. Thanking 
the Lord for His blessing of Mr. Joel 
Wories and his wife, Kayla, the classis 
then expressed congratulations to 
them, after which a brief break was 
taken for fellowship.

When the delegates returned from 
the afternoon break they took up the 
report of the CPAC. After extensive 
discussion the guidelines for the 
CPAC were approved, and the classis 
appointed Elder Korrie Van Maanen 
and Rev. Jacques Roets as alternates 
to the committee. Along with this, the 
existing mission works of El Pacto de 
Gracia, Sioux Falls URC, and the work 
in Quito, Ecuador, were approved for 
assistance.

Next, an overture from the 
Cornerstone URC in Sanborn, Iowa, 
to overture Synod 2016 was taken 
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up. This overture seeks to revise 
the mandate of the federation’s 
CERCU (Committee for Ecumenical 
Relations and Church Unity). After 
some discussion the overture was 
approved. A report was read from the 
classical CERCU representative and 
reports were heard about two classis 
church plants, as well as Rev. Andrew 
Spriensma, who is an army chaplain 
under the oversight of the Faith 
URC in Beecher, Illinois. After these 
reports, a shortened break was taken 
for the evening meal.

When the delegates came back from 
the meal they discussed a request 
from the Ecumenicity Committee 
of the Presbytery of the Midwest of 
the OPC made to our classis to work 

toward holding a joint event with 
their presbytery. The consistory of 
the Cornerstone URC in Sanborn, 
Iowa, was asked to work with the 
Ecumenicity Committee to develop a 
proposal for this.

As part of the final matters of business, 
the treasurer’s remuneration was set 
at three hundred dollars per year, and 
the delegates took up two requests for 
advice about discipline matters and 
one request for advice concerning 
radical two kingdoms teaching. 
Advice was given in these matters.

The next meeting of Classis Central 
US is scheduled to convene September 
14, 2015, the Lord willing. The 
consistory of the Community URC in 

Schererville, Indiana, will serve as the 
convening and host consistory.

Classis wishes to express its sincere 
appreciation to the members of the 
Redeemer URC (Dyer, Indiana) 
for their gracious hospitality, to the 
Lynwood URC for the use of their 
building, to the consistory of the Rock 
Valley URC for its work in convening 
this meeting, to the examiners, and to 
Rev. Joel Vander Kooi for his excellent 
service as chairman.

For further information, contact 
Rev. Talman Wagenmaker, 
pastor of Grace URC and stated 
clerk of classis, by telephone at 
920–324–2924 or via e-mail at 
ClassisCentralUS@gmail.com

Fri., September 18, 7 - 9:15 pm   
Sat., September 19, 9 am - 12:30 pm

$35 per couple / $20 per single 
Call, 616.669.2190.

Venue:  
First Christian Reformed Church 
in Byron Center

The Institute for Reformed Biblical Counseling Presents

The 2nd Annual 2015 IRBC  
Conference on Parenting

REGISTER EARLY! SEATING IS LIMITED. 
For details and registration information, visit reformedbiblicalcounseling.org.

Instructing a 
Child’s Heart 
A companion seminar of “Shepherding a Child’s Heart,”  
featuring renowned speaker and author,

DR. TEDD TRIPP

The Board of Reformed Heritage 
Christian School is accepting applications 
for a full-time high school / junior high 
Language arts teacher and also a part-time 
Kindergarten teacher for the 2015-16 school 
year. Reformed Heritage is committed 
to teaching our covenant youth from a 
distinctively Reformed perspective. Our goal is 
to train our young people to grow academically, 
think Biblically, and be servants of Christ in all 
endeavors of life.

A cover letter and resume can be mailed to: 
Reformed Heritage Christian School,  
700 N. Fletcher Ave., Kalamazoo, MI. 49006 

Attn: Mr. Dave Vander Meer or email:  
dnjvm5@att.net
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If we would search throughout all of 
history we would not find anywhere 

people more sane, more responsible 
than these disciples. And yet, on the 
day of Pentecost, these people broke 
out of their somber state into one of 
delirious happiness. It is little wonder 
that the spectators of their own time 
had only one obvious and succinct 
explanation for what they saw—these 
people are drunk, they said.

What was it like for those in that upper 
room to realize for the first time that 
there is such a person, such a power 
like the Holy Spirit? If we could think 
ourselves back to that situation and 
recapture the emotions of that day, we 
might not remain relaxed as we read 
about the events of the first Pentecost. 
And so, this article focuses upon the 
judgment that was passed upon the 
disciples by an observer in the crowd.

This critic, standing on the edge of 
the crowd, saw everything that had 
taken place. He had noticed the fierce, 
extravagant excitement. He had, no 
doubt, heard the mighty rushing 
wind and came running to see what 
was going on. He could probably see 
the little tongues of fire resting on the 
disciples of Jesus. He listened to what 
he considered to be wild, confusing 
babbling within the crowd that was 
gathered all around them. And then 
with a shrug of his shoulders, he made 

his remark: “They have had too much 
wine. They are drunk.”

This criticism may not have been 
made out of malice. It was probably 
launched with a touch of mockery or 
perhaps made in polite pity. But the 
critic thought himself to be honest in 
his appraisal of the situation. What was 
taking place in front of his eyes could 
be explained to him in only one way. 
In his view the only thing possible was 
that these disciples had dipped into 
the communion wine a bit too much, 
had passed the bounds of decency and 
reason, and were now drunk.

On the face of it, it was probably 
a reasonable and common sense 
explanation. In any other similar 
situation it most likely would have 
been a true explanation. Let us imagine 
for a moment that we were present 
with these observers on the fringe of 
the crowd.

We would stand on tiptoe to watch 
what was going on. We scan the 
scene and watch people gesturing 
like windmills. Everybody talks out 
loud. We can’t hear the main speaker 
because we are too far away and there 
are too many others speaking for 
us to hear him. But we hear all the 
others speaking in their own language, 
languages that we cannot understand, 
so it all sounds like gibberish. And 
there seems to be neither rhyme nor 

reason to the conduct of the people 
who are behaving in a most unusual 
way. Wouldn’t you feel inclined to 
elbow your friend next to you and say, 
“Let’s get out of here. What a pity to see 
people behaving like that . . . why, these 
men are full of sweet wine.”

Outside Judgment
While that may seem to be a reasonable 
and common sense criticism, it is 
undoubtedly a criticism from an 
outsider. It came from a bystander who 
had no firsthand knowledge of any 
of the experiences which lie behind 
the event that was taking place. It 
was purely a surface judgment from 
the edge of the crowd, not biased, 
not wicked, but formed without any 
knowledge of what was really going on.

It suggests a larger question: a 
question as to whether the criticism 
of an outsider was worth any serious 
attention. In science, for example, we 
would never let an outsider make any 
kind of value judgment. Someone 
outside of the field of astronomy might 
look out at the stars and say, “You don’t 
really think that those little twinkling 
things in the sky at night are actually 
a million times bigger than the earth, 
do you?” Would you shrink back and 
say, “You’re right, that does sound kind 
of silly. They can’t really be, can they?”

God’s Drunken Men Rev. Wybren  
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Some, however, made fun  
of them and said, “They 
have had too much wine.”  
—Acts 2:13
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Or in the field of medicine. You have 
been to the doctor because of chest 
pains and after some tests your doctor 
says you need surgery. Then someone 
with no medical background says, “Oh 
no, you don’t really think that cutting 
you open and doing surgery is going 
to make you feel better. Why, what you 
need to do is wear garlic around your 
neck, and when that garlic hangs close 
to your heart, it will make you feel 
better.” Would you believe him?

It is the person who has experience 
whose testimony counts. And yet, 
somehow we think that in religion we 
should listen to everybody. We need 
to consult constantly the man on the 
street to see what he thinks. Then we 
think we need to prune our messages 
according to his tastes. Well, Jesus 
never did that. The apostles never 
did that. They believed that spiritual 
things can be discerned only by those 
who are spiritual. Religion can be 
judged only by those who enter into 
the experience. And the man on the 
street, the outsider, so long as he stays 
an outsider, has little or no right to pass 
judgment on religious facts any more 
than he does on scientific facts that he 
knows nothing about.

We know that the person who said 
this in Acts 2:13 never asked about 
any of the facts. He didn’t weigh the 
evidence. He knew nothing about what 
he was talking about. He didn’t know 
anything about the character and 
the work of the disciples. He just saw 
some things happening, things that he 
couldn’t understand. Things that didn’t 
fit into his limited experience, so he 
brushed them off. He put the incident 
aside with the lowest materialistic 
explanation that he could find, and that 
was that these men had too much wine. 
That is the outsider’s condemnation 
that seemed like the only explanation 
possible for him.

Have you ever noticed that the person 
on the edge of the crowd, the outsider, 
is the person who is constantly 
judging Jesus and His people in these 
same easy, foolish ways? He finds, 

for example, that you, as a Christian, 
are deeply interested in things that 
have no appeal to him whatsoever. 
He discovers that you are sometimes 
passionately enthusiastic over things 
that he has never noticed. He sees 
you fiercely indignant at some wrong 
which he has never thought about. He 
notices that you will subject yourself 
to certain pain or persecution for the 
sake of your conscience or because 
you want to do the right thing even if 
it means personal loss. And in all of 
this the outsider shakes his head and 
says, “Yeah, good people, no doubt. But 
somewhat unbalanced. They are full of 
wine. Man, they’re high on something.”

With Some Truth
And you know what? He’s absolutely 
right. Although his judgment is 
foolishly wrong, it is yet one of the finest 
criticisms that has ever been passed 
upon religion. Sometimes an outsider 
blunders unwittingly into the heart of 
a great truth. I don’t know of any finer 
indirect testimony to the power of the 
Holy Spirit than this mocking criticism 
of the outsider.

Do you know what this outsider here on 
Pentecost Sunday noticed? He noticed 
the real essence of any life that is truly 
touched by the Spirit of God. The Holy 
Spirit had descended upon the young 
church like a flash of light, throwing the 
church into amazement and filling it 
with outrageous joy. And our observer 
here, with calm eyes, noticed what it all 
meant. He expressed it rather foolishly, 
but he saw an amazing truth.

In the first place, he saw something 
that we often forget. Christianity is 
a kind of divine intoxication. When 
it is real, Christianity is a ferment in 
the human heart. Jesus comes into a 
person’s heart with a rush, shaking him 
from his sin, changing all of his values, 
and swinging him around to look into 
the very eyes of God.

What else can happen but that the 
world is suddenly turned upside down 
for the new Christian? What would 

something like that look like to an 
outsider? Exactly what is said here in 
Acts 2:13: “They have had too much 
wine. They are drunk. Man, they gotta 
be high on something.”

If you continue reading in Acts, you 
will discover a man named Festus 
examining Paul and this thing called 
Christianity. And what is the judgment 
that Festus makes? He has only one 
judgment of Paul. He says in Acts 
26:24, “You are out of your mind, Paul.”

When early Christians went into the 
arenas about to be devoured by lions, 
they sang hymns to God. What do 
you think the observers thought? One 
of the writers of that time saw it as a 
strange folly. He wrote, “Truly, these 
people are deranged.”

The Crusaders gave up home and love 
and life. And one modern historian is 
quick to write that they were drunk 
with a dream. And all these critics 
of Christianity are right. The real 
Christian, Paul writes, is a fool for 
Christ. Paul writes, “We preach Christ 
crucified: a stumbling block to the Jews 
and foolishness to Gentiles . . . [but] 
the foolishness of God is wiser than 
human wisdom” (1 Cor. 1:23, 25, NIV).

We have lost a lot of this today, haven’t 
we? And much to the church’s peril, I 
might add. Today we are far too calm, 
far too cold. We have become reasoned 
and sedate in our Christianity. It is to 
our condemnation if we do not find 
anything amazing in the love and the 
grace of God. It is to our condemnation 
if the ordered calm of our praise is 
never broken by a testimony from some 
stunned and amazed soul who has been 
snatched from the mouth of hell and is 
now brought by the Spirit of God into 
His church. It is to our condemnation 
if our casual conversations after church 
are never filled with praise to God for 
the great things He has done for us.

“What is all this?” we ask. “What is this 
noise?” It is only this: some poor soul, 
like these people at Pentecost, has been 
drenched by the Holy Spirit of God. He 
has seen the infinite mercy of God. He 
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has witnessed the marvelous grace of 
God. And he now knows himself as a 
forgiven sinner, saved by the blood of 
Jesus Christ. And he rejoices in ecstasy. 
Praise to God from whom all blessings 
flow!

Notice a second thing in this scene 
before us in Acts 2. The outsider 
observed not only this strong emotion 
among the disciples but also its nature. 
He noticed a strange gladness, a 
delirious joy that swept them beyond 
bounds. These disciples at Pentecost 
were crying out in an extravagant 
gladness which they could hardly 
understand themselves. We read that 
they were praising the wonderful 
works of God.

Is there anything that is less contained 
and crushed and crammed into a 
jar than joy? It runs over. Joy is like a 
bubbling wine. People do all sorts of 
foolish things, silly things, when they 
are happy. They seem almost to walk on 
air. They burst out into little snatches of 
song. They giggle at the most awkward 
times. There is so much excitement, so 
much joy within them that they can’t 
contain it.

Think, for example, of children on the 
last day of school. They are excited! 
Ask any teacher if he or she can teach 
a student anything on the last day of 
school. Of course not. That’s because 
the students have one thing on their 
minds: School’s out! It’s done!

That excitement that you feel on the 
last day of school is nothing compared 
with the dazzling excitement and joy 
of a sinner’s soul being redeemed by 
God. It isn’t a remarkable thing that a 
redeemed person should sing aloud 
to God. It is a remarkable thing when 
he doesn’t. It shouldn’t surprise us that 
when the Holy Spirit works Christ’s 
love in a person, that person loves to go 
to church. He loves to worship God. He 
will make every effort, morning and 
evening, to be there. No excuses. That 
shouldn’t surprise us. No, it should 
surprise us when a person who claims 

to have the Holy Spirit in him doesn’t 
like to go to church.

When we think about God’s great love 
for a people like us. When we reflect 
upon the fullness of His magnificent 
forgiveness. When we look at the 
sacrifice that brought it to be. When 
we understand how He has called us to 
be His children to share in eternal life. 
There is something desperately wrong 
with us if we can sit back and take that 
calmly.

In the early days of the church, when 
God’s love and the Holy Spirit were 
revealed to His people, the people were 
carried off their feet. They were filled 
with an amazed joy. I have no doubt 
that they did foolish things—or what 
we would have perceived as foolish 
things, had we been there to see it as 
an outsider and not taken the time to 
understand it. They sang, they laughed, 
and they spoke of things that made 
no sense to the non-believer. And to 
the outsider standing on tippy-toe 
on the edge of the crowd, a word of 
disgust: “How shocking, so early in the 
morning, and here they are filled with 
too much wine.”

Is this missing from your life today? 
The vision of laughing, rejoicing, and 
exciting Christianity? Do you have this 
picture of unbounded, uncontrollable 
joy because Christ has saved you from 
your sins?

I know too many Christians who are 
incredibly unhappy people. Doesn’t 
that strike you as odd as you think 
again on this passage concerning the 
first Pentecost? Here was a group of 
early Christians so unrestrained, so 
effervescent that those who saw them, 
the outsiders, thought they were full of 
new wine. How can we be filled with 
the same Spirit, receiving all the same 
promises, thinking the same thought 
as these people at Pentecost, and yet 
look like we are mourning the end of 
the world? And that’s the point, isn’t 
it? Are we thinking the same things as 
the people at Pentecost? Are we certain 
of the same hopes, the same promises, 

and do we share in the same dynamic 
faith that they had?

If we do, then we of all people should 
be the happiest in this world. For we 
were dead in our trespasses and sins, 
and we have been made alive in Jesus 
Christ. The Spirit of God has come 
to us and told us that Christ, God’s 
own Son, has died for our sins and we 
are right with God because of Jesus. 
We need to fill ourselves with these 
wonderful thoughts of the wondrous 
work of God.

Those on that first Pentecost declared 
the wondrous love of God. They 
thought of their Savior and Lord, Jesus 
Christ, crucified and risen victorious 
from the grave. They thought of 
their own poor pitiful sins and how 
those sins were forever forgiven and 
forgotten by God’s amazing love. They 
thought of the Holy Spirit who moved 
them to speak of the wondrous works 
of God and who would be with them 
and who would keep them and who 
would guide them until they were 
brought clean and purified into the 
presence of God. They thought of the 
infinite sacrifice that Jesus made on 
the cross and the infinite gain that He 
gave to His people. And when they 
thought of all these things, they lifted 
up their hands and their voices and 
sang praise to God, rejoicing aloud in 
this newfound enthusiasm until their 
joy mingled with the joy of the angels.

And that poor fellow over on the edge 
of the crowd pulled his companion 
away and said, “Let’s get out of here. 
This is rather shocking. They have had 
too much wine.” He was gloriously 
right. It was the wine of God, Jesus 
Christ. Jesus makes the sinner’s heart 
glad with song. Oh, that He would 
touch our hearts as well.

 
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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I was pleased to be asked to 
give an overview and report of 
some aspects of the Reformed 

movement in Latin America. My wife, 
Aletha, and I, together with our four 
children, have lived for more than 
thirty years in Costa Rica. During this 
time we have been privileged by God’s 
grace to help plant three churches, 
serve in theological education, 
establish a Christian school, and begin 
a Reformed publishing house. In 1997 
I accepted the position of executive 
secretary for the Latin American 
Fellowship of Reformed Churches 
(CLIR, as it is known in Spanish), a 
fellowship of churches dedicated to 
strengthening the Reformed faith in 
Latin America. As secretary of CLIR 
I feel God has allowed me a position 
from which I have a good purview of 
many Reformed churches in much of 
Latin America. CLIR’s membership 
is made up of confessional, 
Reformed churches from Mexico 
to Chile (approximately eighteen 
denominations), and many more 
individuals and local churches 
are affiliated. Christian book 
distributors and theological 
seminaries also are affiliated with 
CLIR.

CLIR is currently promoted and 
supported by many churches and 
individuals through the Bethany 
URC in Wyoming, Michigan. During 
the past seventeen years we have 
seen this Reformed effort grow into a 
significant movement throughout the 
region. Praise the Lord!

The First Wave of Reformed 
Missions
The first mission efforts in Latin 
America, especially in the Reformed/
Presbyterian tradition, commenced 
around the mid-1800s. Some 
governments, especially in Mexico, 
saw Protestants as allies against the 
Catholic Church and facilitated 
their entrance into the country. The 
Presbyterian Church in the USA 
(Northern and Southern) and others 
began sending missionaries to Mexico 
and Brazil, and later to Guatemala, 
Chile, and other countries. Scotland 
sent a mission force to Perú. There 
were other small efforts made by other 
denominations, both European and 
North American. Many countries, 
however, were ignored by Reformed 
missions. This was true of most of 
Central America.

Especially in Mexico and Brazil there 
was a major missionary push at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, 
and for some decades there was 
increasing development and growth. 
By the mid-twentieth century there 
were solid national churches and 
evangelism was well underway. 
Theological seminaries were founded, 
and the church organization was well 
established. Liberalism, however, 
had already begun to infiltrate 
Presbyterian churches, and there 
were ensuing internal conflicts and 
later splits in denominations.

It is my contention that in spite of 
significant numerical growth in 
Mexico, Guatemala, Brazil, Chile, and 

Colombia, the underlying quicksand 
of liberalism compromised the future 
of confessional Reformed practice 
in most of these countries. For 
instance, many Christian (Reformed/
Presbyterian) grade schools and 
high schools were founded but today 
have virtually nothing of a Reformed 
curriculum, and never really did. 
No significant, Reformed curricular 
materials were ever produced in 
Spanish (Brazil is the exception); no 
Reformed universities were founded 
to train teachers (again, Brazil is 
the exception). Another indicator is 
the lack of solid Reformed reading 
materials in Spanish, either translated 
or original. For almost a century there 
were no commentaries by John Calvin 
in Spanish, and the only translation of 
the Institutes was printed by a Dutch 
mission. One significant contribution 
was Louis Berkhof ’s Systematic 
Theology, which was translated by a 
Mexican Presbyterian and originally 
published by TELL in Grand Rapids. 
But while Reformed denominations 
grew in number, the foundation upon 
which they stood was shallow and 
weak.

The first wave of Reformed missions, 
as I am describing it, saw established 
Reformed denominations in many 
Latin American countries, but also 
many with the seeds of liberalism 
sown, and by 1960 there existed 
a large but disunified Reformed 
movement in Latin America. The 
liberal Presbyterian Church in the 
USA (PCUSA) attempted to unify 
Latin American Presbyterians by 
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aiding in the establishment of the 
Asociación de Iglesias Presbiterianas y 
Reformadas (AIPRAL), which served 
the cause of promoting women’s 
ordination throughout the region, 
and more recently ecotheology and 
the acceptance of homosexuals in the 
church. AIPRAL has been a force in 
promoting liberalism in the historic 
Reformed churches throughout Latin 
America up to the present.

The Next Wave of Reformed 
Mission
Beginning with the decade of the 1960s 
and subsequently, there were severe 
civil upheavals in Latin America, 
with many military dictatorships 
attacked and beginning to fall. This 
coincided with the rapid rise of 
Pentecostal churches. The Pentecostal 
movement provided the oppressed 
poor with a place where they were 
appreciated, where they felt God was 
present and heard their prayers, and 
where God’s powerful presence was 
promised. In the subsequent decades, 
Pentecostals would draw members 
not only from the Catholic churches 
but also from the more traditional 
(and liberalizing) Reformed and 
Presbyterian congregations. While 
it has taken one hundred years for 
the Presbyterian church in Mexico 
to reach one million members, the 
Assemblies of God denomination 
grew to more than four million in 
just a few decades. And in Brazil, the 
Assemblies of God denomination has 
more than twenty million members.

While the Pentecostal churches 
clearly were meeting felt needs of 
millions of people in Latin America 
who had been marginalized for 
centuries, there was a serious cost 
involved. As an anti-confessional 
movement, Pentecostalism has 
spawned incredible numbers of 
heretical and semi-heretical groups 
that in turn have begun to take 
advantage of those they came to save. 

Today the neo-Pentecostal health-
and-wealth churches funnel millions 
of dollars into the pockets of a 
relatively few apostles, prophets, and 
patriarchs who have convinced their 
congregations that God will channel 
His material blessings through them. 
In some countries, the evangelical 
churches (grouped together) make 
up to 20 percent of the population, 
and in Brazil, it might be more than 
50 percent. But the orthodoxy of 
all those churches that make up 
evangelicalism is another issue that 
has not been seriously addressed by 
evangelical leaders in general.

During the decade of the 1970s 
and subsequently, the Christian 
Reformed Church began work in 
Central America, a region where 
there was great spiritual need but 
where the Reformed faith was a 
novelty. The PCA sent mission teams 
to Mexico, Colombia, Ecuador, and 
Chile. The Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church, together with the PCA, has 
maintained work in Haiti. The RCUS 
has done some work in Mexico. The 
Canadian Reformed Church has a 
mission endeavor in the northeast of 
Brazil. The Free Reformed churches 
also sent missionaries to Guatemala 
and Ecuador. These confessional 
Reformed works have all experienced 
slow growth relative to most of the 
other evangelical churches.

Times had changed, and these efforts 
faced new challenges. Infant baptism 
was seen as a completely Roman 
Catholic practice, so these Reformed 
efforts were rejected by Catholics 
as being Protestant and by all other 
evangelicals as being Catholic. The 
Pentecostal movement was at its 
height, and the “holy rollers” (literally) 
swept across the region. Radio and 
television were swiftly employed by 
Pentecostal and later neo-Pentecostal 
groups. As the Internet developed, 
neo-Pentecostals were on the cutting 
edge. You could download a blessing 
and pay for it with your credit card.

Few people in Central America 
haven’t visited or been part of a 
Pentecostal church. The attrition rate, 
however, has been lethal. There are 
currently many more ex-evangelicals 
than there are evangelicals. Many 
returned to the Catholic Church, and 
many more have become practicing 
atheists, affirming belief in God but 
with no lifestyle that accompanies 
their profession. Others have rejected 
Christianity outright, a product 
of disagreeable experiences with 
evangelical churches.

There is no doubt that many have 
come to Christ through Pentecostal 
churches, but the whole movement 
has entered into a severe crisis of 
identity and has done damage to the 
integrity of the gospel in many places. 
Some Pentecostal leaders recognize 
this crisis and are beginning to 
search for alternatives. CLIR has 
begun to receive requests from 
Pentecostal pastors’ fellowships to 
bring conferences on sound doctrine. 
And in some regions there is almost 
an avalanche of pastors, leaders, 
and lay people who are finding the 
Reformed faith. CLIR’s Internet 
service (Facebook, video conferences, 
and website) has seen a significant 
increase in activity these past few 
years.

The newer Reformed mission efforts 
(CRC, PCA, and others) didn’t do 
much better than the older mission 
efforts in providing a viable foundation 
for the future of a solid, Reformed 
community. The publication of 
Reformed theology and texts was 
slow. CRC Publications provided 
some youth educational material that 
went out of print as soon as it was 
printed! None of the best, historic 
theological texts were translated 
(Bavinck, Kuyper, Machen, others). 
Only a couple of Calvin’s sermon 
collections and commentaries were 
printed. There were meager attempts 
to establish truly Reformed schools, 

Coordinating committee for conference, hard workers!  Tabasco, Mexico

The Outlook | 34



The Reformed Christian School Association in 
Upper Hutt, New Zealand is seeking expressions of 
interest from teachers interested in teaching in our 
small Christian School which covers levels 1-11. Our 
aim is to develop a biblically consistent world and 
life view in our students based on the Reformed 
faith. Members of the Reformed Christian School 
Association are members of the Reformed Churches 
of New Zealand.

Applicants must be committed to the Reformed 
faith and to Christian education. This is an exciting 
opportunity to be part of a small covenant school, 
and we look forward to your application. 

If you have any questions or would like more 
information please do not hesitate to contact us 
at: board@silverstreamchristian.school.nz

Expressions of Interest, Teaching Vacancy, New Zealand

but by this time the CRC was having major internal conflict over 
the ordination of women and other evidences of liberalism, such 
as whether there was even a need for another Protestant church 
in Latin America with so many others available. The PCA’s efforts 
continued to be hampered with mission-team conflicts, as well 
as an overemphasis on techniques for growth at the expense of a 
theological foundation. Many of the churches started by the PCA’s 
Mission to the World are struggling to stay alive and have little 
evidence of being Reformed. The older Presbyterian churches 
in South America began dividing, sometimes over theology but 
often over personality differences. While the work in Brazil moved 
forward in a more unified fashion, the Spanish-speaking countries 
saw greater fragmentation and a weakening of theology.

Rev. Bill and Aletha Green have  served the 
cause of missions for thirty years. They live in 
Costa Rica, raised their four children there, and 
have cooperated in planting three churches, 
founding a Christian grade school and high 
school, raising up the CLIR Publishing House, 
as well as other activities inside and outside 
Costa Rica. Rev. Green is presently the Executive 
Secretary of the Latin American Fellowship of 
Reformed Churches (CLIR). Rev. Green has an 
M.Div. from Westminster Seminary in California, 
and a Th.M. from Calvin Seminary.
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Dr. Cornelis P.  
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In an earlier article on the topic of 
Christ’s kingship in all of life, I offered 
a summary of what today is known 
as “the two-kingdom/natural law” 
(2KNL) perspective. Proponents of 
this perspective are leery of the idea 
that Christ’s work of redemption 
has direct implications for the way 
believers fulfill their calling or 
vocation in every area of human life. 
One of the most frequent claims of 
2KNL advocates is that there is nothing 
distinctively Christian about the way 
believers carry out their callings in 
the common kingdom. We may speak 
of the common callings of “butchers, 
bakers, and candlestickmakers,” for 
example, but we should not regard the 
work of believers in these callings as 
an uncommon service that advances 

the interests of Christ’s redemptive 
kingdom.

Rather than directly refuting the 
2KNL rejection of the distinctive 
calling of believers to acknowledge 
the kingship of Jesus Christ in all of 
life, I want in this and subsequent 
articles to defend the thesis that 
Christians are called to a transformed 
life of obedience to Christ in every 
area of human life, whether in the 
home, the workplace, the school, 
science, culture, the arts, and the like. 
My thesis is that we may properly 
speak of a distinctively Christian 
approach to the calling of believers 
in all of their respective vocations, 
whether as “butchers, bakers, or 
candlestickmakers,” to use an old and 

no doubt, outdated in some respects 
expression.2

The case I would offer for my thesis 
derives from four themes that belong 
to a biblical understanding of the 
Christian life in the world: (1) the 
biblical view of the redemptive work 
of Christ, which involves nothing less 
than the renewal and perfection of 
human life within the created order; 
(2) the believer’s participation in 
Christ’s threefold office of prophet, 
priest, and king; (3) the Christian 
life as a Spirit-authored life of “good 
works”; and (4) the “vocation” that 
Christians perform in their work and 
labor under the rule of Christ. When 
each of these themes is biblically 
understood, they offer a compelling 

Christ’s Kingship in All of Life
Butchers, Bakers, and Candlestickmakers in the  
Service of Christ (2)1
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case for viewing all of the Christian’s 
life as grateful obedience under the 
lordship of Christ (cf. Matt. 28:16–
20). In this article, I will take up the 
first of them.

The Relation Between Creation 
and Redemption
Perhaps the most important question 
that needs to be addressed, when 
considering whether Christians are 
called to serve the Lord Jesus Christ 
in their daily callings, is how Christ’s 
work of redemption is related to the 
doctrine of creation. If redemption 
restores the brokenness of life in God’s 
creation, and if grace perfects but does 
not displace the natural order, the 
work of redemption has important 
implications for life in God’s world. 
However, if redemption has no direct 
connection with the original purposes 
of God for human life, then this too 
will have considerable consequences 
for the way we view our calling as 
Christians.

The story that is told in Scripture is 
best read as a story that recounts the 
great works of the triune God, first 
as the Creator of all things and then 
as the Redeemer or Re-Creator who 
reverses all the effects of the creature’s 
sinful rebellion against Him. The big 
story the meta-narrative of Scripture 
as it is sometimes described takes 
place in four dramatic stages or 
movements: first, the creation of the 
heavens and the earth, which God 
declared to be good or pleasing to 
Him in its original state of integrity; 
second, the introduction of sin and 
evil into God’s good creation, first 
within the heavenly realm of angelic 
beings, and second within the human 
race through the fall and disobedience 
of our first parents, and of Adam in 
particular as the covenant head of the 
human race; third, the redemption 
or restoration of the human race 
by means of the covenant of grace 
whose Mediator is Jesus Christ, the 
incarnate Son of God, the “last” or 
“second” Adam (Rom. 5; 1 Cor. 15); 

and fourth, the consummation of 
God’s eternal kingdom in the new 
heavens and earth, which occurs 
with Christ’s coming at the end of the 
present age. In short, the storyline of 
the Scriptures is commonly described 
as that of creation, fall, redemption, 
and consummation.3

Within the framework of this story, 
how are we to understand the relation 
between creation and redemption?

Against the dark backdrop of the 
brokenness of sinful human life and 
the divine curse upon the created 
order itself, the biblical narrative 
primarily recounts the story of triune 
God’s work of redemption through 
Jesus Christ. At the consummation of 
God’s work of redemption in Christ, 
which will not occur until Christ 
returns at the end of this present 
age, the redemptive work of God 
will realize God’s good purposes for 
the creation, and human life within 
the creation, in the “new heavens 
and earth” in which all things will 
be made new. In the consummation, 
the original end of God’s purposes in 
creation, particularly in the creation 
of human beings after His image to 
glorify Him and tend the creation 
under His lordship, will be achieved.

In the work of redemption, therefore, 
God is making all things new, but He 
is not making all new things. Because 
God is making all things new, not 
discarding but renewing the work of 
His hands, the calling of believers to 
renewed obedience in all of life is a 
beginning of the everlasting life that 
belongs to the new creation. As those 
who are inwardly renewed already 
and indwelt of Christ’s Spirit (2 Cor. 
5:5), believers make a beginning of 
the kind of life that will be theirs in 
perfection in the age to come (2 Cor. 
4:16ff.). In keeping with the literal 
meaning of the term “redemption,” 
God aims to liberate His people and 
the creation itself from the tyranny 
of the devil and the ravages of sinful 
disobedience. Redemption regains 
what was lost through the fall and 

brings the whole of creation to its 
God-appointed destiny.

In Christ, what was lost through 
Adam’s sin, namely, fellowship with 
God, is granted to a new humanity 
God’s elect people, comprised of 
Jews and Gentiles alike, and drawn 
from every tribe, tongue, people, and 
nation. Through Christ’s redemptive 
work, all believers enjoy the grace 
of free acceptance with God and the 
beginnings of their full restoration 
after the image of God. In this way, 
the destiny of the human race, which 
was lost or forfeited through Adam’s 
disobedience, is realized for a new 
humanity in Christ.

But that is not all. Just as the first 
Adam was created from the dust of 
the ground and placed in the garden 
of Paradise, so the new humanity in 
Christ will ultimately be fitted for life 
in communion with God in a renewed 
heavens and earth. Accordingly, 
the work of redemption in Christ 
includes both the redemption of a 
new humanity and the re-creation 
of an entirely renewed world, one 
in which righteousness dwells and 
every remainder of the curse has 
been vanquished (Rom. 8:18–25; 
2 Peter 3:11–13). Redemption in 
Christ involves nothing less than the 
realization of the goal of creation 
itself: the new heavens and earth will 
be a renewed creation-temple where 
God enjoys communion or fellowship 
with the whole company of the elect, 
the new humanity in Christ, and all of 
the life of the redeemed people of God 
serves one great purpose of glorifying 
God and enjoying Him forever. 
Paradise lost is become paradise 
regained, but now in consummate 
glory (Rev. 20–22).

The Kingdom of God
The biblical understanding of the 
relation between creation and 
redemption can be illumined in 
terms of the doctrine of the kingdom 
of God. According to the Scriptures, 
before the fall into sin, the whole 
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world and its inhabitants comprised 
the realm over which the King of 
creation reigned. Though good 
and devoid of any rebellion against 
God’s kingly rule, the world and the 
human race were not yet perfected or 
glorified. The calling of God’s image-
bearers to rule the world under 
God’s authority, and to be fruitful 
and multiply and replenish the earth 
(Gen. 1:26–27) was not yet fulfilled. 
Since the fall into sin through Adam, 
the covenant head of the human race, 
God did not relinquish His kingdom 
but immediately commenced the 
great work of gathering to Himself a 
new humanity through Jesus Christ, 
the last Adam, who is the head of the 
new humanity (Gen. 3:15; Rom. 5; 1 
Cor. 15).

The kingdom of God has now become 
the kingdom of His Son, Jesus 
Christ, whom God appointed heir 
of all things and through whom the 
power of sin and death will be finally 
vanquished. Sin in all its expressions 
has broken and ruined what God 
originally created good. Human life 
and culture evidence in all sorts of 
ways that the world is “not the way it’s 
supposed to be.”4 But in and through 
Jesus Christ, God is making all things 
new restraining sin, restoring fallen 
sinners to fellowship with Himself, 
forgiving sins, healing diseases, 
mending what was broken, renewing 
what was in disrepair, reiterating the 
obligations of obedience stipulated in 
His holy law, and so on.

Thus, the story of redemption unfolds 
in Scripture as a thoroughgoing 
kingdom project: God redeems for 
Himself a new people in Christ, the 
last Adam, and thereby reasserts His 
kingship over the human race with a 
view to the ultimate triumph of His 
kingdom in the consummation at the 
end of this present age. God’s work of 
redemption accomplishes in Christ 
what was forfeited in Adam: the 
granting of unbreakable and perfected 
communion with God in the context 
of a renewed creation.

Two Passages
By contrast to the biblical 
understanding, the lack of integration 
between creation and redemption 
in the 2KNL paradigm is evident 
in its failure to link the renewal/
resurrection of the believer’s body 
with the renewal/resurrection of the 
creation itself.5 In the scriptural view 
of the future consummation of God’s 
work of redemption, the resurrection 
of the body of believers is paralleled 
by a renewal of the whole creation. 
Just as the first Adam’s destiny was 
linked to his life in the body within the 
creation, so the destiny of those who 
belong to the last Adam is linked to 
their everlasting life in renewed bodies 
within a sanctified creation. The same 
kind of continuity and discontinuity 
between the present and the future 
resurrection body of believers obtains 
as well between the present creation 
and its future cleansing. The radical 
discontinuity that the two kingdoms 
paradigm posits between the present 
state of the world and the world to 
come does not appear to do justice to 
this element of scriptural teaching.

There are two passages in Scripture 
that bear witness in a clear way to 
the parallel between the resurrection 
of believers and the renewal of the 
whole creation. These passages also 
confirm that the new heavens and 
the new earth will not be radically 
discontinuous with the present state 
of the creation.

The first of these passages is Romans 
8:18–25. In this passage, the apostle 
Paul emphasizes three points. First, 
we are reminded that sin has adversely 
affected not only the human race but 
also the whole creation. As the apostle 
expresses it, the creation has been 
subjected to “futility,” to “vanity” or 
“pointlessness,” because of the sinful 
rebellion of God’s image-bearers. 
Although creation has not become 
unrelievedly evil, sin has brought 
corruption to the entirety of God’s 
handiwork. The fabric of creation has 

been torn and broken, corresponding 
to the humility and weakness that 
now affect the human body (1 Cor. 
15; Phil. 3:21).

Second, the redemption for which 
the children of God eagerly wait and 
the redemption of the creation itself 
are intimately connected. Individual 
eschatology and general eschatology 
are so joined together that what is true 
for believers holds true for creation. 
When the children of God are revealed 
in glory and freedom, a similar glory 
and freedom will be granted to 
creation. Its present corruption and 
distortion will be removed. Its torn 
fabric will be mended. Remarkably, the 
language describing the restoration of 
creation corresponds exactly to the 
language describing the restoration 
of the children of God. The same 
process of renewal that will transform 
the believers’ present bodies of 
humiliation into bodies of glory will 
transform the creation itself.

And third, the metaphor of childbirth 
suggests that the transformation of 
the creation will be in substantial 
continuity with its present state. The 
creation groans, according to this 
passage, like a woman in childbirth 
prior to the delivery of her child. So 
the new creation, born of the old, will 
bear a resemblance and similarity to 
the original. To suggest that the new 
creation will be radically other than 
the former creation would violate the 
clear implication of this passage.

The second passage of special 
importance on this question is 2 
Peter 3:5–13, in which the apostle 
Peter answers mockers who conclude 
that the promise of Christ’s coming 
is untrue. The gist of Peter’s answer 
to these mockers is clear: the Lord 
will indeed fulfill His promise, but 
in His own time and in accord with 
His desire to grant all an opportunity 
for repentance. In His patience and 
mercy, the world continues so that 
the gospel might be preached and the 
day of salvation prolonged. No one, 
however, should misjudge the Lord’s 
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patience and conclude that the day 
of His coming will not arrive. Two 
features of this passage speak about 
the present and future state of creation.

First, Peter compares the destruction 
of the world in the great flood with 
the future destruction of the world at 
the “‘day of God” (2 Peter 3:6–7, 10–
12). When God’s judgment fell upon 
the world at the time of the flood, the 
world was destroyed only in the sense 
that its inhabitants were subjected to 
judgment and the earth cleansed of 
wickedness.

And second, imagery drawn from the 
field of metallurgy (purifying of metal) 
suggests a process of refinement, 
but not of utter annihilation. The 
language of this passage suggests a 
process by which the present creation 
is refined and left in a state of pristine 
purity. Just as the refiner’s fire is used 
to produce the highest and purest 
grade of gold or silver, so the refining 
fire of God’s judging this sin-cursed 
creation will yield a holy and pure 
heavens and earth.

Both of these passages confirm that 
God’s powerful and redemptive 
work will involve the renewal of all 
things. This creation will undergo a 
sanctifying process, and all of God’s 
renewed creation-temple will be 
holy unto the Lord (Zech. 14:20–21), 
suitable for His dwelling with His 
people and their service to Him.

Conclusion
By comparison with this biblical 
view, the 2KNL perspective implies a 
much greater discontinuity between 
the present creation and the world to 
come. In the words of one advocate 
of this perspective, “[t]he New 
Testament teaches that the natural 
order as it now exists will come to 
a radical end and that the products 
of human culture will perish along 
with the natural order.”6 Because 
the present world will be completely 
destroyed with all of its cultural 
artifacts and activities, the believer’s 

life in the so-called common kingdom 
has no lasting value. The believer’s 
calling in the common kingdom is not 
a distinctively Christian calling and is 
of little or no significance for the life 
to come. When Christ returns, the 
present creation, together with all that 
belongs to the common kingdom, 
will be cataclysmically and utterly 
destroyed. Though believers will enjoy 
the resurrection/renewal of their 
bodies in the life to come, there will 
be no corresponding resurrection/
renewal of the creation.7 Grace adds 
to nature but does not perfect it.

Contrary to this dualistic view 
of Christ’s mediatorial rule, the 
Scriptures typically identify Christ’s 
present kingship as a comprehensive, 
all-inclusive kingship, in which His 
rule over all things is administered 
in the interest of His purposes of 
redemption. Even the title “Christ,” 
which refers to His anointing to a 
threefold office as prophet, priest, and 
king, is used inclusively to designate 
the way He simultaneously sustains 
and governs all things in order to effect 
His work of redemption. When Christ 
gives the Great Commission to the 
church, He declares that “all authority 
in heaven and on earth” belongs to 
Him. As the king over all, He claims 
the nations as His rightful inheritance 
(cf. Ps. 2). When the apostle Paul 
speaks of Christ’s kingship, he speaks 
of the one Mediator who is the “head 
over all things for the church, which is 
his body, the fullness of him who fills 
all in all” (Eph. 1:22).

The work of reconciliation that Christ 
accomplishes aims to reunite all 
things, whether in heaven or on earth, 
under His lordship (Eph. 1:8–10). The 
same Christ who is the “firstborn of 
all creation,” and through whom all 
things were created, is the one who 
through His work of redemption 
wills to be “pre-eminent” in all things 
(Col. 1:15–20). According to the 
apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 15, the 
great chapter on the resurrection of 
Christ, the present reign of Christ is 

one that involves a work of subjecting 
all His enemies under His feet, 
including the “last enemy,” death 
itself (1 Cor. 15:25–28 ). Christ is 
the Son of God, who God appointed 
“the heir all things, through whom 
also he created the world” (Heb. 1:2). 
   
1. In this and in several subsequent articles, 
I am presenting, with permission of the 
editors, a slightly revised version of an article 
published in Mid-America Journal of Theology 
25 (2014).

2. The expression may be outdated, but it is 
interesting to me that these vocations are still 
common today. In the local church of which 
I am a member, we have a butcher who works 
at a local grocery chain. We also have sales 
persons who work at a local furniture store. 
And while I am thinking of it, a cousin of 
mine is the owner of a family bakery!

3. For more comprehensive treatments of the 
relation between creation and redemption 
that support my summary, see Albert M. 
Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for 
a Reformational Worldview (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1965); Cornelius Plantinga Jr., 
Engaging God’s World: A Christian Vision of 
Faith, Learning, and Living (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002); and Michael Green and 
Craig Bartholomew, Living at the Crossroads: 
An Introduction to Christian Worldview 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008).

4. The phrase derives from the title of a book 
on the doctrine of sin by Cornelius Plantinga 
Jr. (Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be: A Breviary 
of Sin [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995]).

5. For a more extended treatment of this 
question, see Cornelis P. Venema, The Promise 
of the Future (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 
2000), 456–68; and John Murray, Redemption 
Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1955), 178–81.

6. David Vandrunen, Living in God’s Two 
Kingdoms: A Biblical Vision for Christianity 
and Culture (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 
64.

7. Vandrunen, Living in God’s Two Kingdoms, 
66: “Our earthly bodies are the only part of 
the present world that Scripture says will be 
transformed and taken up into the world-to-
come.”
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