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Rev. Christopher  
J. GordonWhat the Gay Marriage Movement Should 

Know About God’s Rainbow

This past Friday [June 26, 2015] 
is already designated as one 
of the most historic victories 

in the history of the United States as 
a divided Supreme Court ruled that 
same-sex couples can now marry 
nationwide. This landmark opinion, 
as it’s being described, opens the 
door for all gay and lesbian couples 
to have legally recognized marriages 
in all fifty states. As soon as the 
announcement was made, gay and 
lesbian couples swarmed the streets 
with victory screams and chants. 
In short order, President Obama 
unequivocally spoke of the decision 
as a victory for America. Within just 
a few hours, America itself seemed to 
be enveloped with the symbol of gay 
pride: the rainbow.

Within twenty-four hours, the 
rainbow appeared everywhere. I’ve 
seen pictures of the White House 
illuminated with the colors of a 
rainbow. Silicon Valley companies 
are implementing all sorts of creative 
ways to use the rainbow as a sign of 
victory for the decision. Facebook 
has declared a celebration, allowing 
members to add a rainbow filter to 
their profile picture to make clear 
those who support the decision. 
Twitter has added a rainbow heart 
icon with the hash tag Love wins. 
From Google to Starbucks to AT&T, 
the rainbow has become the new flag 
for America. From sea to shining 
sea, America is now draped with the 
rainbow.

The rainbow was popularized as an 
official symbol of the gay community 
in the early 1970s. The accepted 
designation for each color of the 
rainbow is believed to have originated 
when a San Francisco artist, Gilbert 

Baker, designed the gay pride flag as 
having six stripes, each one having its 
own meaning: red for life, orange for 
healing, yellow for sunlight, green for 
nature, blue for art, and violet for the 
human spirit.

As I watch people adopt the rainbow 
as a sign of victory for the gay 
rights movement, I find myself, as 
a Christian, deeply concerned over 
what these people are doing with the 
rainbow. Do they know the greater 
history of the rainbow? Do people 
understand why God gave this 
beautiful bow in the sky? Do they 
have any idea what they are saying 
to the God who dwells “somewhere 
over” that rainbow?

The True History of the Rainbow
The story of the rainbow takes us back 
to the early days of Genesis. Biblical 
writers, when describing world 
history, typically designate the span of 
time into two epochs: the world that 
then was, and the world that now is 
(see 2 Peter 3). The line of demarcation 
is the flood (Gen. 6—8). According to 
the biblical writers, these two worlds 
parallel in their stories. A similar 
course of events leads each one to 
its respective judgment. In this way, 
the first world was designed to be a 
didactic tool for the world that now is 
that we might not do the same things.

Jesus compared and equated these 
two worlds by saying as it was in 
the days of Noah, so it will be when 
the Son of Man returns. There were 
certain behaviors and practices 
that became so godless—namely, 
eating and drinking, marrying 
and giving in marriage—that Jesus 
says the behaviors accompanying 
these practices will precipitate the 

final judgment. For our purposes, 
it’s important to stress that Jesus 
specifically addresses the issue of 
marriage as having become so corrupt 
that just as these abuses ushered in 
the flood on the wicked of Noah’s day, 
so too this same problem will usher 
forth the judgment on the world that 
now is.

When looking at the biblical flood 
narrative we find that the issue of 
marriage becomes the defining 
moment of God’s revelation to Noah 
that He has determined to destroy the 
first world. In Genesis 6 we read, “Now 
it came to pass when men began to 
multiply on the face of the earth and 
daughters were born to them, that the 
sons of God saw the daughters of men, 
that they were beautiful and they took 
wives for themselves of all whom they 
chose.” Genesis 6 is describing the last 
120 years before the destruction of 
the first world.

Commentators have for some time 
wrestled with the precise nature of 
the marital problem that Moses is 
describing in the days before the 
flood. What is important to observe 
is that these men are looking at the 
beauty of the women and they are 
taking any wives they choose. A 
rough translation may go something 
like this: “Whatever they liked the 
best, whatever suited their fancy, they 
took them.” Without any distinction 
and without any discretion, and all 
restraint being removed, they took 
whatever they pleased in marriage and 
giving in marriage. The wickedness 
became so great in the earth, and 
so contrary to the original creation 
design as God had defined the 
marriage order, that God’s assessment 
of the human race was that the 
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thoughts and intents of the human 
heart were only evil continually. God 
then rendered in His supreme court 
a declaration of final judgment to the 
world than then was:

And the Lord was sorry that he 
had made man on the earth, and 
it grieved him to his heart. So the 
Lord said, “I will blot out man 
whom I have created from the 
face of the land, man and animals 
and creeping things and birds of 
the heavens, for I am sorry that I 
have made them.”

That he did. Genesis 7 describes the 
flood waters of judgment that covered 
the world that then was and destroyed 
every living thing. Only believing 
Noah and his household and the 
animals sheltered in the ark escaped 
and were saved by faith.

What is of great interest to us are 
God’s recreative actions after the 
flood. In Genesis 9, we have the 
beginning of the world that now is, 
the world as we know it. God started 
over. As Noah exited the ark we read 
that he made a sacrifice to the Lord. 
In response to this, the Lord did 
something marvelous.

And God said, “This is the sign 
of the covenant that I make 
between me and you and every 
living creature that is with you, 
for all future generations: I have 
set my bow in the cloud, and it 
shall be a sign of the covenant 
between me and the earth. When 
I bring clouds over the earth and 
the bow is seen in the clouds, I 
will remember my covenant 
that is between me and you and 
every living creature of all flesh. 
And the waters shall never again 
become a flood to destroy all 
flesh.”

God showed kindness to the world 
that now is by putting a rainbow 
in the sky and declaring that He 
would never in like fashion as before 
destroy the world with a flood. When 

one appreciates that the Bible often 
describes the storm as God coming 
in judgment and that He flashes 
forth lightnings and thunderings 
to conquer His enemies, it is a 
remarkable choice of God to use one 
of the symbols of judgment, a warbow, 
as a sign that He will not destroy with 
a flood in this manner ever again. The 
symbolism is probably much greater 
than we realize. Many scholars have 
understood that the rainbow is set in 
the heavens in a relaxed horizontal 
position and not vertical. The sign 
should be read as a divine warrior 
setting aside for a time His weapons 
to favor us and not give us what we 
deserve.

This leads us to assess our current 
situation in the world that now is. 
With the redefining of the marriage 
institution and the rainbow as 
the adopted sign of accepted 
homosexuality, what we have are 
humans now turning the rainbow 
upward in rage against the Lord 
who intended this to be a sign of 
His goodness and forbearance in 
leading all men to repentance (see 
Rom. 2). Think of the tragedy that 
has transpired before us. Humanity, 
in attempting to justify homosexual 
behavior against God’s own creation 
design, turns the rainbow—the sign 
of God’s forbearance and patience—
upward to shoot at Him.

A Kind Plea to the Gay 
Community Who Attempts to 
Hold Up the Rainbow
In President Obama’s address he said 
“love wins.” Without reservation, 
people are using the love of God to 
justify living directly contrary to His 
revealed will. From the beginning, 
God created man and woman to be 
one, calling them husband and wife. 
God defined plainly for us in creation 
who we are, what marriage is, and 
how we are to function in His world. 
To live outside of this design is willful 
disobedience and sin against God. 
God’s love should never be used to 

manipulate living contrary to His 
defined rule and law. To reject His 
law in such a way, and after such 
forbearance and kindness in setting 
His warbow in a horizontal relaxed 
position, is to invite the exercising of 
another all-important attribute: God’s 
justice.

God’s love and kindness are 
understood only in the cross of 
Jesus Christ. No one understands 
love apart from His sacrificial life 
and death to pay for our sins. Our 
rebellion against God has landed 
us in the misery and sorrow that we 
are experiencing in this life. This is 
the reason our society is overcome 
with rape, abortion, divorce, murder, 
hedonism, narcissism, and the love 
of death. Jesus Christ is the answer. 
It is Jesus Himself who invites 
repentant sinners to come to Him for 
forgiveness and life; those who see 
their misery, who understand their 
emptiness, who confess their guilt, 
and come with contriteness of heart 
to Him, these and these only lay claim 
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to His love. Anyone who lays claim to 
that love apart from repentance and 
faith has been deceived and can only 
expect the same fate as the people of 
Noah’s day.

So those who have adopted the sign 
of the rainbow as a sign of accepted 
homosexuality should understand 
what they are saying to the Lord. 
They have taken a sign that God gave 
in kindness and mercy to not flood 
the world again in judgment and 
used it to turn that warbow back in 
judgment upon Him and in hatred 
for who He is. Think of it: standing 
under the rainbow and using it to 
justify homosexual marriage is to say 
to the Lord, “We will not have you to 
rule over us. Instead will define our 
lives, how we will live, who we will be, 
and the outcome of our choices shall 
be ours.” In this way, they have used 
His sign of forbearance, favor, and 
kindness to hate Him. Let it be clearly 
stated: Love has not won, but rather 
hatred of God has prevailed in the 
recent Supreme Court decision.

A true Christian weeps over such 
a position that people have taken 
against the Lord and against His 
anointed. We say, “Don’t do it.” We 
plead with you, we love you; turn 
to the Lord because we know the 
outcome of such a stance against 
Him. “Whoever sows injustice reaps 
calamity, and the rod they wield in 
fury will be broken.” With Jesus there 
is forgiveness and peace.

But as Christians watch what is 
unfolding before us, we grieve in 
spirit knowing what God has said 
will be the end of all who do not obey 
the gospel. The apostle Peter says that 
at the end of the world that now is, 
people will mock the Lord, using His 
love to say that God will not judge. 
Peter then reminds us,

For they deliberately overlook 
this fact, that the heavens existed 
long ago, and the earth was 
formed out of water and through 
water by the Word of God, and 

that by means of these the world 
that then existed was deluged 
with water and perished. But by 
the same word the heavens and 
earth that now exist are stored up 
for fire, being kept until the Day 
of Judgment and destruction of 
the ungodly.

This is the outcome for all who hold 
up that rainbow as a way to rebel 
against the Lord and His anointed, 
Jesus Christ. So with sincere concern, 
I plead with any who hold the rainbow 
in hand to accept this way of life: lay 
down your bow and hold it up no more 
above your heads aimed at Christ. 
He is merciful and compassionate, 
slow to anger, abounding in loving-
kindness, and will by no means cast 
out any who set down their rainbow 
of judgment against Him.

 
Rev. Christopher J. Gordon   
is the preaching pastor at the 
Escondido United Reformed 
Church, Escondido, CA.
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The Heidelberg Catechism’s 
doctrine of the Holy Spirit is 
most expansively taught in His 

work upon the Christian. From the 
beginning of our new life to our goal of 
eternity, and at every step in between in 
the ordo salutis, the Holy Spirit is central 
to our Christian life. In this we see that 
the covenant theology of its primary 
author, Zacharias Ursinus, and one of its 
main contributors, Caspar Olevianus, 
comes to the forefront. Contrary to Jack 
Hayford, who says Reformed theology 
“dampens the place of our passion and 
partnership with God,”1 our covenant 
theology is the basis of a true Calvinistic 
piety, in which the elect are brought 
into covenant partnership by the Father, 
with Jesus Christ, through the work of 
the Holy Spirit in the covenant of grace. 
As Lyle Bierma has shown, Ursinus’s 
doctrine of the covenant broke new 
ground in Reformation theology by 
viewing the Holy Spirit as both one of 
the benefits of our covenant relationship 
with God as well as the One who seals 
in our hearts all the other covenantal 
benefits won for us by Christ.2 He is the 
gift as well as the giver.

The purpose of this article, then, it to 
demonstrate that contrary to popular 
caricature, Reformed churches do 
believe in the personal work of the 
Spirit, from vivification to glorification. 
In fact, this personal aspect of our 
Christian life is the reason why the 
Heidelberg is known as the warmest, 
most devotional of all Reformation 
catechisms. As one has said, “It is 
baptized with the Pentecostal fire of the 
great Reformation.”3

Rev. Daniel R. 
HydeA Catechism on the Holy Spirit (3): The Work 

of the Holy Spirit Upon the Christian   

Regeneration
In the first part of the Catechism (Q&A 3–11), which deals with our 
guilt and sin, question and answer 8 asks, “But are we so far depraved 
that we are wholly unapt to any good, and prone to all evil?” The 
hopelessness into which we have been plunged by Adam’s fall is equally 
reversed by the power of the Spirit, who regenerates us, raising us up 
with Christ to new life. It must be kept in mind that at this point in 
Reformation history, “regeneration” was used to describe the general 
work of the Holy Spirit in sanctifying sinners (e.g., Belgic Confession, 
art. 24), while later, during the debate with the Remonstrants, it came 
to be used for the specific work of the Spirit in initially bringing to life 
the sinner (Canons of Dort III/IV, 11, 12, 13).4 Here we are using this 
newer use of the term to describe what answer 8 states: “Yes, unless 
we are born again by the Spirit of God.” In contrast to Pelagianism, the 
Catechism confesses the necessity of the Holy Spirit’s “special grace” 
to bring about the new birth in us because we have no free will to do 
so on our own.5

Faith
After believers have been made alive by the Spirit, the Catechism 
speaks of the work of the Spirit in the life of the Christian in terms 
of faith. In question and answer 53 we are taught, in the words of 
Ursinus and Olevianus, that the “office” of the Holy Spirit is to be “that 
bond of union by which Christ abides in us and we in him” and “the 
bond by which Christ effectually unites us to himself.”6 As the bond 
between Christ and us, the Holy Spirit’s “principal work” is to create 
faith in our hearts, which “is not from ourselves, but a gracious gift 
of God.”7 In this part of the Catechism we hear the echo of Martin 
Luther’s Small Catechism in which he explained the third article of 
the Apostles’ Creed as meaning, “I believe that I can not, by my own 
reason or strength, believe in Jesus Christ my Lord, or come to him; 
but the Holy Ghost has called me through the Gospel, enlightened me 
by his gifts.”8 As the Catechism says, the Holy Spirit “makes me by a 
true faith partaker of Christ and all his benefits” (Q&A 53). R. Scott 
Clark explains this in Olevianus’s theology, saying, “For Olevian, one 
of the great blessings of the new covenant (foedus novum) is that God 
promised to be our God and to write his law on our hearts which 
is principally the work of God the Spirit. Because of our union with 
Christ through the Spirit, there is in the new covenant an intimacy 
with God not possible under the old.”9

Being in union with Jesus Christ and all His benefits—what Hayford 
calls “partnership with God”—is spelled out in more detail in question 
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and answer 21. Here we are taught that the Spirit is “the efficient cause 
of justifying faith.”10 This faith receives “forgiveness of sins, everlasting 
righteousness and salvation,” is “not only a certain knowledge” whereby 
I hold for truth all that God has revealed to us in his Word, but also a 
hearty trust which the Holy Ghost works in me by the Gospel.” Not only 
does the Heidelberg Catechism utilize language from Luther, but also 
from John Calvin, who defined faith as “a firm and certain knowledge 
of God’s benevolence toward us, founded upon the truth of the freely 
given promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and sealed upon 
our hearts though the Holy Spirit.”11 Calvin explained further: “There 
is no right faith except when we dare with tranquil hearts to stand in 
God’s sight. This boldness arises only out of sure confidence in divine 
benevolence and salvation. This is so true that the word ‘faith’ is very 
often used for confidence.”12

Question and answer 21 also teaches a conjunction of both the Word 
and the Spirit, a common Reformed theme via Calvin.13 The Heidelberg 
Catechism particularly applies that to the inseparability of the Spirit and 
the preached Word to create justifying faith within us, in particular the 
preaching of the gospel. As question and answer 65 says,

Since, then, we are made partakers of Christ and all his benefits by 
faith only, whence comes this faith?

The Holy Ghost works it in our hearts by the preaching of the Holy 
Gospel . . .

The Catechism describes the preaching of the gospel as the chief means 
of grace, because it is the means whereby sinners become saints. For 
this reason Olevianus called the minister of the gospel the “organ of the 
Holy Spirit” (Spiritus Sancti organum) and the preaching of the gospel 
the “chief testimony and principal organ of the Holy Spirit by which the 
substance of the covenant is offered to us.”14

Sanctification
The Spirit, as we have seen, regenerates sinners and gives them the gift of 
faith. His work is also to continue the ongoing renewal of the Christian. 
This work of the Holy Spirit is characterized as a lifelong repentance 
from sin. This is why He is characterized primarily as our Sanctifier 
(Q&A 24) in the Heidelberg Catechism. He works in us to sanctify us 
by making us a “partaker of . . . [Christ’s] . . . anointing” (Q&A 32). As 
Christ was anointed with the Holy Spirit to be our Prophet, Priest, and 
King, so we share in that anointing and are called to “confess his name” 
(prophet), “present myself a living sacrifice of thankfulness” (priest), and 
“fight against sin and the devil” (king).

The Catechism locates this life in the Spirit in relation to the preaching 
of the Ten Commandments. Question and answer 115 asks, “Why, then, 
doth God so strictly enjoin upon us the ten commandments, since in 
this life no one can keep them?” After saying that this is in order to teach 
us to turn from sin and flee to Christ, the answer states, “that we may 
continually strive and beg from God the grace of the Holy Ghost, so as 
to become more and more changed into the image of God, till we attain 
finally to full perfection after this life.” In contrast to the Antinomians and 

H
O

LY
 S

PI
RI

T
TH

E

is central to our 
Christian life

makes us alive

is one of the benefits of our 
covenant relationship with 
God

makes me by a true faith 
partaker of Christ and all 

His benefits

has called me through the 
Gospel, enlightened me 

by His gifts

works faith in our hearts 
by the preaching of the 

Holy Gospel

comforts and abides  
with us forever

works personally upon 
the Christian

the person and work of the 
Holy Spirit is our intimate 

link to Jesus Christ

is the bond by which 
Christ effectually unites 
us to Himself



Libertines who deny the normative 
use of the law in the Christian life, 
the Holy Spirit “uses the doctrine of 
the law, for the purpose of inclining 
them [i.e., believers] to true and 
cheerful obedience.”15 And as Ursinus 
comments, although there is no 
condemnation for the Christian, 
he is freely and cheerfully bound to 
obedience: “We are debtors not to the 
flesh to live after the flesh, but to the 
Spirit.”16 So the Catechism teaches the 
irony that those to whom the Spirit 
has been “given unto” (Q&A 53) are 
by the strict preaching of God’s law 
to strive and beg throughout their 
lives for the grace of that very same 
Spirit. The purpose of this is so that 
we might receive His life-giving 
work in experientially changing and 
transforming us into the image God 
intended for us. Here the Catechism 
draws upon such texts as Romans 
8:29, 2 Corinthians 3:18, and 2 
Corinthians 4:16, which describe 
the conformation/transformation/
renovation of the believer into the 
image of God as it is found in Christ, 
the image par excellence.

Furthermore, question and answer 
86 explains the reason why we are to 
strive and beg for the Spirit of renewal. 
In it we are asked, “Since, then, we 
are redeemed from our misery by 
grace through Christ, without any 
merit of ours, why must we do good 
works?” The answer opens by saying, 
“Because Christ, having redeemed 
us by his blood, renews us also by 
his holy Spirit after his own image” 
(cf. Q&A 1). Here the Catechism 
speaks of the duplex beneficium, that 
is, the double benefit Christ merited 
for us: redemption and renewal, 
justification and sanctification.17 The 
second benefit, the renewal of the 
Holy Spirit, Ursinus describes as the 
Christian becoming “the habitation of 
God . . . by the Holy Spirit.”18 Being 
the temple of God, then, consists of 
two things: 1) “that with our whole 
life we may show ourselves thankful 

to God for his blessing” and 2) “that 
he may be glorified through us.” 
As Bierma has shown, unlike other 
catechetical material during this 
period, the nature of sanctification is 
located in renewal, not obligation.19 
Good works, therefore, “are the fruits 
of our regeneration by the Holy 
Spirit.”20 Because of this renewal, one 
of the results is that we “by our godly 
walk may win our neighbors also to 
Christ.”

At this point the Catechism gets very 
specific in describing one of the ways 
we “show ourselves thankful to God for 
his blessing.” In question and answer 
109 the seventh commandment is 
exposited. The broad application of 
this command is that because our 
bodies and souls “are both temples 
of the Holy Ghost,” it is God’s will for 
us “that we keep both pure and holy.” 
The believer lives a holy life as a holy 
temple, negatively, by abstaining from 
“all unchaste actions, gestures, words, 
thoughts, desires, and whatever may 
entice thereto.”

Prayer
This life of grateful sanctification 
by the power of the Spirit is also 
discussed in the Catechism’s 
teaching on Christian prayer. 
For those regenerated into God’s 
children, the necessity of prayer 
is found in the fact that it is “the 
chief part of the thankfulness 
which God requires of us” (Q&A 
116). As well, prayer is necessary 
to the Christian because “God 
will give his grace and Holy Spirit 
only to such as earnestly and 
without ceasing beg them from 
him and render thanks unto 
him for them.” Here the words 
of Q&A 115 reverberate, as we 
are to “continually strive and 
beg from God the grace of the 
Holy Ghost.” As Ursinus says, the 
Spirit “is given to none, except 
those who seek and desire him.”21

In his Commentary, Ursinus answers 
the objection that the effect (begging 

for the Spirit) does not precede the 
cause (the Holy Spirit Himself). He 
shows his appreciation for the mystery 
of the Holy Spirit in his response 
that the cause precedes the effect 
according to order and nature. Yet, 
chronologically, they “exist together.” 
Ursinus describes this, saying,

For we begin to desire the 
presence of the Holy Ghost as 
soon as he is given unto us, and 
he is also given just as soon as he 
is desired and sought, or in other 
words, God effects in us a desire 
of the Holy Ghost and gives him 
unto us in the very same moment 
. . . because the Holy Ghost is a 
gift of such a character, that he is 
given, received and prayed for at 
one and the same time.22

Assurance
The Catechism also explains the 
assurance of salvation by reference 
to the work of the Holy Spirit. The 
Heidelberg opens by asking, “What is 
thy only comfort in life and in death?” 
(Q&A 1). The answer is that we wholly 
belong to our Lord Jesus Christ, 
whose precious blood satisfies for our 
sins, redeems us, and, preserves us. 
Christ also works in us by the power 
of His Holy Spirit to assure us of our 
belonging to Jesus Christ. Question 
and answer 53, the only question and 
answer of the Catechism exclusively 
devoted to the Holy Spirit, describes 
the Holy Spirit’s comforting and 
abiding with us forever. In linking 
assurance and His abiding presence, 
the Catechism echoes texts such as 
John 14:16 and 1 Peter 4:14.

Spiritual Warfare
The Spirit’s work of testifying to 
our hearts of our belonging to 
Christ is necessary because of the 
“spiritual war” in which we are 
involved. Surprisingly, the Heidelberg 
Catechism speaks of this popular 
subject in contemporary Christianity. 
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Yet its answer is not sensational but 
simple and Spirit-centered. In times 
of doubt and struggle with assurance 
the Spirit is needed. Question and 
answer 127 says we pray, “And lead 
us not into temptation, but deliver us 
from evil,” because “we are so weak 
in ourselves that we can not stand a 
moment, while our deadly enemies—
the devil, the world, and our own 
flesh—assail us without ceasing.” 
Because of this continual battle we 
pray, “Be pleased to preserve and 
strengthen us by the power of thy 
Holy Spirit, that we may make firm 
stand against them, and not sink in 
this spiritual war, until we come off at 
last with complete victory.”

Here we see that while we are 
unceasingly assailed we are to 
unceasingly strive and beg for the 
Holy Spirit (Q&A 115, 116) because it 
is the Spirit, primarily, who preserves 
us from falling in battle while 
strengthening us to fight. The entire 
Christian life, then, is described by 
our Catechism as living “in the Spirit.”

Personal Eschatology
Another area of exploration in regards 
to the Spirit in the Catechism is found 
in question and answer 103. Having 
described the work of the Holy 
Spirit in salvation’s initiation (Q&A 
8, 65), appropriation (Q&A 21), 
continuation (Q&A 86), confirmation 
(Q&A 65), and preservation (Q&A 
127), we come to its consummation, 
that “complete victory” question and 
answer 127 expressed.

In question and answer 103 we 
find the explanation of the fourth 
commandment. The answer speaks 
not only of the Christian’s grateful 
duty in terms of “diligently attend[ing] 
church” on “the day of rest” in 
particular, but of his experience in 
this life of the “everlasting Sabbath.” 
This is to be no one-day-in-seven 
experience, though, but a constant 
one as “all the days of my life I rest 
from my evil works” and “allow the 

Lord to work in me by his Spirit.” 
How do we allow the Holy Spirit to 
work? Question and answer 103 of 
the Heidelberg draws upon Calvin’s 
Geneva Catechism of 1545. In the 
Geneva Catechism the “spiritual rest” 
the Heidelberg speaks of is defined 
as ceasing from actual labor so that 
“God may perform his works in us” 
(Q&A 174). At the same time our rest 
in Christ leads us to our response to 
Christ as we crucify “our flesh,—that 
is, renouncing our own inclination, 
that we may be governed by the Spirit 
of God” (Q&A 175).23 The Catechism 
is saying that because we have already 
been given spiritual rest in Christ, 
this causes us to long for our ultimate 
rest as we day by day “begin in this life 
the everlasting Sabbath.”

Conclusion
The person of the Holy Spirit works 
personally upon the Christian. This 
work commences at regeneration, 
continues through sanctification, 
and concludes at glorification. As 
Reformed Christians, we need not 
concede that Pentecostalism has the 
corner on the market of the Holy Spirit, 
to use that figure of speech. Instead, 
the person and work of the Holy Spirit 
is our intimate link to Jesus Christ, 
and whom we seek for more and more 
of His power and work in our lives. 
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Ashort drive from my house, 
the Hsi Lai temple in 
Hacienda Heights, California, 

welcomes crowds of Buddhists 
who burn incense to their large 
collection of bodhisattvas. In Roman 
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox 
churches, people bow before, kiss, 
or light candles to statues or icons 
of saints, the apostles, Mary, or Jesus 
Himself. Every year since 2002, a new 
“American Idol” has been announced 
to the television-watching world. And 
every November, millions camp out 
for “black Friday” deals; some people 
even resort to violence to ensure 
they get the flat-screen television, 
gaming system, or dress shoes 
they’ve set their hearts on. What of 
the above is idolatry? Some of it? 
All of it? What is idolatry anyway? 
The Heidelberg Catechism gives us a 
helpful definition: “Idolatry is having 
or inventing something in which one 
trusts in place of or alongside of the 
only true God, who has revealed 
himself in his Word” (Q&A 95).

Most of us recognize that many 
things can become idols (hobbies, 
work, pornography, flattery, 
friendships, health, money, junk food, 
possessions), but rarely do we step 
back and ask why people place their 
trust in these particular activities, 
people, and things. In this article, I 
probe beneath the surface expressions 
of idolatry and consider the idolatrous 
heart which is trusting in these things 
“in place of or alongside of the only 
true God.” We will see that at its core, 
idolatry is a worship of our wants 
and desires, an expression of the self-
love characteristic of these last days 
(2 Tim. 3:1). Yet God confronts this 
self-worship, pursuing those with 

wayward hearts and alluring them 
with His deliverance and tender 
words (Hos. 2:14). The same God 
whose compassion grew warm and 
tender for idolatrous Israel (Hos. 
11:8) shows His grace and mercy to 
idolaters today, exposing the folly of 
their misplaced trust and revealing 
Himself as their true refuge and 
strength (Ps. 46:1).

The Idolatry Behind the Idols in 
Scripture
“I am the Lord your God, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, 
out of the land of slavery” (Exod. 
20:2). When God gave His law to 
Moses at Mount Sinai, He clarified 
His relationship to Israel. The creator 
of the world was also their redeemer, 
a God close at hand, entering into 
covenant with them and promising 
blessing and protection. Nevertheless, 
God’s people were prone to wander, 
so He began with these words: “You 
shall have no other gods before me” 
(Exod. 20:3). This first commandment 
addressed the temptation to seek 
comfort, blessing, and protection 
from anyone or anything other than 
God. This misguided quest lies at the 
heart of idolatry.

Though Israel often fell into 
gross idolatry—carving images 
and worshiping the gods of the 
surrounding nations—even this 
idolatry was rooted in hearts gone 
awry. In exile, God gave Ezekiel a 
glimpse of the relationship between 
the external and internal aspects 
of idolatry. In Ezekiel 8:5–16, God 
showed Ezekiel visions of men 
worshiping statues, wall carvings, 
foreign gods, and the sun itself. But in 
Ezekiel 14:1–5, Ezekiel also learned 

that these outward actions were 
related to internal longings in the 
heart: “Son of man, these men have 
taken their idols into their hearts” 
(Ezek. 14:3). Though in exile for this 
very sin, they still sought protection 
and blessing elsewhere, refusing 
to seek God alone to satisfy their 
longings.

In the New Testament, this internal 
character of idolatry was developed 
further, closely aligning idolatry with 
the heart’s desires. In Athens, Paul saw 
that the city was “full of idols” (Acts 
17:16). But like Ezekiel, Paul also 
recognized an inner component to 
idolatry: “Put to death therefore what 
is earthly in you: sexual immorality, 
impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry” 
(Col. 3:5). To the Ephesians, Paul 
even stated that “covetous people are 
idolaters” (Eph. 5:5). It is important 
to note that Paul explicitly correlates 
covetousness—sinful, out-of-control 
wants and desires—with idolatry. 
Imagine the dismay of those in the 
church at Ephesus who had never 
entered the temple of Artemis, yet 
recognized that their plotting, self-
absorbed, and lustful hearts made 
them as guilty of idolatry as those 
who had.

One more passage is worth 
considering as it illustrates two 
aspects of idolatrous desires. In James 
4:1–3 we read: “What causes quarrels 
and what causes fights among you? 
Is it not this, that your passions are 
at war within you? You desire and do 
not have, so you murder. You covet 
and cannot obtain, so you fight and 
quarrel. You ask and do not receive, 
because you ask wrongly, to spend it 
on your passions.” First, James notes 

unfulfilled 
desire 
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that runaway desires are demanding 
despots. They call for obedience 
no matter what or whom the cost. 
James notes that desire-idolaters 
will dutifully sacrifice others for 
their desires. They would rather 
gossip, slander, use vicious words, or 
even kill than say no to their wants. 
Second, James alerts us to the fact 
that idolatrous desires can be even 
for good things. After all, James 
4:2–3 indicates that the unfulfilled 
desire stems from wrong motives, not 
because the object of desire is sinful.

We’ve seen that God’s Word presents 
a multilevel approach to idolatry, one 
that connects this sin with the love of 
wants and desires. And by doing this, 
it shows that in serving their wants, 
people are worshiping themselves. 
How does this play out in modern 
life? It is to this question that we now 
turn.

The Idolatry Behind the Idols 
Today
Though in our day we do see images 
used in false worship, worshiping 
wants and absorption with self is 
the most prevalent type of idolatry. 
Even Christians struggle with this. 
Consider this: What drives our 
thinking at any given moment? Do 
we see circumstances as opportunities 
to glorify God and reflect His glory 
outward to others in love and service? 
Or is every circumstance viewed in 

terms of satisfying our perceived 
needs, fulfilling our desires, and 
getting what we want? Do affliction 
and disappointment drive us toward 
the God who is glorified in our efforts, 
or does it make us resentful of those 
very efforts, seeing that they didn’t 
pay out as we had hoped? Can you 
identify with the idolatry occurring 
here?

Perhaps like never before, modern 
Western culture is obsessed with self. 
Past generations cultivated character 
through self-control. Self-sacrifice 
was a highly prized virtue. In our 
day, however, a new set of words 
are typically hyphenated with self: 
self-expression, self-gratification, 
self-fulfillment, self-esteem, self-
actualization. We live in a therapeutic, 
self-focused world concerned more 
with how we feel than anything 
else. David Wells explains: “In the 
therapeutic world, it is all about 
self-fulfillment. It is not about self-
sacrifice and self-discipline, self-
restraint and self-abasement, which 
is what Christianity is about” (The 
Courage to Be Protestant: Truth-
lovers, Marketers, and Emergents in 
the Postmodern World [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008], 170). This culture 
encourages what is natural to fallen 
creatures: pursuit of the self.

This modern self-worship—the 
worship of our wants—lies beneath 

the surface of specific behaviors often 
labeled idolatrous. The man who 
works late every night and skips out 
on time with his kids is said to be 
worshiping his work. The woman 
who downs the fifth of vodka she hid 
in her glove compartment is said to 
be worshiping alcohol. The teenager 
who is sleeping with his girlfriend is 
said to be worshiping sex.

In reality, however, this kind of analysis 
misses the deeper aspects of idolatry 
we’ve been considering. Jeremy Pierre 
and Deepak Reju warn against being 
“hasty or simplistic in labeling what 
a person’s heart is worshipping.” 
They continue: “A thirty-four-year-
old addicted to video games is not 
worshipping his Xbox. A sexually 
active teen is not worshipping her 
boyfriend. Like the Canaanite fertility 
gods that Israel was so drawn toward, 
these objects are typically means of 
attaining something else. Israel was 
enamored not with a carved piece of 
wood, but with what they thought 
that god could grant them: fertility, 
wealth, prosperity, safety, belonging, 
generational perpetuity—in other 
words, life on their own terms” (The 
Pastor and Counseling: The Basics 
of Shepherding Members in Need 
[Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015], 74–75).

The people mentioned above are 
idolaters, but the things they seem to 
be worshiping are just aids to their 

self
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worship. They use things like work, 
alcohol, and sex to attain and/or 
avoid something that they believe will 
satisfy their desires. Because of this, 
simply exhorting them to stop fails 
woefully. Not only is this like treating 
a broken bone with Tylenol, but also 
it misses a wonderful opportunity to 
minister the gospel to deeper issues of 
the heart, showing that Christ alone is 
the source of true satisfaction.

What would happen if we took the 
time to ask questions of people like 
these, probing the situations in order 
to better understand what desires are 
motivating their actions?

How is the man who works too 
much engaged in worship? Perhaps 
he wants others to think highly of 
his skill and charisma, so he uses 
success at work to elicit the praise 
and acclaim of his coworkers. Or 
perhaps the man is trying to escape 
a wife who constantly nags and finds 
fault with him. He intentionally 
works long hours thinking, “At least 
I’m appreciated here.” Because of 
an inordinate desire for tranquility 
and appreciation, he is unwilling to 
“gently restore” his wife (Gal. 6:1) and 
“nourish and cherish” her (Eph. 5:29) 
by lovingly confronting her with her 
critical spirit.

What about the alcohol abuser? What 
does she fear, and why does she flee 
to drunkenness for refuge? Is she 
numbing pain from abuse committed 
against her in the past instead of 
entrusting her soul to her faithful 
Creator (2 Pet. 4:19), the One who can 
redeem the pain of the past unto His 
glory and her well-being? Is she bored 
and seeking to be entertained even 
if that involves a drunken stupor? 
Might she be angry that her family 
doesn’t treat her the way she wants to 
be treated? Instead of helping them 
to grow and learn selfless behavior 
grounded in the gospel of grace, 
perhaps she drinks to punish them 
and manipulate them into giving her 
what she wants.

Does the sexually active teenager 
think too highly of himself? Perhaps 
he wants his friends to stroke his ego 
by commending him for his sexual 
prowess, or maybe he sees sleeping 
with his girlfriend as a prize he’s 
earned. Conversely, might he think 
too little of himself and use sex to 
feel valuable and wanted instead of 
rejoicing in the great value he has as 
an image bearer of God and seeking 
to love and serve others in light of 
that?

How about the woman spending 
exorbitant amounts of money on 
clothing, hair, and nails? Or the 
family more interested in club soccer 
than going to church on Sunday? 
What is the woman who fishes for 
compliments really serving? Or the 
man who habitually overeats? Or 
the man who views pornography? 
What lies behind the desire for such 
good things as obedient children, a 
supportive spouse, good health, or a 
well-ordered church? God’s glory or 
self-love?

Lying behind drunkenness, sexual 
immorality, neglect of family, or 
an overly controlling demeanor 
are hearts that are seeking refuge 
in someone or something other 
than God. We find people who 
love satisfying their desires above 
worshiping the true God. And sadly 
we find people who are missing the 
delights and satisfaction being offered 
to them by their heavenly Father.

Dealing with the Idolatry  
Behind the Idols
The prophet Isaiah proclaimed to a 
sinful nation that God was merciful: 
“Therefore the Lord waits to be 
gracious to you, and therefore he 
exalts himself to show mercy to you. 
For the Lord is a God of justice; 
blessed are all whose who wait for 
him” (Isa. 30:18). Isaiah went on 
to speak of God’s redeeming work: 
restoring sinful and rebellious people 
to blessing and favor. Israel’s ears 
would be opened to the ways of God so 

that they would repent and abandon 
their idols: “Then you will defile your 
carved idols overlaid with silver and 
your gold-plated metal images. You 
will scatter them as unclean things. 
You will say to them, ‘Be gone!’” (Isa. 
30:22).

This same merciful God comes to 
us in Christ, reminding us of His 
preeminent worth and beauty and 
wooing us away from our false gods. 
What can we do, then, to forsake 
the idols in our hearts and enjoy the 
freedom that God offers us in His 
beloved Son?

First, identify your idols. When you 
find yourself sinfully responding to 
unmet desires, don’t be distracted by 
the surface issue. As important as it is 
to flee drunkenness, pornography, or 
materialism, these are but symptoms 
of a worship disorder in the heart. 
Often a series of X-ray questions 
can help to identify the idols of our 
heart (Note: This list is adapted from 
Ken Sande, The Peacemaker [rev. ed.; 
Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004], 105):

With what am I preoccupied? 
What is always on my mind?

How would I answer the 
question: If only __________, 
then I would be happy, fulfilled, 
and secure.

What do I want to preserve or 
avoid no matter the cost?

When a certain desire is not met, 
do I feel frustration, anxiety, 
resentment, bitterness, anger, or 
depression?

Is there something I desire so 
much that I am willing to hurt 
others or sin in order to have it?

Once you have identified these 
idolatrous desires, remind yourself 
that these render you guilty before 
God and require the atoning work 
of Jesus Christ. Once you identify 
what your sinful actions are aiming to 
protect or avoid, you will be able to 
pursue true repentance and change.
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Second, repent of your idols and 
flee to Christ in all His grace and 
sufficiency. There is a saying: “The 
bad news is worse than you thought, 
but the good news is better than you 
could ever imagine.” Admitting that 
your idolatrous desires are a personal 
affront to God can be a bitter pill to 
swallow. Yet once you have accepted 
these idols as a sin worthy of 
condemnation, the sweetness of the 
gospel is all the more overwhelming! 
Paul proclaims: “God shows his love 
for us that while we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). When 
you cry out prayers like “Father, 
forgive me for seeking acclaim of 
man” or “Please forgive me for loving 
my peace and quiet more than you 
and my children,” God hears your 
prayer, for Christ is interceding on 
your behalf (Heb. 7:25). What is more, 
Christ sends His Holy Spirit to help 
you flee these and other idolatrous 
temptations: “No temptation has 
overtaken you that is not common 
to man. God is faithful, and he will 
not let you be tempted beyond your 
ability, but with the temptation he 
will also provide the way of escape, 
that you may be able to endure it. 
Therefore, my beloved, flee from 
idolatry” (1 Cor. 10:13–14).

Third, reorient your thinking to your 
true identity. Your idols reveal what 
you really believe about yourself, your 

functional identity. When you are 
ruled by your wants and desires, you 
live as though you are an empty cup: 
one whose chief purpose is to satisfy 
your needs, fulfill your desires, and get 
what you want. Unfortunately, empty 
cups are consumed by getting filled. 
They focus on themselves and view 
every situation as something which 
can either assist or prevent them from 
getting what they need. But satisfying 
every desire and indulging every 
want is an impossible task, leading 
only to disappointment, bitterness, 
resentment, and ingratitude.

God’s Word, however, shows a better 
way of viewing yourself. Scripture 
says that you are a mirror. You are 
created in God’s image (Gen. 1:27) 
and designed to reflect His glory. In 
spite of your besetting sin (cf. 1 John 
1:8–10; Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 
114), you are being conformed to 
the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29) and 
therefore being renewed in the image 
of the Creator (Col. 3:10). Because of 
this, every situation is an opportunity 
to bring glory to God (1 Cor. 10:31) 
and give thanks to Him (1 Thess. 5:18). 
Unlike the hit-and-miss success of 
self-fulfillment, God is able to derive 
glory in any and all circumstances. 
When you are consumed with 
praising God and loving others, you 
will find that nothing can thwart 
these noble desires. This is a slow 
process and a hard-fought battle, 

but take heart, Christian. Because 
of your justification by faith alone, 
your sanctification will one day be 
complete. After this life you will be 
fully and perfectly conformed to 
Christ in glory (Rom. 8:16–17; 2 Cor.  
4:17; Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 58, 
115).

At the end of his first epistle, the apostle 
John contrasted the abounding grace 
and mercy we receive in Christ with 
the false hopes and disappointment 
found in other so-called saviors: “And 
we know that the Son of God has come 
and has given us understanding, so 
that we may know him who is true; 
and we are in him who is true, in 
his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true 
God and eternal life. Little children, 
keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 
5:20–21). Our demanding desires will 
never fully satisfy; they cannot make 
good on their promises. Thanks be to 
God for the redemption we have in 
Christ’s blood and the riches of His 
grace which He has lavished upon us 
(Eph. 1:7–8). May God give us grace 
to flee from our worthless idols, and 
flee instead to His powerful and 
open arms.
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It’s been said that self-esteem is 
the single greatest need facing 
the human race today. One 

prominent pastor, in defending this 
thesis, has defined self-esteem as 
“pride in being a human being.”1 A 
sincere study of Scripture, however, 
seems to suggest that self-esteem, 
rather than being our greatest need, 
might be part of humanity’s problem. 
In Mark 9 Jesus teaches us how truly 
to care for our never-dying souls—not 
by thinking more highly of ourselves 
but by becoming the servant of all.

In the second half of Mark 9 Jesus 
continues to teach His disciples how 
to follow Him. Broadly speaking, the 
principles highlighted in this passage 
can be boiled down to one: Christ’s 
disciples must learn to deal with their 
natural overabundance of self-love. 
Excessive self-love keeps Christians 
from being effective followers of 
Jesus because true discipleship 
is characterized by self-denying 
servitude (v. 35). This message might 
not stimulate greater pride in being 
human. But, blessed by God, it will 
make us more like the One we have 
been called to follow.

Disciples Disregard Greatness 
(9:30–37; 10:13, 16)
Soon after the transfiguration Jesus 
and His disciples passed through 
Galilee on their way to Capernaum. 
The disciples must have been just out 
of earshot of Jesus as they walked. 
They certainly didn’t want Him to 
hear what they were discussing, 
namely, who among them would be 
the greatest (vv. 33–34). The disciples’ 
conversation topic is startling when 
you consider the context.

A Startling Context
First, the disciples had just been 
humiliated by their failure to cast 
out a deaf and dumb spirit from a 
young boy (Mark 9:14–29). Luke 
informs us that after Jesus performed 
the exorcism “they were all amazed 
at the majesty of God” (Luke 9:43). 
How could the disciples argue about 
personal greatness after being awe-
struck by God’s majesty in contrast 
to their failure? Probably in the same 
way that we can transition from a 
service of divine worship to service 
of self on any given Sunday. One of 
the purposes of corporate worship 
is to astonish us with the greatness 
of God. In worship we affirm that 
“the Lord is great in Zion, and He is 
high above all the peoples” (Ps. 99:2), 
including ourselves. Weekly we come 
to “Mount Zion and to the city of the 
living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, to 
an innumerable company of angels, 
to the general assembly and church 
of the firstborn who are registered 
in heaven, to God the Judge of all, to 
the spirits of just men made perfect, 
to Jesus the Mediator of the new 
covenant, and to the blood of the 
sprinkling that speaks better things 
than that of Abel” (Heb. 12:22–24). 
The regularity and spiritual intensity 
of our worship provide a context in 
which concern for personal greatness 
should appear utterly insane.

Second, the disciples’ verbal battle 
for greatness follows directly on 
the heels of Jesus’ second passion 
announcement (vv. 30–32). Luke says 
that “while everyone marveled at all 
the things which Jesus did,” pertaining 
to the exorcism, “He said to His 
disciples, ‘Let these words sink down 

into your ears, for the Son of Man is 
about to be betrayed into the hands of 
men’” (Luke 9: 44). “And they will kill 
Him” (Mark 9:31). Christ says, “I will 
be betrayed and killed.” The disciples 
said, “I desire to be the greatest.” The 
incompatibility of these statements is 
partially explained by Luke: “But they 
did not understand this saying, and it 
was hidden from them so that they did 
not perceive it; and they were afraid 
to ask Him about this saying” (Luke 
9:45). For the believer, the completed 
canon of Scripture and the internal 
testimony of the Holy Spirit provide a 
context which should militate against 
a quest for personal greatness.

A Sobering Rebuke
Before Jesus even opened His 
mouth to rebuke the disciples they 
were rebuked by their consciences. 
“They kept silent” because they were 
ashamed of their thoughts (Mark 
9:34). Conscience is a powerful aid 
to the Christian life. As Puritan 
Nehemiah Rogers said, a conscience 
well-informed by the Word of God 
will prove a friend and faithful witness 
for the Lord but an adversary against 
man.

Knowing their thoughts Jesus got 
right to the point: “If you want to 
be great in my kingdom, then be 
a servant.” Disregard greatness. 
Striving for greatness has no place 
in the church because it breaks with 
the example of Jesus, who gave up the 
glory of greatness to serve (Phil. 2:5–
8). But striving for greatness is also 
inconsistent with trusting in Christ. 
When we trust in Christ we are saying, 
“There is no good in me [Rom. 7:18]; 
that’s why I need Him.” How can we 
then turn around and find prideful 
satisfaction in our own status? Christ 

Rev. William  
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prophesied that He would suffer and 
die for self-centered people like us so 
that we could find ourselves in Him 
(Col. 3:4).

To make His point that true greatness 
shines through humility (Matt. 18:4), 
Jesus used the visual aid of a child (cf. 
10:13–16).2 Being a member of His 
kingdom means showing attention 
to those who are usually considered 
less important. In fact, the way 
believers treat children can be telling. 
Sometimes we yell at children when 
they displease us. Or we furrow our 
brow as we scold them for some 
misdeed. We treat children and other 
less powerful people with less dignity 
than we treat our peers. Our desire 
for greatness rears its ugly head with 
those who are weaker than us, often 
children. Disciples don’t just help 
themselves; they help those who are 
needy, like children.

Disciples Avoid Sectarianism 
(9:38–41)
After Jesus’ object lesson John says 
something that may well have been 
meant to deflect Jesus’ criticism of 
the apostles. Instead, He provides 
another example of that kind of 
self-love which is debilitating to 
Christian discipleship. “Teacher, we 
saw someone who does not follow us 
casting out demons in Your name, and 
we forbade him because he does not 
follow us” (v. 38). Clearly John did not 
properly anticipate Jesus’ response: 
“Do not forbid him,” He said (v. 39).

Instead, Jesus forbade an intolerant 
attitude toward dissimilar believers. 
The disciples focused on themselves 
(“he does not follow us”); they should 
have focused on Christ. The disciples’ 
intolerance reveals their selfish 
ambition. John Calvin explains: 
“Christ declares that we ought to 
reckon as friends those who are not 
open enemies.”3 Paul shared Jesus’ 
point of view. “The important thing is 
that in every way, whether from false 
motives or true, Christ is preached. 
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And because of this I rejoice. Yes, and 
I will continue to rejoice” (Phil. 1:18 
NIV).

Intra-church Sectarianism
Within our congregations we too 
often take offense at the way others 
are trying to follow Christ. We might 
disagree with a pastor’s leadership 
methods. We might not care for the 
style of worship. We might have our 
own ideas about how the Sunday 
school should operate. But when we 
understand the Spirit’s diversity in 
distributing spiritual gifts we will 
think twice about breaking fellowship 
over such matters. Paul points out the 
absurdity of expecting uniformity in 
the church. “If the whole body were 
an eye, where would be the hearing? If 
the whole were hearing, where would 
be the smelling? But now God has set 
the members, each one of them, in the 
body just as He pleased. And if they 
were all one member, where would 
the body be?” (1 Cor. 12:17–19).

We might also have a tendency to 
exclude new people in our church 
because “they are not one of us.” God 
expects us to treat newcomers with 
the same sort of love that long-time 
members have come to expect from 
each other. In fact, the “outsiders” that 
God brings into our midst should be 
our greatest priority (Deut. 10:18–
19). Dietrich Bonhoeffer, alluding 
to Christ’s words in Matthew 25 (vv. 
41–45) said, “The exclusion of the 
weak and insignificant, the seemingly 
useless people, from a Christian 
community may actually mean the 
exclusion of Christ.”4 We are prone 
to think “this is my church.” But 
three times in this short dialogue the 
phrase “in Christ’s name” is used. This 
is Christ’s church.

Inter-church Sectarianism
The kind of narrowness here 
forbidden by Jesus is also evident in 
the way believers view other camps 
within the boundaries of Christian 
orthodoxy. Can we say that Christian 

groups who disagree with some of the 
positions we take are “on our side” (v. 
40)? We ought not be surprised to find 
a multiformity among true Christian 
churches. “We read in the ancient 
writers that there were manifold 
diversities of ceremonies, but that 
these were always free [to differ].”5 
This diversity is clearly evident even 
in churches in the New Testament. 
“We know, moreover, what manner of 
churches the churches in Galatia and 
Corinth were in the apostles’ time, in 
which St. Paul condemns many and 
heinous crimes; yet he calls them 
holy Churches of Christ” (1 Cor. 1:2; 
Gal. 1:2).6 Further clarification is 
provided in the seventeenth-century 
Westminster Confession of Faith. 
This confession explains that “this 
Catholic (or universal) church has 
been sometimes more, sometimes 
less visible. And particular Churches, 
which are members thereof, are more 
or less pure, according as the doctrine 
of the gospel is taught and embraced, 
ordinances administered, and public 
worship performed more or less 
purely in them. The purest Churches 
under heaven are subject both to 
mixture and error” (25:4, 5).

Notwithstanding their current 
negative reputation, denominations 
are a way that Christians with 
different convictions can recognize 
the legitimacy of other groups 
without having to face the near-
impossible task of harmonizing 
each difference. The disciples were a 
denomination of sorts. But there were 
other Christians who did not follow 
Jesus as they did. Jesus said because 
they were trusting in Him they were 
on His side. All Christians are on 
the same team! Those who work for 
Christ have a reward in heaven (v. 
41); should they not be received in the 
church? Jesus commends a certain 
level of cooperation and fellowship 
among distinct theological traditions. 
Rather than being unduly negative 
toward other traditions, let us strive 
to maintain our own doctrinal and 

moral purity while reaching out to 
those who love the Lord and His 
Word.

Jesus has already used a child to teach 
about discipleship. In the final passage 
in the chapter He does so once more, 
this time on the danger of coddling 
sin.

Disciples Cut Out Sin (9:42–50)
Knowing that His disciples are 
inclined to exalt themselves and look 
down on others, Jesus concluded 
this teaching session by emphasizing 
the need for personal holiness. The 
church is a “holy congregation of true 
Christian believers.”7 All those who 
follow Jesus regard sin as a danger 
to be avoided and a cancer to be 
removed.

Jesus’ method for dealing with sin is 
not the “cut back” method but the “cut 
off ” method. If your eye sins, pluck it 
out. If your hand causes you to sin, 
cut it off. If television causes you to 
sin, you too may have the satisfaction 
of throwing it out a window. If you are 
involved in pornography, tell someone 
and purchase some accountability 
software. If you aren’t taking drastic 
measures against sin, then you aren’t 
fighting sin with Christ-like tenacity.

Jesus gives two reasons for taking sin 
seriously. First, we must fight sin for 
the sake of others (v. 42). Our sins 
cause others to sin. Young children 
quickly learn to imitate their older 
siblings. Children learn from their 
parents. As scary as this might be, 
the apostle Paul saw this principle of 
imitation as a critical component of 
discipleship. He told the Corinthians, 
“Imitate me, just as I also imitate 
Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). Testifying 
before a governor and a king Paul 
had the commendable audacity to 
say, “I would to God that . . . all who 
hear me today, might become both 
almost and altogether such as I am” 
(Acts 26:29). Conversely, our sin 
minimizes our effectiveness in the 
world. If we are engaged in the sins of 
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our culture, then we will be salt-less 
(v. 50). We will have nothing to offer 
the world. Christians who live in sin 
demonstrate a practical hatred of a 
watching world.

Second, believers must fight sin for 
their own sake. Jesus repeatedly 
spoke about the fires of hell as a 
deterrent to ungodly living (vv. 43, 
45, 47). The person who does not 
deal with sin is better suited for hell 
than for heaven, because hell is for 
those who love to sin. The end of sin, 
if allowed to flourish, is death (James 
1:15). William Jenkyn said, “There is 
nothing destroyed by sanctification 
but that which would destroy us.”8

Underlying each of these three 
narratives is one central theme. You 
and I tend to act as if we are the center 
of the universe. We are so wrapped up 
in ourselves. This is why we want to 
be great. This is why we take offense 
at those who are different from us 
either on a personal or a church level. 
And this is why we persist in sins that 
pleasure our flesh.

How do we remedy this self-love? 
Jesus’ emphasis on hell helps us answer 
that question. Thoughtful reflection 
on hell should rattle a believer out of 
sinful self-absorption. Imagine the 

most painful experience of your life 
and how much relief you experienced 
when it was over. There is no such 
relief in hell. Biblical references to 
hell are like so many warning signs 
emphasizing the memorable words 
of John Owen: “Kill sin or it will be 
killing you.” These warning signs 
should stir us to communicate the 
gospel of Christ to those who are not 
yet saved.

But, as always, the Bible’s warnings 
ultimately point us to Christ. As 
self-absorbed sinners we must ask 
Christ to fill the center of our lives. 
We naturally see ourselves as God. 
When Christ comes into your life, 
He begins to move into that center. 
And as He does He relieves us of all 
the burdens that self-love creates. 
When Christ is at our center we don’t 
have to be great. We don’t have to get 
angry over being disrespected at work 
or at home. Those who are united to 
Christ by faith God respects because 
of His respect for His Son. What 
else matters? When Christ is at our 
center we don’t have to take offense 
at people who do things differently. 
God, through the gospel, says to us, 
“It’s okay. I’ll cover you when you get 
offended. I’ve borne a million times 
more offense than you ever will, and I 
did it for you.” The person who trusts 
in Christ can say, “Those people differ 

from me, but Christ makes that okay. 
After all, I’m very different from 
Christ, and yet He loves me.” When 
Christ is at our center we don’t have 
to cling to our sins for satisfaction. 
Jesus becomes more important to 
us than our stinking sins. The only 
way to get over self-love is to grow in 
love with the only one who can give 
us the kind of love we really need. 
   
1. Robert Schuller, Self-Esteem: The New 
Reformation (Waco, TX: Word, 1982), 19.

2. Jesus didn’t have to send for a child; they 
were part of the group of disciples that 
followed Jesus. This fact does not prove 
the propriety of infant baptism, but it does 
support a covenantal approach to discipleship 
of which infant baptism is an appropriate 
expression.

3. John Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony 
of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989), 
vol. 2, 373.

4. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1954), 38.

5. Second Helvetic Confession, 17:15.

6. Second Helvetic Confession, 17:12.

7. Belgic Confession, Art. 27.

8. William Jenkyn, “An exposition upon the 
epistle of Jude: Delivered in Christ-Church” 
(London: John Childs & Son, n.d.), 12.

     
       1. Why were Jesus’ words in Mark 9:31 so easily misunderstood by the disciples?

2. What are some ways that we strive to be first, contrary to Jesus’ words in Mark 9:35?

3. Why were children such suitable object lessons for Jesus (Mark 9:36–37; 10:13–16)?

4. In what way might Jesus’ teaching against sectarianism confront us?

5. What does it mean to cause a little one to stumble (Mark 9:42)?

6. Can you provide additional contemporary examples that fit with Jesus’ teaching in Mark 9:43–48?

7. Why do you suppose verse 44 is repeated two more times (vv. 46, 48)?

8. Can sin be defeated simply by taking drastic physical measures against it? Explain.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
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In City on a Hill, Phillip Ryken asserts that “a Church for post-Christian times is a teaching church.”  
He goes on to say that “the only church that will survive in post-Christian times is a church with a 
passion for God’s Word.”1 As elsewhere, in Mark 10 Jesus sets a pattern for the teaching church (v. 1).

There are a few things you can’t miss about Jesus’ teaching. He taught with authority. His teaching was 
saturated with love (v. 21) and mercy (vv. 47–48). He didn’t seem to stick to a script but taught according 
to the needs of the audience. He answered questions and responded to circumstances. He didn’t avoid 
difficult issues. As He and His disciples marched toward Jerusalem Jesus tackled three difficult issues: 
marriage, money, and ministry.

Rev. William  
Boekestein

Bible Study on Mark 
Lesson 14: Marriage, Materialism, and Ministry
Mark 10:1–52

As He and His disciples marched toward Jerusalem 
Jesus tackled three difficult issues: 
marriage, money, and ministry.
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Discipleship and Marriage  
(10:1–12)
The question of divorce is extremely 
relevant given the failure rate of 
marriages today. A recent study 
reveals that 33 percent of Americans 
who marry will divorce. This 
statistic seems to show little variance 
between believing and unbelieving 
demographics. George Barna, the 
director of the study, noted that 
Americans have grown comfortable 
with divorce as a natural part of 
life. “There no longer seems to be  
. . . a stigma attached to divorce; it is now 
seen as an unavoidable rite of passage.”2

Even with the changing cultural 
norms regarding divorce, the topic 
still evokes strong emotions in the 
church. This was true in Jesus’ day as 
well. The question, “Is it lawful for a 
man to divorce his wife” was put to 
Him as a test (10:2); it seems to have 
no good answer. If Jesus said yes, 
His opponents could accuse Him of 
advocating divorce. If He said no, 
they could say that He was ignoring 
the law of Moses, which allowed for 
divorce. Jesus’ approach to this topic 
is extremely helpful. The Pharisees 
focused on the exception to the rule—
divorce—while Jesus focused on the 
institution of marriage.

The Exception
Jesus began to answer the Pharisees’ 
question on divorce by asking what 
the Old Testament had to say about 
it. The text to which the Pharisees 
appeal is Deuteronomy 24:1–4. 
Commentators do not always agree 
on the grounds that Moses here 
provides for divorce.3 What is clear is 
that in the Old Testament divorce was 
not difficult. Even so, this provision 
was given, not as an indulgence to 
capricious men but as a protection 
to undervalued women. A man who 
would dishonor his marriage vow at 
least had to provide a certificate stating 
that the marriage was over and that his 
ex might marry again and not be left 
destitute.

But Jesus’ point is that divorce was 
permitted (not commanded) due to 
hardness of heart. “Divorces were 
permitted, not because they were 
lawful, but because Moses had to deal 
with a rebellious . . . nation.”4 The 
overwhelming evidence in the Old 
Testament is that God does not delight 
in divorce (Mal. 2:13–17). In the New 
Testament, the divorce loophole is 
tightened. There are only two biblical 
grounds for divorce. A spouse who 
has committed adultery has dissolved 
the marriage and set the other at 
liberty (Matt. 5:31–32).5 Paul also 
seems to allow for divorce in the case 
of radical desertion (1 Cor. 7:10–16). 
While there is some disagreement on 
this point,6 it is clear that the grounds 
given for divorce in many marriages 
today are not scriptural.

The Rule
Jesus brought up grounds for divorce 
to touch on possible exceptions that 
prove the rule. God’s rule for marriage 
is lifelong monogamous, heterosexual 
commitment (10:6). Jesus elaborates 
on this rule by first pointing out that 
there was no divorce before the Fall: 
“From the beginning it was not so” 
(Matt. 19:8). This is a powerful ethical 
principle. In Genesis 2 God opens a 
window into perfect humanity’s family 
life: Adam and Eve remained exclusively 
faithful to each other. Anything other 
than this perfect picture is a deviation 
from God’s intention.

Second, Jesus elaborates on the “one 
flesh” principle (10:6a, 8). Men and 
women are two unique fleshes, two 
distinct but complementary parts of 
humanity. They were made to fit each 
other, physically, emotionally, and 
spiritually. In marriage two fleshes 
become so joined that they can no 
longer be called two but one.

Third, Jesus teaches the rule of 
marriage by comparing marriage 
with the filial bond (10:7–8). We may 
wonder, “What could be stronger 
than the bond between parents and 
their children?” Jesus’ answer is, “The 

marriage bond.” For the purpose of 
marriage a man shall leave his father 
and mother to be united to his wife.

Fourth, Jesus teaches the rule of 
marriage by emphasizing that God 
makes the marriage (v. 9). Something 
happens in marriage that goes beyond 
the two people involved. God joins 
man and woman together into one 
flesh. Who are we to separate that 
union?

One advantage of studying human 
failures, divorce being just one 
example, is that we see more clearly 
the integrity of God. “You have played 
the harlot with many lovers,” says the 
Lord. “Yet return to me . . . for I am 
married to you” (Jer. 3:1, 14). Such 
commitment on God’s part provides 
unshakable ground for the faith of His 
followers.

Discipleship and Materialism 
(10:13–31)
At this point in His public ministry, 
Jesus is looking for committed 
disciples. As He briskly approaches 
His darkest hour He speaks candidly 
about what it means to enter the 
kingdom of God as a disciple (vv. 15, 
23). A disciple is a person who follows 
Jesus to learn from Him in order to 
be like Him (Luke 6:40). At the heart 
of Mark 10 Jesus echoes His earlier 
call to “Come, take up your cross and 
follow me” (cf. 8:34). The main lesson 
is: Discipleship is a total sacrifice. One 
of the great obstacles to discipleship is 
materialism. In this passage Mark gives 
both positive and negative examples of 
discipleship as it touches on the theme 
of materialism.

Examples of True Discipleship
Peter exemplifies all true disciples 
when he says, “We have left all to 
follow you!” (v. 28). Jesus agrees. 
They have left houses, families, and 
lands for the sake of the gospel (v. 29). 
Disciples realize that no sacrifice is 
more important than following Jesus. 
A few verses earlier Jesus compared 
discipleship with childhood (10:13–16). 
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Children often demonstrate total 
commitment. There is nothing a 
loving child wouldn’t give up for a 
loving parent. My six-year-old child 
would spend all the money in her bank 
account to buy me a cheeseburger 
if that’s what would please me. Even 
following painful discipline godly 
children remain lovingly committed 
to their parents.

An Example of Non-Discipleship
By contrast, the rich man of verses 
17–22 exemplifies all who despise 
discipleship. In response to his 
question, “What shall I do that I 
may inherit eternal life?” Jesus uses 
the commandments as a checklist 
to identify that heart-idol that was 
keeping the rich young ruler from 
committing to Christ. He found it in 
his riches. To this ruler, money was 
more important than God. For now, 
at least, “he went away sorrowful” 
knowing that he could not be a 
disciple. He knew that he wasn’t just a 
bad tither; he wasn’t a Christian! Some 
of us may be more deceived. What is 
it that we will not let go of? Consider 
the following list of heart-checking 
demands: Give up your career plans to 
raise a godly family. Ask for a demotion 
at work so that you can spend more 
time with your kids. Give at least 10 
percent of your income to God’s work. 
Stop overeating. Give up electronic 
devices that lead you into temptation. 
God isn’t necessarily calling us to do all 
these things. But He does demand that 
we put nothing before Him, whether 
reputation, relationships, comfort, 
control, or security.

Jesus speaks specifically here to 
the discipleship stumbling block of 
money. Jesus is not saying that wealth 
and religion are antithetical; the Bible’s 
patriarchal and monarchial history 
disproves such a notion. This man 
was not too rich. He just loved his 
riches too much. The same might be 
true of you whether you make twenty 
thousand, two hundred thousand, or 
two million dollars per year. Wealth is 

such a dangerous idol because it can 
provide us with a sense of freedom, 
identity, and security—three things 
that come only truly through the 
gospel.

The rich man’s failures can also help 
us to identify false standards of 
discipleship. Sometimes we might 
take a “simple majority” approach to 
discipleship. Doing more Christian 
than non-Christian things does not 
make you a disciple. Beware also 
of a “big-ticket item” approach to 
discipleship. Sadly, those who with an 
unbelieving heart do such “big-ticket” 
activities as worshiping, tithing, 
witnessing, or volunteering will still 
hear Christ say those dreadful words: 
“I never knew you” (Matt. 7:23).

The Radical Nature and Reward of 
Discipleship

When Christ hit His disciples with 
God’s view of discipleship they were 
literally driven to despair: “Who then 
can be saved?” (v. 26). If you have 
listened to Jesus’ teaching and thought, 
“I’m the model of discipleship,” then 
you have utterly missed the point. 
Jesus was clear when He said, “With 
man, it is impossible” (v. 27). “But,” 
says He, “not with God; for with God 
all things are possible.”

Jesus said if you have left all for Christ 
you will not miss any of it. Jesus speaks 
of a hundredfold gain in this life and 
eternal life in the age to come (vv. 
29–30). These rewards are not without 
cost (v. 30); it’s just that the cost is 
worth it. Jim Elliot knew the cost of 
discipleship. He was a bright, well-
educated man who gave up everything 
he had for Christ. He was killed, along 
with four others, while attempting to 
evangelize a brutal South American 
tribe. But because he had already done 
the math of discipleship he could 
write, “He is no fool who gives what 
he cannot keep to gain that which he 
cannot lose.”

Such a perspective prepares us to hear 
Jesus’ final hard theme of this chapter.

Discipleship and Ministry  
(10:32–52)
It is said that repetition is the mother of 
all learning, a fact Jesus obviously knew 
well. In this passage, for the third time 
in as many chapters, Jesus predicted 
His approaching suffering (vv. 32–34). 
Twice before these words had gone 
over the disciples’ heads (8:32; 9:32) 
so He lovingly repeated them. He 
was preparing His disciples for the 
unimaginable. With every passing day, 
Jesus was getting closer to the cross. 
He was “going up to Jerusalem” (v. 
32). Up to this point Mark mentions 
Jerusalem in the context of people 
coming from Jerusalem; often Jesus’ 
enemies. But now He is going up to 
Jerusalem to face His enemies for the 
sake of His people.

In this passage Jesus gives us a 
beautifully succinct statement 
expressing the purpose of His ministry. 
“The Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give his 
life a ransom for many” (10:45). At 
the heart of this passage is the service 
of Christ. Three distinct but related 
aspects of this service are highlighted 
in the last half of Mark 10.

The Service of Christ Predicted 
(10:32–34)
This first point will be very 
uncomfortable if we understand it. In 
our minds examples of service might 
include raking the widowed neighbors’ 
leaves or clearing the table after a meal. 
But the service of Christ is intimately 
connected with suffering. In Jerusalem 
Jesus would experience betrayal, 
injustice, mockery, degradation, and 
physical pain. Jesus is the one whom 
Isaiah predicted would be “despised 
and rejected by men” (Isa. 53:3). 
Significantly His passion prediction 
forms the theological basis for His 
teaching on service and sets the pace 
for understanding Christian suffering 
(cf. Mark 10:38–40). Christian service 
is a calculated giving of one’s life, 
patterned after Christ’s service. Many 
of the disciples who were following 
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Jesus to Jerusalem would endure 
similar fates as their Master.

The Service of Christ Reflected 
(10:35–45)
As Jesus expressed His humiliation, 
the disciples expressed their desire 
for exaltation. All twelve of them were 
guilty in this regard, not just the two 
who had asked for personal favors (v. 
37). When the ten heard about what 
the two had done they were angry. They 
didn’t want someone else asking for 
(or receiving) anything they couldn’t 
have. When we say, “That’s not fair,” 
what we often mean is, “I’m upset that 
I missed out.” We tend to have such 
an egocentric concept of greatness. As 
such we miss opportunities to make 
God’s kingdom great. Christians need 
to see themselves as part of something 
bigger than themselves. But like the 
disciples we often only care for how 
this kingdom benefits us.

In the face of the disciples’ failure Jesus 
teaches several things about service. 
First, service entails real suffering. 
Jesus equates the ministry of the 
Christian with His own ministry. The 
disciples would be baptized with His 
baptism and drink the cup that He 
drank. Second, Jesus says that true 
disciples refuse to rule with a heavy 
hand. Jesus knows that the disciples 
have a tendency to lord it over others. 

We’ve already seen how they have 
abused their leadership position (cf. 
10:13; 9:38; 6:36). Jesus says that 
leaders in the church lead without 
making those they’re leading feel 
oppressed. Christian service is selfless. 
Bishop J. C. Ryle said, “Let all who 
desire to please Christ watch and pray 
against self-esteem.”7 Christian service 
is kingdom-focused, people-oriented, 
and self-abasing.

The Service of Christ  
Demonstrated (10:46–52)
Sometimes godliness is sooner caught 
than taught. Jesus, while on the way to 
the cross, stopped to heal an ordinary 
beggar. That is service in action! 
Jesus teaches that mercy—voluntary, 
unconstrained care for those who are 
hurting—is at the heart of Christian 
service. Bartimaeus had no right to 
Christ’s mercy. Neither do we. But 
to God’s glory Christ came to serve 
hurting sinners who had completely 
de-merited his help.

As with Christ’s service to Bartimaeus, 
so Christian service is a combination 
of word and deed. Jesus neither drops 
a few coins in Bartimaeus’s cup, 
nor does He simply say, “Your sins 
are forgiven.” He heals Bartimaeus 
physically and teaches him to keep 
his faith fixed upon the Savior. 
Bartimaeus’s response paints a 

1. According to Ephesians 5:22–33, how does human marriage communicate the gospel?

2. What light do such passages as Jeremiah 3 and Ezekiel 16 shed on marriage and divorce?

3. How can Jesus’ teaching on divorce be applied to a people in the following walks of life: single, married, divorced?

4. How does the rich young ruler’s answer to Jesus’ questions betray a superficial understanding of obedience (v. 20)?

5. How can wealth be dangerous to true religion?

6. How is God’s long-suffering shown in the fact that Jesus announces His passion on three different occasions?

7. How can we avoid ambition in its older definition (inordinate desire for honor) while embracing ambition as it is  
    understood today?

8. What can we learn from Bartimaeus?

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

     
       

Points to Ponder and Discuss

striking portrait of true discipleship: 
“Immediately he received his sight 
and followed Jesus on the road” (v. 52). 
   
1. Philip Ryken, City on a Hill: Reclaiming the 
Biblical Pattern for the Church in the Twenty-
first Century (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 
2003), 25.

2. Accessed on February 11, 2010 from http://
www.barna.org/barna-update/article/15-
familykids/42-new-marriage-and-divorce-
statistics-released.

3. There has always been some question about 
what it means for a man to put away a wife 
upon the discovery of “some uncleanness in 
her” (v. 1). Many interpreters understand this 
to mean nearly anything. In fact, quarrels in 
marriage often begin over such small things. 
Some of these quarrels end in separation.

4. John Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony 
of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989), vol. 
2, 378.

5. Under the Old Testament administration an 
adulterer would be stoned, clearly ending the 
marriage (Deut. 22:22).

6. Some see Paul’s counsel here as merely 
freeing the deserted from the bondage of 
having to try to abide with the deserting 
spouse. Others see this as a legitimate ground 
for divorce and therefore remarriage (cf. 
Westminster Confession of Faith 24.6).

7. J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the 
Gospels: Mark (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 
1985), 218.
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Rev. Mitchel   
DickProfession of Hope (1) 

Professing Tweens: Worldings, Hebrews, 
and Christians

I
n three or so articles I would 
attempt to connect two 
incomprehensible beings. 
The one is God. The other is 
the tween. God, of course, 

does not need help. He connects 
with whom He will. Tweens, 
however, need help connecting with 
God. With their connecting with, 
their believing, their understanding, 
drawing near to, and serving God 
all hell would love to interfere. We 
would interfere with, and prevent, 
the interference. Here’s to nothing 
less than that connection and 
reconnection which is life twixt God 
and tween.

Targeted

Tweens are teenagers and twenty-
somethings. You know that. Their 
growing, their becoming, and 
their figuring life out can make 
for restlessness, distraction, and 
godlessness. Especially baptized 
tweens, those set apart and nurtured 
to be Christians—these are prime 
targets for the devil. Not that the 
rest of us are not targeted. It is just 
that we have grown old and are 
grounded on the rock. Or we have 
grown old and stale and have long 
ago slouched toward impious piety, 

cold religion, even dead orthodoxy. 
And the devil does not need to 
bother.

But you—I speak now to you tweens. 
He, the devil, would bother with 
you. His devil friends would too. 
They do not want you to love God! 
They do not want you to grow in 
grace and in the knowledge of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. They do not want 
you to profess faith in God, and to 
demonstrate your faith in your life. 



Like wolves and hyenas they harass 
the human herd. They make prey 
of the enfeebled old. But they enjoy 
especially young and tender and 
baptized flesh. They nip at newborns. 
They threaten fawns, snarl at pups. 
They encircle and threaten even 
the older young, the tween of the 
herd, and the tween, even, of the 
flock of God. These tweens might 
know a bit of the Bible. These might 
have a bit of knowledge. The best 
of them certainly have vigor, even 
of a religious sort. They might 
even be willing to debate with the 
abortionists (the no points) or the 
Arminians (the four points). But 
they have not yet the experience 
and the wisdom of the ten points 
(the older ones, from whom they 
have come—the ones with courage 
and sharp tines before which wolves 
tremble, and whose hooves hyenas 
fear). They are inclined, as well, to 
question the things of the ten points. 
And then in come the devils—right 
among the herd, and desirous 
especially of the meat of the flock. 
They would separate the tweens 
from the ten points, and from the 
Shepherd, whispering to them to 
come aside for a while, behind this 
here tree, over by this here swamp, 
or to sit in the liberal lecture hall 
of the so-called Christian college 
down the road. Just to chat, just to 
listen to some other, better, newer, 
more fulfilling, more fun way than 
they had heard of in their old church 
of the peeling paint and the crusty 
creeds. Many tweens, having bent 
an ear, go away then. Then they 
are no more. The ten points search 
desperately for them, scouring the 
bushes, the swamps, the bars. They 
find only a wrinkled piece of paper, 
an old catechism lesson the tween 
had in her back pocket. And a few 
religious feathers.

Hebrews

The book of Hebrews can keep us all, 
and tweens too, from being eaten. 

Any Word of God can, of course. 
But Hebrews has its own special 
way of calling us to a true and living 
faith and strengthening us so that 
we might fend off even ravenous 
devils. You know of Hebrews 11, I 
am sure. It is that grand chapter of 
faith, and of the so-called heroes 
of faith. Before teaching of the 
response of faith, however, Hebrews 
sets forth the grand Jesus Himself—
the Author, Finisher, and Object of 
our believing. He is the one even 
heroes hail. He is the Word of God 
by whom the worlds were framed. 
He is Abel’s more excellent sacrifice. 
He is Enoch’s exaltation, His church, 
Noah’s ark. He Himself is the One 
whom Abraham believed, and His 
day is the day in which Abraham 
rejoiced. His reproach Moses chose 
to suffer rather than to enjoy the 
pleasures of sin for a season. Jesus 
of Nazareth, Son of God, Son of 
Man, Savior true is the reason folks 
suffered, and do suffer and die, in 
the confidence of heaven, and why 
sinful tweens and their parents, and 
rich men, poor men, beggar men 
and thieves, and even ministers 
have great comfort and joy through 
faith in Him.

Eat That

So all of Hebrews is about that grand 
Jesus. And now, may I suggest a 
meal for you, a meal or two, or how 
about ten? They would be the first 
ten chapters of the book. There is 
something in them of the Person, 
the work, and the gospel of the Savior 
that we have to get, to understand, 
and even to digest. Something there 
to take in first—before we leave the 
house, go to school, or to work, or 
on a date, or leave on vacation, 
or plan our future, or even before 
we leave off reading an article like 
this, or would hear whatever future 
articles might tell us to do in order to 
be proper, Christian tweens. So read 
the ten. Listen for the grandeur, the 
greatness of Jesus revealed in them. 

Listen to connect, to reconnect with 
God.

Just remember: this greatness of 
Jesus is precisely exactly persistently 
relentlessly and continually what the 
world denies, and what the religious 
world minimizes and mocks. In so 
denying and minimizing Jesus, 
worldlings want tweens to taste and 
see that the world, without Jesus, 
or with Him as only one of many 
courses, is good. But the Bible says 
there is this great One, this grand 
One who alone is good, and in 
whom alone is life. So eat His Word. 
Take up and read. Do not just skim. 
Stop going through the religious 
motions. Turn off videos. Renounce 
Facebook for half an hour (at least). 
Listen to your Ten Points, yes. But 
you, tween, you: Hear God, above 
all, amen! Read, then, and feast. Or 
be eaten.

 
Rev. Mitchel Dick   
is the pastor at Sovereign Grace 
United Reformed Church located 
on the northeast side of Grand 
Rapids, MI. 
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A Confessional Reformed   
Fellowship
By the 1990s it was apparent that a 
serious alternative to AIPRAL (the 
liberal Reformed association) was 
needed if any coordination and 
mutual support were to occur in Latin 
America among the confessionally 
Reformed churches. CLIR was 
founded in 1993 as a joint effort of 
the Mexican National Presbyterian 
church and the Presbyterian Church 
of Brazil, in conjunction with the 
PCA in North America. I attended 
the organizational meeting in Miami 
in 1994 and was assigned to the 
theological committee. Our goals 
were set high, and there was great 
enthusiasm, but as is the case with 
many of these kinds of efforts, most 
people forgot about CLIR upon 
returning home.

My wife and I had been working 
in church planting and theological 
training in Central America since 
1985. There had been no effort by 
our mission agency to establish any 
relationship with other Reformed 
bodies in Latin America. As I began 
to relate to other Reformed leaders, I 
found that this was the case in many 
instances. Most Reformed leaders 
had no contact with anyone else, 
and many didn’t even know there 
were other Reformed bodies in Latin 
America. On the part of both mission 
agencies and national denominations 
there was a tremendous lack of vision 
for Latin America as a region, as well 
as a lack of vision for theological and 
educational resources in Spanish for 
the region. A myopic disease plagued 
the great majority and contributed 

Rev. Bill 
GreenThe Reformed Movement in Latin America (2)

to a Reformed church which was 
experiencing atrophy instead of health 
and vitality.

Because CLIR was not making 
any progress in its goal to help the 
Reformed denominations broaden 
their vision for ministry in Latin 
America, I was asked in 1997 to 
take the role of executive secretary. 
It was made known to me that there 
was no budget and no salary—that 
would be my responsibility! In faith I 
asked Bethany URC (Wyoming, MI) 
to call me, and the Lord has never 
failed us. Times were quite difficult 
at first, but God has been good, and 
eighteen years later we can truly 
say “Ebenezer”! As more and more 
churches found out about our work, 
support gradually increased, until 
today we have a significant ministry 
which employs several full-time and 
part-time people.

CLIR’s Main Efforts
One of the first things we did was 
to establish the first Reformed 
theological journal distributed in all 
of Latin America: Reforma Siglo 21 
(Reformation Twenty-first Century). 
Printing began on a small offset press 
donated by the Escondido URC, and 
our first run was three hundred copies, 
folded and stapled by my children in 
our home before they could go out 
and play! This memorable year was 
1999. The journal was an immediate 
hit, and subsequent runs went from 
five hundred to eight hundred to one 
thousand to four thousand! Almost 
suddenly CLIR was able to spark 
theological interest and dialogue 
among Reformed denominations 
that had been sinking into lethargy. 
Several groups joined CLIR, severing 

their relationships with AIPRAL, and 
others began combatting liberalism in 
their denomination. CLIR’s place as 
a catalyst and a leader in promoting 
confessional, Reformed orthodoxy 
was quickly established. To date CLIR 
has published sixteen years of journals 
(bi-annually) and shipped thousands.

From the outset, the MINTS 
Seminary, directed by Dr. Neal 
Hegeman at the time, joined CLIR. 
MINTS and CLIR have coordinated 
jointly in many countries, mutually 
recommending each other. CLIR has 
published some MINTS books, and 
MINTS has recommended members 
for CLIR. CLIR as a networking 
fellowship became known further and 
further abroad.

The next thing we began, as soon 
as we had a bit of funding, was the 
promotion of conferences. Having 
sunk into semi-liberalism, many 
churches wanted only “practical” 
conferences. In this regard CLIR 
pushed for an alternative, and we 
began to give theological conferences 
that started to have an impact on 
our listeners. Dr. Alonzo Ramírez in 
Perú, Dr. Peter Jones from California, 
Dr. Nicodemus Lopes from Brazil, 
Ludgero Bonilha from Brazil, myself, 
and others began making an urgent 
call around the region for the practice 
of biblical, Reformed theology. 
The response was overwhelming. 
CLIR began to receive many more 
invitations than we could possibly 
meet. Up to the present this continues 
to be the case.

Friends in the United States became 
interested in supporting the publishing 
effort. Help was given to recondition 
our garage into a printing facility, 
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more machinery was purchased and 
shipped, and the CLIR Publishing 
House began to roll. The Lord 
brought excellent translators to us 
who either donated their work or 
worked for less than half price. CLIR 
began the work that others had 
never done: the translation of John 
Calvin’s commentaries, J. Gresham 
Machen, Abraham Kuyper, and 
others. And because of our network 
with the finest Latin theologians, we 
began printing Spanish authors as 
well. Rev. Nicholas Lammé arrived 
from the United States in 2008 
to complete our theological and 
editing department. Today CLIR 
has ninety titles in print, besides 
sixteen uninterrupted years of 
journals. CLIR always integrates 
published literature with its 
conferences, in this way providing a 
double reinforcement for the topics 
presented.

In more recent years CLIR has 
been approached to fill the other 
need that mission agencies and 
denominations had neglected: 
church education material, 
especially for youth. So we began 
the translation of the new URC 
catechism curriculum and have 
now published one volume in this 
series, with the other six in process.

Top right: Esgrima Young people’s event that Rev. Green’s church sponsored.  60 expected, over 100 attended! 

Middle right: Seminary Villahermosa Rev. Green gives a theology class in Villahermosa Seminary, Tabasco, Mexico.

Bottom left: Youth Monterrey World view class given to the youth group in Monterrey, Mexico.

Bottom right: High school Costa Rica Tepeyac Christian High school /  Ministry Center 75% finished.  
Volunteers accepted! Donations also! This building is an urgent necessity.
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Growing Pains
As the Lord blessed the CLIR ministry 
in both publications and conferences, 
we faced other difficulties. On the 
one hand God opened doors for the 
preaching of the gospel in places of 
great need, but funds lagged behind. 
First the bombing of the Twin 
Towers, and then the housing crisis 
of 2008, threatened to close CLIR. 
During 2009 the CLIR print shop 
had to scrape together local jobs, 
printing invoices and forms to pay 
salaries. This was a stressful time! 
The ups and downs of funding “by 
faith” has often thrown CLIR up 
and down like a roller coaster. I am 
thankful for our staff, who have shown 
perseverant and uncompromising 
loyalty to this ministry. From our 
perspective, however, there is so 
much more we could be doing. The 
translation of Calvin’s commentaries 
is a monumental task in itself. And 
we have many other works, both 
translations and originals, that we 
hope to print. The issue of ensuring 
our funding is always on our mind, 
and always a concern. We would like 
to see some sort of planning for the 
future with a foundation set up, or the 
encouragement of endowments. Our 
prayer is that someone will take up this 
cause to ensure the long-term future 
of CLIR’s ministry, which is really just 
getting started.

The second problem has been the 
increasing lack of space for the printing 
operation. We presently fill the small 
area that used to be my garage, and 
printing has become a tedious job of 
wending our way between one machine 
or another with reams of paper—going 
from the paper cutter to the press to 
the collator to the binding machine to 
the trimmer to the bookshelves—all 
the time dodging piles of paper or one 
machine or another! In order for CLIR 
to work efficiently we must move the 
print shop to a more spacious area. We 
have been working on this possibility, 
and we pray the Lord to open doors for 
this to happen.

Fruit for the Reformed Faith
The good news is that a growing 
number of evangelical pastors 
have become disenchanted with 
the emotionalistic versions of 
Pentecostalism and are searching for 
their Protestant roots. Many have 
come to the Reformed faith and 
are desirous of studying Reformed 
theology. CLIR was waiting! The 
Internet has allowed them to find us 
and has facilitated receiving payment. 
So every month that goes by, more and 
more people are asking for literature. 
Just yesterday I took ten packages 
to the post office. Each package was 
going to a different country.

The other good news is that many 
young people are finding the Reformed 
faith and expressing a tremendous 
eagerness to learn. Their enthusiasm 
has been a great encouragement to us. 
There is a whole network across Latin 
America that is coming together, a 
new generation of young Reformed 
servants, and we are optimistic about 
the future of Reformed theology 
in this region of the world. These 
young men are found in almost all 
the countries of the Spanish-speaking 
Americas and come from a variety 
of denominational backgrounds. 
We praise the Lord for this growing 
movement. We believe that in God’s 
providence, CLIR has been raised up 
just for such a time as this. CLIR has 
become the meeting place for new 
Reformed believers and the resource 
center for churches needing solid 
theological material.

One Last Word
I believe that many Reformed people 
in the United States and Canada 
are not aware of the extent of the 
growth of Reformed churches in 
Latin America, or the potential 
that CLIR has in promoting further 
growth. Doors are open wide in most 
countries. CLIR is making every 
effort to take advantage of all forms 

of media to promote sound doctrine, 
educational materials, and gospel 
preaching, from the printed word to 
audio-visual media to e-books. CLIR 
has the respect and confidence of 
huge portions of Latin America.

At present, CLIR’s progress is 
hampered by struggles to fund two 
important areas: the translation and 
publishing projects, and the print 
shop relocation.

Volunteers have played a key role in 
CLIR’s ministry. There are those who 
help from their homes and churches 
in the United States and Canada in 
one way or another, and there are 
others who have traveled to Costa 
Rica to help in different ways. Each 
one has played a part in the larger 
effort of CLIR. For each one we give 
thanks to the Lord!

If there is interest in further 
information about our Latin 
American Fellowship, please contact 
us at clirprint@gmail.com. And you 
are welcome to tour our central offices 
anytime (the Greens’ back yard). 
Please pray for our feeble efforts on 
behalf of Christ’s kingdom. Apart 
from Him we are nothing.

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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PLAN NOW FOR YOUR 
FALL BIBLE STUDY!

An Exposition 
of the Belgic 
Confession
by D. Hyde

$17.99 ea

How Christ Builds 
His Church

$12.99 ea

A Study on 
infant baptism
by D. Hyde

$9.49 ea

A catechism 
book for jr. high 
age young people
by Hykkema and 
Tuuk

$3.99 ea

Essays in 
commemoration 
of the Synod of 
Dort, edited by 
P. Y. De Jong

$14.99 ea

$8.99 ea

$8.99 ea $9.99 ea $7.99 ea $9.99 ea $8.99 ea $3.99 ea

Bible studies by H. Vander Kam

$10.99 ea $9.99 ea $9.99 ea

Bible studies by M. Vander Hart

To purchase, call 877.532.8510 Toll-free in Canada and the 
USA or email: sales@reformedfellowship.net. 
For more information about the books, visit the Bookstore page at 
www.reformedfellowship.net

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.

Bible study by  
N. Kloosterman
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    Builds His Church

Cornelis P. Venema“The biggest weakness in present-day Reformed thinking might just be 
in ecclesiology (the doctrine of the church). As a pastor, I’m especially 
glad to see this problem remedied in the best ways. By focusing on 
the ordinary means of grace—Word and sacrament—Dr. Venema has 
written an excellent book on the Reformed approach to true church 
growth. As his careful attention to Reformed confessions shows, he 
stands in very good company in addressing the needs of the church. A 
book that all can enjoy, especially pastors.”

Mark Jones, minister, Faith Vancouver PCA

“In a church world where the pressures of pragmatism and of losing 
ground to the rising tide of secularism, alternative religions, and sheer 
entertainment is almost overwhelming, what should the church look 
like, and how will she faithfully disciple God’s people? Dr. Venema’s 
unequivocally biblical and confessional answer is by the ordinary 
means of grace: the Word read and preached and the sacraments duly 
administered. This is a book that will help bring clarity to those confused 
by the current climate and encouragement to those tempted to doubt 
that the ordinary means are sufficient for God’s people. A book I will be 
giving to the congregation of the church where I worship.”

Carl R. Trueman, Paul Woolley Professor of Church History, Westminster 
Theological Seminary, Philadelphia

“A confessional heritage that ceases to be a living expression of faith is 
stale and unedifying—at best it’s a ‘paper faith.’ However, to expound 
and apply that heritage, as Dr. Cornelis Venema does here in this volume, 
transforms a ‘paper faith’ into a living witness that addresses current 
challenges and opportunities. Indeed, Venema’s analysis of the Reformed 
confessional teaching on the means of grace encourages readers to 
examine the confessions for themselves. His careful study, especially his 
synthetic analysis of the confessions’ teaching on these topics, offers a 
helpful corrective to the current anemia afflicting many churches today.”

J. Mark Beach, professor of ministerial and doctrinal studies at  
Mid-America Reformed Seminary, Dyer, Indiana, and managing editor of 
the Mid-America Journal of Theology

Dr. Cornelis Venema is the President of Mid-America Reformed 
Seminary in Dyer, Indiana. He is a contributing editor to The Outlook.
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Mr. Michael R. 
KearneyHow to Fail at Success

A
s a student in the field of public relations, I have an odd appreciation 
for vapid corporate slogans. I particularly love those two- to five-
word taglines constructed around deliberately vague buzzwords 
like “dreams” and “potential.” I imagine inspirational posters lining 

the hallways of these companies’ PR departments—you know the type, with 
serene stock photography above a motivational inscription. These posters 
have become so notoriously saccharine that their satirical spinoffs are often 
more refreshing: “Get to Work. You Aren’t Being Paid to Believe in the Power 
of Your Dreams.”

But of all the tired business terms in the book, none is so pervasive as the word 
success. Consider this lofty paragraph by Internet marketing professional 
Brandon Gaille, who manages to work some form of the word into each and 
every sentence:

Success starts with planning and goals. Individuals that seek success in 
life must focus on their self-confidence and strengths before achieving 
anything. Discovering what is important to you and where you want to 
go will take you down the path of managing the necessary steps you 
must follow to succeed. Commitment is the last primary focus as no 
success can be found without a commitment to make it happen.

Gaille goes on to list thirty-one “success slogans” for individuals and 
businesses: “Short-term goals lead to long-term success,” “Success comes 
in can’s, not cannot’s,” “The greatest barrier to success is the fear of failure,” 
and so on.1

What does that little word success actually mean? As an obvious starting 
point, we can contrast success with its assumed opposite, failure. If success 
is hitting the mark, failure is missing it. If success is achieving “the good 
life,” failure is achieving mediocrity. If success is “getting there,” failure is 
getting—well, nowhere.

So what does it mean to “get there,” to attain “the good life”? Jeremy Lawson, 
Michael Sleasman, and Charles Anderson identify seven key values based on 
the messaging of magazines in the checkout line of a typical supermarket: 
“sex, beauty, health, information/knowledge, convenience, wealth, and 
celebrity.”2 People who possess one or more of these commodities are, in 
short, successes.

An entire series could be devoted to our culture’s enshrinement of each of 
these values. Nevertheless, for now I want to focus on corporate America’s 
more specific definition of success: a pattern of personal achievement that 
produces wealth and prestige. Failure, meanwhile, is the set of lifestyle 
choices that leads in the opposite direction. According to this perspective, 
the difference between success and failure is roughly approximated by 
the difference between the CEO of a multimillion-dollar corporation and 
the twenty-something college grad who won’t move out of his parents’ 
basement.

From a management standpoint, 
pushing workers to strive for 
successful careers has numerous 
benefits. It utilizes the promise of 
raises and promotions to motivate 
employees to work harder or 
faster than their peers. It increases 
productivity, which increases 
profits. Individually, too, the drive 
for success seems to pay off. It 
demands, “Why settle for less?”—
and if there’s one thing Western 
consumerism has taught us to fear 
above all else, it’s “settling for less.” 
As the best rags-to-riches stories 
show, striving wholeheartedly for 
success can make a lifelong dream 
come true. How could this not be 
the good life?

As a Christian, I fear that our 
culture’s view of success points 
in the opposite direction from the 
good life described in the Scriptures. 
It’s not that the popular definition of 
success is too grand; actually, I think 
it’s too mediocre. By settling for such 
a shallow view of success, we have 
robbed ourselves of the possibility of 
enjoying the real thing.

Consider for a moment some of 
the less obvious implications of the 
secular approach. First of all, “striving 
for success” assumes a philosophy 
of radical individualism. To adopt 
another overused mantra, I alone am 
the master of my fate. Others may be 
the sideshow, but they are not center 
stage. Humility, compassion, self-
denial—such virtues make no sense 
(or cents) in the business world. It’s 
impossible to succeed when you’re 
constantly stopping to help others.

Furthermore, this kind of 
success demands a devotion to 

The Outlook | 28



discontent. Notice the barrage of high-
achievement adjectives and adverbs 
from many marketing mottoes: “More.” 
“Better.” “Faster.” “Further.” It’s no 
wonder grammarians call these words 
comparatives. The ultimate goal of 
the constant struggle for success only 
seems worthwhile when compared 
with the status quo. In his recent book 
Ordinary: Sustainable Faith in a Radical, 
Restless World, Michael Horton writes:

People who are perfectly content—
truly happy—being janitors or 
gardeners are encouraged to 
become dissatisfied and restless. 
They should aim for the stars. 
Everyone should strive to work 
his or her way from the mail 
room to the boardroom. Even to 
question that . . . is considered 
condescending.3

Of course, the final destination of the 
journey to success proves to be an 
ever-distant mirage, meriting the quote 
attributed to John D. Rockefeller when 
asked how much money it took to make 
a man happy: “Just one more dollar.”

Third, the culture’s definition of success 
sets a woefully arbitrary standard for 
the value of a job. In general, lawyers 
are considered more successful than 
plumbers, businesswomen more 
successful than stay-at-home moms, 
and college students more successful 
than high school grads who go straight 
into the workforce. Horton summarizes:

The aspiration to achieve has made 
America the land of opportunity. 
Yet it also comes at a price. Today, 
personal achievement is valued 
as an end in itself. The character 
it forms assumes that possibilities 
are endless, resources infinite; that 
limitations on personal choice are 
intrinsically evil, that everyone 
should go to college and become 
a successful businessperson, 
engineer, lawyer, doctor, or other 
professional. Where it becomes 
normal, success thus defined 
becomes expected.4

If this discussion still seems a bit abstract, think about the struggle to 
discern God’s call in your own life or the life of a fellow believer. What 
about a young adult faced with the promise of a prestigious political 
career but worried about his faith’s survival in a fierce arena? What about 
a Christian businessman in the secular workforce who still wonders if 
his job conforms to God’s will, even after twenty-five years at the same 
company? What about a college student approaching an eerily open-
ended future? I can relate to this example, as someone who senses a call 
to ministry yet realizes the possibility of a much more “successful” career 
in many other fields. We understand that our life’s ultimate purpose, in 
the familiar words of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, is to “glorify 
God, and to enjoy him forever.” But at what point does a faith that calls 
us to “seek the things that are above” (Col. 3:1 ESV) become irreconcilable 
with a vocational environment whose chief end is the things of this 
earth?

To begin with, we must acknowledge that success is not an unbiblical 
concept. Joseph, David, and other biblical figures enjoyed success 
through God’s blessing. Psalm 1, speaking of the righteous man, says that 
“in all that he does, he prospers” (v. 3). Success and prosperity are gifts 
from God. However, the kind of success described in Scripture is very 
different from that of the world. It is deeper, richer, fuller—too full, in fact, 
to adequately describe. For the purposes of this article, I merely want to 
highlight three areas in which biblical success surpasses the world’s.

First, biblical success begins with security. Everyone needs to feel secure, 
yet the world’s quest for security in autonomous individualism always 
comes up short. In fact, the twenty-first century confronts us with an 
insecurity epidemic. Mark this well, given the news headlines of recent 
months: Even sex changes—costly, painful, complicated operations—
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are considered worthwhile for the 
sake of revealing one’s true identity. 
Tragically, these attempts to combat 
insecurity will always fail. When 
people try to define themselves by 
themselves, humanity becomes a 
recursive formula tottering on the 
brink of meaninglessness.

The Christian remedy to insecurity 
is summed up in the opening 
question and answer of the 
Heidelberg Catechism: “I am not 
my own, but belong, body and 
soul, in life and in death, to my 
faithful Savior Jesus Christ.” Success 
begins not with self-confidence but 
with the acknowledgment of utter 
dependence on eternal God. We 
are creatures under a Creator. Yet 
we are also children under a loving 
heavenly Father. We are “heirs of 
God and fellow heirs with Christ” 
(Rom. 8:17). “If we endure,” writes 
Paul, “we will also reign with him” (2 
Tim. 2:12). This, truly, is comfort in 
life and in death!

Second, biblical success exhibits 
sustainability. On the farm where 
I work, a lot of talk goes into 
“sustainable” agriculture—methods 
of farming that can continue long-
term without depleting natural 
resources. Applied to the Christian 
life, sustainability has a parallel 
meaning: faith with the necessary 
resources to continue until the end. 
Our faith perseveres, not in our own 
strength, but because God promises 
not to forsake the work of his hands 
(Ps. 138:8).

The certainty that we will emerge 
as “more than conquerors through 
him who loved us” (Rom. 8:37), 
in turn, becomes our “source of 
humility, filial reverence, true 
piety, patience in every tribulation, 
fervent in prayers, constancy in 
suffering and in confessing the 
truth, and of solid rejoicing in God” 
(Canons of Dort, Chapter V, Art. 
12). The guarantee of perseverance 
gives us patience and endurance 

for this earthly pilgrimage. Thus, 
rather than encouraging the same 
chronic discontent as the world, 
the Christian faith provides an 
abundant source of contentment. 
Whether our current station is one 
of prosperity or poverty, sickness or 
health, our lives are sustained by the 
hand of God Himself.

Finally, biblical success imparts 
significance. Think of being 
assigned an intimidating list of 
mundane, thankless tasks: washing 
dishes, filling out forms, mucking 
out barns, changing diapers. In the 
world’s economy, such jobs are a 
waste of human potential. Why 
settle for manual labor when you 
could be maneuvering onto the fast 
track for corporate management? 
Young people, why spend a week 
out of your summer on a mission 
trip painting, weeding, or cleaning 
when you could be pursuing an 
advantageous internship? Parents, 
why pour time and money into 
Christian school or homeschooling 
for your children when the public 
school system would allow you to 
devote full attention to your career? 
Older folks, why continue to exert 
yourselves in the service of the 
church when you could be sitting 
back and enjoying your retirement?

Where unbelievers see vocational 
foolishness, Christians realize a 
more fundamental calling: one of 
servanthood in the kingdom of 
Jesus Christ. Paul instructs earthly 
servants to obey their masters 
“with a sincere heart, as you would 
Christ, not by the way of eye-
service, as people-pleasers, but 
as bondservants of Christ” (Eph. 
6:5–6). To be sure, our calling in 
Christ’s kingdom demands that we 
consider carefully how our talents 
and abilities might be most wisely 
put to use in specific vocations. Yet 
in many cases, as He so often does, 
the Lord chooses “what is weak in 
the world to shame the strong” (1 
Cor. 1:27). So don’t be surprised if 

God grants you a career of secularly 
defined success; indeed, thank Him 
for it. But don’t be surprised, either, 
if He gives you a sense of joy and 
fulfillment in vocations at which the 
unbelieving world scoffs.

A biblical view of success does not 
rule out the possibility of corporate 
prestige or a generous income, but 
it does place faithfulness above 
finances or fame. All Christians—
college students, car mechanics, 
and CEOs—can enjoy security, 
sustainability, and significance in 
their work, knowing that “in the 
Lord your labor is not in vain” (1 Cor. 
15:58). Your paycheck may bear the 
name of your earthly employer, but 
you bear the name of Christ and the 
call to labor in His kingdom. Those 
who respond to that call in humble 
words like Isaiah’s—“Here am I, 
send me”—those saints will find 
true success and enjoy it to the full. 
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For several years the United Reformed Churches in North America (URCNA) and the Canadian 
Reformed Churches (CanRef) have been discussing a merger of churches. The two federations 
currently have ecumenical relations which allow them to do a variety of tasks together for the 
kingdom of God. Although most people within both federations agree on many different issues 
within the body of Christ, there still remains a hesitancy to make the final step toward complete 
unity. Most of the friction between the two federations have centered upon theological education, 
church polity, and church music.
The Outlook is pleased to present two articles that look at two different aspects of the merger effort. 
One article focuses on where the two federations agree; the other where they differ.

The first, by Rev. John Bouwers, 
is entitled “California Covenant 
Conversation.” It outlines a major 
event that took place at the URCNA 
synod last year in Visalia, California. 
At that synod, four prominent 
leaders, two from each federation, 
presented their views of the 
covenant. The conversation focused 
on the theological views of the two 
federations. It was both pleasant and 
informative.

The second article, “Why the PJCO 
Won’t Work,” focuses on another 

aspect of the merger. While both 
churches may agree theologically, 
they have a similar but somewhat 
different view of church government. 
For several years a committee has 
been working on a Proposed Joint 
Church Order (PJCO) to combine 
the two. Mr. Leonard Lodder 
has written about an overture 
that Classis Pacific Northwest 
(URCNA) is sending to its synod for 
consideration. This article explains 
why at least one URCNA classis has 
effectively decided that the PJCO is 

unacceptable as an organizational 
document for unity. 

The Outlook presents both of these 
articles without prejudice.

These articles have been scaled down 
for publication in The Outlook. The 
full versions can be found on the 
Reformed Fellowship website at www.
reformedfellowship.net. Also on the 
website are the California colloquium 
and a copy of the overture from 
Classis Pacific Northwest to the 2016 
URNCA synod.

Unity Among Brothers and Sisters

Dr. Cornelis Venema, president of Mid-America Reformed Seminary in Dyer, IN, contributes to a colloquium on covenant 
theology between United Reformed and Canadian Reformed seminary professors during URCNA Synod 2014. From left 
to right: Dr. Ted Van Raalte, Dr. Jason Van Vliet, Rev. John Bouwers, Dr. Venema, Dr. W. Robert Godfrey.
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On a hot summer night in Visalia, California, four men sat down together for a theological 
conversation, a colloquium. The night was June 4, 2014. The discussion, or colloquium, took 
place in the middle of the schedule of the Synod of the United Reformed Churches in North 
America (URCNA), in the presence of all of its delegates and before a number of interested 
guests. The conversation that night focused in on the doctrine of the covenants in Scripture. This 
has always been a hot topic among the Reformed churches, and sadly, a teaching that has been at 
the center of theological disputes and church schisms throughout the generations.

discussions between the Canadian 
Reformed Churches and the United 
Reformed Churches, the challenge 
for the evening was to seek to give 
an answer to the question whether 
there is agreement between our 
federations of churches within the 
confessions on the doctrine of the 
covenant. In a warm, congenial, and 
fraternal manner, the discussion 
partners were able, not superficially, 
but seriously and honestly to engage 
the issues. They were able to do so 
comfortably, with helpful injections 
of humor, demonstrating their 
mutual respect and appreciation 
for one another as brothers. The 
end result was a blessing both in its 
clarifying of the issues and in the way 
it helped to remove a deterrent in the 
ongoing challenge to pursue more 
complete unity. The upshot of the 
discussion was that the colloquium 
participants, as careful scholars and 
respected leaders and churchmen 
in our respective federations, could 
together conclude that despite 
differing historical developments and 
the resulting variations of articulation 
with regard to the way the doctrines 
of the covenants are taught in our 
respective churches, from what was 
articulated at the colloquium, we can 

nevertheless find each other within 
the bounds of the confessions. For 
whatever differences of expression 
on the matter, we are confessionally 
united.

The Background
The United Reformed Churches and 
the Canadian Reformed Churches 
have been in a Phase 2—Ecclesiastical 
Fellowship relationship as sister 
churches since the decisions of 
their respective synods (Neerlandia 
and Escondido) in 2001. The hope 
and expressed commitment of the 
churches when entering into such a 
sister-church relationship has always 
been that, should the Lord in His 
grace bless and prosper our efforts 
as churches, the ideal would be that 
one day full merger or organic union 
would come to pass, making the two 
bodies one. Since the 2001 decisions, 
the Lord has blessed and prospered 
the relationship between our 
churches, especially in Canada where 
our respective churches, being in 
proximity to one another, have come 
to know and appreciate each other 
more and more. On the broader level, 
our relationship has not been without 
its challenges, however. We have been 
learning over the years that this is a 

On this particular evening, however, 
cooler heads prevailed. To be sure, 
the discussion was not cold, or cold-
hearted. Not by any stretch of the 
imagination. How could it have been 
as the dialogue partners engaged 
one another on that which is most 
fundamental to the Reformed faith, 
yes, to the Christian religion—the 
blessing of our fellowship with the 
living, triune God, in Christ! The 
discussions were calm and careful but 
appropriately warm and engaging as 
the participants engaged one another 
winsomely and in a brotherly fashion 
with the Scriptures and our Reformed 
confessions.

The participants in the dialogue 
were four theological professors 
who had come to this conversation 
in California from across North 
America. Two represented the 
United Reformed Churches in 
North America, Dr. Robert Godfrey, 
president of Westminster Seminary in 
California, and Dr. Cornel Venema, 
president of Mid-America Reformed 
Seminary. The other two came from 
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada; Dr. Ted 
Van Raalte and Dr. Jason Van Vliet 
are both professors of the Canadian 
Reformed Theological Seminary.

In context of the ongoing merger 

California Covenant 
Conversation

Rev. John A.  
Bouwers
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relationship that needs the Lord’s 
blessing and must not be pursued 
lightly, superficially, or hastily.

Our challenges and failings 
notwithstanding, our federations 
have, as a whole, sought to be faithful 
to our scriptural calling and synodical 
mandate to work “toward complete 
church unity.” The two most recent 
URC synods have committed the 
churches “to continue to engage 
the issue of an eventual merger 
between the CanRC and the URC.” 
Most of the progress has been made 
where our respective churches are 
in geographical proximity to one 
another. Growing love, mutual 
knowledge and trust, as well as 
increased cooperation in such things 
as education, evangelism, youth 
activities, conferences, joint services, 
and pulpit exchanges have marked the 
past number of years. It is significant 
that the closer and more frequent the 
interaction has been, the greater is the 
interest and openness toward pressing 
onward in this endeavor.

The Challenges
From our observations and 
experience, we would characterize 
three types of concerns that have 
developed and persisted over against 
the prospect of full unity between 
these two federations. The first is 
theological, pertaining to the doctrine 
of the covenants. The second is 
church political. Given negative past 
experiences with hierarchicalism, 
there are continued fears concerning 
perceived hierarchical tendencies in 
the Proposed Joint Church Order. 
The third has to do with the will 

to ecumenism generally; some are 
not convinced that churches that 
share a confession are required to 
seek organizational unity. In our 
discussions we came to the conclusion 
that if the first two types of objections 
could be addressed to our mutual 
satisfaction, many of the hesitations 
with regards to the third could also be 
alleviated.

The intent in preparing for the 
colloquium that took place was to 
begin by addressing the fundamental, 
foundational doctrinal matter, 
namely, the doctrine of the covenants. 
With the appearance on the North 
American scene of the Federal 
Vision movement, and with the 
response to these developments by 
the United Reformed Churches in 
the way of Pastoral Advice (Synod 
Schererville, 2007) and Doctrinal 
Affirmations (Synod London, 2010), 
the perception has arisen among 
some that the Canadian Reformed 
Churches are more tolerant of Federal 
Vision teachings than are the United 
Reformed. At the same time the 
Canadian Reformed, given their own 
experiences, historically, with the 
Liberation of 1944, have expressed 
their own apprehensions, particularly 
in terms of their general aversion to 
what they perceive as the danger of 
making extraconfessional statements. 
Is it possible that in our respective 
concerns over against one another, 
that we have ended up speaking past 
one another, and missing one another? 
Certainly, if there is to be ecumenical 
progress between us we would need 
to be convinced as churches that the 
doctrine of the covenant taught in our 

respective churches can live healthily 
side by side in one federation within 
the bounds of our confessions.

The Colloquium: A Conversation 
Proposed
In order that we might seek to face the 
challenge directly and thoroughly, it 
was decided to organize a colloquium 
to be held in the context of a URC 
synod. Four men were assembled for 
the task, all of whom are at the same 
time reputable scholars and respected 
churchmen. In preparation for the 
colloquium, each pair of men was 
asked to interact with the other pair 
in an effort to come to an agreement 
together concerning the matters of 
potential concern that would need to 
be addressed. Papers and responses 
were then prepared and distributed 
to the consistories of the churches 
in preparation for the URC synod, 
where the four professors discussed 
their conclusions and concerns and 
interacted with one another publicly 
before the delegates.

The hope and expectation was that 
such a discussion would promote 
greater confidence in our mutual 
adherence to our confessions. The 
participants, as men of eminent 
qualifications and ability, as well as of 
integrity, were not asked to participate 
in a sell job for unity. They understood 
very clearly that they would serve 
the Lord and the churches best with 
a clear articulation and engagement 
of the concerns. We believe they 
succeeded in helping the churches 
both better to understand the issues 
and to be the more convinced of the 
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confessional unity enjoyed between 
our federations.

The Fruitful Contribution
A word is in order regarding the 
particularly helpful contributions of 
the participants.

Dr. Venema, with his breadth of 
knowledge and experience in the 
field of Reformed dogmatics, served 
the colloquium very well, both in 
getting the discussion going as well 
as in having it focused on the areas 
of greatest potential challenge. 
We would not have been helped 
by skirting the challenges. Dr. 
Venema’s appreciation, Bavinck-
like, for something of the historical 
Reformed consensus on the matters 
that most needed to be discussed 
among us provided the indispensable 
foundation that enabled a discussion 
of considerable substance and profit 
to take place.

Dr. Godfrey’s contribution was also 
significant. His remarks regarding the 
URC being the more presbyterianized 
over against the Canadian Reformed, 
who have not experienced as much 
of that influence, were very trenchant 
and will continue to serve us in our 
understanding of each other and in 
the way forward. It was particularly 
helpful that these remarks of Dr. 
Godfrey were made in the context 
of his recognition of and deepened 
appreciation for the confessional 
unity that exists between us and the 
Canadian Reformed Churches. Dr. 
Godfrey’s expressed challenges to 
the Canadian Reformed brothers in 
the three areas of objectivity versus 
subjectivity, communal versus 
personal, and the area of ecclesiastical 
exclusivity were helpfully pithy and 
focused the dialogue profitably. His 
periodic injections of humor helped 
us to be comfortable with each other 
and contributed wonderfully to the 
fraternal spirit we enjoyed together.

Dr. Van Vliet and Dr. Van Raalte 
are to be thanked for their patient 
willingness to be placed on the hot 
seat in the midst of the URC synodical 
assembly, to face the difficult 
questions, and even for the way in 
which they could face challenging 
anecdotal questions that were later 
directed to them from the floor. Their 
kind, gracious, thorough, and helpful 
answers modeled a spirit of Christ-
likeness that was an encouragement 
to all of us, set an excellent tone for 
the colloquium, and exemplified the 
grace we all continue to require, going 
forward.

Dr. Van Vliet began his verbal 
presentation with the awe of Abraham 
in Genesis 15:12 to try to help us keep 
perspective that we can approach 
the wonder of God’s grace to us in 
covenant with a deep sense of awe. 
His patient, thorough instruction 
was flavored with down-to-earth and 
fruitful analogies. Most helpful of all 
were his repeated relevant references 
to Scripture, to our confessions, and 
even to our tertiary standards, the 
liturgical forms.

Dr. Van Raalte’s use of Scripture, 
confessions, and our liturgical forms 
was equally prominent and helpful. 
The particular portion of the pre-
synod write-up that has proved 
helpful was where he wrote: We 
agree that in the decisive matter of 
the believer’s justification, law and 
gospel are antithetical concepts. What 
has also served the advancement of 
our discussion quite noticeably has 
been Dr. Van Raalte’s familiarity and 
comfort with the developments of 
Reformed theology in the Scholastic 
period of the Reformed orthodox. We 
trust that Dr. Van Raalte’s interest and 
expertise in this area will continue 
both to serve the Canadian Reformed 
Churches as well as our developing 
relationship, ecumenically. Finally, 
Dr. Van Raalte’s words at the closing 
of the colloquium evening directing 
us to Christ—“Sir, we would see Jesus” 
(John 12:21)—gloriously brought our 

discussion full circle and left us with 
the focus where it should be, on our 
faithful Savior.

The Outcome
So what was accomplished?

Much in every way. When the 
participants were able to conclude 
that in spite of our historical 
differences and varieties of expression 
(and there are varieties of expression 
within each federation as well), we 
do nevertheless find each other’s 
positions within confessional bounds, 
it means we have, and ought to enjoy, 
fundamental confessional unity.

This is a far-reaching conclusion 
that must not be overlooked or 
forgotten. The universal response 
communicated to us subsequent to 
the colloquium, by both ecumenical 
enthusiast and skeptic alike, was that 
the colloquium was a resounding 
success, a seriously helpful 
contribution, and a tremendous 
blessing. We ought to rejoice in it. We 
need to hold each other to it. We need 
to stand upon it and live out of it. 
Ecumenically speaking, as we live up 
to and out of our confession, we can 
see that we have a place to stand and a 
place from which to move forward, in 
God’s good time.

Dr. Alan Strange, the Orthodox 
Presbyterian ecumenical delegate 
to synod, remarked to several of us 
afterward that the Holy Spirit’s blessing 
on the colloquium compelled him to 
say that that day was his best personal 
experience at an ecclesiastical 
assembly, ever. The lesson is that as 
we wait for, pray for, and look for 
the Spirit’s blessing, not forcing the 
issue but thoroughly working matters 
through, we can anticipate even more 
fruitful progress, with the Lord’s 
blessing in the Lord’s time.

 
Rev. John A. Bouwers    
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Following the fall 2014 meeting of URC Classis Pacific Northwest, it was clear that the 
landscape with regard to unity discussions between the United Reformed Churches in North 
America (URCNA or URC) and the Canadian Reformed Churches (CanRC) had become 
muddy. This particular classis forwarded two separate overtures from two of its member 
churches for consideration at the next URCNA Synod scheduled for 2016. The first overture 
requests that further effort towards unity be discontinued or suspended at this time with the 
caveat that at some future unknown date the process might be continued. 

1. The relationship of the 
seminaries to the supporting 
churches. 

2. The content of a common 
Psalter for use in liturgy. 

3. The structure and character of 
federational governance. 

The first two of these have received 
most of the press time; however 
I suspect that the third item will 
be even thornier than the others. 
Discussion of the governance issue 
hasn’t been urgent because the other 
two issues have effectively stalemated 
the process. The absence of discussion 
on this issue should not be viewed as 
acquiescence. 

URCNA Classis Pacific Northwest, 
at its Fall 2012 meeting, appointed a 
committee of six (four ministers and 
two elders) charged with the task of 
harvesting the fruit of the PJCO effort 
with a view to recommending changes 
to the current URCNA church order. 
The committee functioned with a 
remarkable sense of unanimity as it 
made progress, but suspended efforts 
approximately 18 months later after 
detailed investigation of the first 60% 
of the document. The conclusion 

of the committee was embodied in 
the second overture listed above. 
Problematic articles included 4, 5, 6, 
9, 12, 14, 25, 27, 28, 29, 36, 37, 38, 52, 
and 53. This conclusion was received 
and accepted without dissent, 
signaling that at least one URC classis 
has effectively decided that the PJCO 
is unacceptable as an organizational 
document for unity. 

Why such resistance? The Union 
of 1892 between churches of the 
1834 Secession and those of the 
1886 Doleantie involved tensions 
in motive and emphasis despite the 
homogenous cultural context. The 
Union of 1892 was consummated 
only 6 years after the latter group left 
the Dutch Reformed State Church, 
yet here more than 20 years after 
orthodox and conservative reformed 
churches exited the CRCNA the 
prospect of church unity is unfulfilled. 
The cross-cultural experience of this 
writer is informative. Growing up 
in and even serving a term as elder 
and clerk of consistory in a CanRC is 
now contrasted with nearly 20 years 
in an American URCNA church, 
discovering that the border between 
Canada and the United States defines 

This overture provides the general 
grounds that such discussions have 
diverted federational energies away 
from much needed work.

The second overture, more narrowly 
focused, argued that the Proposed 
Joint Church Order (PJCO) in its 
current form not become the basis 
for organizational unity. A study 
committee of classis discovered 
that the principle affirming that the 
church is governed by elders, not by 
broader assemblies,1 was repeatedly 
violated in the PJCO. Broad support 
for these overtures within classis 
suggests significant reluctance to 
further engagement at this time, at 
least in Classis Pacific Northwest, and 
perhaps in the rest of the American 
classis districts. 

It is unknown what URC Synod 
2016 may decide with respect to 
these overtures, but it would appear 
that previous URC synods have 
inconclusively danced around the 
question, leaving the impression that 
there is some reluctance to move 
forward at this time. The unresolved 
issues include: 

Mr. Leonard   
LodderWhy the PJCO Won’t Work 
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more than a line in space. The 
mindset of the typical continental 
Reformed believer, whether north or 
south of the border, while expressing 
an orthodox Reformed theology with 
regards to the Doctrines of Grace are 
nevertheless organizationally at odds. 

Why the difference? In the providence 
of God, the 500th anniversary of John 
Calvin’s birth a few years ago was 
celebrated with a flurry of book titles 
articulating his influence in various 
spheres of culture. Among the titles I 
read was David Hall’s “Calvin in the 
Public Square.”2 Some would argue 
Hall’s assessment of Calvin’s influence 
on principles of governance in a post- 
feudal society, but comparatively I 
could sense differences in attitude with 
regard to governance north and south 
of the border. Republicanism, defined 
as government by the rule of law, has 
been the subject of experimentation 
in various parts of the western world 
with different results. 

Britain experimented with a form of 
republicanism in the mid-1600s that 
coincided with the Puritan movement. 
The restoration of the monarchy 
signaled a conservative reaction to the 
minority Puritan mindset in Britain, 
a reaction which was much less 
stridently supported in the thirteen 
colonies. The American Experiment 
can be understood as an expression 
of a much greater sympathy for these 
Puritan ideals in the New World. 
Instead of successfully asserting the 
conservative ideals of the motherland, 
conservatives unwilling to dabble in 
republicanism migrated as “United 
Empire Loyalists” to English- 
speaking Canada, particularly what 
is now Ontario and the Maritime 
Provinces. That may be an incredibly 

simplistic interpretation of the last 
four hundred years of history, but 
it illustrates how the American and 
Canadian mindsets could be radically 
different, even if there has been some 
amelioration of those differences over 
time. From experience, Americans 
are considerably more suspicious 
of structures that allow the few to 
govern the many without significant 
checks and balances and ultimately 
the right to re-call. 

Given this context, it is hard to imagine 
how the PJCO committee arrived at 
some of its conclusions. Two articles 
dealing with Regional Synods as 
well as the appointment of Deputies 
of Regional Synod come to mind. It 
is interesting to note that according 
to Van Dellen and Monsma.3 The 
CRCNA had considered proposals for 
the establishment of regional synods 
from as early as 1894 until as late as 
1957 and 1959. From 1957 to 2015 
is a long time. In the meantime our 
world has very much become a digital 
world, with information of the most 
detailed nature available to even the 
most disinterested. The arguments 
that favor Regional Synods as an 
intermediate broader assembly have 
simply evaporated. 

The reluctance to appoint deputies 
has its own history more particularly 
associated with the formation of 
Immanuel’s Reformed Church in 
the early 90s. Without disclosing 
the sordid details, IRC was formed 
when three office bearers serving 
the local relatively conservative CRC 
were deposed by a classis meeting 
manipulated by deputies. Talk of 
deputies appointed by a broader 
assembly impacting the decisions of a 
less broad assembly is simply a non-
starter. 

One final area of difference. URCNA 
Synods are convened with two 
delegates from each of the churches 
in the federation. Each of these 
delegates arrives at Synod bearing 
the authority derived from their 
respective consistories, not the 
derived authority of a less broad 
assembly. In a growing federation the 
prospect of an assembly with 300 or 
400 delegates seems daunting and 
perhaps unwieldy, but appearances 
can be deceiving. The URCNA is a 
relatively young federation; however 
in its short life it has seen very few 
appeals with regard to previous 
decisions, either of an earlier synod 
or of one of the classis districts. The 
denominational energy expended on 
resolving appeals is much higher in 
the CanRC. Is it possible that with the 
larger size of the assembly, decisions 
are simply more broadly based? I am 
reminded of Proverbs 11:14; “But in 
the multitude of counselors there is 
safety.” Weren’t the great councils of 
the church historically broad based 
and large: Dort, Nicea, Chalcedon, 
Westminster? 

The historic order of Dort is a 
product of its time, and conservative 
tendencies in Reformed churches 
have allowed the underpinnings of 
pre 1776 history to remain much 
longer in the principles of church 
governance than would be tolerated 
in the American church. It was hard 
to understand the charge that the 
CanRC CO was more effectively 
hierarchical than the arguments 
for Reformed church polity might 
support, yet here in the US, the 
notion that the consistory receives 
its authority from the Lord of the 
church has greater practical weight. 
The broader assemblies have derived 
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authority, and the practice, so far has 
been to deem that consistories are 
competent to deal with many more 
issues than current practice in the 
CanRC suggests. And that perspective 
takes a dim view of added layers of 
church bureaucracy, which regional 
synods and particularly deputies of 
regional synod would generate. In 
fact the appointment of deputies 
is perceived as very patristic, an 
indication that the churches meeting 
in classis are potentially unqualified 
to conduct the collective business of 
the churches set before them without 
“informed” advice. The American 
mindset simply bristles at that idea. 

At its core a church order must be 
designed to ensure that within the 
churches everything is done “decently 
and in order” (1 Cor. 14:40). However 
the question that needs answering 
is what activities and behaviors 
should be regulated and at what 
level of organization should they be 
regulated. That is not a new question. 
It has surfaced in our circles before. 
J. Jansen a Dutch attorney, in his 
church order commentary noted: 
“The order under which the churches 
live is regulatory but does not work 
by compulsion. It should prescribe 
matters exactly so that there may 
be no deviation from Scripture and 
the Confession. Yet the application 
of this principle must leave a great 
deal of freedom in church life.”4 In 
its report to Synod Calgary of 2004 
it is interesting to note the following 
statement from the PJCO committee: 

We noted that point b, though 
requiring that the “principles, 
structure and essential 
provisions” of the CO of Dort are 

to be maintained, does not in fact 
require a slavish copying of Dort. 
We understand our mandate to 
require of us that we develop a 
CO that can effectively serve the 
church of the 21st Century.5

The committee that developed the 
PJCO did not appear to understand 
the milieu of the URCNA particularly 
in the USA. By focusing on the 
preparation of a document that 
looked back at Dort’s historic roots 
it argued simply that 200 years of 
history can be ignored. We cannot 
afford to perpetuate organizational 
mechanisms that in our current milieu 
are simply anachronistic. That milieu 
must be understood if the process is 
to be productive, and in order to be 
productive both federations will need 
to accept changes, but the final form 
needs to be understood as a significant 
improvement on historic forms from 
both sides, while retaining the essence 
of Reformed church polity. 

It is perhaps hard to imagine today, 
but the development of the Church 
Order of Dort in the 1600s parallels 
the significant cultural and political 
shifts that were happening in Europe. 
As such it was a document that looked 
forward rather than back at historic 
forms. The American experiment of 
the 1770s and 1780s, outpaced the 
development of forms of governance 
used in a more conservative Europe. 
When the committee developing the 
PJCO decided to work on developing 
a CO in line with the historic order of 
Dort, it missed the mark by ignoring 
the significant changes that have 
occurred in western society since the 
1600s. 

This is the challenge that was missed 
by the PJCO. As a document it 
represents a particular view of church 
governance that may function in one 
cultural context but fails to recognize 
the existence of another deep-
seated and equally valid context.  
    
1. From the Foundational Principles 
preamble to the URCNA Church Order, 
Principle # 5 which reads: “The Lord gave no 
permanent universal, national or regional 
offices to His church. The office of elder 
(presbyter/episkopos) is clearly local in 
authority and function; thus, Reformed 
church government is presbyterial, since the 
church is governed by elders, not by broader 
assemblies.” Acts 14:23; 20:17, 28; Titus 1:5 

2. Hall, David W., Calvin In The Public 
Square, Liberal Democracies, Rights, and Civil 
Liberties (Phillipsburg NJ: P&R Publishing, 
2009). 

3. Van Dellen, I.,/M., and Monsma, M, 
The Revised Church Order Commentary, 
An Explanation of the Church Order of  the 
Christian Reformed Church (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1967), 
Pages 111, and 112. 

4. See J. Jansen, Korte Verklaring van de 
Kerkenordering (1st. ed., Kampen: J.H. Kok, 
1923), quoted in Bound Yet Free: Readings 
in Reformed Church Polity, in a paper by J. 
Van Dalen entitled “The Scriptural Principles 
of Church Polity,” Dr. J. De Jong, editor 
(Winnepeg: Premier Publishing, 1995). 

5. Acts of the Fifth Synod of the United 
Reformed Churches in North America, page 
89. 2004.

 
Leonard Lodder is a member and 
elder at Immanuel’s Reformed 
Church (URC) in Salem, OR. He 
grew up in the Can RC in southern 
Ontario, Canada, giving him a fresh, 
unique, and compelling insight to 
be able to speak to this issue. He 
lives in Salem, OR.

July/August 2015 | 37



Norlan  
De Groot MINTS International Seminary  

Expands to Nepal

In 2008, Larry R.*, a MINTS 
professor and president of the 
Global Institute for Ethical 

Leadership, received a call from Greg 
Hauenstein, the president of MINTS 
International Seminary. “How would 
you like to go to Nepal?” he asked.

That was the beginning of MINTS’ 
involvement in Nepal. Through Boca 
Raton Community Church and Rev. 
Bill Mitchell, Sonam, the leader of 
Elim Ministries in Kathmandu, heard 
a presentation about MINTS and 
came to Miami for training in how to 
start a study center. Initially Sonam 
sought to organize a class to train 
Nepali businessmen in ethics from a 
Christian perspective. Larry R.’s work 
in the area of business ethics was a 
perfect match, and 2008 was a perfect 
time to consider entering Nepal to 
teach it.

Nepal has a long and rocky 
relationship with Christianity. In the 
1600s, before modern Nepal was even 
a country, Christian missionaries 
from Europe arrived to proclaim the 
gospel and plant churches. Christian 
mission work continued for more 
than one hundred years. However, 
things changed in 1769. That’s when 
Prithvi Narayan Shah united the 
three kingdoms of the Kathmandu 
Valley to form the modern country 
of Nepal. He also expelled Christian 
missionaries and their Christian 
converts. From then until 1950, 
Christian missionaries were not 
allowed to enter the country.

After 1950, missionaries were 
allowed back in, but they were not 
allowed to proselytize, which made 
it illegal to speak with Nepali citizens 
with the aim of converting them 
to Christianity. Missionaries were 

forced to focus on development and 
relief work.

In 2008, things changed again. Nepal 
ousted its monarchy and renamed 
itself the Federal Democratic Republic 
of Nepal, declaring itself a democracy 
and a secular state. Nepali Christians 
now have a greater level of freedom 
to speak about their faith. However, 
Hinduism remains the dominant 
religion in Nepal, with Christianity 
comprising less than 2 percent of the 
population. Christians are no longer 
being expelled from Nepal, but they 
are clearly a minority and are often 
treated as such.

Despite Nepal’s bias against 
Christianity, God has seen fit to 
raise up members of His body there. 
Numerous churches exist in Nepal, 
and many of them are Presbyterian 
or Reformed. The Presbyterian 
Church of Nepal includes eighteen 
congregations in the Kathmandu 
area. Other Reformed or Presbyterian 
denominations include the Christian 
Reformed Church of Nepal, the 
Reformed Church of Nepal, and the 
Presbyterian Free Church Council.

Sonam is involved with numerous 
Christian ministries in the country. 
He is the pastor of Elim Worship 
Center, a church in Kathmandu. His 
wife, Rita, runs Elim Christian School, 
which educates approximately three 
hundred children. He is also on several 
committees and Christian networking 
groups within Nepal. With the help of 
Larry R., Sonam also established the 
MINTS study center. “Above all,” he 
says, “my main passion is to help equip 
and reproduce Christian pastors and 
leaders by teaching and training for 
the edification of the body of the Lord 
Jesus Christ.”

In April 2015, the center Sonam 
developed with Larry R. expanded to 
become Elim Seminary Nepal, a study 
center for training Nepali pastors. 
Julian Z., the MINTS International 
English coordinator, flew to Nepal 
to formally develop the center and 
to teach the first theology class, a 
study of covenant theology. Sonam 
had hoped for fifteen students to 
attend the inaugural class, but when 
the doors opened thirty-two students 
from twenty-six different churches 
walked in. The class met from 7:00 
to 9:00 p.m. for four consecutive 
nights. Students now have readings 
and assignments to complete, which 
Sonam will oversee.

While in Nepal, Julian Z. also taught 
the same course on covenant theology 
at Nepal Ebenezer Bible College 
and the Evangelical Presbyterian 
Theological Seminary. These two 
schools in Katmandu have strong 
Presbyterian roots, stemming from 
the past labors of early Scottish 
Presbyterian missionaries. Plans are 
in the works for MINTS to continue 
offering classes in these two schools.

Although the growth of these 
ministries is exciting, the challenges 
for Nepal continue. Most recently, 
physical challenges have arisen. On 
Saturday, April 25, 2015, at 11:25 
a.m., a magnitude 7.9 earthquake 
struck Nepal. The date and time 
are significant because, in Nepal, 
Christians celebrate corporate 
worship on Saturdays, with Sunday 
to Friday comprising the work week, 
according to the Hindu Nepali 
calendar. Church services usually 
begin between 10:00 or 11:00 a.m. 
and continue to 1:00 p.m. When the 
earthquake hit, most churches were 
gathered for worship.

The Outlook | 38



In Sonam’s home church, the earthquake 
hit during the offering, just before the 
sermon. The congregation evacuated the 
building and prayed in the open field. 
Thankfully, the building was spared, and 
the congregation was uninjured. However, 
not all churches were spared. Sonam 
knows of one church where the pastor and 
the sixty-member congregation died when 
the building where they were worshiping 
collapsed.

Because of ongoing earthquakes, people 
are hesitant to enter any buildings that may 
have survived the first earthquake. Sonam’s 
home church has now begun a ministry 
to provide relief to those affected by the 
earthquakes.

Elim Christian School had one building 
condemned as a result of the earthquakes. 
Classes have been suspended until the 
school and the families that support it 
have recovered. Classes have also been 
suspended at Elim Seminary Nepal. 
However, plans are already in the works 
to restart the classes soon. In July, a URC 
missionary with ties to MINTS plans fly to 
Nepal to teach another course there.
*Some last names have been removed due to the 
sensitive nature of the work in Nepal.

 
Norlan De Groot   
is the English Communications Coordinator for MINTS 
International Seminary. He is an elder at Redeemer 
United Reformed Church in Orange City, IA.

Top right: Larry R. handing out certificates of completion to students. 
Middle right: The Mints Overview Meeting is a meeting held early on 
in the process of establishing MINTS. Bottom right: Elim Academy 
is of the elementary school connected with Elim Seminary. Bottom 
left: The earthquake aftermath picture shows a building near Elim 
Academy, but is not connected with it.
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and apply that heritage, as Dr. Cornelis Venema does here in this volume, 
transforms a ‘paper faith’ into a living witness that addresses current 
challenges and opportunities. Indeed, Venema’s analysis of the Reformed 
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synthetic analysis of the confessions’ teaching on these topics, offers a 
helpful corrective to the current anemia afflicting many churches today.”

J. Mark Beach, professor of ministerial and doctrinal studies at  
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