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The Song of Mary

Rev. W. H. 		
Oord

And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoiced in God my Savior.”
Luke 1:46–47

As the lights of the Christmas season begin to fill the
countryside, we do well to remember the promises that God
has given to us. The first is the promise of life, and the second
is the promise of love. Both of these promises are reflected in
the Song of Mary.
Christmas is a delightfully exciting
time! What fun it is to put up the tree.
In our house we have three trees. We
decorate the house, we shop for gifts,
we anticipate opening gifts, and there
is always lots of candy and cookies
around at Christmastime.
As exciting as all of this may be, the
time leading up to the first Christmas
was so much more exciting for Mary
than it is for us. An angel had visited
her. She had received a message from
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
She was going to have a Son, even
God’s own Child. The God who had
given His promise of life. The God
who had given His promise of love
was about to reveal to the world His
greatest promise of life. He was about
to give His greatest display of love!
The song that Mary sings is a song
filled with faith and joy. It is a song for
each one of us as we reflect upon the
promises of God. Mary’s song marks
a transition from Old Testament way
of praising God to New Testament
way of praising God.

In the Old Testament God was praised
for His promises. The people eagerly
anticipated the fulfillment of those
promises. In the New Testament
the people still praised God for His
promises, but beginning with Mary,
God is praised for the fulfillment of
those promises.

A Song of Joy
Mary’s song is a song of joy and
gratitude. It speaks of God’s goodness
and God’s greatness. It is a personal
confession of His love, His mercy,
and His grace. Just think of what
God has announced to Mary through
His angel. The birth of the child
who would be called Jesus was the
hope of redemption being fulfilled.
Nothing like that had ever happened
before. Oh, there had been plenty of
times when God’s people were saved
from their enemies. There had been
prophets before, but all those events
and prophets foretold of this day.
This day when a Savior, when “God
with us,” would come into the world!
And Mary was chosen to be the one
through whom this prophecy of life
and love is fulfilled.

Why Mary? Mary recognized that
it was not because of who she was
or what she had done. It was God’s
condescending love that chose
Mary. Mary recognized herself as
the subject of great mercy from the
Holy One. The same Holy One who
showed mercy to Noah during the
flood. The same Holy One who came
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The
same Holy One who led Israel into
the Promised Land.
And why Jesus? Why would God send
His Son? Why should God send His
Son into this sinful world? Because of
His promise of life and His promise
of love. Because the love of God has
no limit. His love knows no measure.
The love of God is like a river that
empties itself but never runs dry.
What else could Mary do but sing a
song of praise to Jehovah, the God of
promises fulfilled (vv. 46–49)?

A Song of Deliverance
In addition, the song of Mary is a song
of deliverance. God had promised
salvation in word and in deed. The
last few centuries had been woefully
discouraging for Israel. The voice of
prophecy was no longer being heard.
The hated Romans had subjected the
country to an oppressive tyranny.
Where was the hope of Israel? How
long would the Lord tolerate this
chastisement of His people?
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At last, the messenger of God comes
to Mary and tells her that God has not
forgotten His promise. One named
Jesus is coming. And the messenger
says (v. 22), “He will be great and will
be called the Son of the Most High.
The Lord will give Him the throne of
His father, David, and His kingdom
will never end.”
What can Mary do but sing her song
of joy (vv. 50–53)?

A Song of Faithfulness
And finally, Mary’s song is a song
of God’s covenant faithfulness. One
thing had always been a comfort
to Israel: the promises of God. His
promise of life and His promise of
love. Many times in the Old Testament
those promises had been expressed
and expounded upon. Many times
those promises were all Israel had
to hope upon. That God would be
faithful. That God would remember
His people.
Ultimately these promises were all
wrapped up in the swaddling clothes
of the manger, in the Messiah, in
Jesus Christ. Every word of prophecy,
every sacrifice Israel made, every
experience of deliverance pointed
in His direction. They all pointed to
Jesus Christ. In the incarnation, God
was sending real help to His people.
It was His crowning act of mercy and
the fulfillment of God’s promises to
Adam and Eve, and to Noah, and to
Abraham and to his seed. He is the
hope and consolation of all who look
to the Lord.
And so, having been addressed by
the God of her fathers, having been
thrilled by the confirmation of that
promise by Elizabeth, what can Mary
do but sing this song of joy (vv. 54–
55): “My soul praises the Lord and my
spirit rejoices in God my Savior”?

A Song for Us

A

Rest assured that this song is not just for Mary. It is not just
for the Old Testament Israel. It is for you and me, as well. Just
as the messenger came to Mary with his message of joy, with
his message of deliverance, and with his message of God’s
faithfulness, so the message comes to you today through the
Word of God. The message is this: God has not forgotten His
promise of life and His promise of love.

The promise of life and the promise of love isn’t just about a
little boy born in a manger. No, there’s so much more going on
here! Mary, though she was unworthy to receive such an honor,
gave birth to the Son of God. But think of the lowly state God
found us in! He found us in the depth of our error. He found
us in the height of our folly. He found us in the width of wrong
within our hearts. And yet, God mercifully looks upon us in
His love.

Certainly Mary was unworthy to give life to the Son of God.
But how much more unworthy are we to have Him die upon
the cross for us because of our sin? What a great love God has
shown to us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for
us! It is with a great salvation that God has delivered us through
Jesus Christ. It is a salvation that is truly so much greater than
the one Mary expected. Mary thought her son would somehow
deliver Israel from national oppression. But Jesus came to
deliver His own from our spiritual oppression. He came to
deliver us from Satan. He came to deliver us from sin. He came
to give us new life, everlasting life. A promise of life fulfilled in a
way no Old Testament prophet could have dreamed possible. A
promise of love fulfilled in a way Mary could not have dreamed
possible.
What should our response be to God the Father for the love He
has shown to us in Jesus Christ? We should have great gladness
in our hearts, even as Mary did when she sang her song. We
should rejoice in God our Savior, welcoming Him into our
hearts, trusting in Him for our salvation, believing that Jesus is
the fulfillment of God’s promises.

Every time you drive through town to see the Christmas lights,
remember the promise of God’s love given to us through Jesus
Christ. Remember also the assurance of new life given to all
who trust in the sacrifice that Jesus Christ made on our behalf.
May the red lights remind us of our sin and how they have been
washed whiter than snow. Let the green lights focus you upon
the promised Savior and the new life that is ours in Christ Jesus.
Use the blue as a reminder that we, like the wise men, should
worship the One whom the Father has sent to save us. And let
the purple lights remind us to live all our lives in service to
Jesus Christ.
We have seen a great light. Let us no longer walk in darkness.
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Rev. Wybren Oord
is a member of the Trinity Reformed Church in Lethbridge, Alberta. He serves as pulpit
supply for the Grace Reformed Church in the same city.
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Is Christmas the Birth of Christ?

What Is Christmas?

Where Did Christmas Originate?

Christmas is a holiday widely
celebrated each December. One
dictionary defines it as “the annual
commemoration by Christians of the
birth of Jesus Christ on Dec 25.”1 This
is the definition that many people
know today. Many think that Jesus
was born on December 25. As one
Christmas song indicates, “Mary’s
boy child, Jesus Christ, was born on
Christmas Day.”

Some historians believe that Christmas
goes back to the time of Constantine
the Great. When this pagan emperor
was converted to Christianity
in 312, he began tolerating and
spreading Christianity in the Roman
Empire. The Roman Christians then
started celebrating Christmas. This
celebration eventually took the place
of the holiday of Saturnalia—a pagan
festival in honor of Saturn, the ancient
Roman god of agriculture. This pagan
feast, celebrated on December 17,
included the exchanging of gifts.
In the course of time, this practice
became associated with Christmas.
Other scholars also tell us that
December 25 was regarded as the
birth date of the ancient pagan god
Mithras. In AD 349, however, Pope
Julius picked December 25 to be the
official day for Christmas, possibly in
order to replace the pagan celebration
of the sun god Mithras.

In fact the word Christmas is a
combination of two words—Christ
and mass. Thus, literally it means
the mass of Christ. Christmas was
originally a celebration of a particular
mass in honor of the birth of Christ.
The word mass comes from the Latin
word missa. In the Latin Mass (the
church service of Roman Catholics),
at the conclusion the following Latin
expression would be pronounced: ite
missa ist, which means “Go, as it is
dismissed,” or “Go, it is the dismissal.”
So, literally, missa (or “mass” in
English) means dismissal. Therefore,
etymologically Christmas means
the dismissal of Christ. Of course
when the Roman Catholics think of
Christmas, they do not mean Christ’s
dismissal but Christ’s birth. But is
December 25 really the birthday
of Jesus? Examining the history of
Christmas will help us answer this
question.
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Despite the difficulty of tracing the
origin of Christmas, what remains
plain is that Christmas has a pagan
origin and that December 25 is not
really the birthday of Jesus. The Bible
does not inform us of the exact date of
Christ’s birth. In fact, Luke’s account

Rev. Brian
G. Najapfour

about the shepherds being “out in the
field, keeping watch over their flock
by night” does not advance the idea
that Jesus was born in December or in
the winter. For the shepherds to stay
out in the fields during the night in
the winter would be odd.
Now, if the origin of Christmas is
pagan, and if December 25 is not
really the date of Christ’s birth, is it
okay to celebrate Christmas? After
all, the Bible does not command us to
celebrate Christ’s birth.
Tony Capoccia has a helpful answer
to this question:
Christmas is not Christ’s birthday,
nor are we ever commanded to
honor or celebrate His birth. Yet
our culture has chosen this as an
annual holiday, and it becomes
much like any other national
holiday for the Christian. We do
not sin by putting up Christmas
trees, lights, buying presents,
etc. We know the true meaning,
and use this national celebration
to share some truth about who
Christ really is, and why His
birth is significant to the human
race. We are in no way honoring
any pagan god by using the day

or the props set apart for that.
If a Christian chooses not to
celebrate Christmas then that is
fine, but if they do, it is also fine.2

Santa Claus than Jesus Christ. If you
choose to observe Christmas, make
sure that you center your celebration
on Christ.

I like what Tony Capoccia mentions
at the end of this quote. Those who
choose not to observe Christmas Day
should learn to disagree respectfully
with those who, for instance, hold
special services in observance of
Christmas Day. Conversely, those
who observe this holiday should
also learn to respect the conviction
of those who think that observing
Christmas is wrong.

Second, the birth of Jesus focuses on
the purpose of His coming into the
world. Whenever the angels made an
announcement about Christ’s birth,
they always included the purpose for
which Jesus was born. In Matthew
1:21 an angel of the Lord speaks to
Joseph: “She will bear a son, and you
shall call his name Jesus, for he will
save his people from their sins.” Jesus
was born to save sinners. In the words
of the apostle Paul, “Christ Jesus
came into the world to save sinners,
of whom I am the foremost” (1 Tim.
1:15).

What Does the Bible Teach
About the Birth of Christ?
The Bible is silent about the date of
Christ’s birth but not about the birth
of Christ. Matthew 1:18 proclaims,
“Now the birth of Jesus Christ took
place in this way.” Let me give you two
basic truths about the birth of Jesus.
First, the birth of Jesus focuses on
the person of Christ. The message
of the angels to Mary, to Joseph,
and even to the shepherds was all
about Jesus (Matt. 1:20–21; Luke
1:28–33; 2:8–14). Some who celebrate
Christmas do not focus on Christ
but on Christmas decorations such
as Christmas trees, Christmas lights,
and other Christmas icons. Their eyes
are fixed on the earthly gifts rather
than on the heavenly gift of eternal
life. Some children are even more
excited to hear about the fabricated

			
1. Dictionary.com, s.v. “Christmas,” accessed
October 12, 2015, http://dictionary.reference.
com/browse/christmas?s=ts.
2. Tony Capoccia, Bible Bulletin Board,
accessed October 12, 2015, http://www.
biblebb.com/files/tonyqa/tc04–168.htm.

Rev. Brian G. Najapfour
is the pastor of Dutton United
Reformed Church, Caledonia,
MI, and author of The Very
Heart of Prayer: Reclaiming
John Bunyan’s Spirituality (2012)
and Jonathan Edwards: His
Doctrine of and Devotion to
Prayer (2013). He and his wife,
Sarah, have two children,
Anna and James. He blogs
at biblicalspiritualitypress.org.

As you celebrate
Christmas, think
of why Jesus
was born.
Mild He lays His
glory by,
Born that man no
more may die.
Born to raise the
sons of earth,
Born to give them
second birth.
Hark! the herald
angels sing,
“Glory to the
newborn King!”
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A Bon Voyage1

On July 22, 2015, I began my
journey from the relative quiet of
Grand Rapids, Michigan, to the
bustling city of Kinshasa, Congo. As
a representative of our international
ecumenical committee (CECCA), I
was invited to travel to West Africa
to attend the second-ever synod of
the United Reformed Church of the
Congo (URCC). Because we are in
Phase II Ecumenical Relations with
the URCC (a fancy way of saying that
we are as close as we can get this side of
glory), this is an important expression
of our fraternal relationship. After
significant hours in a plane, I arrived
late on the evening of July 23 in
Kinshasa, a city of thirteen million
people—most of whom seemed to be
on the streets as we made our way to
the hotel in the city’s notorious traffic.
People euphemistically refer to the
multitude of dents on their cars as
“Congo Camo.”
Having arrived a few days before the
synod began, I was blessed to be able
to get to know some of the families
from one of the local congregations.
During this time, the executive
committee of the URCC had some
pre-synod work to do. I was able to
attend some of these meetings and
offer some input. I was still coming up
to speed and was more than willing
to be a silent observer. Much of my
silence was prompted by a reality
that I continually bumped up against:
I don’t speak French, French being
the national language of this former
Belgian colony.
One of the challenges our committee
has faced in forming a meaningful
relationship with our brothers and
sisters in the URCC is the language
barrier. Nevertheless, some of the
The Outlook | 8

Rev. Jason
Tuinstra

Congolese brothers speak English,
most notably, the chairman of the
URCC, Rev. Kabongo. He helped me
tremendously during my stay but was
not always able to fill in the gaps as he
was chairing the synod. Nevertheless,
through his assistance, not only was
I benefited during the synodical
meetings, but also I was able to preach
at the Zion URCC of Kinshasa the
Sunday before the opening session of
synod.
Members of an ecumenical committee
are accustomed to dealing with documents and positions in determining
our affinity and fraternity with a fellow
denomination. That is necessary
and essential. And yet, it was in
worshiping with these brothers and
sisters that our common beliefs were
fully experienced in congregational
worship.2 Beyond the synod and the
camaraderie that develops during
these all-day sessions, Sunday worship
cemented a closeness that could not
otherwise have happened. Here too,
I bumped up against the language
barrier. My sermon was first spoken
in English, then translated into
French by Rev. Kabongo, and then
translated into Lingala (the local
tribal language) by the serving elder.
Despite the division of tongues, there
was a unity in faith as we celebrated
the gospel of grace alone in Christ
alone through a study in Luke 15.
If language was one of the issues that
I kept bumping up against, poverty is
the issue that this young federation
continually bumps up against. The
people are poor. Here’s the kicker:
Kinshasa is the thirteenth most
expensive city in the world to live in.3
That’s right. It’s more expensive to
live in Kinshasa than anywhere in the

United States or Canada. London is
just above it in the twelfth spot. Dubai,
with all their yachts and supercars, is
far more reasonable at twenty-third.
Have I made my point? Expensive!
The average Congolese citizen
makes roughly $1.50 (US) a day. We
sometimes soften the blow of a low
number by factoring in a cheaper
standard of living. I think I’ve proven
that this does not work in Kinshasa.
Hence, the poverty the church
bumps up against is real, devastating,
debilitating, and always present. This
can be calculated mathematically. But
in my time among the Congolese,
you could see it experientially. It
was always right there without even
the decency to be under the surface.
Nope, always in your face.
One of the ways that this poverty is
debilitating and hampering the work
of gospel ministry is through the
URCC seminary. Africa is awash with
untrained and ill-equipped pastors.
The URCC understands this and sees
the need for gifted men with honed
skills who can faithfully and rightly
divide the Word of truth. Therefore,
they established their own seminary.
Men have been attending and
educated pastors have been teaching.
They have a robust course of studies.
Unfortunately, during this synod,
studies had to be suspended due to
a lack of funds and the inability of
students to support themselves and
their families. This is particularly
devastating because there are
already too few pastors for the many
congregations that need to be served
throughout the Congo. The effect of
this isn’t hard to figure out.

Before my departure, someone asked
me why the URCNA should invest
our valuable resources into sending
a man from Michigan to attend the
URCC synod in Africa. My answer
was and continues to be: it is our way
of saying to a federation of churches,
we value what Christ is doing in you
and among you. It puts skin in the
game. It says our commitment isn’t
just lip service. It’s real and we want
it to be meaningful. So we will pay for
the shots and immunizations. We’ll
pay for the visas and the tickets, and
yes, even the bribes. We will face our
fears of traveling to a country with
a multitude of State Department
warnings telling us not to. We’ll
stumble and bumble our way through
the language barrier. And we will
even get sick for a few days. Why?
Because this is our way of saying, “We
love you. We support you. We are
one with you. We praise God for you!
We praise God with you!” Yes, we
are there for the standard committee

work of support and encouragement.
But we also go because we recognize
that there is a part of Christ and
His kingdom that we cannot know
or understand on our own and in
isolation from others.

their poverty, “to be rich in faith and
heirs of the kingdom” (James 2:5). A
glorious work is being done. Through
this good journey a strong bond was
further strengthened. Praise God!
			

Being up close with the URCC also
challenges us in how to better assist
financially struggling federations.
Most of our work in CECCA is done
through spoken words and prepared
addresses. But what happens when
federations need this and more?
How is the URCNA prepared to use
our resources in a unified way for
those with whom we have a unified
commitment? Is our current system
good enough to address the current
need? Questions worth wrestling
with.

1. French: good journey.

Please commit to remembering our
Congolese brothers and sisters in
prayer. God has chosen them, in

2. To see some of the worship service from
this Sunday and the song that the brothers
sang on my last day to send me off on my
bon voyage, go to https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=TSi99DTpjtY.
3. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/
economics/11680143/The-most-expensivecity-for-expat-living-is-in . . . Angola.html.

Rev. Jason Tuinstra
is the pastor of Bethel URC
in Jenison, MI, where he has
served for the past six years. He
previously served congregations
in Indiana and California.
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Professing Tweens: Of Worldlings,
Hebrews, and Young Christians (3)

THERE . . . the Grand Jesus
Hebrews centers on the grand
Jesus. Here’s its message: No one,
nothing compares with Jesus. No
angel. No priest. No action hero. No
other being shares the being and the
glory of this Jesus who is God. No
one is so wonderfully Son of Man as
Jesus. No one saves but Jesus. No
one reveals the Father like Jesus, the
brightness of His glory, the express
image of His person.
The devil centers on the grand Jesus
too. He’s fool enough to think he can
kill Him. His cross-cunning foiled,
he, nefarious dastardly he, delivers
body blows aimed at the churchbody of Christ. Especially at those
tweens of the body—those right
between young and old grown up.
The vulnerable ones, he’d get, with
might and main and modern media
seeking to tear them sing them
distract them and delude them one
by one from the life and love and
lordship of the Savior. In this way,
if it were possible, the church, with
body parts missing, scattered, and
asunder, the church but a crippled
and mangled body would reflect
poorly, to say the least, on Jesus
the Head. He would be a laughing
stock, seen as a titular Head only, a
savior-shepherd unable to keep His
own. Unworthy of all this praise, this
hype, this devotion, these creeds
of the Christendom of the last
two millennia—Jesus un-saviored,
unsaving, unsavory.
You tween: you in the church of
Jesus Christ: Do you hear that? Do
you understand that? The devil is out
to get you especially. And if he does,
you are meat: he eats you up, you go
to hell. And if he does then Jesus is
mocked, and you have been a part
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of it all: the guile, the hypocrisy, the
going along with Christianity thing
just because your parents took you
by the hand through it, and that is
the only thing you knew, and so on.
You then show you are no different
from those carnal Jews, no different
from today’s Babylonians, members
not of Christ indeed, but of the
great harlot, Babylon, mother of
abomination. You were there then
when they nailed Jesus to the cross.
And you crucify Him afresh today
by your unbelief and worldliness.
Really? We are persuaded better
things of you! You fear God, every
covenant tween fiber of you! above
all, and with reverence, kissing His
Son. You fear the devil, and with
humility, knowing your flesh. You
fear dishonoring Jesus the grand
Savior—yours! You just know Jesus
and His blood are the new and living
way for you, to God! And you’ve just
got to go, you want to go in that
way . . . for even in your young life
you’ve been there, done that . . . and
nothing but God in the Savior now
revealed is worth living for, worthy
of all our trust!

THEREFORE . . . Believe
Grandly
Draw Near, Going Up
Draw near to God. We’ve mentioned
that
before,
commenting
on
Hebrews 10:22. That is what the
Holy Spirit whispers always to
God’s children. Draw near . . . using
the means mentioned by your
parents and by every minister and
catechism teacher worth his salt.
Prayer, preaching, and such.
Just one more thing though, to make
your believing grand. Remember to
go up. For drawing near to God by

Rev. Mitchell
Dick

faith, in full assurance of faith, is
living truly as one who is of another
world, heaven, and continually
going there, to the God who is above.
Drawing near to God is ascending. It
is seeking the things above where
Christ dwells at the right hand
of God (Col. 3:1). It is minding,
thinking heavenly things (Phil. 4:8).
It is living as if blind to this world,
walking by faith and not by (Internet
site) sight (2 Cor. 5:7). It is rejoicing
in the Lord always (Phil. 4:4), and
thanking God more and more for
spiritual blessings in heavenly
places (Eph. 1:3), though vanilla
ice cream and sunshine on my
shoulder make me happy. Drawing
near, going up, is yes, being other
worldly—in this world, not of it.
And increasingly so: drawing near,
nearer, up, and higher every day
is having done with lesser things
every day. It is rising up, indeed, as
men and women of God, serving
Christ here, and using stuff, with
thanks, and not being monastic, or
going Amish. But sometimes, as the
disciples of old in their busy life with
Jesus, drawing near to God by faith
is sometimes literally leaving the
cell phone at home, drawing away,
even far from madding crowds, and
devices and toys and games people
play. Drawing near . . . to God. And
always further . . . and further . . .
away . . . from . . . Hollywood.
Hoping in the Hope, and All Others
Mere Galley Slaves
Hebrews tells true believers not only
to draw near to God but also to hope
in God. Hope has regard to and is
convicted of a certain good future.
Believers cannot help but hope.
For faith is the substance of things
hoped for, the evidence of things

not seen (Heb. 11:1). Because our faith is naturally
weak, and therefore prone to give up hope, we are
to make sure to hold fast the confession of our hope
without wavering (Heb. 10:23), and to remember that
God is faithful.
Ah, blessed hope! Hope is the future God
Himself has promised. It is the goal
of God Himself, the future
He has ordained from
eternity.
What
God Himself
hopes
for,
if we
c a n
s a y
it
like
that,
is
the glory
of His own
name.
And
that is exactly
why we hope for
it. Our hope, God’s
hope, is the glory of
God realized in and
through Jesus Christ
and
His
salvation
of the church. This
hope,
therefore, is the gathering
of every last
one of God’s elect, and their
being
defended
and preserved by the word and Spirit of Christ until
the day of days, the “day approaching” (Heb. 10:25),
the final day when Jesus comes again. This hope,
therefore, is heaven. It includes the desire of every
believer that the wicked who persist in their evil, who
are the seed of the snake, go hissing all the way to hell,
and that Babylon, the kingdom of man, be destroyed.
That your hope? You confess it, do you not—with
the church, with God Himself? Then hold it fast—not
like a barnacle on a ship or a burr on a dog, but as a
believer with all your heart hold hope, and the Word
of hope, and the God of hope in hope’s embrace.
God’s own future, something He has planned from
eternity, the church’s future—this must be your hope.
It is a living hope, a vital, make-a-difference in your
life hope to which we are born again (1 Pet. 1:3), and
which like a mighty wave buoys you up and sweeps
you, relentlessly, toward the lovely shores of the
coming kingdom of God.
All other hopes, other goals you may have must serve
this hope—like so many slaves in a galley. When they
do not, they are nothing but shameful, covetous, and
carnal desires. Desire a mate? Hope for one? OK. But
what do you desire more: to be married, or that Christ

will come? I know, often we can have both. But our
desire,
our truly hoping for anything, must
be a servant to the most blessed
hope and glorious appearing of our
great God and Savior Jesus Christ
(Tit. 2:13). Hold the profession of
your hope fast, and you can
be sure to keep yourselves
from living for some ship to
come in, from playing the
lottery, and from making
room in your dream
house for too many
Lamborghinis. For by
faith you will be too
near to God and to
heaven for that.
And your hope
of
heaven
and the gain
that is dying and
being with Jesus will
keep you dreaming of the
mansions of glory.
Loving in That Strangest of Assemblies
Believing grandly, hoping grandly in the grand
Savior Jesus . . . this cannot be for us all alone, even
though it may that you prefer to be all alone under
your favorite pine tree warbling with the birds a hymn
of praise. Don’t get me wrong: ’tis good to be alone
sometimes, but not always and only alone. For there
are no alone Christians. The church of Christ is a
body. The members of the body need each other. We
believe, we hope, we warble . . . together. Or there is no
faith. We are hopeless. And without a song.
That’s what Hebrews means when it tells us, right
after exhorting us to faith and to hope, to “consider
one another in order to stir up love and good works,
not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together”
(Heb. 10:24–25).
Do we get that? You young believer, you’ve just got to.
For the manner of some, even of many, is to forsake
it all—all the church thing, the corporate Sunday
worship thing, the coming together to pray and to
study the Word of God. And all in the name of “me and
Jesus and a pine tree.” That’s all I need, the moderns
are telling us: just Jesus, and some buds I choose,
and the mountain breeze, and WCSG, and to surf the
Internet for the latest great . . . wit . . . of a preacher.
Do that, and devils lick their lips. Ready to pounce. As
one by one even well-meaning professing Christians
go solo, riding off into the sunset, and we hear they
are now on some compound somewhere (see: even
they end up together with somebody!) in South
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America about to drink some
Kool-Aid, or hip-hopping off to
meet the sunrise and to reinvent
the Christian faith . . .
The assemblies? They are of
the church of God! They are the
gathering of believers and their
seed. They are where the church
preaches
and
administers
sacraments, and where God
Himself opens and shuts the
kingdom of heaven. They are
where faith is born, where hope
lives, and where love . . .
Is the greatest!
Hey, young Christians: “Come
together! Right now!” And stay
together. And grow together.
And stir up love, true love, the
giving, the joy of giving, the joy
of showing off, most brilliantly,
the light of God’s own love.
In the church: where love must
be stirred up, for the assemblers
are so loveless and prone to
hate and devour one another
like beasts and like demons. But
where love reigns and conquers
selfishness and hate. Where
the God of love reconciles,
harmonizes, enriches. Where the
kingdom of God advances, one
deed of love and mercy at a time.
And there, among God’s saints,
young, old, and tweens now
men and women of the living
God, there, yes, there the great
and grand Jesus we do know and
grow to know. And believe. And
long for. And love . . .

Rev. Mitchell Dick
is the pastor at Sovereign
Grace United Reformed
Church located on the NE
side of Grand Rapids, MI.
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Bible Studies on Mark

Lesson 17: Temple Teaching (2): The End Times
Mark 13:1–37
Rev. William Boekestein

The highest concentration of red
ink in Mark’s Gospel is found in the
thirteenth chapter. This is the last of
Jesus’ speeches that Mark records
before the Shepherd was struck and
the sheep scattered (Mark 14:27).
So what topic is important enough
to warrant this much attention at
this critical point in Jesus’ ministry?
Ironically, it is one of Christianity’s
most contentious subjects, the end
times.
It makes sense that end-times studies
can evoke strong emotions and
even disagreements in the church.
Christians, unlike non-Christians,
place more hope in the coming
age than in the present. So it’s not
surprising that Christians take their
end-times views seriously. Still,
some traditions have made their
peculiar view of the end times the
defining factor of their theology.
When this happens, that particular
view is defended vehemently and
often ungraciously. Such an approach
overlooks the difficulties presented by
eschatology, or the study of the end
times. The symbols used are often
hard to interpret. Jesus Himself admits
that the end times are mysterious, at
least regarding the day and the hour
(13:32). Much can be said about the
end times, but not without caution
and charity.

Method of Interpretation
Mark 13 has been interpreted in three
main ways. The first view, called the
preterist view, holds that all (or at
least most) of Jesus’ predictions in
Mark 13 have been fulfilled, largely in

connection with the destruction of the
temple at Jerusalem in AD 70. In the
extreme, this view teaches that even
the physical second coming of Christ
and the final judgment have already
been accomplished. Preterists argue
that when Jesus insisted that “this
generation will by no means pass away
till all these things have taken place”
(v. 30) the crises in AD 70 provide the
only explanation. In response it has
been argued convincingly that “this
generation” “refers to the rebellious,
apostate, unbelieving Jewish people,”
living in the past, present, and future.1
It is also difficult to see how all of the
events described in this chapter can
have been fulfilled already. We are
convinced that the Son of Man has
not yet returned in the clouds and in
great power and glory and that the
elect have not yet been gathered from
the earth (v. 27).
The second view, called the futurist
view, teaches that all (or at least
most) of Jesus’ predictions in Mark
13 have yet to be fulfilled. But if Jesus
is only speaking about the end of this
present age then He doesn’t answer
the disciples’ question: “Tell us when
the temple will be destroyed” (v. 4; cf.
v. 2). If Jesus’ words are only about
the end times then He failed to speak
to the pressing needs of believers
who were about to undergo severe
persecution. In fact, Jesus does give
real instructions to Jewish Christians
to help them respond to the coming
Roman invasion (vv. 14b–17).
A third view recognizes that in His
sermon Jesus addresses events which
would be fulfilled both in the near

and distant future. To appreciate this
view, we need to understand what
question, or questions, Jesus was
answering. According to Mark, Jesus
began this discussion by alluding to
the destruction of the temple (13:2).
The disciples then asked Him when
this would take place (v. 4). If only
Mark were consulted, Jesus’ answer
would seem to be only about that
single event. According to Matthew,
however, the disciples also asked
about “the sign of [Jesus’] coming and
of the end of the age” (Matt. 24:3). In
His Olivet Discourse, therefore, Jesus
is answering several questions, only
one of which is recorded by Mark.
Jesus’ speech pertains to events that
are now past (connected with the
destruction of Jerusalem) and still
future (connected with end of the
age). Obviously, from the perspective
of the disciples all the events were
futuristic. Also from their skewed
perspective Jerusalem’s fall was seen
as coterminous with Christ’s return
and the end of the world.
Jesus corrected this mistaken notion
while at the same time relating the
two important events. Jerusalem’s
destruction both culminates the
“beginning of sorrows” (13:8) and
symbolizes the end of all things. In
speaking prophecy with multiple
fulfillments Jesus is following the

well-established Old Testament
pattern.2 It is as if Jesus is describing
a distant mountain range. There is
one large mountain directly in front
of Him. But there are several others
that extend beyond. The entire range
is in focus. Jesus begins describing
what is in His immediate view
(the destruction of Jerusalem) but
concludes with the view at the end of
the horizon (His second coming and
the last day). The events, though quite
distinct chronologically, are spoken of
as if they were close together. It is not
always easy to tell where the one ends
and the other begins. This method is
known as “prophetic foreshortening.”3
Consistent with the principles
governing the interpretation of
prophecy we will not focus on
the minute particulars of Jesus’
predictions. Instead we will “aim
to discover the fundamental idea
expressed.”4 This goal well reflects
Jesus’ concluding words of application
(13:28–37). He gives this historical
preview not to promote speculation
on the identification of particular
signs or to guess about the dates
of Christ’s return but to promote
preparedness (v. 23).

Unpacking the Multiple
Fulfillments
Understanding Jesus’ use of prophetic
foreshortening helps us unpack the
two layers of His prophecy. The two
points of Jesus’ sermon could be
identified as first, “The Beginnings of
Sorrows,” and second, “Earth’s Final
Sorrow.”

Imminent Fulfillment: The Beginnings
of Sorrows
Beginning in Mark 13:5, Jesus
answered His disciples’ question
relating to His prophecy that the
temple would be destroyed. “Tell us,
when will these things be?” they ask.
“And what will be the sign when all
these things will be fulfilled?” Jesus
explained that there will be signs
(vv. 5–8) that do not signal the end
of all things (v. 7b). The beginnings
of sorrow will be characterized by
wars and rumors of wars (v. 7), the
proliferation of deceptive false christs
(vv. 5–6), and religious persecution
(vv. 9–13). Throughout the book of
Acts, James, Peter, Stephen, Paul, and
others suffer for their faith and give
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their testimony before rulers and
ordinary people alike. Jesus’ death
just a few days hence would serve as a
harbinger of this persecution.
In Mark 13:8 the signs that Jesus
had been describing are called “the
beginnings of sorrows” or literally,
“the beginning of the birth pains.”
Significantly, Paul uses the same word
and concept to describe the great day
of judgment in 1 Thessalonians 5:3.
Sudden destruction will come upon
those who are not prepared, “as labor
pains upon a pregnant woman. And
they shall not escape.” What Jesus
calls “the beginnings of sorrows”
seem to describe events that would be
fulfilled in the immediate future from
the perspective of the disciples. The
beginning of labor doesn’t tell when
the delivery will occur, but it does
prove that it is coming.
The beginnings of sorrows would
culminate in the Roman invasion of
AD 70 (13:14–20). It is estimated that
under Emperor Titus more than a
million Jews, who had crowded into
the city against Jesus’ warning, were
slaughtered. The soldiers lit fire to the
temple complex and while it burned
massacred children and old people,
laity and priests alike. The streets ran
with blood. Not surprisingly, many
believers escaped because of Jesus’
warning.

Final Fulfillment: The End of the Age
As has been mentioned, Jesus used this
series of historical events that would
soon take place as an illustration
helping to answer the disciples’ other
question, “What will be the sign of
your coming and the end of the age?”
(Matt. 24:3).
The end of all things will be
preceded by two primary signs:
gospel proclamation and religious
persecution. Jesus would shortly
commission His disciples to bring
the gospel to all nations amid great
persecution (Acts 14:22). By the end
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of Acts, less than a decade before
Jerusalem’s devastation Paul is
preaching the gospel under the nose
of Nero, as it were, in the heart of the
most powerful empire the world has
known. The gospel had made inroads
into Caesar’s household (Phil. 4:22).
On a grander scale, before Christ
returns to judge the earth the gospel
will truly be communicated to the
“uttermost part of the earth” (KJV).
There will be disciples in all nations
(Matt. 28:19).
At the last day, amid disturbances in
the heavens (Mark 13:24–25; cf. 2 Pet.
3:10), Christ will come and gather the
elect. The Scripture gives no indication
that the rapture will be secret; instead,
it will be preceded by public, visible
signs (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16–17). The fact
that Christ’s sermon culminates in
a vivid description of the coming of
the Son of Man (Mark 13:24–37)
underscores the decisiveness of this
event. All of history is careening
toward the return of the great King.

How, Then, Should We Live?
Jesus’ last sermon in Mark is infused
with application, largely revolving
around the word watch. Seven times,
Mark uses two different Greek words
that mean “watch out,” “beware,”
or “take heed” (13:5, 9, 23, 33, 34,
35, 37). To top off His prophetic
message Jesus tells two parables with
the same meaning, “Watch out!” (vv.
28–39, 34–36). Contrary to the view
among some in the Thessalonian
church, Christ’s command to watch
does not condone a speculative or
impractical searching of the signs
(2 Thess. 3:12). Without question,
watchfulness requires the active
pursuit of godliness. Believers must
watch their life so they will be ready
to meet Christ when He calls (cf. 1
Cor. 16:13). There are many sleepy
Christians today who are oblivious
to the times. Every Christian has a
place and a task in God’s kingdom.
Everyone must do his part to prepare,
not only himself, but others (1 Thess.

5:11) for Christ’s return. But, what
does this look like?

Remember the Terror of God’s
Judgment (13:24)
Judgment and hell are two scorned
bywords in our day. Today it is
considered uncouth to use the fear of
hell as motivation to trust in Christ.
“People have heard enough about hell
and judgment,” they say. “We need
to proclaim grace and acceptance.”
But according to Christ those two
approaches are not mutually exclusive.
Christ graciously warns His friends
of the coming Roman invasion. As
terrible as it was, Rome’s judgment
on Jerusalem would serve as a faint
shadow of what the judgment of God
will do to those who have not sought
His favor through repentance and
faith. The Bible uses revolting images
of judgment to awaken sinners from
their carelessness.
Even believers can never purge from
their thoughts the fearful concept of
hell. Cognizance of God’s judgment
against unrepentant sinners should
always paint the backdrop of Christian
gratitude (Rom. 9:22–23).

Study Christ Diligently (13:5–6, 13)
One of the signs of the end will be
a flurry of counterfeit christs. The
best way avoid being taken by a
counterfeit is to study the genuine
article. Knowing the Son of God more
closely keeps us from “remaining
children, tossed to and fro and
carried about with every wind of
doctrine, by the trickery of men, in
the cunning craftiness of deceitful
plotting” (Eph. 4:14). It is not enough
to simply confess Christ at one point
in your life; you must endure to the
end (Mark 3:13), growing in His
grace and knowledge (2 Pet. 3:18).
It is impossible for the elect to be
deceived (Mark 13:22). But believers
are to make their “call and election
sure” by exercising their knowledge of
Christ through the practice of virtue,
self-control, perseverance, godliness,

brotherly kindness, and love (2 Pet.
1:5–11). The never-passing words
of Christ (Mark 13:31) radiate light
on His goodness and grace for our
comfort and godliness.

Fulfill Your Evangelistic Calling
(13:10)
Like good watchmen (cf. Ezek. 33:1–
11), God’s people must publicize the
warning that Jesus entrusts to us.
The gospel must be preached to all
nations. While the Great Commission
was given the church to discharge
formally through preaching and
practicing the sacraments (cf. Mark
16:15–16), every kingdom citizen
bears responsibility for “telling the
good news about the Lord Jesus” (Acts
11:20). Jesus exhorted the disciples to
be prepared to speak the good news
in the face of opposition. His promise
to give His disciples words to say
does not relieve them of their duty to
prepare but assures them that, despite
their own weaknesses, God will be
their strength.
One serious problem that confronts
the church in the face of its
evangelistic imperative is the inability
of many believers to articulate the
gospel when the opportunity arises.
Will Metzger has helpfully pointed

out that the gospel message is a word
about God and His holiness, man and
his sinfulness, Christ and His mercy,
and a response of faith.5

Expect Tribulation (13:8–13)
One common theme of end-times
sermons today is the claim that
Christians will be raptured out of this
world before the great tribulation. But
such a claim seems to be patently out
of step with Mark 13:24–27. It is “after
the tribulation” (v. 24) that Christ’s
gathers “together his elect from the
four winds” (v. 27). God’s people
have always expected tribulation.
The writer to the Hebrews says that
time would fail him to tell of the
myriad saints who were tortured,
stoned, sawn in two, slain with
the sword, impoverished, afflicted,
and tormented, who endured
mockings, scourgings, chains, and
imprisonment, “of whom the world
was not worthy” (Heb. 11:32–38).
Speaking from experience Paul points
out that their situation wasn’t unique.
“All who desire to live godly in
Christ Jesus will suffer persecution”
(2 Tim. 3:12). The doctrine of the
pre-tribulation rapture seems to
undermine what Peter says in his
second epistle: “Beloved, do not think
it strange concerning the fiery trial
which is to try you, as though some

strange thing happened to you; but
rejoice to the extent that you partake
of Christ’s sufferings, that when His
glory is revealed, you may also be glad
with exceeding joy” (2 Pet. 2:12–13).
The overall message of Jesus’ sermon
is that believers should be encouraged
because Christ is returning. Our hope
is not in earthly success or living a
good life but in seeing Christ face
to face. Christ began His talk, and
flustered His disciples, by saying
that the earthly temple would be
destroyed. Before long the disciples
would realize that this temple would
be replaced by one much more
glorious; Christ Himself (John 2:21).
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Points to Ponder and Discuss
					
							

1. What can we learn from the disciples’ undue awe of the temple suggested by Mark 13:1?
2. What makes false christs so deceptive (Mark 13:5–6)?
3. How are Jesus’ words in Mark 13:11 an encouragement to ordinary believers?
4. How should Mark 13:13 confront us when we attempt to win the world’s love?
5. Reflect on the simplicity of the Nicene Creed’s assertion that Christ “shall come again, with glory” 		
(cf. Mark 13:26).
6. How does Mark 13:27 comfort you?
7. Some people would argue that even failed predictions of the coming of Christ are valuable because they 		
promote thoughtfulness about the end times. Do you agree?
8. What single word could summarize Mark 13 (cf. Mark 13:37)? Meditate on this word.
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Perhaps you’ve received news that was so

priest on a public stage (Acts 26:26) on one of the busiest days of the
Jewish year! “The Lord brings the counsel of the nations to nothing.
. . . The counsel of the Lord stands forever” (Ps. 33:10–11)! In the
words of the Latin poet and bishop Fortunatus, “Man’s work faileth,
Christ’s availeth.”2

Lesson 18: Preparation for Death
Mark 14:1–52

bad—the death of a friend, the loss of a job,
the disruption of a relationship—that it took
some time for the news to sink completely
into your psyche. Sometimes our minds need
time to process the implications of major life
changes. Throughout Mark’s Gospel Jesus
increasingly explained that He came to earth to
die for His people. But not until Mark 14 does
the imminence of Jesus’ death finally begin to
register in the disciples’ hearts and minds.
Mark 11–13 describes Jesus’ entry into and
teaching in the temple. Jesus’ end-times sermon
is His last major public speech. In Mark 14 the
cross approaches more rapidly than ever. The
Jews secretly plot to destroy Him, His body
is anointed for burial, Judas agrees to betray
Him, Jesus symbolically offers His broken body
and shed blood to His disciples in the Lord’s
Supper, and He is handed over to His killers.
Jesus is preparing Himself and His disciples for
His death.

Preliminary Preparations (14:1–11)
Conspiracy and Betrayal (14:1, 2, 10, 11)
In the middle of Holy Week, two days before
the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread,
the Jewish leaders “assembled at the palace of
the high priest” (Matt. 26:3) to discuss how
they might kill Jesus “by trickery” (Mark
14:1).1 This conspiracy accents Jesus’ holiness.
There was no legal, ethical way to bring Him
into judgment. Instead the high priest would
illegally sacrifice Jesus for the sake of the people
(cf. John 11:49–52) after the festival. Fearing
that a public arrest could spark a riot (Mark
14:2), the Jews needed a spy who could signal
an opportune time to apprehend Jesus “in the
absence of the people” (Luke 22:6). Despite the
Jews’ planning, God determined that His Son
would die at the hands of a wicked Jewish high
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Judas Iscariot, into whose heart Satan had already entered (Luke
22:3), had always followed Jesus for personal gain (John 12:6; cf. 1
Tim. 6:10). Betraying Jesus would be his last chance to profit from
the man he considered to be a failed revolutionary. For his treachery,
Judas received thirty pieces of silver, a guilty conscience, and—for
his unrepentance—an eternity in hell. Judas and the Jewish leaders
are a sobering warning to “kiss the Son, lest He be angry, and you
perish in the way, when His wrath is kindled but a little” (Ps. 2:12).
In the face of this treachery we witness one of the most beautiful acts
of devotion recorded in the Bible.
Anointing (14:3–9)
Although Mark was a careful historian he intentionally broke from
his commitment to chronological order when he showcases Mary’s
deed of devotion between two acts of treachery.3 Mark teaches us
that Christ willingly went to the cross. The Jews and Judas have
plotted His death. But days earlier Jesus had already allowed Mary to
anoint Him for His burial. Also, by moving Jesus’ anointing closer to
His death and burial, Mary’s actions seem all the more fitting.
Jesus and the disciples were reclining at the table in the house of
Simon the leper. In attendance at the dinner were Lazarus and his
sisters Mary and Martha; Martha was serving (John 12:2). Excusing
herself from the meal Mary returned with a stone jar containing
a perfume extracted from a Himalayan plant. It was expensive,
worth more than a year’s wages. Mary broke the seal and poured
the perfume over Jesus’ head, rubbing it on His feet with her hair
(John 12:3), anointing Him for His burial (Mark 14:8). While John
uses Mary’s name, Matthew and Mark simply call her “a woman,”
perhaps to emphasize not her personal identity but her gender.
Allegations that the Bible is misogynistic are unmistakably false. In
an age dominated by men, Christ and the Gospel writers consistently
exalt women. Here, only a woman grasped Christ’s imminent death.
Misunderstanding her devotion twelve angry men grumble about
her “wasteful actions.” With words gushing from wells of envy,
ignorance, and self-interest the disciples demonstrate the kind of
hasty speech to which we can too often relate (Mark 14:5).

In response to the disciples’ criticism and with
the weight of the world on His shoulders, Jesus
defended Mary’s devotion. Jesus’ disciples have
allowed good things, such as social justice
(Mark 14:5), to complete with worship. A dozen
poor people might have been fed for a year with
the money Mary spent on her perfume. But in
Jesus’ economy social justice can never eclipse
worship. Eradication of poverty is a noble
effort but not the greatest good. The good news
is not that religion brings physical relief but
that Christ died for sinners. Because the only
lasting legacy we can leave is spiritual all our
resources must serve the cause of the gospel
(Luke 16:9–12). Mary understood that at the
gospel’s heart is Christ’s death; she presents this
gospel with astounding beauty (Mark 14:6, 9).
If we present the gospel in a stale, bland, or bare
way, we have perverted it.

From Passover to Lord’s Supper
(14:12–26)

this house the disciples took their lamb, killed earlier in the temple,
roasted it, and prepared the remaining accoutrements.4
The meal was progressing along the lines of Exodus 12 until Jesus
dropped a bombshell: “One of you will betray me!” The disciples
were shocked. Each, filled with sorrow, began to ask, “Is it I?” With
the disciples we should ask, “Who was the guilty? Who brought this
upon thee? Alas, my treason, Jesus hath undone thee! ’Twas I, Lord
Jesus, I it was denied thee; I crucified thee.”5 Jesus would be betrayed
by a friend who dipped bread with him in the dish (Mark 14:20; cf. Ps.
41:9). There is nothing more reprehensible in Eastern culture than to
injure a host, and the Passover meal was the most intimate meal of the
Jewish year. Having revealed the betrayer Jesus dismissed Judas from
their midst (cf. John 13:23–26) and pronounced a curse on him (Mark
14:21). What a dreadful thing to know Jesus but still come under His
curse for failing to repent.

The Lord’s Supper (14:22–26)
In instituting the Lord’s Supper Jesus made plain that the thousandyear-old Passover would be fulfilled in Him. The roasted lamb and

On the night in which He was betrayed,
Jesus tangibly linked one of the most solemn
elements of the Jewish religion to His coming
death.

The Last Passover (14:12–21)
In Exodus 12 God instituted the Passover
as a lasting ordinance (Lev. 23:5; Num. 9:2).
The substance of the ordinance consisted of
eating the roasted meat of a sacrificed lamb
to commemorate the sacrifice by which God’s
people were spared from the angel of death
in Egypt. The lamb was to be eaten with
unleavened bread to recall Israel’s hasty exit
from Egypt (Exod. 12:34) and bitter herbs to
recall their suffering (v. 8). The Passover was
a solemn, covenantal, or family, meal. Those
outside of the covenant community could
participate in the Passover meal only after
joining God’s people through circumcision (vv.
42–43, 48).
Jesus charged Peter and John to prepare for
the Passover celebration of His small family
of disciples (Luke 22:8). First, they had to find
a location. Toward this end, Jesus gave rather
mysterious instructions which would lead them
to a house probably owned by other believers
(Mark 14:13–15). Perhaps His furtiveness was
to prevent Judas from knowing the location
ahead of time and telling the authorities. To
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The Gospels reveal an ebb and flow in terms
of the visibility of Christ’s humanity and divinity.
In Gethsemane His divinity was heavily cloaked.
the bitter herbs disappear from the
supper; Christ would fill up the shed
blood and bitter suffering which they
designated. Instead, He used the
most basic elements of a meal, bread
and wine.6 But the bread no longer
represents the Israelites’ hasty exit
from Egypt but the body of Christ
(v. 22). Christ’s broken body is our
deliverance from bondage to our own
sinful flesh. While the disciples were
drinking the wine Jesus said, “This
is my blood of the new covenant,
which is shed for many” (v. 24). What
a shocking statement to the ears of
Jewish believers whom God had told
not to drink blood because of the life
therein (Lev. 17:11).
The Lord’s Supper strengthens our
faith by combining a physical exercise
with a spiritual promise about Jesus’
body and blood. These actions and
words proclaim the gospel. Like
the Passover, the Lord’s Supper
communicates our deliverance from
both human bondage and divine
judgment (Exod. 12:27). We receive
nothing magical from the bread or
wine. But we receive Christ spiritually
as the elements communicate Him to
us. Christ is not to be simply studied,
admired, or imitated. We must feast
on Him by faith, believing that in Him
we have everything we need for body
and soul. The Lord’s Supper helps us
to do that.
Like the first Passover the Lord’s
Supper is both a solemn remembrance
and a joyful anticipation. This would
be Jesus’ last earthly Passover (14:25).
But He would drink the fruit of
the vine again in the fully realized
kingdom of God. There will be a
joyous marriage feast in heaven. If
you are entrusting yourself to Christ
you will sit at a table and drink the
new wine7 of heaven with Christ.
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After dinner Christ and His disciples
left the warm, familiar confines of
the upper room and approached the
garden where He would be betrayed.
Fittingly, the hymn they sang was
likely a portion of Psalm 118 which
extols the faithfulness of God in the
face of tribulation and urges trust in
God as a remedy to fear.

Prayer and Betrayal (14:27–52)
In the cool evening air on the Mount
of Olives three events took place that
underscore Jesus’ sacrificial service.

A Sad Prediction (14:27–31)
As the hour of his betrayal approached
Jesus gently told His disciples that
they would all stumble, literally “be
scandalized,” because of him (v. 27).
God would strike the Shepherd and the
sheep would be scattered (Zech.13:7;
cf. John 6:61, 68–69). Christ’s arrest,
trial, crucifixion, and death, although
part of God’s plan, are scandalous
events which understandably rattled
the disciples’ faith. The Gospels
reveal an ebb and flow in terms of
the visibility of Christ’s humanity and
divinity. In Gethsemane His divinity
was heavily cloaked.
Jesus singled out Peter as one who
would deny Him three times (14:30).
In response to Jesus’ strong language
(“assuredly I say to you”) and specific
sign (“before the rooster crows
twice”) stubborn, self-confident Peter
insists, “I will never deny you!” Like
Peter, we are often shaped by our own
impressions of ourselves rather than
by what God says about us. We say we
are ugly; God says we are “fearfully
and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14).
We say we are sturdy; God says, “Man
is like a breath” (Ps. 144:4). God’s
word is a true mirror, flattering or not.

Peter’s shameful rant also shows us
that success against sin does not
come by trying harder. Peter flexed
the muscles of his own resolve . . . and
fell flat on his face. A short time later
Jesus unveiled our greatest defense
against sin: “Watch and pray, lest you
enter into temptation” (14:38). Simply
pledging to try harder will not make
us like Jesus. But Jesus also provided
a glimpse of hope. He pledged that
after the disciples would abandon
Him, after His resurrection He would
find them in Galilee (v. 28). The good
news of the gospel is rooted in the
unrelenting pursuit of a loving and
powerful God.

Powerful Prayer (14:32–42)
As the night became palpable in
Gethsemane Christ experienced
intense isolation. Many had left Him
(John 6:66), Judas had agreed to betray
Him, the disciples would abandon
Him and already were unable uphold
Him up in prayer. He was sorrowful
(even to death), troubled (Matt.
26:37–38), and distressed (Mark
14:33). The overwhelming terror of
the thought of God’s judgment and
the weight of our sins pressed out of
Him bloody sweat. The pictures of
Christ praying in a composed posture
serenely looking up to heaven distort
reality. In Gethsemane Christ lost
His composure, throwing Himself
on the ground in earnest prayer (v.
35). Still, Jesus is both submissive to
His Father (v. 36) and tender toward
His disciples. He acknowledged
their desire to stay awake and their
sorrowful struggle with sleep (Luke
22:45). Mark emphasizes not the
disciples’ failure but the fact that Jesus
alone wrestled with His accursedness.
Gethsemane is a window into the
infinite loneliness of hell. To God’s
praise, Christ’s isolation secures
fellowship with God.
After three bouts of prayer, Jesus
received angelic aid (Luke 22:43)
and returned to His disciples, calling

them to march forward to meet His
betrayer (Mark 14:42). What resolve!

Betrayal and Arrest (14:43–52)
In the dark of the garden Judas and
a great multitude of soldiers cross
Jesus and His disciples. Cued by
Judas’ betraying kiss, “They laid their
hands on him and took him” (v. 46).
Christ’s words from Mark 10:33 are
beginning to be fulfilled: “Behold,
we are going up to Jerusalem, and
the Son of Man will be betrayed to
the chief priests and to the scribes.”
Christ’s humiliation is beginning to
climax. Wicked men handle Him like
a criminal, though as Jesus points
out, as a public figure He had never
been a security threat. Now they
accost Him as if He were a terrorist.
They understand His threat to their
godless self-interest.
Still oblivious to Christ’s plan, Peter
(John 18:10) tried to fulfill his vow
with violence (Mark 14:47). Hear
the divine resolve in Jesus’ rebuke:
“Do you think that I cannot appeal
to my Father, and he will at once
send me more than twelve legions
of angels? But how then should the

scriptures be fulfilled, that it must be
so?” (Matt. 26:53–54). Instead of the
legions of angels Jesus chose a legion
of soldiers. Those who swore never
to forsake Jesus began to disappear
one by one. Mark himself, who had
quickly wrapped himself in a sheet
after having been awakened by the
news of Jesus’ arrest, fled from the
site, leaving the sheet behind (Mark
14:51–52). Jesus is abandoned!

3. Most scholars agree that the anointing
took place the day before Jesus’ triumphal
entry (John 12:1, 12). Chronologically Jesus’
anointing belongs at the end of Mark 10.

Mark 14 shows that in the face of
the total depravity of the Jewish
leaders, in the face of the total
breakdown of commitment by His
disciples, in the face of His own
overwhelmed soul, Jesus stood firm
to purchase the salvation of God’s
people. That is our confidence.
			

6. The fact that we associate the use of wine
at the Passover is due to rabbinical additions.
Still, it is worth noting that when Jesus
celebrated the Passover he too employed
the use of wine. The Jerusalem Talmud
(Pesachim 10:1) suggests that the four cups
stand for the four words used in Exodus
6:6–7.

1. The Passover lamb was killed and the meal
eaten on the fourteenth day of the month
Nisan, on the Jewish calendar. The fifteenth
day of the month marked the beginning of
the seven-day Feast of Unleavened Bread.
Because these holy days are so close in
proximity they are often spoken of as the
same event (as they are here).

4. Unlike DaVinci’s arrangement in The Last
Supper, the disciples did not sit at chairs on
one side of a tall table. Instead they reclined
on pillows around a low table, each resting
on his left hand, so as to leave the right free.
Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of
Jesus the Messiah, vol. 2 (London: Longmans,
Green, 1900), 492.
5. Psalter Hymnal, 351.

7. Interestingly, his first miracle was turning
water into wine. The contention that either
that wine or the Passover wine was only
grape juice “is not worth serious discussion.”
Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the
Messiah, 485 n. 2.

2. Psalter Hymnal (Grand Rapids: Publication
Committee of the Christian Reformed
Church, 1959), 361.

Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Immanuel
Fellowship Church in
Kalamazoo, MI.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
					
							
1. How does Mary’s act of devotion in Mark 14:3–5 speak to those who might be marginalized by
society?
2. When was the last time your devotion to Christ made you stand out?
3. How should Mark 14:7 (and Acts 20:32–35) drive us to do good to the poor?
4. How does Exodus 12:43–49 encourage us to “fence the communion table”?
5. How do these verses help us to see the Lord’s Supper as an invitation to church membership?
6. How does Mark 14:19 help us to not be so confident in our works that we cease to reflect on our sin
and seek the Savior’s forgiveness and help?
7. How does Jesus’ prayer in the garden teach us that our prayers should balance our feelings with
resignation to God’s will?
8. In what ways can you see yourself in Mark 14:47?
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Getting the Log Out

Introduction
In response to a query by The
Times to a handful of thinkers and
writers of the day to the question,
“What’s wrong with the world?,” G. K.
Chesterton replied with an answer
that was as stunning as it was
succinct:
Dear Sirs,
I am.
Yours,
G. K. Chesterton
Any man can tell you what’s wrong
with society. That’s what political
pundits do for a living. Of course, no
two talking heads will agree on every
particular; but on this they all agree:
the problems are outside them.
This is what made Chesterton’s
reply so stunning. He knew what
was in a man, especially in the man
Chesterton. And despite the myriad
of problems swirling around him, he
was chiefly concerned about the sin
that dwelt within him.
Now imagine if the question was
altered slightly, so that it asked,
“What’s wrong with the church?”
Most of us would hardly know where
to start. “What isn’t wrong?” we might
retort. And many of our answers
would be good and accurate.
But I have an eerie suspicion that
few of us (myself included) would
answer this question the way
Chesterton did his.
Even more pointed, what if the
question changed again, this time
asking, “What’s wrong with our
conservative Reformed churches?”
Then what would we say?
In the next series of articles,
my intention is to identify and
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clarify seven of our most glaring
weaknesses as Reformed churches,
not so that we can beat ourselves up
for the sake of getting beaten down,
but with the hopes of confessing our
sins so that we can move upward and
outward in the power of the gospel.
Those subtle yet harmful -isms are
legalism, behaviorism, formalism,
elitism, conservatism, dogmatism,
and exclusivism.
In the remainder of this article, I
want to set the table for this series
by exploring Jesus’ penetrating
words in His beloved Sermon on the
Mount: “Why do you see the speck
that is in your brother’s eye, but do
not notice the log that is in your own
eye? Or how can you say to your
brother, ‘Let me take the speck out
of your eye,’ when there is the log in
your own eye? You hypocrite, first
take the log out of your own eye,
and then you will see clearly to take
the speck out of your brother’s eye”
(Matt. 7:3–5, ESV).
We in the Reformed community
love to talk about God’s sovereign
and undeserved grace, yet are
often quick to speak, slow to
hear, and eager to grow angry.
We are masters at pointing out
the theological weaknesses and
ethical inconsistencies of others,
yet amateurs at identifying and
admitting the giant logs in our own
eyes. We thrive at nitpicking and
criticizing those not like us, yet fail
at effectively wooing outsiders to us.
But why? Why is it so hard for us
to love the truth and our neighbor?
Why are we known more for who
we aren’t than who we are? What is
it that makes us better at winning
arguments than winning souls?
Why do we have such a difficult time
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seeing the logs in our own eye? Let
me suggest three possibilities.

We Don’t Think We Have
Weaknesses
To be sure, we have scores of biblical
and theological categories, including
a doctrine of sin that locates the
problem within us because of the
rebellious act of the one man, Adam.
Yet sometimes there is a giant gap
between our categories and reality.
The reason we often fail to see the
log in our own eyes is because we
don’t think such a log exists. Simply
put, it’s just not there.
We might have some specks that
need rinsing every once and a while,
but on the whole, the problems with
the church are problems found
somewhere else. This was the same
attitude of arrogance displayed so
pathetically in the Pharisees and
scribes in Jesus’ day. They “grumbled
at his disciples, saying, ‘Why do you
eat and drink with tax collectors and
sinners?’ And Jesus answered them,
‘Those who are well have no need of
a physician, but those who are sick. I
have not come to call the righteous
but sinners to repentance’” (Luke
5:30–32).
Could it be that we too often think
we are well? That we are healthy
and strong and beyond the need for
Jesus’ daily grace? That we’ve figured
everything out? That grace got us in
but our traditions and theological
acumen will get us home?
If we are honest, don’t we think that
our churches would be much better
places if everybody just listened to
us?
We are more like the disciples than
unlike them, particularly as we find
them arguing with one another

In the final analysis, as we look at our
churches, some among us just plain
and simply don’t see any logs.

We Know We Have Weaknesses, but They Aren’t as
Bad as Their Weaknesses
It is hard to notice the logs in our
eyes when we are so focused on the
specks in others. Of course, from
our vantage point, those specks are
more like sequoias. The bigger their
problems appear, the smaller ours
become.
This is why we shine at criticizing
people, especially behind their
backs. The worse they are, the better
are we.
We are masters at comparing
ourselves horizontally. It doesn’t take
long to find someone who is worse
off than we are. Jesus called this selfrighteousness. In one of His famous
parables He told the following story
“to some who trusted in themselves
that they were righteous, and treated
others with contempt: ‘Two men
went up into the temple to pray,
one a Pharisee and the other a tax
collector. The Pharisee, standing by
himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank
you that I am not like other men,
extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or
even like this tax collector. I fast
twice a week; I give tithes of all that
I get.’ But the tax collector, standing
far off, would not even lift up his eyes
to heaven, but beat his breast, saying,
‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ I
tell you, this man went down to his
house justified, rather than the other.
For everyone who exalts himself
will be humbled, but the one who
humbles himself will be exalted”
(Luke 18:9–14).
The reason we excel at pointing
out other people’s problems is not
primarily to make them look bad. It’s
so that we look good. Truth be told,
we know we have plenty of issues.
But rather than repenting, we’d

rather make ourselves look shinier
next to those dirty people over there.
Churches outside our circles do have
problems. But Satan’s goal is to get
us to ignore ours because we focus
entirely on theirs. We are not unlike
Adam and Eve, our first parents,
who shifted the spotlight from
themselves by throwing someone
else under the bus.

me!

about which of them was the
greatest, just moments after Jesus
announced His imminent suffering.

We Know We Have Weaknesses, but We Aren’t Sure
What They Are

Not every member of a Reformed
church is a self-righteous, obnoxious
Pharisee. Many of us are keenly
aware of our own shortcomings and
sins.
Yet I’m convinced that we don’t do
a very good job at identifying these
things specifically and practically.
We confess our corporate and
personal sins every Sunday, but they
often remain general and safe. “We
have sinned against you,” instead of
“Forgive us for thinking we are better
than that church next door.”
We are quick to affirm total depravity
as a doctrine, yet slow to see how it
affects the way we think, feel, and act
in everyday life.

The saying is true, “The first step to
recovery is admitting you have a
problem.” But an alcoholic will not
be helped until he admits that his
actual problem is with alcohol, and
not something else.

When is the last time our churches
preached a series on repentance?
When is the last conservative
conference you’ve attended that
focused more on our weaknesses
than the on weaknesses of other
movements? Not as individual
Christians but as conservative and
confessional churches? Of course,
conference organizers know that
such self-deprecating topics might
fail to draw attendees. Who wants
to spend a weekend getting beat
up when it’s so much easier (and
enjoyable) beating up others?
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I’m not suggesting that we need
to create problems that aren’t
really there. By the grace of God,
many of our churches are healthy
in important regards. But we
make progress best when we take
inventory, and taking inventory
means being honest about strengths
and weaknesses.
We must go deeper than the familiar
adage, “We are sinners, saved by
grace.” Indeed, we are. But in what
ways does that sin manifest itself in
our churches? Where and when and
how does our total depravity show
up as a conservative community?
When we acknowledge our ongoing
sin and our particular tendencies,
what sins and what tendencies are
we talking about?

Conclusion
We as a conservative Reformed
community must come to grips
with the actual sins that most easily

entangle us. And we must learn to
grieve them.
James writes, “Submit yourselves
therefore to God. Resist the devil,
and he will flee from you. Draw
near to God, and he will draw near
to you. Cleanse your hands, you
sinners, and purify your hearts, you
double-minded. Be wretched and
mourn and weep. Let your laughter
be turned to mourning and your joy
to gloom. Humble yourselves before
the Lord, and he will exalt you”
(James 4:7–10).
Wonderful things happen when we
humble ourselves. Though painful at
the time, getting the log out of our
corporate eyes will only better our
vision of Jesus and our brothers and
sisters around us.
Life in Him and conformity to Him
is our great goal. Repentance of sin
without the grace of the gospel still
leaves us gazing downward and

inward rather than looking upward
and outward. For this reason, after
walking through the seven -isms
that tend to accompany conservative
Reformed churches, we’ll explore how
the gospel of Jesus is their ultimate
antidote and our supreme hope.
But before we hear how the
gospel’s good news addresses our
weaknesses, we must identify and
clarify what those weaknesses are.
Peter writes, “For it is time for
judgment to begin at the household
of God” (1 Pet. 4:17a).
May God give us the grace of
humility.

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

THOSE WERE THE DARK AGES, the days of knights
and castles and kings and queens, of monasteries,
Vikings, and monks. But one monk stood out from
all the rest. One monk stood firm for the truth he
believed though no one stood with him at all. This is
the story of Gottschalk of Orbais, a light of truth in
the darkness of his age—a light of truth in ours.
This book is intended for junior high and high school
ages. Because this story is intriguing and the history
of Gottschalk is not well-known, adults will also
enjoy this book and find it profitable.
Hardcover, 160 pages, retail price $17.95
Available in print and ebook
Written & illustrated by Connie L. Meyer
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A Multitude of Counselors:

Benefits of Reading Books About the Bible

I

t seems everyone has an opinion
to publish these days, and with the
advent of social media, everyone
has a venue for getting it in print. In
the past, only material that had made
the editorial cut would be circulated
more broadly in books or magazines.
Blogs and Facebook, however, enable
anyone to write anything and have it
read throughout the world. Though
e-publishing is booming in our day,
most of this writing lacks peer review
to ensure quality. Ecclesiastes seems
to echo our own exhaustion from all
the chatter: “Of making many books
there is no end, and much study is a
weariness of the flesh” (Eccles. 12:12).
The abundance of bad reading
material can tempt us to despair. We
must not, however, forget the value of
making and reading books. Though
weary of the so-called wisdom of the
world, the Preacher in Ecclesiastes
did not abandon all studying and
all reading: “The words of the wise
are like goads, and like nails firmly
fixed are the collected sayings; they
are given by one Shepherd.” Craig
Bartholomew explains that wise
words “prod us into wise action and,
like nails firmly embedded, provide
us with a place that holds us.”1

In this article, we will consider the
great value of reading the words of the
wise that are found in good biblical
and theological books.

The Importance of Reading
Although there have been some
exceptions in history, most people
recognize the value of reading. The
Greek philosopher Plato felt that
reading hindered true knowledge.
Oral learning, memorization, and

recitation were for him the key to
wisdom. While there is a legitimate
distinction to be made between
listening (a more passive learning)
and reading (a more active learning),
Plato regrettably widened that into an
unwarranted divide.2
The advantages of learning through
reading are widely recognized.
There is, however, a most important
reason for Christians to develop
their reading abilities, one that goes
beyond pragmatics and pedagogy.
The very medium of God’s Word (i.e.,
words written on paper) has huge
ramifications for Christian learning.
Brian Lee explains: “The Bible exists
because our God speaks, and because
he not only speaks, he also writes.”
In light of this fact, “God’s revelation
demands the literacy of his people.”3
Our social-media-saturated culture
has had a profound effect on our
ability to give sustained attention to
God’s own voice. And because God’s
voice comes to us in a lengthy written
form—a slowly unfolding narrative—
Christians do well to cultivate their
reading skills.

The Importance of Reading
Secondary Literature
Before we detail some particular
benefits of reading, we must
distinguish two different kinds of
written sources: primary literature
and secondary literature. Primary
literature is original, unfiltered
writing, whereas secondary literature
is based upon primary texts. As an
example, in Heroes of the City of Man,
Peter Leithart analyzes and interprets
ancient stories like The Iliad and
The Odyssey by Homer.4 Leithart’s
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book is secondary literature, and the
original stories by Homer are the
primary texts. Secondary literature
analyzes and interprets the contents
of a primary text. Throughout church
history, Christians not only have read
the Bible (primary literature) but also
have written and read books about the
Bible (secondary literature) in order
to aid their understanding of the
Bible. The magazine you are currently
holding, The Outlook, is itself an
example of secondary literature.
It is interesting that at the end of 2
Timothy, the apostle Paul asked for two
different kinds of reading materials:
“When you come, bring the cloak that
I left with Carpus at Troas, also the
books, and above all the parchments”
(2 Tim. 4:13). Paul’s request for
books (Greek: biblia) seems to mean
biblical scrolls (primary literature),
and his reference to parchments
(Greek: membranas) seems a likely
reference to other Christian writings
(secondary literature).5
In his famous Lectures to My Students,
Charles Spurgeon made clear that
every minister has in his possession
a deep well from which to draw: the
Bible. He wrote, “In the Bible we
have a perfect library, and he who
studies it thoroughly will be a better
scholar than if he had devoured the
Alexandrian Library entire.”6 Yet
Spurgeon also recognized that it was a
great hindrance to suffer from “slender
apparatus” (i.e., lack of secondary
literature). He devoted several pages
of suggestions to ministers for how
to gain access to more books written
about God’s Word because of the great
value of reading secondary literature:
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“Up to the highest measure of their
ability, [churches] should furnish
their minister not only with the food
that is needful to sustain the life of his
body, but with mental nourishment,
so that his soul may not be starved. A
good library should be looked upon
as an indispensible part of church
furniture.”7
This in no way downplays the
superiority and indispensability of
the Bible, but it does illustrate the
special value of secondary literature.
If Spurgeon saw the great importance
of books for pastors, those who have
been rigorously trained in seminary,
books would seem to be at least as
beneficial—if not more so—to those
who have not had formal training in
biblical and theological studies.8

The Benefits of Reading
Secondary Literature
There are many good reasons to
regularly read books and articles
about theology and biblical studies.
Here are a few of note:

1

Reading secondary literature makes
us better readers of the Bible itself.
Any opportunity we take to improve
our reading skills makes us better
readers of Scripture. Tony Reinke ably
notes the connection between the
two: “Honestly, I think we read our
Bibles poorly because we read all of
our nonfiction books poorly. To better
read our Bibles, or any nonfiction
book, we must work to improve
our reading skills. Sharpening our
reading skills will improve how we
read and how we benefit from all
our nonfiction books—including the
most important Book of them all.”9
There are, of course, great benefits to
reading fiction books in addition to
nonfiction or secondary literature.
The interview with Glenda Mathes in
this issue of The Outlook wonderfully
describes how. But whether it is
fiction or nonfiction, when we read
literature other than the Bible, we
improve a number of skills that make
us better readers of the Bible.
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2

Reading secondary literature
helps us cultivate love for God.
Jesus answered the Phariseelawyer’s question about the greatest
commandment in the law by stating:
“You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your mind” (Matt.
22:27). This is a far cry from the
overly emotive, sappy, sentimental
view of love embraced widely in
our culture. Jesus shows that the
mind must be active in our love for
God.10 Donald Whitney explains the
connection between love of God and
learning: “What God wants most
from you is your love. And one of
the ways He wants you [to] show love
and obedience to Him is by Godly
learning. God is glorified when we
use the mind He made to learn of
Him, His ways, His Word, and His
World.”11 Secondary literature gives
us insight into God’s Word that helps
to fuel our love for God.

3

Reading secondary literature helps
us to learn Scripture in community.
The Christian faith is not an
individualistic affair. God has called
together a church, a gathering of
people from every tribe and tongue to
worship and glorify Him corporately
(Rev. 7:9–10). What is more, this
community engages in mutual,
“one another” care (cf. 1 Cor. 12:25;
1 Thess. 5:11; Gal. 5:13; Col. 3:13)
and instruction of one another. Paul
tells the Colossians, “Let the word of
Christ dwell in you richly, teaching
and admonishing one another in
all wisdom” (Col. 3:16). And the
Thessalonians: “Therefore encourage
one another with these words” (1
Thess. 4:18).
Gene Veith notes that the corporate
character of the church has a direct
bearing on the corporate study of
God’s Word: “[T]he act of reading
God’s Word . . . takes place not merely
as part of one’s private devotions
but also in the church. Here God’s
Word is read together by his people;
it is studied, and it is preached.”12

The Old Testament sages stressed
the importance of an “abundance
of counselors” (Prov. 11:14; 24:6),
and in subsequent history, the most
common way Christians have learned
the Word of God is through the
teaching of others. The Westminster
Shorter Catechism highlights this
corporate context: “The Spirit of God
maketh the reading, but especially the
preaching of the Word, an effectual
means of convincing and converting
sinners, and of building them up
in holiness and comfort, through
faith, unto salvation” (WSC Q.89;
cf. WLC Q.155) The teaching of
others includes sermons, Sunday
school classes, conferences, and
radio broadcasts, but as Jerry Bridges
notes, “it also includes the reading of
Christian books.”13 Even when two

learning from them. As an example:
my use of numerous citations and
endnotes in this article is an effort
to model this very thing. I have met
only three of the teachers I have cited
below, and of those three, the closest
one lives more than eighteen hundred
miles away! Nevertheless, I have
been able to spend hours with them
through their writings.

5

or three are unavailable to gather in
Christ’s name, secondary literature
still allows Christians to learn God’s
Word with others. This leads us to our
next point.

4

Reading secondary literature helps
us learn from skilled teachers who
are otherwise inaccessible. Because
Christ’s church consists of people who
are temporally and spatially removed
from us, many of its finest teachers
are inaccessible to us. Secondary
literature, however, enables us to read
Scripture in community even with
them.
Teachers who are no longer living
come to life, as it were, through their
books. Joel Beeke explains that godly
conversation “ought not to exclude the
reading of godly treatises of former

ages which promote holiness. Luther
said that some of his best friends were
dead ones.” Beeke concludes, “Let
[the] divines of former ages become
your spiritual mentors and friends.”14
I will never have the opportunity to
sit under the preaching and teaching
of John Calvin, Athanasius, Herman
Bavinck, Chrysostom, or John Owen,
to name only a few. Yet through their
writings, I have indeed been taught by
these men.
Some teachers live too far away from
us or are people with whom we cannot
develop a personal acquaintance. In
former times, we would be unable
to benefit from their tutelage. But
through books and articles, many
people, regardless of distance or
familiarity, are able to spend time

Reading secondary literature
helps us to learn from specialized
teachers. Though as Christians
indwelt by the Holy Spirit there is a
sense in which we have no need for
any man to teach us (1 John 2:27), this
does not minimize the importance
and value of reading in community,
a point we have considered already.
After all, Christ’s body, the church,
consists of many different members
with many different gifts (1 Cor. 12:1–
31). When it comes to the study of
God’s Word, different people possess
gifts and skill sets not possessed by
others. Some are experts in Greek.
Others are knowledgeable in church
history. Some Christians are skillful
apologists and debaters while others
have devoted their time to studying
systematic theology or Hebrew.
Reading the writings of others allows
us to learn from those with unique
expertise and specialization. When
we have questions, we do not need
to start from scratch and become
masters of an entirely new area.
Instead, secondary literature helps
us to find answers from experts who
have trod this path already.

6

Reading secondary literature
helps us to learn about issues we
might otherwise overlook. Because
we naturally gravitate toward topics
that interest us, reading secondary
literature helps us to become
informed about important matters
that we might not otherwise consider.
Thomas Murphy, a nineteenthcentury Presbyterian pastor, urged
ministers to devote considerable time
and energy to perusing the periodical
literature (i.e., magazines, journals,
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and newspapers) of the day.15 Why?
Murphy explains: “There are grave
questions of the times which it will
not do for [pastors] to be ignorant
of, or to understand only in a vague
manner. . . . [T]here are living issues
which the pulpit must take up; there
are present wants that it must meet;
there are current thoughts in religious
and other periodicals which should
stimulate the heart and mind of
every preacher.”16 And yet it is not
ministers only who must understand
the ideas and issues of the present
day. The apostle Peter urged all in his
Christian audience: “[I]n your hearts
honor Christ the Lord as holy, always
being prepared to make a defense to
anyone who asks you for a reason for
the hope that is in you” (1 Pet. 3:15).

Suggestions for Becoming
Better Readers
Reading books and articles about the
Bible and theology is of great benefit
to us. And yet many of us feel far
too busy to read. What can we do to
improve our own reading practices
and encourage a culture of reading in
our churches and our families? Here
are a few suggestions:

1

Make time to read. If we are
honest with ourselves, we know
that we always make time to do what
we like. If we work hard to cultivate
a love of reading, we will find that
every day contains some time to
read secondary literature. If you
start with easier books and start by
reading during times ordinarily spent
watching television or “vegging,”
you will have an easier time making
reading a habit.

2

Read good books. Ask your pastor
to recommend some classic
Christian books or books that will
dovetail with his preaching and
teaching. Good reading material will
more easily cultivate a love of reading
and a hunger for more.

3

Read Christian periodicals. The
Outlook, Christian Renewal, Modern
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Reformation, World Magazine—these
kinds of secondary sources will give
you an array of shorter readings on a
wide range of topics.

4

Go public with your reading.
Always keep a book on hand for
your train ride, lunch break, or wait
at the DMV. Talk with people about
things you are reading and solicit
their feedback. To encourage reading
in others, consider purchasing books
and periodical subscriptions for them
as gifts. Make sure to follow up and
ask them about what they are reading.
Though it will eventually become
very enjoyable, developing new
reading habits will likely take some
effort. Tony Reinke explains: “When
we set out to read important books,
we can expect opposition from our
hearts. Reading is a discipline, and
all disciplines require self-discipline,
and self-discipline is the one thing
our sinful flesh will resist.”17 Yet
remember the great gift that we
have in reading. God has made us
His own through the work of Jesus
Christ and has given us His Word
to draw us unto Himself and teach
us about His plan of redemption.
The more we read God’s Word, the
more we know God. The better we
understand God’s Word, the better
we know God. And this knowledge
is not just cerebral; it is a most
marvelous and delightful experience.
J. I. Packer sums it up well: “Well
might God say through Jeremiah,
‘Let him that glories glory in this,
that he understands and knows me’—
for knowing God is a relationship
calculated to thrill a person’s heart.”18
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Fiction’s Delight and Truth

H

ow do you view fiction? Simply as mindless
amusement? A waste of time better spent
studying Scripture or reading edifying
nonfiction? Or do you appreciate excellent fiction for
the ways it generates delight and proclaims truth?
The biblical Preacher “sought to find words of delight,
and uprightly he wrote words of truth” (Eccles. 12:10,
ESV). Through the ages, literature’s twofold purpose
has been viewed as delight and truth.
Readers and writers may revel in novels with beautiful
language and complex characters, which engage and
entertain far more than shallow or poorly written
books. Fiction can be a legitimate leisure pursuit,
particularly when novels reflect the Truth.

Delight
Fiction entertains. After a busy day, many people
love to sink into an easy chair and pick up a novel.
Imaginative stories refresh weary minds and spirits.
God established a creation pattern of work followed
by rest, and his image-bearers may delight in his good
gifts of literature and leisure.

Mrs. Glenda
Mathes

The Bible extensively uses creative devices to convey truth.
Prophets told imaginary narratives, including Nathan’s
story convicting David of his sin (2 Sam. 12). Jesus taught
truth through fiction: A man scatters seed or buys a pearl or
discovers buried treasure. A father loves the libertine as well
as the legalistic son. A sheep wanders off, and a coin rolls out
of sight. “With many such parables he spoke the word to them,
as they were able to hear it” (Mark 4:33, ESV).
Godawa writes, “As we enter into the stories and see ourselves
in them, we see truth in a way that mere logical or doctrinal
discourse simply cannot evoke” (Word Pictures, p. 70).
Christians should study God’s Word and read secondary
literature (see Andrew Compton’s compelling arguments
in this issue) as well as other fine works of nonfiction. But
Scripture shows that we may also embrace quality fiction.

Image-Bearers
Created in God’s image, people have intrinsic dignity and
creativity. They can read, speak, reason, love, and worship.
They imagine and make, crafting quilts or sculptures, cakes or
paintings, blog posts or fiction.

Leland Ryken writes, “A person with a Christian
worldview has a reason to value enjoyment and the
enlightened use of leisure time in ways that the human
race at large does not. Christians are the last people in
the world who should feel guilty about the enjoyment
of literature” (The Christian Imagination, p. 149).
As Bible believers and image-bearers, Christians
should be discerning readers who enjoy fiction’s
many pleasures: expanding personal horizons,
promoting authentic empathy, continuing civilization’s
conversation, and revealing biblical truth.

Bible Believers
Christians should primarily read God’s Word. And the
more carefully we read Scripture, the more we see our
freedom to read imaginative stories.
In Word Pictures: Knowing God Through Story and
Imagination, Brian Godawa writes: “Roughly 30
percent of the Bible is rational propositional truth
and laws, while 70 percent of the Bible is story, vision,
symbol and narrative—that is, image” (p. 53).
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When we exercise creativity, we
dimly reflect the Creator. In The
Mind of the Maker, Dorothy Sayers
draws analogies between the Trinity
and the threefold nature of human
creativity. About reading, she writes:
“For the reader . . . the book itself is
presented as a threefold being. First:
The Book as Thought—the Idea of the
book existing in the writer’s mind. .
. . Secondly: the Book as Written—
the Energy or Word incarnate, the
express image of the Idea. . . . Thirdly:
the Book as Read—the Power of its
effect upon and in the responsive
mind” (pp. 113–15).
The author images the Creator in
crafting a fictional work, but the
reader reflects God’s triune nature
in assimilating a book’s idea, energy,
and power. Both writing and reading
implement imagination and creativity.
God created a marvelous cosmos,
teeming with amazing features and
incredible creatures. He crowned
creation with us as his image-bearers.
Why shy from artistic expressions of
creativity?

Discerning Readers
A discerning reader views every novel
through a robust Christian worldview
that includes biblical knowledge and
artistic appreciation.
Like the Bereans, discerning readers
compare what they read with what
Scripture teaches. This doesn’t mean
constantly and consciously assessing
every sentence. But biblical knowledge
must govern the thought process in
determining whether or not a book
is good. Does it portray humanity as
essentially good or essentially sinful
and in need of redemption? How does
it reflect God’s truth or the devil’s lies?
A discerning reader may read dark
fiction depicting the biblical reality of
broken people living in a fallen world.
Genuinely realistic fiction, however,
must be pierced by glimmers of
redemption’s light. (Pornographic or
gratuitously violent material should
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be avoided, despite possible claims of
redeeming value.)
The discerning person does not read
only safe or banal fiction that never
causes uncomfortable feelings or
engages the brain. Such novels fail
to acknowledge life’s pain or beauty.
Reading only novels that generate
warm, fuzzy feelings is like eating
only cotton candy.
Christians may read a range of styles,
according to personal limits and taste,
as long as we determine fiction’s value
on biblical principles. But there’s
more to being discerning than simply
knowing sound doctrine. God’s artistry
shines in His Word and His world,
and we should learn to recognize and
appreciate artistic expression.
Scripture repeatedly shows God’s love
for beauty and excellence. Artisans
skillfully wrought valuable textiles
into priestly garments, glinting with
gold and colorful gems, which God
designed “for glory and for beauty”
(Exod. 28:40, ESV, emphasis added).
God’s creation testifies to His love
for splendor and intricacy. From the
glowing red of a lunar eclipse to the
elaborate mechanism of a tiny cell,
we see how much our Creator enjoys
astounding beauty and complex
design.
Well-written fiction demonstrates
artistic and literary excellence. In
an engaging narrative, believable
characters progress through conflict
to resolution. Vivid imagery and
figurative language add beauty and
meaning while propelling the plot.
Discerning Christians read through
the dual lens of biblical truth and
literary excellence.

Excellent Fiction
Some Christians advocate realism
that embraces disturbing images and
words. Others promote work that is
overtly evangelistic but aesthetically
poor. Still others believe art should
be judged by aesthetic standards

within biblical parameters. Fiction
can be realistic without being vulgar,
evangelistic without being didactic,
and beautiful without being esoteric.
Bret Lott explains fiction differences
this way to his college students:
I tell them that literary fiction
is fiction that examines the
character of the people involved
in the story, and that popular
fiction is driven by plot. Whereas
popular fiction, I tell them, is
meant primarily as a means of
escape, one way or another, from
this present life, a kind of book
equivalent of comfort food,
literary fiction confronts us with
who we are and makes us look
deeply at the human condition.
(Letters and Life: On Being a
Writer, on Being a Christian, p. 14)
Excellent fiction goes beyond pageturning action and predictable plots
to a skillfully constructed narrative
about complex characters. As it
engages the mind and emotions with
beautiful language and meaningful
story, the reader enjoys multiple
pleasures.

Expanded Horizons
Through fiction, our self-contained
existences transcend geographic,
ethnic, and time barriers. We
experience the underbelly of
Victorian London with Pip, whose
Great Expectations end up inverting
his perspective as much as a convict
on a desolate marsh once inverted his
small body. We travel by spaceship to
Perelandra with Ransom, who slogs
through an interminable fight with
evil. Though settings and struggles
of characters may be far removed
from personal experience, we share
common fears and hopes.
Why explore fictional places and
feelings? C. S. Lewis answers in An
Experiment in Criticism:
What then is the good of—what is
even the defence for—occupying
our hearts with stories of what

never happened and entering
vicariously into feelings which
we should try to avoid having in
our own person? Or of fixing our
inner eye earnestly on things that
can never exist . . . ? The nearest I
have yet got to an answer is that
we seek an enlargement of our
being. We want to be more than
ourselves. . . . We want to see with
other eyes, to imagine with other
imaginations, to feel with other
hearts, as well as our own. (p. 137)
Reading literary fiction expands
our horizons and enriches our lives.
We discover shared emotions that
touch our heartstrings, reverberating
humanity’s common chords.

Authentic Empathy
Christians should be known for
their compassion. Sadly, we are often
judgmental, insular, and unloving.
Excellent fiction cracks our selfabsorbed shells and pours empathy
into our souls. Fictional struggles of
realistic characters cultivate more
understanding for real people.
Julianne Chiaet described a study
supporting this in an online Scientific
American article entitled “Novel
Finding: Reading Literary Fiction
Improves Empathy.” Subjects who
read literary fiction displayed an
increased ability “to infer and
understand other people’s thoughts
and emotions” over those who read
genre or popular fiction.
With Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird,
we grow in our understanding of black
victims and social outcasts. Through
reading Island of the World by Michael
O’Brien, we share Josip’s trauma—due
to horrific destruction of his Balkan
village and dehumanizing torture in
a Communist concentration camp—
and rejoice in his redemption and
healing through faith.
Reading about unfamiliar struggles
increases our compassion for others.
It may even help us better understand
the sin within ourselves.

Civilization’s Conversation
When we read fiction, particularly
classics, we participate in civilization’s
ongoing conversation. In The Two
Towers, Sam Gamgee speaks about
the “the old songs and tales . . . that
really mattered, or the ones that stay
in the mind” (p. 321). Classic stories
multiply experiential knowledge and
share timeless meaning.
No individual can conceive or
encounter everything in one lifetime,
but through fiction we learn from many
lives. Gene Edward Veith Jr. writes,
“When ideas and experiences can be
written down, they are, in effect, stored
permanently. People are no longer
bound by their own limited insights
and experiences, but they can draw on
those of other people as well. Instead of
continually starting over again, people
can build upon what others have
discovered and have written down”
(Reading Between the Lines: A Christian
Guide to Literature, p. 19).
Christians can benefit from classics
that distill the accumulated wisdom
and beauty of the ages in an accessible
form.

Biblical Truth
Truth in fiction reflects God’s
truth. Postmodernists and literary
deconstructionists deny this axiom,
but it reflects a Christian worldview
espoused by theologians through the
centuries.
Augustine urged every “true
Christian” to “understand that
wherever truth may be found, it
belongs to his Master” (On Christian
Doctrine, II.18). John Calvin wrote:
“All truth is from God” (Commentary
on Titus 1:12). Herman Bavinck
proclaimed God as “truth in its
absolute fullness . . . the original truth,
the source of all truth, the truth in all
truth” (Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 2, p.
209).
The Canterbury Tales, told by fictitious
pilgrims of dubious character, convict

readers of their own hypocrisy.
Macbeth depicts the power of evil
warring within a heart. Rev. John
Ames, dying in his hometown of
Gilead, awakens our souls to life’s
piercing beauty.
Fiction—classic or contemporary—
advocates the author’s view of what
is true. Christians must consider the
“truth” being communicated in light
of the One who is the way, the truth,
and the life (John 14:6).
When reading fiction, we should aim
for an appropriate balance. We need
neither reject it as a waste of time nor
immerse ourselves in poorly written
work.
Leland Ryken writes, “Christians
should neither undervalue nor
overvalue literature. Literature is
not exempt from artistic, moral, and
intellectual criticism. Yet its gifts to the
human race are immeasurable: artistic
enrichment, pleasurable pastime,
self-understanding, clarification of
human experience, and, in its highest
reaches, the expression of truth and
beauty that can become worship of
God” (The Christian Imagination, p. 32).
Christians may embrace the delight
and truth of excellent fiction. While
we enjoy its beauty and other
pleasures, we participate in an
ongoing conversation that increases
our understanding of ourselves and
others. We may even discover that
fiction brings us closer to God.

Glenda Faye Mathes writes across
genres for all generations. Her
fiction and nonfiction convey
timeless truths about literary
excellence. She and her husband,
David, live on a wooded acreage
in Iowa and teach catechism to
fourth-grade students at Covenant
Reformed Church (URC) in Pella.
She regularly blogs at her website:
glendafayemathes.com
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Glenda Mathes Interview

Glenda Mathes is a familiar name to
many readers within the Reformed
community. Reformed Fellowship
carries her workbook in the Life in
Christ curriculum, Not My Own:
Discovering God’s Comfort in the
Heidelberg Catechism. Reformed
Fellowship also publishes Little One
Lost: Living with Early Infant Loss,
which brings biblical hope from
a Reformed perspective to those
grieving such losses or those who
seek to comfort those who mourn.
Her devotionals, A Month of Sundays:
31 Meditations on Resting in God and
Discovering Delight: 31 Meditations
on Loving God’s Law, go beyond
most modern devotionals by digging
deeply in Scripture while applying the
Word to the reader’s heart. Glenda
contributes regularly to Christian
Renewal and The Messenger (the
newsletter of Mid-America Reformed
Seminary) and speaks to women’s
groups in a variety of venues,
including prison.

What Outlook readers may not
realize is that Glenda Faye Mathes
also writes fiction. All three novels of
her Matthew in the Middle series are
now available on Amazon: Matthew
Muddles Through, Matthew Makes
Strides, and Matthew Moves Ahead.
The Outlook recently interviewed her
about this juvenile fiction series.
Outlook: Glenda, I understand you’ve
written a series for young readers.
Who is your target audience with
these books?
Glenda Faye Mathes: The novels are
aimed at middle graders, ages eight to
twelve, but readers of other ages are
enjoying them as well. Many parents
share that they’re reading them to
their children and how the entire
family loves them.

Compiled
by the Editor

Because I have six grandsons and
I care about providing them with
excellent literature, I wrote this firstperson narrative with boys in mind.
Lots of boys tell me how much they
like the books, but I keep hearing from
girls and adults who also identify with
Matthew and his struggles.
Outlook: What are some of Matthew’s
struggles?
GFM: Matthew is a PK, a preacher’s
kid, who’s the middle child in the
family of a minister within the Dutch
Reformed tradition. His house is so
small he has to share a room with his
annoying younger brother, and his
church is so small his catechism class
meets in his living room. He struggles
with friends who tease him, teachers
who pick on him, and concerns about
his mom’s health. He’s fascinated with
military exploits but faces paralyzing
fears. And he longs to attend the
Cadet International Camporee, but
everything seems to go against him.

Outlook: How does the setting of a
Dutch Reformed family play out in
these books?
GFM: Within the context of engaging
stories, readers see this family
regularly attending church and
practicing daily devotions. But more
than that, readers see how their faith
informs their living. The Christian
life is more than religious routine for
Matthew and his family; it’s a vibrant
current that surges through these
people, shaping their thoughts, words,
and actions. Is this family perfect? Far
from it. But by God’s grace, they grow
in the process of sanctification.
Young readers won’t see big
theological words in the books, but
they will see how Matthew progresses
in many ways. He comes to accept
and appreciate people who are very
different from himself. He attempts
to get along with obnoxious friends
and brothers. He overcomes fear by
trusting in God. And he learns more
and more what it means to take the
Cadet theme song to heart by living
for Jesus.
Outlook: What specific reviews have
you received for these books?
GFM: God has blessed this series
with terrific endorsements. Jeanie
B. Cheaney writes: “The real texture
of life is found in ordinary, everyday
occurrences, but it takes a special gift
to make these seem extraordinary.”

Douglas Bond says I write with
“energy and intentionality” and that
young people “will feel like the author
knows them, is inside their heads,
so intimate is her knowledge of her
readers.” Simonetta Carr says, “There
are surprises along the way, and
important lessons as Matthew strives
to overcome his fears and to be more
like the heroes he admires.” Chaplain
Paul T. Berghaus believes I do “an
excellent job portraying the trauma,
excitement, and relief of events
where great danger and courage are
present” and applauds me “for taking
up topics of fear, loss, courage, and
authentic masculinity.” Norm Bomer
says the author “pegs fun, insightful,
and altogether natural word pictures”
and that the “young boy in the heart
of Glenda Faye Mathes is us—and he
comes to life with rich and believable
detail, warmly testifying to God’s
love in real time.” Dick Broene,
Executive Director for Calvinist
Cadet Corps, recommends the books
for any young boy “especially a Cadet
who has actually participated in an
International Camporee” and calls it
a “tale well told.” Best-selling author
Sigmund Brouwer loves Matthew
with his “humorous voice, active
imagination, and fledgling faith” and
says, “Because Matthew Moves Ahead
in realistic ways that reflect universal

childhood disappointments and joys,
readers will love Matthew, too.” I’ve
overwhelmed with God’s goodness
in provided such outstanding
endorsements from people with
recognized expertise.
Outlook: What are your hopes or
goals for this series?
GFM: I want to engage readers with
an entertaining story, while helping
them grow in their appreciation for
quality literature and their love for
the Lord. So much fiction for young
people—even highly popular and
successful fiction—doesn’t qualify as
literature. Too much of it seems little
more than glorified garbage. Giving
inferior novels to young readers is
like feeding kids junk food. Children
acquire a taste for what they’re fed,
and they need a healthy diet of quality
reading material.
But more than simply providing
entertaining and well-written stories,
I want to show readers how vibrantly
they can live by loving the Lord.
Christianity isn’t banal or restrictive;
it’s festive and expansive. We can enjoy
reading and camping and eating—all
things—for God’s glory.
That’s my goal for this series as in
everything I do, not to bring fame
or wealth to myself (which I don’t
anticipate will ever happen); but
somehow doing it all for the church’s
good and God’s glory.
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BookRe
Matthew Muddles Through;
Matthew Makes Strides; Matthew
Moves Ahead
From the series Matthew in the
Middle. By Glenda Faye Mathes.
2014, 2015. Paper, Ascribelog.
wordpress.com, 214–241 pp. Reviewed
by Rev. W. H. Oord.
Mrs. Glenda Mathes is probably best
known for her reporting on events for
Christian renewal that take place in the
church. I have been most appreciative
of her book, Little One Lost, a book
that deals with the pain that follows the
loss of a dear young child. In this issue,
Glenda Mathes has written an article
on the importance of reading fiction.
It is followed by a wonderful short
interview about some of the work that
she has done.
I don’t remember seeing Glenda in
my house as we were trying to raise
our children, but she certainly had to
be there. Set in the 1990s, her books
tell us about a young PK (preacher’s

kid) named Matthew and the struggles
he goes through as he deals with
everything from his two brothers, to
the neighbor’s dog, to the lawn mower,
to being able to attend the Cadet
International Camporee. As the books
progress, the adventures become more
daring and exciting.
In these books, written in the first
person, Glenda brings her wonderful
sense of humor alive as Matthew deals
with problems that pre-teenage boys
face, and some that, as a parent, I’m
glad mine never faced (that I know of).
Along with the frustrations of being a
middle child, Matthew also deals with
some of the frustrations of being a
preacher’s kid, and some church and
school issues, as well. And then, there’s
that girl . . .
The books are absolutely delightful.
They would make for great reading
to your children or grandchildren at
bedtime (except for the well incident).
They are also easy-to-read chapter
books that will keep a lad’s interest
away from his electronic games.
And you thought Glenda only did the
news.
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The Mystery of the
Abandoned Mill
By Piet Prins. Neerlandia, AB:
Inheritance Publications, 2006. Paper,
127 pp. Reviewed by Rev. J. Julien.
Are you looking for good reading for
your children, or their children, or for
even yourself? Piet Prins has another
exciting, suspense-filled, and yet Godglorifying book for you. This is one of a
series of seven books on the dog Scout
and his three friends. Set in postwar
Netherlands, this amazing dog and the
friends solve the mystery of jewelry
hidden during the Second World War.
Not for one minute is the story dull.
Here is a book that can be enjoyed on a
summer day in the shade, or in a warm
corner as the winter winds blow.
Prins, the pen name of Pieter Jongeling
(1909–1985) was a master at spinning
a yarn but always giving a Christian
emphasis. Yet, he never gave a
sentimental Christian emphasis as so
many writers do today.
Highly recommended.

eview
I & II Thessalonians; I Timothy

To Win Our Neighbors for
Christ—Missiology of the Three
Forms of Unity

By Rev. Henry Vander Kam, Grand
Rapids: Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
2015. Paper, 132, 105 pp. Reviewed by
Rev. W. H. Oord.
New Bible studies are always exciting—
especially when they are Reformed.
That last stipulation can be difficult.
How do you find good, solid Reformed
Bible studies? Reformed Fellowship
is happy to present two Bible studies,
written by Rev. Vander Kam, that have
been out of print for a number of years.
The sixteen lessons in I & II
Thessalonians explore Paul’s defense of
his ministry, his exhortation to godly
living, and his confidence in God’s
faithfulness. Of particular interest
in this Bible study is the Reformed
perspective it offers on those who have
died before the Lord’s return, and how
we are to await His return. In addition,
Rev. Vander Kam offers an explanation
of the antichrist and his eventual defeat.
I Timothy also contains sixteen lessons.
In this Bible study, Rev. Vander Kam
explains Paul’s view of the church. He
begins by focusing on Paul’s advice to
the young Timothy. He moves through
the various offices of the church,
explains the role of women in the
church, and offers insight into Paul’s
view of widows, masters, and slaves.
The study ends with a look at false
teachings and an encouragement to
remain faithful in service to our Lord.
Both Bible studies end each lesson with
questions that will stimulate discussion
within the group.

By Wes Bredenhof. Grand Rapids:
Reformation Heritage Books, 2015.
Paper, xiv, 95 pages. Reviewed by Rev.
J. Julien.

Prayers of Comfort: Daily
Petitions from the Heidelberg
Catechism
By Nancy A. Almodovar, 2015. Paper,
93 pp. Available paperback or Amazon
Kindle. Reviewed by Rev. J. Julien.
As a Reformed people we often study
and regularly hear sermons on the
Heidelberg Catechism. It is certainly a
textbook in Christian comfort. More
than once I have heard people say that
they are partial to catechism sermons.
Of course, this is because these
sermons open up the precious truths
found all through Scripture.
Dr. Almodovar, a recent convert to
the Reformed faith and a member of
the Dayspring URC (Boise, ID), has
given us the results of her insights in
this book. She and her husband used
the Heidelberg for their devotions
and then would turn the answers
into prayer. If you are looking for a
novel but beneficial method of having
devotions, this book would be helpful
because it gives the Lord’s Days,
scriptural references, and a prayer for
each section.

For anyone who believes that the
Reformed faith is anti-mission, here
is a fine little book that says they are
wrong. The author, a minister in the
Canadian Reformed Churches who
will soon be moving to Australia to
a new charge, spends time pointing
out how the Belgic Confession, the
Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons
of Dort are useful for evangelism
and, in fact, emphasize mission work.
In his chapter on the Catechism, he
writes, “Unfortunately, there are still
those who argue that the Heidelberg
Catechism produces churches that are
inward looking and insular. They say
that the Catechism makes us dead to
the calling we have from the Bible to
be witnesses for Christ. I argue that if
that happens and we are poor letters of
Christ, the fault must be only our own,
not the Catechism’s.”
This is a read that is hard to put
down. Every evangelism and mission
committee should study it, along with
every minister, elder, and deacon.
Only those who have been infected
by fundamentalist and “evangelical”
ideas will find it difficult, but they, too,
should read it and learn from it. After
all, if we claim to be Reformed, we had
better be what we say we are.
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(and some special prices to help stretch your budget)
To get the discount prices, please call the Reformed Fellowship office at
1-877-532-8510. You are also invited to browse our new website at www.
reformedfellowship.net for more book selections!
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With Heart & Mouth

17

by Rev. Daniel R. Hyde

4
$ .49

$ .99

“With this commentary, Danny Hyde has
done the Reformed churches a great service
by placing our confession in its historical,
theological, and ecclesiastical contexts
again. By reading it in the light of those
contexts, he brings it to life for us in our
time. Anyone wishing to understand better
the Belgic Confession on its own terms and
as it has been received by the Reformed
churches must consult this intelligent work.”

9

Jesus Loves the Little Childen

Hardcover, 550 pages, 6 x 9”

by Rev. Daniel R. Hyde
Of all the doctrines and practices of historic
Christian churches, whether Eastern
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, or
Reformed, the baptism of children can be
one of the most difficult, especially for
those who grew up in non-denominational
Protestant churches where infant baptism
was not practiced.

8

$ .99

Paperback, 104 pages, 5-1/2 x 8-1/2”

Crisis in the Reformed Churches:
Essays in Commemoration of the
Great Synod of Dort
edited by Rev. Peter Y. De Jong
Under the leadership of editor P. Y. De Jong,
several prominent Reformed writers
contributed to this classic volume on the
Canons of Dort, highlighting the history
and necessity of the Synod of Dort, the key
figures involved in the Synod, and decisions
made at the Synod during the tumultuous
times in the church during the sixties.
Hardcover, 336 pages, 5-3/4 x 8-3/4”

9 .99

$

NEW FOR 2015
Bible Studies on 1 & 2 Thessalonians
by Rev. Henry Vander Kam

NEW FOR 2015
Bible Studies on 1 Timothy
by Rev. Henry Vander Kam
This ever popular study guide shares in 16
lessons, the instruction that an experienced
Paul gives to a young, sometimes insecure
preacher. Relevant for all Christians.
Paperback, 112 pages, 5-1/2 x 8-1/2”

This book is very current for Christ’s Church
and for our lives today. As Paul gives comfort,
encouragement and instruction for the Christians
in Thessalonica, you too will be enriched in your
spiritual walk. The second half of the book offers
valuable studies regarding the end times.
Paperback, 136 pages, 5-1/2 x 8-1/2”
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Mark 6:30-56, 2:17
Mark 7, 2:21
Mark 8, 3:14
Mark 9:1-29, 3:18
Mark 9:30-50, 4:14
Mark 10:1-52, 4:18
Mark 11:1-12:12, 5:14
Mark 11:11, 2:3
Mark 12:12-44, 5:18
Mark 13, 6:12
Mark 14, 6:16
Luke 1:46-47, 6:3
Luke 2:29-32, 5:12
John 12, 5:12
Acts 1, 2:27
Acts 1:9, 3:3
Acts 2:13, 3:29
Acts 2:47, 2:33
Acts 14:23, 2:27
Romans 1:24-25, 5:22
Romans 7:23, 1:4
Romans 8, 3:37

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

I Corinthians 10:13-14, 4:13
1 Corinthians 15:20, 2:38
2 Corinthians 11:23-30, 2:10
Galatians 4:18, 2:36
Ephesians 4:15, 5:33
Colossians 3:1, 4:29
Philippians 3:13, 5:4
1 Timothy 1:15, 6:7
2 Timothy 4:13, 6:23
Titus 1:5, 2:27
Hebrews 10:3-4, 1:4
Hebrews 10:19-23, 5:29; 6:11
Hebrews 11:1, 6:11
James 1:22-25, 2:11
2 Peter 3:11-13, 3:37
I John 5:20-21, 4:13

MINTS Seminary is partnering with
El Shaddai International Ministries
to build chapels for the newly formed
Haitian Reformed Church. MINTS
is seeking donations toward the
$10,000 costs per chapel. Please
contact Rev. Neal Hegeman if you or
your church is interesting in donating
toward the five chapels in 2016,
visiting the field and helping out with
Bible course teaching.
Rev. Neal Hegeman: hegjkm@aol.com

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”
Prov 1:7

TEACHING VACANCY –
NEW ZEALAND
The Reformed Christian School Association in Upper Hutt, New Zealand is
seeking a teacher to teach upper primary at our Christian School. Our aim is
to develop a biblically consistent world and life view in our students based
on the Reformed faith.
Applicants should be committed to the Reformed faith and to Christian
education. This is an exciting opportunity to be part of a small covenant
school, and we look forward to your application. If you have any questions
or would like more information please do not hesitate to contact us.
Short term contracts will be considered. Please forward your C.V. or any
questions you may have to: board@silverstreamchristian.school.nz
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Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
3500 Danube Dr. SW
Grandville, MI 49418-8387
(877) 532-8510

Bible Study materials can be purchased online at www.reformedfellowship.net or
email address: sales@reformedfellowship.net See a listing of some of our publications below!
Bible Studies
Genesis 1-11
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Genesis 25-36 
The Life of Jacob
Rev. Mark Vander Hart

Deuteronomy:
The Law of the Lord as Our Delight
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman

In Living Color
Images of Christ and the Means of Grace
Rev. Daniel R. Hyde
Meeting Jesus at the Feast
Israel’s Festivals and the Gospel

Life in Christ: A Graduated Confessional
Study Course for Grades 5–12, Based on
the Three Forms of Unity and the Westminster Standards

With a Shepherd’s Heart:
Reclaiming the Pastoral Office of the Elder
Dr. John R. Sittema

Learning to Know the Lord
Rev. P. Y. De Jong

But for the Grace of God:
An Exposition of the Canons of Dort
 hat We Believe:
W
An Exposition of the Apostles’ Creed
Dr. Cornelis P. Venema

A Beginning Course in
Christian Doctrine
Rev. P. Y. De Jong & Rev. John R. Sittema

Daniel
Rev. John Piersma

The “Blue” Psalter Hymnal
Little One Lost:
Living with Early Infant Loss
Glenda Mathes

Other Materials

Amos
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Corinthians:
Gospel Power Magnified through
Human Weakness
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Ephesians
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I & II Thessalonians
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

Called to Serve: 
Handbook for Office-bearers
Rev. Michael Brown, ed.

Sacred Bond:
Covenant Theology Explored
Rev. Michael Brown and Rev. Zach Keele

Baptism, Election, & the
Covenant of Grace
Dr. R. Scott Clark

URCNA 2014 Directory
Guard Your Heart
Revs. H. Van der Woerd, W. Oord, D. Poppe

Postmodern Liberalism:
Repainting a Non-Christian Faith
Rev. Casey Freswick

Federal Vision
Dr. Wes Bredenhof

Jesus Loves the Little Children:
Why We Baptize Children

II Timothy & Titus
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

By His Spirit and Word
How Christ Builds His Church
Dr. Cornelis Venema
Open Heart Open Home
Reflections On Biblical Hospitality
Rev. Tony and Arley-Ann Zekveld

NEW!

NEW!
NEW!

NEW!
“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

NEW!

“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

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.

Venema

“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.”

By His Spirit and Word

Bible Studies in Ruth
Dr. L. Charles Jackson

Bible Studies in 1-2 Thessalonians
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

First Book of Christian Doctrine
by Hylkema & Tuuk

Psalms
Walking About Zion:
Singing of Christ’s Church
in the Psalms
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman

I Peter:
Pilgrims Among Pagans
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman

With Heart and Mouth:
An Exposition of the Belgic Confession

Catechism Materials

Genesis 37-50
Joseph and Judah
Rev. Mark Vander Hart

I Peter
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

Bible Studies in 1 Timothy
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

Cornelis P. Venema

By His

Spirit and

WORD

HOW CHRIST

Builds His Church

Call our office for a free brochure of our latest publications: 877.532.8510 Toll-free in Canada and the USA.
ISBN 978-1-935369-08-0
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VISIT our website: www.reformedfellowship.net to subscribe or renew your
subscription to the OUTLOOK, or give a gift subscription to someone you love!

NEW!

