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In a Few

WORDS

1951•••2020
In a recent meeting of the Reformed

Fellowship board the question was
raised: Why do we publish Bible study
material? How does this fit in our
purpose as an organization? This was
not the first time the question has been
raised in our many years of existence.
The answer to this question is found
in the first issue of the Torch and
Trumpet (the name under which our
present-day Outlook first appeared).
The opening article of the first issue,
April-May 1951, answered the question.
Although the article was giving reasons
for the new publication, the board’s
reasoning is still useful for The Outlook,
and the publication of Bible study
material, as well.
The first board was lamenting the
insensitivity of so many in the
Reformed churches who no longer
sensed the real meaning of the
“
Reformed confession and life.” This was
almost seventy years ago. They wrote,
“
Man and women with sharp Reformed
‘feelers’ (Gereformeerde voel-horens)
are becoming almost a curiosity.” The
writers expressed a deep concern about
“the anti-doctrinal, man-centered
modernism” that was current then. We
need only to think about today. Not
much has changed. Then, they made
this statement: “It is our purpose to
arouse those of like mind with us to a
more serious study of the Word and
the Reformed heritage, that we may all
put on the whole armor of God and be
the better equipped to fight the good
fight of faith. We believe the disease of
religious and doctrinal indifference is
making insidious progress among us,
and we would indoctrinate our people
with the truth of God.”

It is true, without question, that
today we are troubled with the same
concerns as our brothers more than
sixty-five years ago. It is for this same
reason that The Outlook and our
many publications are available. We
are people of the confessions, and
we need a biblical emphasis, for the
confessions do not stand without a
strong biblical foundation. Only with
an understanding of Scripture and a
commitment to confessional unity will
we be able to live to the glory of God
in this feeling-centered age. Knowing
what Scripture says is essential.
For years we have published Bible
studies either in the magazine, in books,
or both. Many of the authors are familiar
names among us: H. Vander Kam, J.
Piersma, W. Hendriksen, M. Vander
Hart, J. R. Sittema, W. Boekestein, B.
Najapfour, N. De Jong, among others.
We encourage you to use these studies
in church societies or even individually.
Still, the question comes: Why Bible
studies? Many reasons can be given.
In Bible study we spend time with God’s
holy, inspired, inerrant, and infallible
Word. It must not be a closed and
mysterious book.
We study the Bible with fellow believers
from whom we may learn, as well as
they may learn from us.
Bible study gives us the good things on
which to meditate (Phil. 4:8).
It provides armor so we can withstand
the evil one (Eph.6:11).

Bible study lays before us our spiritual
needs for everyday life. As we see our
sins, it lays before us our daily need of
the Lord.
It gives us a deeper understanding of
God’s truth so we may give testimony of
God’s grace.
Bible study keeps before us our glorious
eternal hope.
The preaching and study of God’s Word
applied by the Holy Spirit work together
to bring Christians to understand God’s
truth.
All of this together, as it is applied by the
Holy Spirit, brings us to grow in the Lord
and sanctification.
Perhaps many more reasons could be
added.
Of course, Bible study material is almost
ubiquitous around us (some good, and
some very bad—some teach heresy,
or nigh unto it). Presently, Reformed
Fellowship offers nineteen possibilities,
and we are anticipating even more.
Further, we are seeking to make them
more useful.
“Blessed are those who keep his
testimonies, who seek him with their
whole heart” (Ps. 119:2, English Standard
Version).

Rev. Jerome Julien
is a retired minister in the URCNA
living in Hudsonville, MI, and
serves on the board of Reformed
Fellowship. He and his wife, Reita,
are members of Walker URC in
Grand Rapids, MI.
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What Are Your Plans for the

NEWYEAR

O2O

?

Do you have plans for the coming year? What are your
plans? Perhaps you plan to get married, or continue
your studies, or look for a different job, or buy a house,
or travel abroad. Whatever your plans may be, as you
plan, consider what God teaches us in Proverbs 19:21
(English Standard Version): “Many are the plans in
the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the Lord
that will stand.” The Good News Translation puts it
this way: “People may plan all kinds of things, but the
Lord’s will is going to be done.” There is one important
lesson on planning that we can glean from this verse:
Unless our plans are part of God’s eternal plan, they
will not succeed.
Before I elaborate this point, let me first clarify that Proverbs 19:21 does
not discourage or forbid us to make plans. In fact, elsewhere in the Bible
God calls us to plan for our future: “The plans of the diligent lead surely
to abundance” (Prov. 21:5). Or the Good News Translation translates
this verse as, “Plan carefully and you will have plenty.” According to this
verse we are to plan carefully, and yet as we make plans, let us realize
that our plans are subordinate to God’s sovereign will. God’s eternal
plan is supreme over all our plans. Therefore, not all that we plan will
come to pass.
The word plans in Proverbs 19:21 is a translation of the Hebrew verb
khawshab, which means to think of something that you want to do:
“Many are the plans in the mind of a man.” Plans are your thoughts: things
that are going on in your mind or things that you intend to accomplish or
acquire. In fact, in the original the word mind in Proverbs 19:21 can also
be translated as “heart.” That’s why in the King James Version we read,
“There are many devices [or plans] in a man’s heart.”
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The heart is regarded as the center
of a person’s life. Your plans are
what occupy the center of your
life. These are the things that you
care about, or motivate you to live.
For instance, in the parable of the
rich fool, a parable that illustrates
the sin of covetousness, we see
the rich fool making plans—plans
that occupy his entire life:
And he said, “I will do this: I will
tear down my barns and build
larger ones, and there I will store
all my grain and my goods. And I
will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have
ample goods laid up for many
years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.”’
(Luke 12:18–19)
The rich fool made selfish and
greedy plans. But listen to what
God says in Proverbs 19:21: “Many
are the plans in the mind of a man,
but it is the purpose of the Lord
that will stand.” The word purpose
here translates the Hebrew verb
that means to determine. Before
the foundation of the world God
has already determined that which
must happen. We call it his eternal
decree or counsel. Here’s the
analogy: before the creation of the
universe, the three persons of the
Trinity had a council meeting, as it
were. In that meeting they made
a plan—a perfect plan that must
take place. Therefore, and here’s
my point, unless our plans are part
of God’s eternal plan, they will not
succeed.
Let me ask you again, “Do you
have plans for this year—plans that
occupy your mind and heart? What
are they?” Remember this: Before
you were even born, God had
already made a plan for you, and
unless your plans are compatible
with his eternal plan, your plans
will not prosper.

Maybe you plan to get married this
year, have children, graduate from
high school and go to college,
work, or buy a house. But at the
beginning of this year, God may
say to you, “This night your soul is
required of you” (Luke 12:20). You
might get sick and die before the
year ends.
Please don’t think that I’m trying
to scare you. I’m telling you the
truth, so that when you plan, you
will commit your plans to the
Lord. Unless the Lord blesses your
plans, they will fail. The rich fool
did not commit his plans to God.
He did not even involve God in
his thoughts. He thought he was a
wise planner. He indeed became
wise in his own eyes. The Bible
says, “Do not lean on your own
understanding. In all your ways
acknowledge [God] . . . Be not wise
in your own eyes” (Prov. 3:5–7).
Are you a wise planner, or are you
a foolish planner like the rich fool?
Learn to qualify your plans by
saying, “If the Lord wills, we will
live and do this or that” (James
4:15). Learn to pray like Jesus:
“Father, if you are willing, remove
this cup from me. Nevertheless,
not my will, but your, be done”

(Luke 22:42). This ought to be our
prayer as we plan: “Father, I desire
your will to be done, not mine,
because I know your will is always
for my good and for the glory of
your name.”
Whatever plans we have this
year, let’s commit them to the
Lord. Let’s humbly acknowledge
that he is in control of all things.
Someone notes, “Livingstone
planned to go to China, but
God led him to Africa, to be its
missionary-statesman, general
and explorer. Alexander Mackay
prepared for work in Madagascar,
but was directed to Uganda, to
aid in founding one of the most
remarkable missions in the world.
Carey proposed to go to the South
Sea, but was guided divinely to
India, to give the Bible in their native
tongue to its teeming millions.”
You see, God knows what is best
for us. Thus, let’s learn to submit to
his eternal, wise, perfect sovereign
will. Remember, the best place to
be is in the will of God. If you are
doing the Lord’s will, wherever you
are, you are in the best place. And
remember, too, as someone has
said, “The will of God will never
lead you where the grace of God
cannot keep you.”

Happy New Year!
Rev. Brian G. Najapfour
(ThM, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary) has been a minister of the
gospel since 2001 and has served both in the Philippines and in the U.S. He
is the author of many books, including A Hearer of God’s Word: Ten Ways to
Listen to Sermons Better. He blogs at biblicalspiritualitypress.org.
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A Spiritual Checkup for the URCNA...

T

his is the last in a

series of articles
looking at the spiritual
health of the URCNA. I wrote
as an admitted outsider, that
is, not one born, bred, and
buttered in our churches, and
I believe that allowed a more
objective perspective on our
well-being or lack thereof.
Additionally, I wrote as one
who loves our history and
tradition which has flourished
for more than four hundred
years. I desire for that to
continue and to increase, yet
remain deeply concerned as
to whether or not that will
happen. Admittedly, we live
in a low point in the history
of the church universal which
transcends denominations
and affects all of them. Some
of our own condition is
attributable to that, but not all.
My biggest concern is whether
we can accurately self-assess
and correct our course. In my
articles I have tried to evaluate
our spiritual condition. It is
not pretty. I always tried to
offer a corrective in order to
remedy the illnesses. You have

The Outlook | 6

to judge whether I have been successful in
those suggestions. I suggest the test could be
whether or not they are implemented.
Allow me to conclude where I began and
then review the series with concluding
comments.
I began with a plea to diagnose correctly our
condition. In the secession we misdiagnosed
the problem as having to do with issues
(hermeneutics, biblical authority, and their
attendant fruit). The real problem, which
went unrecognized, was spiritual declension
in the lives of our people. Can we admit this?
Will we seek to remedy it? It cannot and will
not be overcome adequately by doubling
down on being more Reformed. This is not a
doctrinal problem (although it has doctrinal
aspects to it) but a spiritual one. The
prescription must fit the malady, and thus it
calls for spiritual solutions. As examples I
surveyed various aspects of the life of our
churches and advocated spiritual solutions.

Rev. Paul T.
Murphy

Let me review.

Love for the Lost
Historically we have been
excellent in making disciples
of our covenant youth, but
biological growth alone
does not fulfill the Great
Commission. Nor does
transfer growth, as in “let
the Pentecostals (or Calvary
Chapel, Baptists, etc.) get ’em
saved and we will make them
Reformed.” We need the heart
of Jesus for those who are
without God and without
hope in the world. We do
not need to program our
churches with evangelistic
efforts. Rather, we need to
program the hearts of our
people to be like Jesus, who
came to seek and to save the
lost.

Elders
As the spiritual fathers of
the congregation, the elders
are to be examples to the
flock by embodying spiritual
maturity, wisdom, and
pastoral care. I suggested we
train and examine men for
this office. We can no longer

afford to fill vacant seats on councils or perform
mere administrative duties. Let the elders lead by
example in every aspect of their lives, as Scripture
expects.

Orthodusty
Doctrinal purity must be coupled with spiritual piety.
The heart of the human problem is the problem of
the human heart. Unless our hearts beat with the
love of God and love for God, we are not properly
orthodox. Christianity is an inside-out religion, that
is, it starts in a renewed heart by the work of the Holy
Spirit and then spreads outward to affect all of life. In
all our teaching and preaching and living we must
aim for the hearts of our people.

Prosperity
Examine the history of the church from Genesis to
the present. Where is the church that has survived
prosperity? I do not see one! We began as humble
immigrant stock, many with no more than the few
dollars in their pocket and their possessions in their
bags. For the most part we are blessed people with
large material blessings. This is in accord with God’s
covenant promises (Deut. 8:18). Will we maintain our
obligations in the covenant? Our orthodoxy cannot
and must not be in our forms but in our hearts filled
with passion and devotion to the Lord. When God
called us to love him with all our heart, soul, mind,
and strength it was not some sort of pre-evangelistic
law in which he knew we would fail and thus cry out
for mercy instead. Rather, he expects us to respond
to is grace with all we are and all we have (read Jerry
Bridges on this for details).

NAPARC2 denomination. He lamented that these
problems were widespread across Reformed-ville,
not just within the URCNA. “We are unhealthy and
in need of a cure,” he said. Is there hope? The head
of the church is also the Great Physician. He has
promised to build his church and the gates of hell
will not prevail against it. Such a promise calls us to
an offensive not defensive posture.
Let us petition God in prayer seeking a fresh move
of the Spirit to fan the embers into flame once again
so that we might be used to make him known to
the ends of the earth until all nations are made his
disciples. Soli Deo gloria!
1. A saying of miners who would test the toxicity of the mine’s
air by sending a canary in to see if it lived. It came to be seen
as an indicator of life or death.
2. NAPARC is the North American Presbyterian and Reformed
Council, www.naparc.org.

Rev. Paul T. Murphy
is the missionary pastor of Messiah’s Reformed Fellowship
(URCNA) in Hell’s Kitchen, NYC. He has been an elder and
pastor for more than thirty years.

Messiah's
Reformed Fellowship

Fear
“Backward Christian Soldiers” is not in our hymnals.
We need to make proper adjustments in order to
be a church that can do ministry in a twenty-firstcentury context. As one of my seminary professors
wrote, “Eternal Word and Changing World: Theology,
Anthropology, and Mission in Trialogue.” Fear
cripples, and we cannot afford such a handicap if we
are to be of service to our Lord.

Losing Our Youth
I stated this was “the canary in the coal mine.”1

What was once our greatest strength—retaining our
youth—has now become a perilous and ominous
barometric index. Can we interpret the signs of the
times and course correct?

Urban Mission
• Urban oriented
• Evangelistic
• A people person
• Strong preacher
• Can serve in the URCNA
• Solid family life
• Preferred: 5 years pastoral experience

Recently I spoke with a minister who had read this
series. The church he pastors belongs to another
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Meeting with God: The Form
and Content of Worship

Our Worship, chapters 1, 4–5, 9–12
If, as my last Outlook series claimed, our culture’s crises of identity, community,
and tradition threaten the survival of the Reformed church in the twenty-first
century, what part can a small and vulnerable community of faith such as ours play
in stemming such a mighty flood?
We have already discussed some possible answers to this question in patterned
ways of living that affirm Christ’s kingdom in all areas of life: families patterning
their homes on gracious hospitality, employees patterning their labor on a weekly
model of work and rest, and individuals patterning their lifestyle on sacrificial
involvement in the local church. But what about the patterns of our life together
as a community of faith when we gather each week to worship God? How does
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Mr. Michael R.
Kearney

the rhythm of corporate worship offer
a joyful and winsome response to the
deterioration of culture and community
around us?
If last year’s series centered on
the somewhat problematical word
“tradition,” this year’s series adds
another problematical word: “liturgy.” By
liturgy I am not referring to vestments,
candles, incense, and other highchurch traditions. Nor do I mean to
broaden the term, as do some Christian

philosophers, to include all of life.1 At
its root, liturgy merely means “public
service” (leitourgia), and what concerns
us here is the specific practices that
constitute the public worship of God.
Simply put, liturgy is the pattern of
our life in God’s house. Patterns
communicate what matters in a
relationship, and the patterns of our
corporate worship communicate
what matters in our relationship with
the Lord. Every church has a liturgy—
even if the liturgy is nothing but a
vehement protest against structure and
tradition. And the form of our liturgy
says something about our identity as
believers and the content of our faith.
It is uncommon to describe a Reformed
church as liturgical or to call a
Reformed worship service a liturgy.
And yet, if you visit several URCNA
congregations around the continent,
you will see (despite some variations
in practice) a fairly large degree of
congruence in how they worship. In
contrast to the freeform style of a
typical nondenominational American
church, the Reformed tradition
possesses a relatively consistent liturgy
reflecting a specific set of beliefs about
worship. But why do we worship as we
do? Too often the scriptural, historical,
and practical reasons for our liturgy
escape us. And if we fail to reflect on
our patterns of worship, we neglect a
beautiful and integral element of the
Reformed tradition.
Unawareness of the Reformed liturgy
is not a new problem. At the turn
of the twentieth century, the Dutch
theologian and statesman Abraham
Kuyper (1837–1920) penned a series
of articles for the Reformed magazine
De Heraut to defend the practices of
corporate worship against ignorance
and abuse. Kuyper later enlarged the
articles and collected them into a book,
Onze Eeredienst, which was translated
into English and published in 2009 as

Our Worship.2 With theological richness,
pastoral warmth, and frank practicality,
Kuyper’s commentary on the Reformed
liturgy fills a need that is still felt today.3
My purpose in writing for The Outlook
this year is to explore the practical
dynamics of Reformed worship with
Kuyper’s book as a guide. I hope such
a discussion will offer encouragement
and insight for pastors, office bearers,
and musicians—those who lead
and facilitate worship. Even more,
however, I hope this series will inspire
all Reformed Christians with a greater
appreciation of the communion of
saints and the holy dialogue between
the Lord and his church that takes
place each Sunday.
For those who wish to follow along
in Kuyper’s original (Our Worship is
available from Eerdmans for $32.00),
I will note the chapters I am drawing
from at the beginning of each article.
I have grouped the thirty-nine short
essays of Our Worship into six
general themes: Form and Content,
Gathering and Dialogue, Confession
and Forgiveness, Prayer and Song,
The Word Read and Preached, and
Sacraments and Offices. Since
Kuyper’s magazine-series-turned-book
is naturally somewhat scattered in
organization, I will often need to jump
from chapter to chapter (even within
a single article) in order to present a
coherent survey of his thought. We
begin, nevertheless, with chapter 1.

Liturgy Resists Individualism
Although we tend to think of
individualism as a recent and distinctly
American attitude, Kuyper discerned
its first seeds in the Dutch culture of
his own time. Individualism recasts
worshipers as consumers who choose
a church based on the products and
services it offers, with no awareness
of the larger institution in which they
participate.4 Kuyper describes a “free-

reining spirit” that turns a congregation
into “an independent business run by
the minister, without any confessional
forms and without connections to other
churches” (7). Such a gathering severs
itself from the continuity of Christ’s
church dating back to Pentecost,
violates God’s commandments about
worship, and harms the spiritual health
of the worshipers (5).
Liturgy, Kuyper suggests, offers an
antidote to individualism. Neither
the minister nor the members get to
dictate the elements of worship—this
is the prerogative of Scripture alone
(6). Liturgical awareness combats
individualism by promoting biblical
faithfulness, honoring the historical
rationale for Reformed worship, and
linking the church across space and time
with past and future generations (7).

Liturgy Reflects the Faith
Kuyper’s contributions to “liturgical
awareness” can be summed up in
two major principles. The first is the
relationship of form and content:
what we say and how we say it.
As has already been stated, liturgy
communicates. And the form of our
worship can communicate as much
or more as the actual words uttered
within it.
Throughout its history, the church of
Jesus Christ has rarely achieved a
harmonious balance between form and
content. At times it has fallen into an
empty formalism in which the content
of the faith is all but lost. At other times
it has focused exclusively on content
while claiming that form does not
matter, or worse, that artful forms are
necessarily evil. Kuyper warns against
both extremes, but it is the latter
danger to which Reformed churches
have historically fallen prey (48–50).
In seeking to avoid idolizing beauty,
Reformed Christians have sometimes
opted for a model of worship that is not
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merely plain, but downright ugly.
But insofar as form and content are
related, ugly worship—even in tiny
details—communicates a spiritual
problem. More than once Kuyper
mentions a particularly hideous
stovepipe that cuts across the
sanctuary of one of the Reformed
churches in Amsterdam (47).
Careless construction communicates
carelessness about worship. Because
form and content are related, Kuyper
finds it unsurprising to enter “a crude
and rough building, hideously painted,
badly equipped . . . cold, chilly, and
repulsive” and to encounter in that
building “a sermon without elegance,
movements without grace, and singing
that sometimes sounded like clearing
one’s throat” (54). Beautiful forms are
no guarantee that genuine worship
is present, but ugliness in church
may be a telltale sign of its absence.
In contrast, genuine worship should
naturally produce beautiful forms in
service to the glorious content of the
gospel (49).
This is not to say that congregations
ought only to worship in beautiful
buildings. Kuyper acknowledges that
in times of persecution and hardship
“people must assemble wherever
they can” (48). And here, too, form
communicates. For a church plant that
meets in a storefront or school, the
informal and functional surroundings
can communicate an earnest
commitment to worshiping God
together even when material resources
are scarce. But whether in hardship
or in abundance, we should strive
for a physical context that conveys
something of the beauty due to our
heavenly King.
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Liturgy Relates the Material to
the Spiritual
This brings us to Kuyper’s second
major principle: the relationship
between the spiritual–invisible and the
material–visible. The spiritual–invisible
should direct what goes on in worship,
and the material–visible should provide
that worship with a beautiful and
fitting form (24–25). This harmonious
relationship is dishonored not only
when the sensory aspects of worship
drown out its spiritual character, but
also when the spiritual leaves no room
for grace and beauty in the service (24).
When artistic considerations such as
architecture and music become ends in
themselves, they oppose and contradict
the explicit purposes of the assembly
of believers (53). So the church is duty
bound to exclude sculptures, paintings,
architectural ornamentation, and
instruments as soon as any of these
artistic elements begins to obscure or
overshadow the holy dialogue at the
heart of Christian worship (55–57).
However, if such artistic endeavors
are presented in a way that serves
and supports the spiritual–invisible
character of worship, Christians
ought not to dismiss them outright.
Kuyper writes, “Insofar as art is willing
to lend itself to this humble service
of assistance, the Calvinist too will
welcome art in the realm of the sacred”
(54).5 The physical space should serve
and support the spiritual character of
the divine meeting that occurs in the
service.

Liturgy Reorients Physical
Space
So far, Kuyper has taken great pains to
emphasize that the form of our worship
matters and that the physical elements
of our churches ought to affirm and
support the spiritual character of

worship. Before turning in future
installments to consider how these
two principles inform specific aspects
of worship, it is worth summarizing
Kuyper’s comments on three prominent
facets of the visible church.
The Building
Architecture communicates through
“the language of stone and wood” (90).
The Old Testament temple proclaimed
that God dwelt with his people in an
earthly sanctuary. A Roman Catholic
cathedral asserts the presence of two
sanctuaries: one in heaven and one
on earth. A Reformed church ought to
affirm that our sanctuary is in heaven
alone. For this reason it would be more
appropriate to call our sanctuaries
“forecourts,” since our worship consists
in “observing what is happening above,
and identifying in [our] experiences
and feelings with the sacred ceremony
in heaven above” (65–66). The most
fitting historical model for church
buildings, then, is not the temple but
the synagogue (89).
Kuyper offers two major questions
for designing a church building: how
it will serve the needs of the meetings
that will occur there, and how to
reflect the nature and purpose of the
assembly in the architectural style (70).
His recommendations are ordinary
and practical: Design entrances to be
large and welcoming. Ensure good
ventilation, plenty of natural light, and
a reliable heating system. Provide
ample seating, arranged so that
members can see one another and
hear the minister easily (71–72). Avoid
designs that privilege some seats over
others, which would destroy the unity
of the Spirit (88–89). A great deal of
spiritual damage, Kuyper observes,
can be accomplished by poor church
architecture alone (73).

The Altar Area

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

An altar communicates the notion of sacrifice. The
Reformed church has no altar, because Christ, our
perfect sacrifice, has already offered himself for us.
“Our priest is no longer a sinful human being, but
Christ in heaven. And our sacrifice is no longer what
we offer to God, but rather what God offers us in the
Lamb that was slain, who died for us and conquered”
(23). Typically, Reformed churches replace the altar
with the communion table. And Kuyper encourages
both the table and the baptismal font to be central
along with the pulpit at the front of the sanctuary,
in order to communicate the centrality of the two
sacraments in Christian worship (76–84).

1. How would you describe your church’s liturgy?
What is the most important thing it communicates? What is the
first thing a newcomer would notice?

The Attire of the Minister and Worshipers

1 The classic statement of this
position is James K. A. Smith,
Desiring the Kingdom: Worship,
Worldview, and Cultural Formation
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009).

Clothing communicates a variety of ideas, such as
status and office (59). Dressing up for church can
communicate that worship is a unique and reverent
activity set apart from the ordinary labors of the week.
However, it can also veil a conceited heart (60–61).
“[N]othing forbids us to appear in the gathering of
believers in distinctly suitable clothing and to come to
some agreement on that subject,” writes Kuyper. “The
evil in all special vestments lies in the distinction,”
when we assign human importance to the caliber of
one’s clothing (62). So Kuyper encourages Christians
to observe the following general guidelines: ministers
ought not to dress like priests in ceremonial garb;
ministers need not dress differently than their
congregants; believers may adopt “symbolic attire”
in order to differentiate themselves from the world,
but not from one another; and churchgoers should
generally aim to be “decent, becoming, and proper” in
their choice of clothing (63).
Kuyper’s case is simple: physical aspects of worship
communicate no less than spiritual aspects. Our
appearance and our meeting place communicate
the nature of our faith and our relationship with our
heavenly Father. For believers assemble within a world
that is at times hostile, at other times disinterested,
but sometimes even curious. If liturgy means “public
service,” liturgical awareness offers a public service
announcement: Christ is King! Be reconciled to God!
Join us with the church of all ages as we assemble
before him! Because our liturgy communicates, we
can go on to examine each facet of our worship in the
light of Scripture so that in form and in content God’s
holy name will be honored and praised.

2. What is front and center in your church’s worship space?
What does that communicate about priorities in worship?
3. Who built your church’s present building, and when?
What might its style and design communicate to passersby?
4. Is it possible to come to an agreement on how to dress in church?
What are some scriptural principles for appropriate attire?

2 Abraham Kuyper, Our Worship,
ed. Harry Boonstra (1911; reprint,
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009). I
will refer to Our Worship throughout
this series with page numbers in
parentheses.

3 There are, of course, plenty of
resources on the theological and
historical background of Reformed
worship, but comparatively little is
available on the specific liturgy that
developed in the Dutch Reformed
tradition. One of the best general
introductions is Hughes Oliphant Old,
Worship That Is Reformed According
to Scripture (Atlanta: John Knox Press,
1984).
4 The effects of individualism on
institutional religion are a common
concern of social commentators both
inside and outside the church. See
Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen,
William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and
Steven M. Tipton, The Good Society
(New York: Vintage, 1992), 179–219;
Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to
Death: Public Discourse in the Age of
Show Business, 20th anniversary ed.
(1985; reprint, New York: Penguin,
2005), 114–24.
5 Kuyper uses the term “art” to refer
to a wide range of artistic media such
as sculpture, painting, architecture,
and music. He is not endorsing the
presence of images of Christ or
statues of the saints in worship, and he
explicitly warns against the tendency of
sculptures and paintings to encourage
idolatry (55).

Mr. Michael R. Kearney
is a graduate student and research assistant in the Department
of Communication and Rhetorical Studies at Duquesne University
in Pittsburgh. He is a member of Covenant Fellowship Reformed
Presbyterian Church (RPCNA) in Wilkinsburg, PA.
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Book Review

Dating Differently:
A Guide to Reformed Dating
Joshua Engelsma. Grand Rapids: Reformed Free
Publishing Association, 2019. Paperback. 160 pages.
$16.95. rfpa.org

Rev. James
Admiraal

Some years ago, in the 1990s, a book
appeared entitled I Kissed Dating Goodbye. It
was part of the so-called purity movement,
which advocated that young people remain
sexually pure and virgin before marriage.
The book was written by a Christian young
man, Joshua Harris, who rightly pointed out
the many dangers and temptations of dating
as practiced today, and the lasting scars it
produced in the lives of many persons. So,
in his view, it was best not to date at all. The
book soon became a best seller. Even the
secular world took note of it. As was to be
expected, it was strongly criticized. Harris,
under pressure, took back many of his good
points in the book. Sadder still, after serving as
a Christian pastor for some years, he decided
last year to divorce his wife, leave his church,
and, saddest of all, declare he was no longer a
Christian. He forsook the faith and has gone so
far as to embrace the anti-Christian agenda of
the LGBT movement.
I am glad that another Joshua has come
forward to offer a better approach to dating
in a wonderful new book on the subject.
Rev. Joshua Engelsma, a young pastor in the
Protestant Reformed churches, has written
a small paperback book entitled Dating
Differently. Its subtitle is A Guide to Reformed
Dating. I wonder if that could have been
better stated as “A Guide to Biblical Dating,”
or perhaps “A Guide to Christian Dating.” For,
though it is written from a Reformed point
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of view, what the book sets forth
would certainly also be most fitting
for Baptists or Lutherans—yes,
Christians of all stripes—to heed.
Even non-Christians would benefit
from it. That said, this is indeed
a very good book, and I highly
recommend it for the following
reasons (not listed in the order of
their importance):

It is a needed book. Our youth
and singles live in a secular and
sex-crazed culture, in which they
cannot avoid hearing and seeing
the ungodly lifestyles and conduct
of the vast majority of persons
their age—also as it pertains to
relationships between the sexes.
Christian youth contemplating
dating should know clearly how
it should be done in a manner
pleasing to their Lord.

It is a succinct and readable
book. It is not a long, detailed,
or academic work—which young
persons would quickly look at and
put aside. A young person could
read a chapter a day and benefit
from it. Or it could be used as
a discussion guide for a young
people’s or young adult group.
The author probably thought of
that possibility, because he has
discussion questions at the end of
each chapter.

It is a practical book. Yes, it
does contain theology. But every
chapter is brought down to
earth, and its ideas are set forth
clearly. The chapter headings
reveal its practicality, with the
questions they cover, such as
“When Should I Start?”; “Who’s
the One?”; “What’s There to Do
on Dates?”; “What’s the Place of
My Parents and Others?”; “What
About Sex?”; “What If I Am Single
All My Life?”; “When Do I Get
Married?” As the author deals with
these issues, he feels free at times
to relate his own experience as a
young man, including some of his
misjudgments. He relates to youth
in their struggles and temptations.

It is a well-organized book.
The author begins with the
challenge and purpose of dating—
which is to find a suitable marriage
partner, not just to have fun. He
lays an important foundation
by explaining the institution of
marriage as God ordained it. And
in all of his chapters, he divides
his subject with key subpoints. For
example, in his chapter “Who’s
the One?,” dealing with whom a
person should choose to date, he
lays out three principles. It should
be a person of the opposite sex
(obvious to us, but necessary to
say these days); a true believer
or child of God; and a spiritually
mature person—which he explains
both as to the male and female
persons involved.

It emphasizes truths important
especially for our times. These
include the permanence of
marriage over against the prevalent
and casual acceptance of divorce;
the need for purity in dating and
avoidance of sex before marriage;
the importance of roles—the man
to be a good leader, the woman
to be a good supporter; the need
to include parents in a young
person’s dating and engagement
decisions. All these matters are
well explained. No doubt they will
also incur some negative reaction.
But they need to be considered
and understood.

It is a thoroughly biblical
book. This is, of course, the most
important quality of the book, as it
is for any book, The author seeks
to ground his ideas in Scripture—
which he refers to throughout. He
wisely makes clear what Scripture
makes clear, even as he offers
suggestions which derive from
godly experience. For instance, in
his chapter “What’s There to Do
on Dates?,” he cites many activities
couples can do which offer a
variety of wholesome enjoyment,
and do not turn dates into
unwholesome sexual escapades.

The Bible is not a handbook on
dating. Yet it gives God’s children
principles to guide them in their
sexual relationships. And by giving
us wise and godly parents, friends,
and teachers, God also provides
good counsel for younger persons
in all the areas of their lives,
including dating.

It is a book for youth first, but
not only for them. Yes, its focus
is on dating, which is generally a
practice of younger persons. But
parents and singles of all ages will
find a lot of good material in this
book. The fact that the author
decided to include a chapter on
singleness—“What If I’m Single All
My Life?”—was a good choice, as
this is often a difficult and sensitive
matter which some of God’s
children must deal with.
In conclusion, I wish to thank
Rev. Engelsma for a fine book. I
would encourage all parents and
youth to get this book, including
those who may not fully agree
with everything it says. Even if
you are a grandparent, as I am,
you could do much spiritual good
by obtaining this paperback for
your grandchildren of dating age
(or for their parents to pass on to
their children). For what is more
important than Christian marriages
for God’s covenant children for
their own happiness, but even
more that will “serve their ultimate
purpose: the glory of our God in
the demonstration of the unity of
the Bridegroom and his Bride.”
(p. 147 of book).
This book can be purchased at
rfpa.org, or by calling Reformed
Free Publishing Association at
(616) 457-5970.

Rev. James Admiraal
is a member of the board of
Reformed Fellowship.
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Working Mother

When I told my son, who is twentytwo, I was going to write an article
with this title, he asked how I could
do that, as I never worked.
What did you feel or think when
you read this title? How has culture,
your upbringing, and/or Scripture
influenced your thinking about
work? In this article I want to explain
why you felt like you did and how
Christian mothers (and fathers)
should think biblically about this
issue.

The Meaning of Words
As society changes, so do the words.
With every new invention, whether a
new thing or a new idea, a new word
needs to be invented. It is difficult to
come up with a completely new word
every time, so often an existing word
will get a new meaning. For example,
when a thingy was invented to steer
the cursor on the computer screen,
it was dubbed a mouse, because it
looked somewhat like the animal.
In a similar way, society has given
new meaning to the words “working
mother,” especially the working
part. It now means being employed
outside the home and getting
paid for your work. Paul warns us
in Romans 12:2 (English Standard
Version), “Do not be conformed to
this world, but be transformed by the
renewal of your mind, that by testing
you may discern what is the will of
God, what is good and acceptable
and perfect.” So how do we Christian
mothers go about that?

The History of Work
It is good to realize that for most of
history, until the Industrial Revolution
in the nineteenth century, most of
the work was centered in or close
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to the home. The farmer lived on his
land, and the people in the city lived
above or behind the store, shop, or
workplace. Work was a family affair,
and everyone in the family had to
pitch in. Parents, grandparents, and
children each had their chores to
their ability.
When factories started, this had to
change. At first the whole family
would work in the factory, but it didn’t
work out very well and there was
still the biblical notion that the man’s
primary responsibility is provision and
the woman’s primary responsibility
is the home. This led to another
extreme of the man only leaving the
house to work and the wife staying
home. For a number of years this was
implemented so strictly that a woman
would be let go from her job the day
she got married.
With the women’s emancipation
movement, some other ideas started
to creep in. Being at home, managing
your household, and raising your kids
became something that was looked
down upon. Going somewhere
else to work for pay was being
elevated to something to strive for.
These notions were strengthened
by other movements in society,
such as socialism (and most of the
-isms), because it is thought that the
government would be better anyway
in raising your children. We now live
in a society that tries to separate
women from the home.

God’s Idea
You can see how the anti-biblical and
God-hostile ideas creep in on each
other’s backs. They are being sold to
unsuspecting people as wonderful
new concepts, and many people who
want to follow the trends buy into

it. That’s how the words “working
mother” could change its meaning.
As Christian mothers we need to
be aware of all this. We know from
experience that from the moment
we become a mother we have been
working very hard, being on duty
24/7 and 365. But in order to counter
the world, we need to be intentional
about what we take from the world
and what we reject.
God’s idea for the working woman is
to give priority to her household. We
see this in the (in)famous Proverbs
31, but also in several other places
in the Bible, like Titus 2:4–5: “and so
train the young women to . . . be . . .
working at home.” The reason being
“that the word of God may not be
reviled” (v. 5).
The different tasks for men and
women were put in words by God
himself right after the fall. He told
Adam to leave the house to earn a
living working “by the sweat of your
face” among the “thorns and thistles”
(Gen. 3:18–19), while Eve was to bear
children in pain (Gen. 3:16). So from
creation onward the bearing and
nurturing of children is the task of
women.
God created out of chaos an orderly
world for people to live and thrive
in. In the same way mothers run
their households in order for the
children to grow up in a structured
environment, that is, with correction,
boundaries, routines, and chores.
The work everyone does is meant
to serve the Lord (Col. 3:23–24).
The mother’s work is an extension
of God’s work and is rewarded by
God, as Jesus said: “And whoever
gives one of these little ones even
a cup of cold water because he is a

disciple, truly, I say to you, he will
by no means lose his reward”
(Matt. 10:42). It is important to
understand that the emphasis on
a woman’s responsibility to work
at home doesn’t indicate that she
doesn’t work at other locations
too.

because he made them and
gave them to you to raise. This
is a huge responsibility and
certainly one to stay home for, as
recommended in Titus 2:5.

Priority
The topic of this article is not to
tell you that you should or should
not work outside of the home
for money, while leaving your
children in the care of somebody
else. This article is about how
to set priorities, because your
priorities decide your actions.
To prioritize is to make a list of
what’s most important in your life.
If you are a Christian, at the top
of your list should always be to
serve our Lord as best as I can.
Why? Because he is God and
wants to be glorified. This is what
many people don’t like, because
they’d rather serve themselves.
But if you practice the Christian
life, you will find out that
everything you give, or dedicate,

or do for this all-powerful God, you will get
back in blessings more than tenfold. With
real joy on top of it.

Children
Why do we have children? The main biblical
reason is: because God gave them to
us. Children are a heritage from the Lord
(Ps. 127:3). God wants us to pass on our
Christian heritage to them so he can bless
us. When we raise our children in the fear
of the Lord, we are evangelizing in the most
important way.
So what should be your priority concerning
your children? This important question is
one for both parents. Our culture is quick to
answer: your children need to be provided
for with all kinds of material wealth plus
the latest in electronics. A God who loves
you and your children, wants you to raise
them in the fear and to the glory of him,

Do you want someone else to
do the raising for you? Children
look at the people who raise
them for their example. You are
the best one to teach them their
language, to sow the seeds of
faith, to show them how to live
out of faith, to tell them about the
Lord and what he has done for
you. This is not to mention that
you want to be there for their
milestones: the first steps, first
words, first bicycle ride, and be
there for them in sadness and in
joyful times. It’s good to remind
yourself of that when you are in
the middle of cleaning up the
fiftieth spill of the day . . .
It is the husband’s responsibility
to encourage his wife to fulfill
her role as a biblical mother. He
needs to encourage her to stay
home and run the household of
which he is the head. Being the
head doesn’t mean he should be
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involved with the details of running
it. But being an example to his
children and making sure that the
whole household is run to serve and
glorify the Lord is certainly his most
important responsibility.

The Need to Work Outside of
the Home
Many mothers will encounter
the need to work outside of the
home. The reasons are many, be
it the husband is out of work or
supplementing income to send
children to Christian school. If the
reason is solely to be away from
the children, you need to question
honestly your priorities again,
because your priority should not be
just yourself.
Nowadays you can “have it all” by
working from home. Again: keep
your priorities in mind. If you go
through the motions of taking care
of your baby, but your thoughts are
elsewhere, your child will know. Of
course our minds need to figure out
much more than our kids realize, so
we are often distracted as it is. But
if our attention is also with our cell
phones, or the problems at work,
too little attention span is left over
for the children, and they either give
up getting your attention or resort to
doing extreme and destructive things
that they know for sure will get your
attention.

The Need for Sanity
Mothers need to take care of
themselves too. For this they also
need the support of the husband.
A mother is better at all her many
tasks when she is mentally sane, so
she should try to stay as healthy as
possible.
The number one priority for sanity
is to stay close to God. Read your

Bible as often as possible, and pray
at all times. When you do pray at all
times, you will experience that God is
always there to give you the strength
or the solution needed.
There are other ideas too:
Attend a conference for moms
or women once in a while
Balance work hours with the
children in mind
Be extremely strict about nap
time so you can get a nap (or
some Bible reading) in
Leave the kids with
grandparents or a baby sitter
regularly to go out with the
man in your life; he needs your
attention too
Join a MOPS group, Bible Study
Fellowship, or Bible study with
child care
You can do some or all of the above
without feeling guilty, because your
priority is the welfare of your children.

The Need to Say No
Once a mother told me she tried
to stay home with the children, but
then she became overwhelmed with
volunteer jobs. As everybody else
was working, the few stay-at-home
moms were overburdened with all
the volunteer jobs. She started a job
outside of the home just to be out of
this situation.
This is a common problem in our
time, and this solution is not a good
one. Apart from hoping that women
who read this article will realize it’s
really important to stay home with
their children, there might be several
other solutions. The most important
one is that you learn to say no.
This time is following a time when
every mother stayed home, and
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many unpaid, volunteer jobs are
still left over from that era. Some
reorganization would be in order and
will take place if there are not enough
volunteers anymore. If your priority
is to take care of your children, you
should also keep that in mind when
taking up volunteer jobs. This also
applies to volunteer jobs in the
church community. If it’s too much for
your life right now, learn to say no.
As is true in your own family, in the
church are probably small jobs you
can do that will fit in your life. For
example, you can be on the nursery
roster when your own kids are in the
nursery. If we mothers keep in mind
that we are all in this together, we
can help and encourage each other
and so add to the spiritual building
that is the church.
We as Christian mothers need to
realize that we need to fight for the
God-given privilege of raising our
own children. We need to fight the
wrong concepts and ideas that the
world, or society, is trying to impose
on us. We need to give it the highest
priority in our lives, being born
ourselves “for such a time as this”
(Esther 4:14).
We need to stand firmly planted in
the Word and glorify God by fulfilling
the task he has given us by blessing
us with children.

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp
was born and raised in the
Netherlands. She graduated with a
master’s degree in Dutch Language
and Literature from Utrecht
University and worked for the Dutch
l’Abri and as a secondary school
teacher at United World College in
Singapore. She was married to Dr.
Richard Ryskamp and was widowed
in 2015. They raised two sons who
are both in graduate studies. The
family are members of Dutton United
Reformed Church in Dutton, MI.

Themes in James

“No One Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen”
God does, and he not only knows it but is guiding you
through it.
Our son, when he was a young teenager, participated in
a local church’s Bible-quizzing program. It took him all
around the country, beginning first as a quizzer, but then
later as a judge at competitions. He memorized major
parts of the Bible, in some cases entire books, and I have
to say, it was one of the best things we saw him sign up
for. How else is a young man to guard his heart than to
hide God’s Word there?
One evening at dinner, he told us he was working on
the Epistle of James. He said that much of the faith
truly came together for him with that exercise. The
letter’s practicality, urgency, and dynamic call to live
as a Christian as a result of being a Christian made a
difference for him that I’ll not forget.
James’s letter is challenging. It begins with a wellknown though difficult-to-swallow exhortation:
counting it all joy when we come head to head with
trials, just because of their purpose—that is, they test
our faith in order to produce steadfastness—a kind
of immovability. And steadfastness has a purpose as
well. It perfects us, it completes us. Not that it makes
us perfect. That won’t happen until all’s said and done.
But steadfastness, though sanctifying in itself, leads to
further sanctification. It makes us more God-centered. It
promotes holiness, and as a result of that, makes us more
useful to God for the furtherance of his kingdom.

Mr. Gerry
Wisz

in this life, to which the worldly philosopher has no answer
whatsoever. But the Christian does.
There’s wisdom in facing our circumstances, certainly. But is
that all there is? Is that everything we need to know about a
problem or challenge when it presents itself? Scripture says
no. There’s a bigger picture. Our difficulty as Christians is
when we’re dragged down by a trial and can’t seem to fix it. But
we’re told that this is the time to raise our heads up from its
nitty-gritty difficulty to understand that the trial, and even its
solution, doesn’t define us. Who we are as believers in Christ is
bigger than the trial, and God, in his providential sovereignty,
has included that trial in who we are in Christ for purposes
beyond our knowing at the time, though we can know it will be
for our good. Often, we come to see that later on.
There’s a purpose to it. Realizing this takes the onus from
the trial as the central pressure point or difficulty in life. Our
heavenly Father’s provision for us in Christ, and not the trial,
then, defines us, regulates our behavior in response to the trial,
and gives us hope not only that we’ll prevail through it but that
we’ll be better because of it.

Bigger Picture
Counting this all joy doesn’t mean jumping for joy when bad or
unexpectedly challenging things happen. It means seeing those
bad things as integral to what God has for us, which if we are in

All Joy, Really?
It’s the first part that typically gives us trouble—counting
it all joy when trials come our way. James is telling his
readers, and us, to look beyond our circumstances,
however dire they may appear to be. The worldly
philosopher scoffs at such an exhortation: How are we to
face and overcome our circumstances if we look beyond
them? There you Christians go with your pie-in-the-sky
naiveté. But the worldly philosopher doesn’t have the
spiritual equipment to say anything other than this. For
him, there is no purpose for a trial other than solving
it as a problem, and in such a way, hopefully, so as not
to have to face that problem, or at least its most ornery
parts, again. Of course, there are trials that are insoluble
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Christ will inevitably lead to the good.
The trial may reroute us, change us,
teach us things we need to learn for
our betterment, our usefulness, and
for God’s glory. Moreover, appreciating
this bigger picture does not mean
we are paralyzed as a response to the
trial—what the worldly philosopher
may presume of Christians—but
provides us with perspective to better
solve or surmount problems arising
from the trial.
In America, this kind of thinking as
a scriptural concept has even been
secularized, especially in challenging
pursuits such as sports, entertainment,
or business. We lose in order to win
next time. We fail in order to learn
what we need to in order to succeed.
That’s not precisely what James is
teaching. But it’s an adaptation of it,
even though the focus in this case is
often on self instead of on God. When
it’s on God, it gets even better.
This word from James is important
because people, including Christians,
so often buckle when trials come
their way. This word is important also
because it is often misunderstood.
When Christians get discouraged,
they may be at the verge of giving
up or shutting down. James tells us
that when bad or unexpected things
happen to us, there’s a bigger picture
to consider. God is at work. That’s why
he writes that we should count it all
joy—in other words, lift up our heads,
even in the midst of trial—and keep
stepping forward in faith, knowing
God has a plan for us that’s for good
and not for evil. That assurance is
where the joy comes from—not a skipto-my-Lou joy, but a deep, knowing,
entrenching joy that comes from
assurance.

Not Just James
Other Scriptures that corroborate
this are too numerous to list, but here
are a few. In Hebrews 12, we’re told
that God disciplines us as sons. If he
didn’t discipline us—just let us go
our own way—we wouldn’t be sons at
The Outlook | 18

all. I disciplined my sons when they
were home, but not my neighbor’s
sons. They weren’t mine to discipline.
You see what’s going on here? God
corrects us as his children. That hurts,
sometimes in a way that may even
make us question our Father’s love. But
that’s where our faith comes in. God is
doing something great in us, because
he loves us as his children.
Likewise, Paul writes to the Romans
that all things work together for good
to those who love God and are called
according to his purpose (Rom. 8:28).
You may say, well, you don’t know
the trouble I’ve seen. True, I don’t.
But we can focus on the trial or on
where God is and will be leading us
because of it. That’s what Paul did. He
was imprisoned, beaten, shipwrecked,
persecuted, chased out of town (2
Cor. 11). If anyone had a reason to
complain about his job, more than
that, his life, it was the apostle; and yet
he says that all the things he faced were
nothing compared with the eternal
weight of glory that awaited him (2
Cor. 4:17). You and I may not have the
calling Paul did, nor his caliber of faith.
But like Paul, we are called to be God’s
people and have been provided faith,
a gift of God, which, when exercised,
confirms us to be exactly that—God’s
people, destined for glory.
Remember the Lord Jesus’ analogy
in John 15? He is the true vine, we’re
the branches, and the Father? He’s
the vinedresser. What’s that mean? It
means he prunes the branches. Ouch!
Not to punish them or watch them
squirm, but so they bear more fruit.
God redirects our attention to the
things that really matter, so we don’t
waste our time and energies—as short
as life is—on the things that don’t.
He wants us to bear fruit, to be more
like his Son, to demonstrate the new
creation he’s made us to be, to bloom
where we’re planted, and thereby live
out the kingdom and so become an
instrument for its deepening and
extension—no matter who we are or
what our calling in life may be.

But What About . . . ?
“But,” we may exclaim, “God doesn’t
prune the dead branches!” No, he
doesn’t. Why should he? They’re dead,
and won’t be bearing any fruit at all,
whether little or much. They’re already
destined for the fire pit. We certainly
wouldn’t want that for the sake of not
being pruned, would we? Remember
Job? He had no idea what God was
doing, with his children killed, his
resources stolen or destroyed, his wife
turning against him, and his so-called
friends trying to provide answers
that were of no help either. He was
confused, bewildered, and grieving,
and yet he could say that even though
God slay him, that he would trust him
(Job 13:15).
He knew who God was, and so knew
that God sat over all the circumstances
Job was experiencing. Moreover, as
profound as his suffering was, he also
looked ahead, and not just at his own
present circumstances. That’s why he
could say that once God was done with
whatever he was doing in Job’s life, and
for whatever reason—which Job didn’t
know either—then Job would come
forth as gold (Job 23:10). Can you say
that? If you’re a Christian, you should
be able to.
Trials of various kinds, James writes,
whether that means your car broke
down while on vacation or whether
you just learned that you have a serious
illness, or perhaps experienced the
sudden, untimely death of a loved
one. Maybe you got let go from your
job, or your business has failed for
unexpected reasons. Don’t think God
has abandoned you. He hasn’t. There
are bigger things going on. And he’s at
work in you as you are in Christ.

Mr. Gerry Wisz
is writer, college instructor, and semiretired public relations professional
who, with his family, is a member of
Preakness Valley URC in Wayne, NJ.

Bible Studies on Jonah: Did It Really
Happen? Does It Matter?

Rev. William
Boekestein

(Jon. 1:1; Matt. 12:39–42)

I was recently reading a children’s
Bible story to our five-year-old. After
telling about how God turned Moses’
staff into a snake she interjected: Did
that really happen?
That’s an important question, for
children and adults. And the book
of Jonah is a perfect test case. How
could a fish be in just the right spot at
just the right time? How could a man
survive in the belly of a fish? How
would the fish know to spit Jonah up
on dry land in the right place? Can an
entire pagan city be converted?
In answer to these kinds of
questions Christians have offered
two unsatisfactory answers. Some
say that the historical reliability of
this account, and others like it, is
not important. They insist that what
matters are the principles embedded
in the story. Calling Jonah a parable
seems to save Scripture from the
embarrassment of being viewed as
anti-scientific folklore. But if God has
inspired historical narrative, don’t we

offend him if we call it parable? Might
such an answer also undermine our
confidence in the rest of Scripture?
Others affirm the historicity of the
story without pausing to consider
the credibility challenges it presents.
Our five-year-old accepted my simple
answer: Yes, this really happened. But
more mature readers deserve a more
mature answer. And the Bible is up to
the challenge.
A better response is to acknowledge
and critique the allegations that Jonah
is unhistorical. Yes, Jonah’s story
contains metaphors: Jonah is Israel,
Jonah is us, Jonah is Christ. The great
fish is like a tomb. But such metaphors
assume that Jonah’s story is fact, not
fiction.
Jonah Is History
There are several angles from which
we can defend the historicity of this
book.

The Story Reads Like Historical
Narrative
Consider the following.
The account itself gives no indication
of being fictitious.1 If not for its brevity
and protagonist’s prophetic calling, the
book would probably be found in the
history section of the Old Testament.2
Parables tend to begin with generic
characters. When you hear, “There
were two men in one city” (2 Sam.
12:1), or “There was a certain rich
man” (Luke 16:1, 19) you expect
a parable. Jonah is introduced
in identical fashion in his earlier
reference in the history of the kings:
Jonah the son of Amittai (2 Kings
14:25). The author further grounds
his report in genuine geography by
referencing Joppa, Tarshish, and
Nineveh.
Some people stumble over the
seeming impossibility of the entire
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city of Nineveh repenting in response
to the negative message of a reluctant
prophet. Of course, apart from God’s
grace all repentance is impossible. But
rich historical evidence documents
circumstances in Assyria around the
time of Jonah ideally suited for Jonah’s
message of repentance. Historians
record military and diplomatic losses,
famine, and popular uprisings during
the early to mid-eighth century BC.
An earthquake and an eclipse likely
heightened the anxiety of the people.3
One archaeologist comments on the
number of historical links between
Jonah and Nineveh: “The book of
Jonah is often interpreted today as if
it were fiction. But the archaeologist
finds it much easier to read the book
as fact.”4
The book ends with much unresolved
tension. In a myth loose strings
are tied up at the end. But truth
sometimes resists that tidiness.
If this story were just a bit of Hebrew
folklore, why paint the protagonist
in so negative a light? This account
rings of truth because it portrays with
awkward honesty the embarrassing
struggle of a well-known, godly man.
Even Jonah’s encounter with the great
fish is not so unbelievable as a skeptic
might at first suspect.5
God Works Miracles
We should expect theological history
to be full of surprises. God operates
according to the normal laws of
nature. He also works outside of those
boundaries that he established. What
is it to God if iron sinks in water or
floats upon it (2 Kings 2:2)? The God
who “laid the foundations of the
earth” (Job. 38:4) can ordain bears to
kill people (2 Kings 2:24) and fish to
save people. God might have chosen
for Jonah to survive the storm and
have been transported back to the
Phoenician coastline on a ship that
had been nearly destroyed by a fierce
storm and stripped of all necessary
provisions. The ways of God are
remarkable whether he uses miracles
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or not. In this case it was precisely the
“series of supernatural events [that]
made such a profound impact on the
people of Nineveh that they repented
in sackcloth and ashes.”6

How one interprets this prophesy
is as much a theological issue as
an exegetical one. “The ability or
inability to accept a miracle depends
on whether or not one spells his God
with a capital ‘G.’”7 Is God the creator
and sustainer of heaven and earth, or
is he a local deity who is, in fact, more
totem than lord?
Jesus Handled the Account as History
As we’ll see, Jesus’ commentary
on Jonah is one of the strongest
arguments for its historicity. In
response to a request for a sign, Jesus
used Jonah to argue for both his own
death and resurrection and the final
judgment. Why would our Lord try to
authenticate future history-changing
events by appealing to Jonah if this
book were nothing more than myth
and legend?
But why is historicity such a big deal?
Don’t the morals of the story still
stand whether the account itself is true
or not?
Historicity Matters
Conscientious readers have at least
two massive reasons to consider
carefully the rationale for the
historicity of Jonah.
Scripture’s Integrity Is at Stake
The Bible contains many parables,
stories of events that everyone
understands didn’t actually happen.
But if purportedly historical Bible
stories are downgraded to fiction,
how can Scripture be a reliable “rule
of faith and life”8 in other matters? Is
Jesus’ incarnation a parable of God’s
love for the world? Are his death
and resurrection merely symbols of
the new start God gives to sincere
followers? “One can only deny the
historicity of the Book of Jonah by
also denying the historicity of Christ.”9

Saving faith holds “as true all that God
has revealed to us in his Word.”10
God’s people base their faith not on
the morals of fables but on historical
fact. Fairy tales can motivate children
for a while: be good or Santa won’t
leave you any presents. But if we treat
Scripture as ethic-building myth,
when children grow up they will feel
cheated and may reject the faith they
have been taught. Most reasonable
people will not lay down their lives
for a myth (1 Cor. 15:30). The call of
Christ is: “Deny yourself, take up your
cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34).
Don’t do it if he isn’t real. And don’t
assume he is real if you can’t trust the
rest of the Bible.
Jonah’s Typological Significance Is at
Stake
Jonah is a type, a person or thing that
foreshadows another. Biblical types
chiefly point to the person and work
of Christ. Jesus himself uses the drama
of Jonah and the fish to make two vital
points.
First, we must repent of our sins.
Luke quotes Jesus saying that “Jonah
became a sign to the Ninevites”
(11:30). How so? Jonah entered the
kingdom of Assyria being vomited
out of the belly of a great fish.
Jonah’s miraculous preservation by
God through “death” validated the
message he spoke to the people who
would likely have observed on Jonah
signs of his three-day lockdown in
a fish’s digestive system.11 The sign
of Jonah is the combination of his
resurrection from the dead, so to
speak, plus the message of repentance
he subsequently preached. Jonah was
a sign, an announcement, of the need
for the wicked Ninevites to repent and
turn to God. And they did.
This is Jesus’ point. “The men of
Nineveh will rise up in the judgment
with this generation and condemn
it, because they repented at the
preaching of Jonah; and indeed a
greater than Jonah is here.” Jesus is
solemn: the Day of Judgment is real.

One day everyone will stand before
God’s throne and be either sentenced
to hell or welcomed to heaven. On the
side of the sheep will be thousands
and thousands of people from ancient
Nineveh. They did repent and come to
know the Lord! The evil generation of
Jesus’ contemporaries will be shamed
on their way to hell by the repentance
of the Ninevites. The latter heeded a
limited and negative message spoken
by a grudging prophet. The former
rejected the incarnate Deity urging
them to come to him in repentance
and faith. Jesus’ point falls flat if Jonah
is fable; great story but out of touch
with reality.
Second, we must rely on Christ
crucified and resurrected. Jonah
verifies Jesus’ shocking claim that he
would die and rise again. “As Jonah
was three days and three nights in
the belly of the great fish, so will the
Son of Man be three days and three
nights in the heart of the earth” (Matt.
12:40). Jesus makes this comparison
following his teaching a message of
repentance; to bear good fruit the
tree must be made good (v. 33). The
Pharisees demanded a sign. Would
Jesus use a known myth or legend—
Jonah’s encounter with the great

fish—to strengthen his claim that
he would truly die and rise again,
and that these events would change
history? Jesus isn’t simply using Jonah
to clarify moral lessons, as he does in
his parables. He uses Jonah to prove
his death and resurrection, which
in turn assures that Jesus is the man
whom God has ordained to judge the
world in righteousness (Acts 17:31).
Surely God “now commands all men
to repent and believe” (v. 30).
For these reasons “the historical
interpretation is the only
interpretation worthy of acceptance
to all who believe that Jesus is the
Christ.”12 Christ has died and risen
again. This alone is why God relented
and did not destroy Nineveh as he
had threatened (Jon. 3:10). It wasn’t
the fastidiousness of the Ninevites’
repentance—with sackcloth and ashes
thrown in for good measure—but the
perfection of Christ’s one sacrifice for
sin. Jesus died for Nineveh.
By his Spirit he continues to preach
repentance and faith. People continue
to turn and believe in him because
God is a “gracious and merciful God”
(Jon. 4:2).

In the flesh he will judge the living
and the dead according to how people
respond to that message. On the
last day, as in the days of Jonah and
Nineveh, the salvation of believers will
testify to God’s gracious intervention.
By nature you and I are as lost as
anyone in Nineveh. But Christ has
died for our sins and been raised for
our justification (Rom. 4:25). This has
been the message of Jonah for almost
three thousand years.
1 See Douglas Judisch’s extended rebuttal of
the claim that Jonah is a parable like that of
the prophet Nathan in 2 Samuel 12 in “The
Historicity of Jonah,” Concordia Theological
Quarterly 63 no. 2 (April 1999): 147–53.
2 Douglas Stuart, Hosea—Jonah, Word
Biblical Commentary 31, ed. Bruce M.
Metzger, David A. Hubbard, Glen W. Barker
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 435.
3 Stuart, Hosea—Jonah, 440.
4 James Kelso, Archeology and Our Old
Testament Contemporaries (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1966), 117.
5 Although air quality would be poor, the
temperature hot, and the gastric juices would
deleteriously affect the skin, a person could
survive in the belly of a sperm whale for some
time. There are historical accounts in which
men have been resuscitated after having been
in the stomach of a whale for more than a day.
See James Montgomery Boice, Can You Run
Away from God? (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books,
1977), 47–50.

Study Questions

6 Eugene H. Merrill, “The Sign of Jonah,”
JETS 23/1 (March 1980): 24.

1. What are some of the issues that present plausibility challenges to the story
of Jonah?

7 Homer Hailey, A Commentary on the Minor
Prophets (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1972), 64.

2. What inadequate responses do Christians sometimes give to such
challenges?
3. Summarize several arguments for the historicity of Jonah.
4. Why is it important to maintain the historicity of Jonah?
5. What is a type and how does Jonah function as a type of Christ?
6. Saving faith holds “as true all that God has revealed to us in his Word” (HC
Q/A 21), 7.7. Why is this statement important and how does it relate to the
challenges facing students of Scripture?
7. Read Matthew 12:22–45. How does Jesus’ sign of Jonah (vv. 39–42)
compare with the sign of healing which was witnessed by the multitudes
(vv. 22–24)?
8. How do Jesus’ words in Matthew 12:39–41 suggest that Jesus read the book
of Jonah as history rather than parable?

8 Westminster Confession of Faith, 1.1.
9 Judisch, “Historicity,” 156–57.
10 Heidelberg Catechism Q/A 21.
11 Believing, as they did, that their city had
been founded by a fish-god, Jonah was a
powerful sign to the Ninevites. Merrill, “The
Sign of Jonah,” 30.
12 Hailey, Commentary, 63–64.

Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Fellowship
Reformed Church in Kalamazoo,
MI.
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Fencing the Lord’s Table
Or, the Dual Dimensions of the Passover

We were gathered for a Saturday evening coffee under the big
tree. We had invited the neighbors to join us. The Methodist
couple came. The folks from Ada Bible Church were there. And
the widow from the RCA was in her usual spot. Somehow the
conversation drifted to the celebration of Holy Communion.
It was on my mind since I was leading worship the next day,
when the Lord’s Supper was scheduled. I made an off-hand
comment about fencing the Lord’s Table. That produced a
volley of puzzled questions: What does that mean? Do you put
a fence around the table? Is that like barbed wire?
I tried my best to explain what was
meant by that phrase. I quoted
from 1 Corinthians 11:27 (English
Standard Version): “Whoever,
therefore, eats the bread or drinks
the cup of the Lord in an unworthy
manner will be guilty concerning
the body and blood of the Lord.”
“Anyone who eats and drinks without
discerning the body eats and drinks
judgment on himself ” (1 Cor. 11:29).
I tried to explain that this fence was
intended as a warning to all those
who are living in unrepentant sin,
advising them to avoid bringing
judgment on themselves. It did not
register. All the neighbors chimed
in, letting me know that their
churches had no fences. Everyone
present was invited and encouraged
to join the meal. It was, for them, a
festive occasion. One church, in fact,
preceded the celebration with an
evangelistic call to sinners to join the
celebration.
Many Christian churches celebrate
the Lord’s Supper on a regular
schedule. There are some who wish
that they could celebrate it every
week. Others would consider such
a plan to be unwise. I fall into that
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category. It should not be observed
so frequently that it becomes casual
or mundane. The Lord’s Supper, or
Holy Communion, is a sacrament
instituted by God and commanded
to be regularly observed. It is sacred,
as the word suggests. It is designed
by God to be a visible, tactile,
physical demonstration of important
gospel truths. It is multidimensional,
in contrast to preaching, which
is usually one-dimensional. It
is a means of grace. It is one of
the primary ways by which God
conveys the message of salvation
to his people. It is also a memorial,
reminding us to “remember and
believe” that Christ offered himself
as the Lamb of God. He voluntarily
died so that we might live. Life and
death are coupled in unmistakable
unity. The Lord’s Supper offers
life to sinners who have no other
escape from death. It also warns
of impending death to those not
covered by the blood of the cross.
My concern is that, too often, we see
only one dimension to the Passover
and Holy Communion. We see
only salvation from sin and ignore
the reality of death. We rejoice in

Dr. Norman
De Jong

our salvation, as we should, but we
fail to contemplate the reality and
possibility of death. To overcome
such a narrow perspective, we need
to go back to the book of Exodus and
take another look at the meaning and
character of that first Passover. To do
that, we need to go back to Exodus 4
and not start our study with Exodus
11 or Exodus 12. The Passover, like
the rest of Scripture, is a sample of
historical-redemptive theology. The
event of Passover is not something
that can be understood in isolation.
It is not an isolated event. It is part
and parcel of God’s redemptive plan.
It is historical in character.
God introduces us to this historic
event when he instructs Moses to
go to Pharaoh and to warn him
with unmistakable clarity what will
happen. He informs Moses that
he, God, has given him the power
to inflict Pharaoh with all “the
miracles” (i.e., the plague), that God
has planned (Ex. 4:21). God also
tells Moses that he, the Lord, would
harden Pharaoh’s heart and that
Pharaoh would not let Israel go. The
plot thickens when God labels the
Israelites as his firstborn son. That is
followed with a stern, unmistakable
warning: “If you refuse to let him go,
behold, I will kill your firstborn son”
(Ex. 4:23). We need to see that as a
demonstration of God’s character as
being gracious, slow to anger, and
full of mercy. God is going to give
Pharaoh multiple opportunities to
repent. He is going to demonstrate
awesome, unmistakable power. He
is going to turn the Nile River into
blood and kill every fish in it. He
is going to follow that with eight
more plagues, all demonstrating

God’s power and his anger against
sin. We have those nine plagues
characterized for us in Exodus 7–10.

Egyptian idol worshipers. He has
given them ample warning, but they
would not listen.

After nine refusals to repent, God
tells Moses that he is going to send
one more plague. It will be effective:
“Afterward he will let you go from
here. When he lets you go, he will
drive you away completely” (Ex.
11:1). God knows that his people
have been cheated and forced to
work in substandard conditions.
He will compensate them by having
them go to their Egyptian neighbors
and request silver and gold jewelry
as partial payment for services
rendered. God also informs Moses
that on the night of the Passover,
around midnight, “every firstborn in
the land of Egypt shall die” (Ex.11:5).
Without exception, in every
household, there would be death.
Across the land, firstborn sons or
daughters would die, all at the same
time. It would not be like a plague
that gradually spread from home to
home or village to village. That in
itself would be a historic, amazing
event. God would not need to
marshal a thousand angels. He would
do it himself. “I will go out” (Ex. 11:4;
12:12–13). God himself will be the
executioner! He will demonstrate his
omniscience, his omnipresence, and
his omnipotence. He will bring the
ultimate punishment for sin. He will
bring death to stubborn, rebellious

There is another demonstration of
divine omnipotence that we should
not miss. God also promises that
“not a dog shall growl against any of
the people of Israel, either man or
beast, that you may know that the
Lord makes a distinction between
Egypt and Israel” (Ex. 11:7). Dogs
normally and frequently bark or
growl. That is the nature of many
dogs. But not that night. No matter
how much chaos, no matter how
much weeping and wailing, the dogs
will all be silent. How would an
unbeliever explain that? How do you
control the voice boxes of multiple
thousands of canines? There is only
one answer. God himself, in all of his
omnipresent power, controls even
the animals. Death surrounds them,
but they do not howl in protest. Such
canine silence should stump the
secular minds that want to ignore
God.
Much of that is negative. We like
to ignore it. We read over it and
fail to scratch our heads. There
is another, a positive side, that
we prefer to highlight. There are
repeated warnings of death. But there
are also promises of life. You, my
people, do not need to die or even
fear to die. The path is simple and

yet incredibly profound. What you
need to do is to go into your flock of
sheep and find the best, most perfect
one-year-old lamb among all your
animals. It must be a male. It must
be without blemish. Do this on the
tenth day of the first month on your
newly revised calendars. Take that
handsome, perfect young lamb, bring
it to your home, construct a pen or
enclosure, and keep it there for four
days. On the fourteenth day, right at
twilight, you shall kill that lamb in
the presence of your whole family.
Your children need to be there to
watch. The younger children may
protest: The kids may cry, “Dad, that
is my pet! I want to keep him. Don’t
do that.” Some teenagers may also
question: “How is the killing of that
lamb going to get us out of slavery?
What kind of irrational exit strategy
is this?” Many teenagers can be quite
perceptive. They might be asking the
same question when you celebrate
Communion in your church next
time.
God complicates the message by
adding the element of blood. Make
certain you spill none of it. Catch
it all in a basin and then take some
hyssop and use that to cover the
door frame of your house with that
blood. Yes, I know that is unique and
potentially disturbing. But do it. You
will be surprised at the results. Just
make sure that your whole family
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stays inside your house for the evening. If anyone leaves your
house, if anyone is not covered by the blood of the lamb, that
person will die. Make certain that all the teenagers understand
that! No one should leave!
The contrast is both clear and profound. All the Israelites live. All
the Egyptian families experience death. There is chaos in every
quarter. There is death in every home, every village, throughout
the whole land of Egypt. The Israelites have to be ready to make
a quick exit. They have to leave their homes. They have to corral
their animals and move them out. They have to limit themselves
to the possessions they can carry. The Egyptians, like Southern
slaveholders in 1860, are not going to lose their slaves, their labor
force, without a fight. They will be coming after them. You know
the rest of the story.
The Israelites had been warned to celebrate this feast “throughout
your generations, as a statute forever” (Ex. 12:14). Sometimes
they did. Sometimes they forgot. While wandering through the
wilderness for forty years, they often forgot. Later, when confined
as slaves in Babylon and Persia, they again forgot. During the
time of Esther and Mordecai, they ignored it and substituted the
Feast of Purim. God’s chosen people were not noted for joyful
obedience.

Serving God,
Bridging Communities,
Renewing Lives

When Christ was walking this earth in his
human form, the sacrament of Passover was
again being celebrated. Jesus Christ, the everobedient Son of his Father, celebrated it with
new intent and new meaning. It was no longer
to be just a memorial to the release from
slavery. It was also to be the fulfillment of the
real release from sin and slavery. It was to be
the last celebration of that historic feast. It was
to be the climax to history when the real Lamb
of God would shed his blood. Jesus knew that
intimately. He repeatedly explained that to his
traveling apostles. Multiple times he broached
the subject. None of them seemed to understand.
Peter especially became irritated and “took him
aside and began to rebuke him saying, ‘Far be it
from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you’”
(Matt. 16:22). Christ’s response is graphic: “Get
behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For
you are not setting your mind on the things of
God, but on the things of man” (Matt. 16:23).
Simply put, the apostles could not make the
connection between the Passover and the
crucifixion. They could not see the relationship
between that adorable physical lamb and the
Lamb of God. They could not see the linkage
between the need for death and the promise of
life. The penalty for sin is and always has been
death. The only path to life is through death. The
Israelites had to see that firsthand. We need to
see that afresh. We need to see it demonstrated,
vicariously, in the celebration of the Lord’s
Supper. We need to see it periodically, for we, like
Israel of old, so easily forget. We need to “do this
in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). We need
memorials.
“How Deep the Father’s Love for Us”
I will not boast in anything, no gifts, no pow’r, no
wisdom;
But I will boast in Jesus Christ, His death and
resurrection.
Why should I gain from his reward? I cannot
give an answer,
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But this I know with all my heart; his wounds
have paid my ransom.
(Trinity Psalter Hymnal #351)

Dr. Norman De Jong
is a semi-retired pastor in the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church.

Advice for Guest Preachers

By God’s grace I’ve been preaching
now for twenty years, and I’ve
had the privilege of preaching for
different churches (usually Baptist,
Presbyterian, and Reformed
congregations). While these
churches have many things in
common, they also have their own
distinct emphases in belief and
practice. For instance, they differ
in the way they worship God on
Sunday. Some sing psalms only,
while others sing both psalms and
hymns. Some still pray in “Thee”
and “Thou”; others don’t. Some
have the so-called catechism
preaching; others don’t. Some use
instruments in their congregational
singing; others only sing a capella.
Some have specific dress codes for
their ministers; others don’t. Some
are used to a lengthy service;
others are not. And the list of
examples can go on and on.
I think we preachers should

Rev. Brian G.
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be aware of and be willing to
respect these different practices
as we guest preach for these
congregations. Remember, we are
invited only as guest preachers,
and thus we should be sensitive
and respectful to their nonessential
beliefs and practices even if we
don’t agree with them. In doing so,
we will gain their respect to listen
to us when we preach the gospel
to them. Let me then suggest that
we consider the following points
as we guest preach.

Dress Appropriately
Of course, dressing appropriately
in this context depends on where
you preach. For some churches a
black suit, a white shirt, and a black
tie is the expected dress code
for preaching. For others, it may
be a suit and tie dress code, or in
some cases ministers still wear a
ministerial robe when preaching.

Years ago I was invited to preach
in Canada for a congregation that
was used to their preacher wearing
a black suit and a black tie. The
day before Sunday, the minister of
this congregation kindly asked me
if I brought a black tie with me. I
said, “No. If fact, I never had one.”
He then told me gently that they
have some members who might
be offended and thus lose interest
in listening to me, if I don’t wear a
black tie. Thankfully, this minister
gave me a black tie, which I wore
as I preached for his congregation.
For the gospel’s sake I wore a
black tie. As a result, I gained those
people’s respect. They listened to
the message.

Don’t Preach Too Long or
Too Short
Some churches are used to
lengthy sermons; others are not.
One day one of my friends, who

Pray
Considerately
Don’t Preach Too Long
or Too Short

Dress
Appropriately

Guest
Pastor

Use the Congregation’s
Pew Bible
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is a pastor, phoned me, inviting
me to preach again for their
congregation. Over the phone, this
pastor also told me how much he
and his congregation appreciated
me whenever I preached for them.
However, he lovingly informed
me that his congregation was not
used to a long sermon and that
he himself tried to preach for not
more than forty minutes. He then
told me a bit of the history of his
congregation. “One of our former
ministers,” he said, “only preached
for twenty-five to thirty minutes.”
There are churches, however,
that are used to long sermons.
I’ve preached for a congregation
where the average length of the
message is fifty minutes or even
longer. Church members generally
don’t complain about listening to
such a lengthy message. Children
have also become used to sitting
for that long.
Since some churches are used
to long messages and others
are not, I’ve learned to ask the
congregation to tell me the
average length of time their pastor
preaches. If it is your first time to
preach for a congregation, usually
they don’t mind if you preach
too long. Some preachers are,
of course, uniquely gifted with
rhetorical and oratory powers and
thus able to hold their listeners’
attention. Charles Spurgeon was
like this preacher. That being said,
it shows consideration to make an
effort to adjust the length of your
sermon to make it comparable
to what the congregation is
accustomed to.

Pray Considerately
I remember being invited to
preach, and the pastor, who
invited me, requested me to pray
in “Thee” and “Thou.” Then he
added, “We have members in
our congregation who will be
offended if they hear the preacher
addressing God as “You.’” These
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members are convinced that to
pray in “Thee” and “Thou” shows
reverence to God and that to pray
in “You” is a form of disrespect.
This claim has no scriptural basis.
The truth is just because you pray
in “Thee” and “Thou” does not
mean you are showing reverence
to God. You can pray in this
manner and still be disrespectful
to God. However, because one
prays in “You” does not mean that
he or she is not showing respect
to God. I think this issue is a matter
of tradition or culture. In fact, in
my first language, which is Filipino,
it is more respectful to address
God in plural pronouns (in old
English, that is “Ye”) than in singular
pronouns (“Thou”). Filipinos use
plural pronouns even if they know
that there is only one God, and
they do so in order to express their
deep reverence to God.
I did not grow up praying in “Thee”
and “Thou.” But for the gospel’s
sake, I prayed in “Thee” and “Thou”
in this pastor’s congregation where
the tradition is to pray in this kind
of language. If I had not prayed
in “Thee” and “Thou,” some of
his members would have right
away shut their minds before I
even began to preach. By being
considerate to their conviction and
tradition, I gained their respect to
listen to me as their guest speaker.

Use the Congregation’s
Pew Bible
Each church has a preferred
Bible version. Some churches
think though that the King James
Version (KJV) is the only accepted
version. One time I preached
for a congregation that uses the
KJV as their pew Bible. Aware
of this congregation’s belief and
practice, I preached from the
KJV. However, as I don’t heavily
rely on my sermon notes when
I preach, whenever I quoted
scriptural verses from my memory,
I unconsciously quoted them from
the English Standard Version (ESV),

for this was the version I used for
years in my former congregation.
When this church invited me
back, the pastor gently reminded
me to use the KJV even when
preaching. For the gospel’s sake
and to respect the conviction of
their congregation, I made more of
an effort to not just read from the
KJV but to quote from it also. I also
believe that pastors who prefer
the KJV should also be respectful
to congregations that use the ESV,
New King James Version, or other
conservative versions. It can cause
disorder and confusion if the guest
pastor is reading from one version
and the congregation is following
along in a different one.

Conclusion
My point is simple: my fellow
preachers, as we guest preach,
let’s learn to respect other
congregations’ nonessential
convictions and practices for the
sake of the gospel. In regard to
tie and suit color, the pronouns
used in prayer, or the Bible
version, I am prepared to give up
my Christian liberty so as not to
create a stumbling block (1 Cor.
9:20–22). I am willing to adapt
to their nonessential traditions
and cultures, without sinning
against God’s Word, in order to
win them to Christ. But lest you
misunderstand my point, let me
emphasize that while I am willing
to accommodate for the sake of
not causing anyone to stumble, I
am not willing to compromise on
essentials or offend God for the
sake of winning people to Christ.

Rev. Brian G. Najapfour
(ThM, Puritan Reformed Theological
Seminary) has been a minister of the
gospel since 2001 and has served both
in the Philippines and in the U.S. He is
the author of many books, including
A Hearer of God’s Word: Ten Ways to
Listen to Sermons Better. He blogs at
biblicalspiritualitypress.org.

Comfort Food (and Books, and
Drinks, and Activities. . .)

Burning Incense
Imagine you experienced a reeling
personal failure. You were fired from
your job, your boyfriend said you
were too clingy and broke up with
you, your child retreats from you and
your controlling clutches. What is
your response? Do you desperately
try to get back that which you
lost? Do you call your best friend
for personal reassurance? Do you
frantically start cleaning your house?
Or do you veg in front of “The Great
British Bake Off” with store-bought

baked goods?
Your response to failure reveals
your idol: power, approval, control,
or comfort. We all desire and
seek power, approval, control,
and comfort, and build shrines to
them. When the scorching sun of
failure burns, we run to our favorite
shrine and light incense. In a land
of abundance, it is not surprising
that we so often run to the shrine
dedicated to our god, comfort?
Everywhere we look, people are
promoting and selling comfort. Had

a bad day? Drink a glass of wine.
Need a pick-me-up? Treat yourself
to a massage. Need to unwind? Try
yoga. Bars are nearly as numerous as
churches, and on an equal standing
with beauty parlors. Leading writers
are endorsing self-care. They claim
that in order to properly love others
we have to first love ourselves, by
making sure we experience some
level of personal comfort each
day. Furthermore, they advise us
to eliminate those things which
threaten our comfort so that we
can “live lightly, freely, courageously,
surrounded only by what brings joy,
simplicity, and beauty.”1
In other words, if your friends make
you feel uncomfortable, find new
ones. If your job is too strenuous or
unpleasant, quit. If your marriage
requires too much concerted effort,
leave. Instead, surround yourself
with supportive, positive people and
things which make you feel attractive
and help you reach your goals.2
Do whatever it takes to secure your
personal comfort.
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Spiraling Downward
Now, it is not inherently wrong to
eat expensive food, get a massage,
sit in a warm house. Indeed, our
earthly comforts are a blessing.
They are a demonstration of God’s
common grace. But when we trust
in the world to give us comfort
instead of God, we will only hurt
ourselves and others.3 When we use
created things to do what only the
Creator can, we end up contorting
and misusing them, making that
which is good a means to sin.
Consider this: after a failed final
exam you comfort yourself with a
piece of cake and a glass of wine.
The sugar and alcohol take the
edge off your failures, leaving you
with a warm, fuzzy feeling. But
hardly has the food passed from
throat to stomach than the effect
is eliminated. In an attempt to get
that good feeling back, you repeat
the procedure (light more incense).
Only now one piece of cake and
one glass of wine is not enough.
You look around for something
more: a cookie, potato chips, a milk
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shake, a mixed drink. The effect of
these, too, is soon forgotten. And
the cycle repeats. The food and
drink themselves are not wicked
or bad. Rather, when we use them
as comfort, we succeed only in
committing sins of drunkenness
and gluttony with them.
We see this pattern repeated
whenever we turn to created
things to comfort. The first time
someone reads a pornographic
romance novel, the dopamine
rush overshadows any thought of
discomfort. But the more you read,
the more you need to read (and
do) in order to get that same rush
again. And words, created by God
to glorify him and bless neighbors,
become means to satiate our own
twisted desire to enter someone
else’s bedroom when our own is
stark.
The same is true of sex. When it is
your sources of comfort, the first
time is a thrill, the next time less,
and next less still. Soon you find
you need it more, or differently,
or with someone else, in order to
feel the same level of comfort. The
good gift is now only a means to
an end. And the pattern holds with
shopping, going to the beauty
parlor, binge watching Netflix, and
so on.
Whenever we turn to earthly
things to give us comfort in the
face of failure, we will always want
more and more and more. And in
pursuit of more, we will twist and
control and misuse. “Our hearts are
ever seeking a comfort this world
doesn’t seem to offer. We become
obsessed with finding it . . . and
with doing anything to keep it.”4 In
other words, despite its temporary
nature, we come to depend on
earthly comfort as a means of
escape from the pain of failure,
rejection—reality.
But we cannot keep lighting
incense to this god. We will only
end up with burning eyes and
smoke in our lungs. The only way
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to deal with the pain of failure is to
take it to God, asking him to give us
the comfort we so desperately need.
For “comfort isn’t the problem.
God made us needy—created us to
need him. He is the one our hearts
truly need when we self-soothe
with food, shopping, control, sex,
isolation, and the like.”5

Comforted by the Comforter
God is our only true source of
comfort. He is the only comfort that
never runs dry or grows stale. The
more we run to him for comfort,
the more we will find—and the
more lasting. We will find that he
is the “God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies
and God of all comfort, who
comforts us in all our affliction,
so that we may be able to comfort
those who are in any affliction,
with the comfort with which we
ourselves are comforted by God. For
as we share abundantly in Christ’s
sufferings, so through Christ we
share abundantly in comfort too”
(2 Cor. 1:3–5, English Standard
Version). Because Christ suffered
for us—living a life of discomfort—
we who believe in him are given
comfort in abundance (Heb. 4:15).
Indeed, the Holy Spirit resides with
us forever. And this same Spirit is
called the Comforter (John 14:26).
When we turn to God for comfort,
we will never lack.
Until we realize this, we will always
be chasing something less. We will
be stuck in a dark shrine, blinded by
smoke. As J. I. Packer once wrote,
“Our conceits and apprehensions
of comfort are but dreams, till we
attain some true feeling of God’s
love to us in Christ Jesus [poured]
and shed abroad in our hearts by
the Holy Ghost given unto us: that
once gained, it fills our hearts with
joy unspeakable and glorious, and
makes us more than conquerors.”6
In other words, until we truly
know God’s love for us, we will be
continually disappointed with the
comforts offered by this world. We

will continually use those good gifts
from God to give us what only he
can give.
Knowing this, our only real solution
for failure is not more incense. The
solution is to run—by his strength
and through his grace—to him who
will give lasting comfort. Find our
comfort in him. Then, in gratitude,
enjoy the good things he has given
us in creation. Not as sources if
comfort, but as blessings that direct
our gaze back to him.
“Come, everyone who thirsts,
come to the waters;
and he who has no money,
come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk
without money and without
price.
Why do you spend your money
for that which is not bread,
and your labor for that which
does not satisfy?
Listen diligently to me, and eat
what is good,
and delight yourselves in rich
food.” (Isa. 55:1–2)
1. Shauna Niequist, Present Over Perfect:
Leaving Behind Frantic for a Simpler, More
Soulful Way of Living (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2016), 185.
2. Leon Logothetis, “Keeping Good
Company: Why You Should Surround
Yourself with Good People,” huffpost.com,
March 6, 2015, https://www.huffpost.com/
entry/kkeeping-good-company-why-youshould-surround-yourself-with-goodpeople_b_6816468, accessed December 4,
2019.
3. Erin Straza, Comfort Detox: Finding
Freedom from Habits That Bind You
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2017).
4. Straza, Comfort Detox.
5. Straza, Comfort Detox.
6. J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove
IL: InterVarsity Press, 1973).
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What Does It Mean to Be Reformed?
Part 3: Kingdom Citizens

I

n his colossal work on the
preaching and teaching of Jesus,
Herman Ridderbos states, “The
central theme of Jesus’ message,
as it has come down to us in the
synoptic gospels, is the coming
of the kingdom of God. . . . It may
be rightly said that the whole of
the preaching of Jesus Christ and
his apostles is concerned with the
kingdom of God.”1 This means
that we enter into a large subject.
In fact, each subheading of this
article could be a book on its own.
Nevertheless, we continue to see
what it means to be Reformed in
terms of how we think about and
live in the kingdom of God.

The King of the Kingdom
For there to be a kingdom, there
must be a king. The king is the
Lord Jesus Christ. He is the “King
of kings and the Lord of lords” (1
Tim. 6:15; Rev. 17:14; 19:11–16). This
is not merely a New Testament
teaching. It is rooted in the
prophet Isaiah (Isa. 9:6–7). Isaiah
9:7 (English Standard Version)
says, in part, that Jesus will sit
“on the throne of David and over
his kingdom, to establish it and
to uphold it with justice and with
righteousness from this time forth
and forevermore. The zeal of the
Lord of hosts will do this.”
As this king, Jesus has been given
authority from God to reign over
the kingdom (Matt. 28:18). With
this authority, Christ sends out
the apostles to make disciples
of all nations. In doing so, he
enlists his catholic church to be
the messengers of the gospel of
salvation. One of the great early
missionaries of the church was the
apostle Paul. What message did he
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bring? He told the Corinthians in
1 Corinthians 2:2 that he resolved
to know nothing while he was
with them “except Jesus Christ
and him crucified.” Paul went as an
ambassador of the king to proclaim
the good news of the kingdom.

All that we have is given by God and
is to be used for his glory. He gives
gifts to the saints to be a blessing
to those around him (Heidelberg
Catechism Q&A 55).2 This principle
sets a solid foundation for work in
the kingdom.

A Solid Foundation

Already and Not Yet

As the good news of Jesus Christ
crucified goes out, hearts are
conquered by the gospel. Sinners
are called to faith. Orphans are
called to sonship. Those who
are alone in this world, by grace
and through faith, are told that
they “belong body and soul, in
life and in death, to our faithful
Savior Jesus Christ” (Heidelberg
Catechism Q&A 1).

It is impossible to understand
rightly the kingdom of God, or
kingdom of heaven, as Matthew’s
Gospel usually calls it, without
understanding the distinction
between the “already” and “not
yet” aspects of the kingdom. What
this refers to is the fact that the
kingdom is come in Christ and
the completion of the Scriptures;
however, the kingdom has not fully
come and is not ultimately fulfilled.3

The redemption of Jesus Christ and
the following restoration of what
had been lost is an amazing work
of God. In the hearts of believers,
they submit to what John the
Baptist said in John 3:27: “A person
cannot receive even one thing
unless it is given him from heaven.”
The application of this principle
in the life of the believer is allencompassing. There is not a single
thing in this world that does not
belong to Christ. Understanding
this will help expand our view of
the kingdom. It goes well beyond
the walls of the church. Christ is
building his kingdom through the
work of the gospel in the hearts of
sinners, but he is doing more than
that. The gospel of the kingdom fills
the world like yeast ferments bread
or wine. The impact of the gospel is
far-reaching, and “kingdom causes”
often come alongside the church
with the same goal in mind. This
goal is that the name and glory of
Christ might fill the earth.

When our Lord Jesus began his
public ministry, he said, “the
kingdom is at hand,” the “kingdom
is near,” and the “kingdom has
come,” and yet he speaks of it
as though it is future. There
is a coming fulfillment of the
kingdom. Think, for example,
of the Beatitudes as they are
found in Matthew 5. Each of the
promises Christ gives for the poor
in spirit, mourners, the meek,
those hungering and thirsting
for righteousness, the merciful,
peacemakers, and the persecuted
is not received until after this life.
Matthew 5:12 says, “Rejoice and
be glad, for your reward is great in
heaven, for so they persecuted the
prophets who were before you.” The
reward is in heaven, even for the
meek who will inherit the earth. We
know this takes place after the final
judgment and the vindication of
the elect of God.
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In the parable of the
mustard seed and
the leaven, the point
is that which starts
out small, grows
to be very large. It
continues to grow,
and though the
church is called to
water, it is God who
will produce
the growth.

In the parables of Jesus, especially
as they are found in Matthew
13, there is a future aspect of the
harvest, of the mustard seed, of the
large net. However, there is also
the present reality of the growth
of the mustard seed, the casting
of the net, the planting of the field
of wheat (and then the wicked
sowing of tares). In Jesus Christ, the
kingdom comes crashing into this
world, an event the Jews were so
excited to finally witness, and yet it
was completely different than many
of them expected. When Jesus told
Nicodemus in John 3 that in order
to see the kingdom he must be born
of water and the Spirit (a reference
to Ezekiel), he was confused. The
kingdom has already come, but it
has not yet come in its fullness.

Kingdom and Preaching
In John 3, Jesus connects the
growth and vision for the kingdom
with being born again. However,
he gives the command that we
must be born again, which is a
work of the Holy Spirit. How could
we be involved in this mysterious
work of the Holy Spirit? We can
encourage it through the support
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and propagation of the preaching
of the Word.
In Matthew 13:47–50, Jesus gives
another parable of the kingdom.
This time the parable is about
a net. This net is often called a
dragnet. Verses 47–48 say, “Again,
the kingdom of heaven is life a net
that was thrown into the sea and
gathered fish of every kind. When
it was full, men drew it ashore and
sat down and sorted the good into
containers but threw away the bad.”
The passage continues and says
that at the end of the age, the angels
will sort out the good and the bad.
But what is the net?
The net is associated with the
propagation and proclamation of
the gospel. As a means of grace,
this is the preaching of the Word.
The way that a dragnet would work
is that it would be strung between
two boats, and it would be strung
parallel to shore. Then each boat
would make its way to shore, and
whatever was between them would
get caught. This isn’t like fly fishing,
where you try to target a specific
species of fish in a specific location.
Preaching should be like a dragnet,
cast to all. The Canons of Dort (II.5)

explain it this way: “This promise,
together with the command to
repent and believe, ought to be
announced and declared without
differentiation or discrimination
to all nations and people, to whom
God in his good pleasure sends the
gospel.”
The minister of the Word is to
preach the gospel and then let God
accomplish what God sets it out
to do. The preaching itself, when
faithfully done, will sift the wheat
and the tares in the pews (or on the
street corner) according to their
hearts, but it might not be until
the return of Christ that the truth
is fully know as to the elect and
reprobate.
There is a unique role that
preaching has in the discipling
of the nations, but that is not the
only means that God uses. He uses
believers in the very places he calls
them. The gospel that you hear
preached should be shared with
your neighbor, relative, co-worker,
and friend. God has put people in
your life, in part, so that you might
share what you have heard and
how your heart has been changed
(1 Peter 3:15). Pray that the Lord

might bring people in your life for
that purpose, and pray that you
might have the boldness to share
the gospel without fear.

Learning from Parables
The parables of our Lord have a
wealth of information regarding
the kingdom. Though we do not
have the time for an exhaustive
treatment, just using the parables
of Matthew 13 can give us many
helpful truths.4 If you are not
familiar with Matthew 13, I
encourage you to read it now.
In the parable of the weeds (Matt.
13:24–30), the Master tells the
workers to permit the wheat to
continue to grow along with the
weeds (tares). The reason for this
strange advice is that there is a
danger of pulling out the wheat
when the weeds are removed. The
Greek word used for weeds there is
referring to the darnel weed. It has
a tendency to wrap its roots around
what is growing near it in order to
steal the nutrients. The world and
the kingdom exist simultaneously.
Christians are called to be in the
world but not of the world. They are
to live as lights even when darkness
is around them. Their minds are
to be transformed (Rom. 12:1–2),
because they are new creations in
Christ Jesus. At the harvest, God
will deal with the weeds.
In the parable of the mustard seed
(Matt. 13:31–32) and the leaven (v.
33), the point is that which starts
out small, grows to be very large. It
continues to grow, and though the
church is called to water, it is God
who will produce the growth.
In the parable of the hidden
treasure (Matt. 13:44), the teaching
is that there is something great and
mysterious about the kingdom.
There is something about it that
makes it worth giving up all for it.
The pearl of great price echoes this
(Matt. 13:45–46). What are those two
parables getting at? Jesus put it this
way in Matthew 11:28, “Come to me,
all who labor and are heavy laden,

and I will give you rest.” Faith in
Christ is that which is worth giving
up all we have in this world in
order to possess. What does Christ
ask from us? Our hearts and lives.
There is a mystery to the kingdom,
and yet it is clearly revealed in the
Scriptures.

Kingdom and Lordship
Ridderbos is the great Dutch
theologian regarding the kingdom.
To expand it further, Abraham
Kuyper is the greater Dutch
theologian regarding Calvinism.
What Kuyper sought to do through
his Stone Lectures in 1898 and
many articles on the subject was
to show how the lordship of Jesus
Christ touches each sphere of life.
Christ’s lordship was the driving
force of his practical theology.5
Kuyper argued that since Christ
had redeemed us, he also redeems
all that we do. Each individual
sphere of life is completely under
the lordship and direction of King
Jesus. Science, art, politics, the
home, the school all are under
Christ’s lordship. This teaching
wasn’t completely new with Kuyper.
It traces some roots back to G. Van
Prinsterer (1801–1876), the Dutch
political leader and theologian, but
then even further to Calvin and
then much further to the Scriptures.
The Heidelberg Catechism teaches
that we belong to Christ with
our whole being (Q&A 1). What
this means is that there is not a
single thing that we do which is
neutral when it comes to faith and
morality. All that we do is an act of
worship (cf. Rom. 12). This really is
where the rubber hits the road in
terms of applying an understanding
of the King and his kingdom to
the life of the grateful citizens of
the kingdom, those who believe in
Christ. You cannot understand what
it means to be Reformed if you
don’t grasp this.

and sit under the preaching of the
Word. Whatever political party you
align yourself with. All of these
things operate under Christ’s
lordship. He is the rightful ruler
and lord. He does not rule with an
iron fist. This king and his kingdom
are altogether different than the
kingdoms of this world. Our SaviorKing is loving and gracious. He
laid down his life for the life of his
people (citizens, Phil. 3:20).
So, fellow citizens, what is God’s
call? It is all wrapped up in a short
Latin phrase. We are to live Pro
Rege (for the King) in light of the
Regnum Christi (reign of Christ).

1 Herman Ridderbos, The Coming of the
Kingdom. (Philadelphia: P&R, 1962), xi.
2 This directly ties into the subject of
stewardship. In a future article, God
willing, the author will deal with that
subject and its connection to work and
vocation.
3 Ridderbos, Coming of the Kingdom,
36–56, has an excellent treatment of the
future and present aspects of the kingdom.
The entire book is recommended, though
it is not the easiest read.
4 Helpful resources in studying these
parables are Robert Farrar Capon,
Kingdom, Grace, and Judgment: Paradox,
Outrage, and Vindication in the Parables
of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2002); Herman Hanko, The Mysteries of
the Kingdom (Grandville, MI: Reformed
Fellowship, 2004); Craig L. Blomberg,
Interpreting the Parables (Downers Grove,
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002).
5 To read further from Kuyper, I heartily
recommend reading his six Stone Lectures
given at Princeton, NJ, in 1898. The
lectures were first published in English
by Eerdmans in 1931 under the title
Calvinism.

Rev. Steve Swets
is the pastor of Rehoboth United
Reformed Church in Hamilton,
ON, and the co-editor of Faithful
and Fruitful: Essays for Elders
and Deacons (Now available at
reformedfellowship.net).

Whatever it is you do for a living.
Wherever it is you attend worship

Jan/Feb 2020 | 31

How to Evaluate Your Pastor

Rev. Christopher
J. Gordon

I

t was summer vacation 2010, and I was sitting on a lakeshore in Montana with T. David Gordon’s new book in hand,
Why Johnny Can’t Preach. As I opened the book and read the first page of the introduction, I yelled to my father, “Hey,
listen to what this Gordon guy says about preaching today: ‘I’ve always feared to state publicly that, in my opinion,
less than 30 percent of those who are ordained to the Christian ministry can preach even a mediocre sermon.’”1 As
my father shook his head, I heard an audible laugh and a lady yell out behind me, “Isn’t that the truth!” as she walked
off to the parking lot. The immediate, passionate nature of her response was troubling. What began as a moment
of amusement turned into a painful realization of a problem in Christian ministry that I had never taken seriously. If
preaching is the primary means of grace through which God chooses to save people, what are the consequences of
mediocrity in preaching?
As much as I wanted to write off what had just happened,
I knew that was the easy way out. As I continued to read, I
realized that Gordon was reacting to this problem primarily in
conservative Reformed churches. Things got worse for me and
questions began to follow as I kept reading. Gordon stated
that, of the sermons he has heard in the last twenty-five years,
only 15 percent had a discernable point.2 I began to ask if my
sermons are contributing to this awful assessment. People
seem generally positive about my ministry. What would be
the consequences of an ineffective pulpit ministry upon the
congregation I serve? Most of all, how would I even know
these things?
In this article, I am tackling the difficult subject of how
to evaluate a pastor’s ministry. Admittedly, any pastoral
evaluation is a demanding task that requires a great deal
of wisdom, effort, and humility. The motivations have to
be correct, goals have to be properly established, and the
process has to be charitably and lovingly implemented. But
it is my conviction that such a process is not only necessary
but also, when done properly, a rewarding blessing for the

spiritual growth of the pastor’s ministry. The goal of this article
is to help elders implement a pastoral evaluation process that is
intentionally supportive of the pastor in his calling and positively
constructive in helping the pastor identify areas for needed
improvement. An evaluative process that is done well will help
foster an atmosphere of trust, strengthening the relationship of
the pastor with his congregation.
The Necessity of a Pastoral Review
The old proverb rings true that “the greatest of faults is to be
conscious of none.” Christian pastors should be the first ones
willing to admit their faults and address areas in which they
need to improve. The challenge is that pastors, just like all other
sinners, struggle to see their own faults. Habits can develop
in the course of a pastor’s ministry that lead to stagnation and
a lack of personal growth. These developments can greatly
harm the effectiveness of a pastor’s ministry. The pastor needs
encouragement, feedback, and direction to grow in his calling. A
pastor who is not growing and developing his gifts will carry this
same kind of stagnation into the life of his congregation.

This article is adapted from a chapter in Reformed Fellowship’s
new book Faithful and Fruitful: Essays for Elders and Deacons,
edited by William Boekestein and Steven Swets, a follow-up to
Called to Serve: Essays for Elders and Deacons.
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The beauty of Reformed church
polity is that the pastor is kept from
functioning as a lone ranger, bearing
the sole responsibility to assess his
own performance. This is one of the
most important responsibilities God has
given to elders, namely, to oversee the
minister of the Word and the faithful
discharging of the pastoral office.
Understandably, the task is a daunting
one. Where is the elder to begin? Elders
who serve well in their responsibility to
oversee the work of their pastor must
have some understanding of the nature
and struggle of the pastoral office. Often
these struggles are not as appreciated
as they should be.
Consider for a moment a few reoccurring
statistics and challenges of pastoral
ministry:
The top two reasons pastors leave the
ministry is burnout and moral failure.
More than 70 percent of pastors have
no close friends to talk with and share
their struggles.
Eighty percent of pastors believe the
ministry has negatively affected their
families.
Pastors often claim to have no means
for resolving conflict.
At any given time, 75 percent of
pastors want to quit over severe
stress that causes depression, fear,
bewilderment, and alienation, among
other things.
Eighty percent of pastors and
84 percent of their spouses face
depression.

Ninety percent of pastors work more
than 60 hours per week.3
This raises a few important questions:
If around 90 percent of pastors are
worn out and frequently fatigued, who
is overseeing their time, priorities,
and ministerial expectations? Who
is ensuring that they are not being
overextended in duties beyond their
primary calling to minister God’s Word?
If burnout due to conflict is the number
one reason pastors leave the ministry,
how are pastors being shepherded to
prevent this burnout? Who is overseeing
what is clearly an intense spiritual
struggle happening in the life of the
pastor and his family?
The sad reality is that little to nothing is
in place in our churches to provide care
for the pastor in these struggles. Gordon
states that “almost no churches conduct

an annual review of the pastoral staff.”4
The calling of elders is to help their
pastor remain energized and effective in
his calling, and the review is helpful way
to accomplish this responsibility.
Therefore, consider the tremendous
benefits, both for the pastor and
congregation, of a pastoral review.
A proper channel of communication
promoting accountability will be
established. Members will witness
a healthy, active, and accountable
relationship between the elders and the
pastors. The pastor will receive feedback
that is designed to help and encourage
him. When this kind of feedback comes
from spiritual men called to oversee
the ministry of the Word, it will have
an energizing effect upon his ministry.
Further, when seasons of conflict come,
the pastor will have already experienced
an active, shepherding elder body that

has demonstrated care for his ministry
and family. Critique of his ministry will
be much more received in this kind of
healthy relationship. Only those who
understand how ravaging spiritual
conflict can be to church life will
appreciate the benefits of this kind of
relationship. The pastoral review can
be one of the best and most rewarding
ways to promote a healthy ministry.
The “When” of Pastoral Review
There may be a few understandable
reasons for the absence of the pastor
review. Elders may be fearful of how to
tackle what seems to be a daunting task,
especially if the pastor has a strong,
opinionated personality. Gordon believes
that pastoral reviews are lacking
“because ministers don’t want to be
told that their preaching is disorganized,
hard to follow, irrelevant, and poorly
reasoned, and because churches don’t
want to insult their ministers or hurt their
feelings (and churches often know that
the review would have some negative
aspect).”5 Even if one believes Gordon’s
assessment is overstated, addressing
deficiencies in a pastor’s preaching
ministry or other areas of his calling
is certainly an intimidating prospect
for many elders. But such a review is
necessary for the following reasons.
First, there is often lacking any avenue
through which the pastor receives
meaningful and positive feedback
in his labors. Pastors need positive
reinforcement and feedback just like
anyone else. An appreciated pastor
is a thankful pastor in his service to
the people. An unappreciated pastor
will struggle with discouragement and
motivation in his calling. Encouragement
from elders is motivating and energizing,
especially when it feels like pastoral
labor is accomplishing so little. Positive
feedback is essential to promoting the
growth of a pastor.
Second, pastors often receive
negative feedback at the worst times
and in the wrong places. Elders are
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generally unaware of how harmful
such occurrences are to the pastor’s
relationship with the congregation.
Undoubtedly, pent-up frustrations are
often expressed in times of conflict.
When critique comes improperly, such
as during the handshake line after a
service, or over an angry phone call, over
time, a certain measure of estrangement
between the pastor and the congregation
begins to build, especially if there are
growing pockets of dissatisfaction
with his work. Improper responses
also have harmful consequences that
deeply affect the pastor’s personal and
family life. It should also be noted that,
in many circumstances, congregants
who complain against the pastor do so
because they feel little is happening by
way of elder oversight of the pastor. This
too encourages critique of the pastor by
members at the most unhelpful of times.
Third, there is often little reflection that
a pastor’s ministry is going through
different stages. Understanding these
stages of pastoral ministry will help
solidify the case for a pastoral review in
the early seasons of a pastor’s ministry.
Not every ministry will look identical to
the following breakdown, nor can these
stages be delineated too precisely. Still,
in general, the following breakdown
may help elders understand what is
happening in the course of a pastor’s
ministry and where it would be best to
implement the review.
• Honeymoon. The honeymoon is
often an exciting season of church
life. Though circumstances will vary,
this season is accompanied with
real excitement over the reception
of a new pastor. It’s a fresh start for
the church. It’s a time of up-building
and establishing new relationships.
Expectations are often high.
• Building and refinement. In this
season the pastor and congregation
have come to know each other,
and the people are accepting the
direction of the pastor’s ministry. The

high expectations of the honeymoon
stage are often brought to ordinary
levels as the pastor and congregation
move forward with the normal life
of Christian ministry. It’s a season of
steady building and refinement in the
ministry of the Word.
• Adversity, conflict, and testing.
Seasons of conflict and testing in the
life of a congregation are inevitable.
The devil, the world, and our flesh
are active in working to disrupt the
peace of Christ’s church. Pastors
often become tired and weary in
these seasons of conflict. One of
the most destructive occurrences in
church life during these seasons is a
weakening of the pastor-congregation
relationship. Trust between the two
can be lost and the pulpit ministry
weakened. The spiritual health of
the pastor and congregation is a
crucial factor in how the church
will go forward through the conflict.
Preventative measures that have
already been put in place and
practiced will have an alleviating
effect upon the severity of the conflict.
• Strengthening. Endurance through
seasons of trial and adversity has a
fruit-bearing effect in the life of the
congregation. The season following
conflict is often one of the best fruityielding times that a congregation
will enjoy. If the pastor endures the
conflict well, this has a strengthening
effect upon the bond that a pastor has
with his congregation.
• Reassessment. Sadly, many pastors
do not make it through the seasons
of conflict. The number one reason
pastors exit the ministry is burnout
due to conflict. A pastor who has
enjoyed a season of strengthening in
his current ministry may come to a
point when it is necessary to consider
another call to pastor elsewhere.
Through this process he will
prayerfully determine whether God is
calling him to another congregation
or remain in his current calling with
renewed focus.6

Considering these general seasons of
pastoral ministry will help determine
when the pastoral review should be
implemented. Most attempts to help a
pastor in the middle of conflict are too
late. Anyone familiar with the trajectory
of pastoral dissolutions (a sad but
increasingly common occurrence) will
find classical and synodical officers
often trying to pick up the pieces after
a long, protracted struggle in the local
church. It is nearly impossible to resolve
the conflict when broader assemblies
are trying to intervene at the end of the
process. Something went wrong along
the way. Little or nothing was in place to
address positively the beginnings of the
problem. As the problem festered until
reaching a point of no return, pastoral
dissolution was the last and only remedy.
In almost all of these circumstances,
elders feel that the situation quickly
spiraled out of control. It was generally
late into the process, beyond breaking
points, and seeing the inevitability of
division in the life of the church that
elders began to intervene and assess
the pastor’s ministry. This is unfair to all
parties involved, especially to the pastor.
Evaluation of the pastor’s ministry in the
heart of conflict is almost always viewed
punitively. This rarely goes well.
What I am arguing for, therefore, is
a process of review that has already
been established before the season
of conflict. Elders need to have a
good understanding of the spiritual
dangers that are potentially present
in the course of their pastor’s ministry.
Ideally, the pastoral evaluation should
be established during the honeymoon
process, or in seasons of momentum
in the ministry, and on a yearly basis.
When established early in the pastoral
ministry, a platform has already been
created to address future problems in a
nonthreatening way and to the benefit of
the whole church. This kind of proactive
care in the shepherding of the pastor
will promote a healthy reception of his
ministry in the life of the congregation.

Understanding the Goal of the
Pastoral Review

the pastoral review is to focus on the
following primary duties of the pastor.

By this point I hope a case has been
made for the necessity of the pastoral
review and the importance of its early
implementation in the pastor’s ministry.
But in order for the review to be helpful
to the pastor and beneficial to the life
of the congregation, proper goals need
to be established. While it is important
that the review be comprehensive
and thorough, a word of caution is
necessary. Once the door for pastoral
review is opened, there is the real
danger that the evaluation will deviate
into a micromanaging of the pastor well
beyond the duties and dignities of the
office itself. In fact, I was somewhat
apprehensive to write this article due to
fear that I would open the door for added
burdens to be placed on the pastor’s
back that he is unable to carry. I recently
heard of one pastor’s newly implemented
review, a review consisting of thirty
pages of grueling critique. This was one
of the most discouraging interactions
the pastor ever had with his elders.
Recognizing this as a potential problem,
it cannot be emphasized enough that the
pastoral evaluation should not become
a means of pastoral scrutiny beyond the
design of the office itself.

Preaching and Worship

Establishing the goal of the review,
therefore, is of extreme importance. The
review should have the goal of being
positive for the up-building of the pastor
in his office and service to the people.
The pastoral evaluation provides a
platform for elders to recognize areas of
strengths in the pastor’s service, offering
support and encouragement in areas of
struggle, and identifying areas of needed
improvement. From this basic goal
we can begin to think about what the
pastoral review should look like.
The Content of the Pastoral Review
The pastoral review should be simple,
clear, and intentional in its content.
It should not be overbearing or
cumbersome. The best way to construct

Preaching has always been central to
the ministry of the church. In classic
Reformed theology, preeminence has
been given to preaching in corporate
worship based upon the conviction that
the minister is an ambassador sent to
proclaim God’s holy Word, making known
his salvation to the peoples. Preaching
that is conducted in demonstration of the
Spirit and power is Christ’s living voice
to the church today. The apostle Paul
tells us that it pleased God through the
foolishness of the message preached to
save those who believe (1 Cor. 1:21). For
these reasons, the highest responsibility
of the pastor is to give himself to the call
of proclaiming God’s holy Word.
To be sure, elders should maintain the
highest standard of respect for the
act of preaching since we believe the
pastor is speaking God’s Word. But such
respect for the act of preaching does not
negate the responsibility of an elder to
oversee the preaching. There certainly
can be bad preaching even when nothing
overtly unfaithful is said. And yet,
while it’s true that preaching should be
faithful, its effectiveness should be no
less emphasized as well. Preaching that
makes a lasting difference in people’s
lives is both faithful and effective.
Elders need to think through how best
to encourage their pastor to strive for a
faithful and effective pulpit ministry. The
preaching ministry may be evaluated by
the following three marks: the text is
clearly explained, the gospel is faithfully
proclaimed, and the people are driven to
response. Below are four questions that
may help elders assess their pastor’s
preaching.
• Is the preaching clear? One of the
greatest hindrances to an effective
Reformed pulpit ministry is when the
sermon is made into a lecture. It’s a
tragedy that Reformed sermons are
often characterized as being hard to
Jan/Feb 2020 | 35

understand, full of theological jargon,
overly academic, and without a
discernable point. No one should ever
walk away from worship questioning
what the sermon was about. If that
happens, the fault lies with the pastor,
not the people. Clearness in preaching
is accomplished by explaining the
sermon text with speech that strikes
the heart of the hearer in a manner he
can easily understand.
• Is there a goal in the preaching? All
preaching should have the goal of
reconciliation between God and
man through the proclamation of the
forgiveness of sins through the free
grace of the gospel. When the sermon
lacks a clear gospel presentation, the
minister can easily place God’s people
under the law’s heavy yoke, causing
them to wonder whether they have
done enough to really be accepted
before God. The goal of gospel
ministry is to lead people to confess
sin and receive the life-changing free
grace of forgiveness offered in the
gospel.7
• Is the preaching practical? All
preaching must faithfully apply
the intention of the text to the
circumstances and lives of the
people. Effective preaching explains
the text and then applies the text.
Applications must arise from the text
itself with the goal of leading God’s
people to walk in the newness of life.
Preaching without application hinders
God’s people in their sanctification.
The congregation needs clear, direct
application as a response to the grace
received in the gospel.
• Is the pastor persistent in preaching?
For a minister to be both faithful and
effective in his calling, he must be
diligent in giving himself to preach. A
minister who is growing, progressing,
and developing in his preaching
will see progress in the lives of the
people he serves. Sadly, the minister
is often pulled away from his primary
task of preaching with a variety of
administrative duties, filling his time
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answering emails, and tending to
other responsibilities of a secondary
nature. Preaching that is done well
requires a lot of time in study and
reflection throughout the course of
a week. Elders must ensure that
the pastor is not developing habits
that are undermining his duty to
preach. Promote the pastor’s growth
as a preacher since it is crucial to
the spiritual health of the entire
congregation.
Personal and Family Life
In this part of the evaluation, the elders
should determine the spiritual and
physical vitality of the pastor and his
family. The purpose is to determine
whether he has become overburdened
in his calling with the accumulation
of duties, leading to the neglect of his
personal walk with Christ, shepherding
his family, and taking physical care of
his body. Are there patterns of neglect
in these areas? If so, why? Elders will
also need to determine whether their
expectations of the pastor are beyond
what is reasonable. Failure in these
areas will have a direct correlation to the
effectiveness of his ministry. If the pastor
cannot manage his own household, how
will he care for the household of faith?
This part of the evaluation focuses on
safeguarding the pastor from himself
and from unrealistic expectations.
Pastoral Care and Discipleship
Jesus desired to be among the sheep,
caring for them, helping them, and
loving them. Our Lord was accessible
to his people as one concerned for
their spiritual and physical well-being.
Caring for the sick and the dying is a
vital part of the pastor’s calling. When it
comes to visitation and pastoral care, if
improvement is needed, first determine
whether the pastor clearly understands
the expectations of the elders. The
pastor should insist that his elders share
with him the responsibility of meeting
pastoral needs.
When it comes to discipleship,

elders will need to assess how the
pastor is promoting the growth of the
congregation through teaching and
counseling. The annual review should
include the pastoral care of young
people. This may require rethinking
on how accessible the pastor is to the
next generation. Young people want a
relationship with their pastor, and the
elders need to ensure, with priority, that
such a bond is being developed.
Other questions under this category
may include: Does the pastor make
himself available to visitors? How is he
promoting the enfolding of the lost? How
is the pastor’s ministry propelling the
Christian witness?
Leadership and Administration
Finally, an assessment of the pastor’s
leadership strengths and weaknesses is
a helpful place to close the evaluation.
In Reformed church polity, the pastoral
role in leadership is one of assisting the
elders in the shepherding and care of
the congregation.8 The pastor holds an
incredible position of power that can
be easily abused. It’s a sad but common
problem that pastors are often known as
controlling and manipulative. Sometimes
elder bodies become no more than a
group of yes-men to whatever agenda
the pastor desires to push upon the
congregation. At other times the pastor
is viewed simply as a church employee
and his leadership is hamstrung. While a
pastor is certainly called to be a leader,
this leadership must be accompanied
with the heart of a servant.
With this in mind, elders will want to
assess the pastor’s leadership among
them. Is the pastor too domineering in
his leadership, or too passive? Does his
leadership demonstrate that he desires
to assist or control the elder body in
their shepherding of the congregation?
Further, how is the pastor’s leadership
promoting the growth of other leaders in
the elder body? Is the pastor known as
a servant in the interests of Christ or a
pusher of his own agenda on the body?

Implementing the Pastoral Review
After determining the content of the
pastoral review, it’s important to have
clear direction in how the review will be
implemented. And while there may be
a variety of ways to do this, the elders
should think first and foremost about
which approach is most beneficial to
the pastor in properly communicating
the consensus of the elder body with
regard to his work. Some processes are
unhelpful and overly burdensome if not
communicated well. For this reason I
suggest the following.
First, the elders should establish the
content of the review. A subcommittee
of elders may be appointed to draft the
pastoral evaluation with the agreedupon categories that will comprise
the review.9 Second, upon approval of
the review by the entire elder body,
the elders should complete the review
form and return it to the clerk, who
will collate their assessment. Third,
the full consistory—or a delegation of
elders who possess strong personal
and communicative gifts—should
share the results of the review with the
pastor. Fourth, the congregation should
be notified that the elders conducted
an annual review of the pastor’s work
with an added note, if appropriate, of
the growth the elder body is witnessing
in their pastor. This is very healthy for
the congregation to be made aware of
publicly.
With God’s help a pastoral review will
aid the growth of the pastor and the
spiritual life of the entire congregation
under his ministry.
1 T. David Gordon, Why Johnny Can’t Preach:
The Media Have Shaped the Messengers
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2009), 11.

many of the statistics above can be retrieved
from http://www.pastorburnout.com.
4 Gordon, Why Johnny Can’t Preach, 33.
5 Gordon, Why Johnny Can’t Preach, 33.
6 Some of these stages were adapted from
the following similar breakdown: Thom S.
Rainer, “Five Stages of a Pastor’s Ministry,” The
Christian Post, October 8, 2013; web, August 30,
2015.
7 Consider John Calvin’s summary of gospel
ministry: “Many other things, undoubtedly,
are contained in the Gospel, but the principal
object which God intends to accomplish by it is,
to receive men into favor by not imputing their
sins. If, therefore, we wish to show that we are
faithful ministers of the Gospel, we must give
our most earnest attention to this subject; for
the chief point of difference between the Gospel

and heathen philosophy lies in this, that the
Gospel makes the salvation of men to consist
in the forgiveness of sins through free grace.”
Commentary on the Gospel of John, vol. 2
(Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1847), 271.
8 CO, art. 2.
9 For a reproducible sample review, see
Appendix A in Faithful and Fruitful: Essays
for Elders and Deacons, edited by William
Boekestein and Steven Swets (Grandville, MI:
Reformed Fellowship, 2019).

Rev. Christopher J. Gordon
pastors Escondido United Reformed
Church (URCNA) in Escondido, CA.

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

We’re Looking for a…
PRIMARY SCHOOL TEACHER
We’re looking for an enthusiastic, committed teacher, who is going
to LOVE inspiring and motivating young children to learn new skills,
new abilities, and expand their tiny minds with all the greatness of
God, His creation, and His Word. We also want this super enthusiastic
teacher to educate them, teach them to read and write and do math,
and generally be an Educational Superhero.
Our ideal candidate is a Christian of the Reformed persuasion, a
committed church goer, and has high personal and professional
standards.
Our school is a private, parent-controlled independent school, in
Upper Hutt, New Zealand. We currently have a roll of 24 students and
offer education to children from Christian families from years 1-12.
Due to our fantastically low student to teacher ratio (5-10 students
per teacher), we offer opportunity for quality one-on-one instruction,
and opportunities for teachers to nurture Christian character and
build meaningful educational relationships with students.
If you are interested in being part of a thriving and vibrant
educational community, and would like more information on this
position, we would love to hear from you.

2 Gordon, Why Johnny Can’t Preach, 18.

Please contact the school board chairman:

3 There are many resources that document
pastoral burnout statistics. The statistics listed
here provide a sample of some of the more
important for elders to consider. There is an
entire website devoted to this problem, and

Geoff Doyle
board@silverstreamchristianschool.nz
Phone: 04 9707659
Address: 8 Blue Mountains Road, Silverstream, Upper Hutt.
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Remembering Rev. Edward J. Knott

Rev. Edward J. Knott, age 97,
passed away Friday night,
November 29, 2019 due to
complications from a fall. He was
preceded in death by his wife,
Harriet, infant son Fred, and
granddaughter Sandy Lautenbach.
Surviving are his children Kathy
(John) De Leeuw, Edward (Marcia)
Knott, and Fred (Deb) Knott, his 8
grandchildren and 15 great
grandchildren. Edward Knott
married Harriet Doezema in 1946,
and he was ordained in the
Protestant Reformed Churches of
America in 1947.
The couple lived in various
locations during his three years
as a home missionary. In 1950, he
accepted a call to the Kalamazoo
PRC, which he served for nine
years. He ministered to the Second
PRC in Grand Rapids from 19591961. He then accepted a call to
Beverly CRC, where he served ten
years, from 1961-1971. He next
spent seven years at West Leonard
CRC in Grand Rapids before
serving five years at Calvin CRC
in Rock Valley, IA. The Knotts
returned to Michigan in 1983,
when he accepted a call to Forest
Grove CRC.

He initially retired in January 1988,
but continued to serve the Forest
Grove congregation as counselor
and one Sunday per month pulpit
supply. Rev. Knott continued ro
lead Wednesday Womens Bible
Study at his church until his fall.
He considered the highlights of his
ministerial career to be the meeting
at which Mid-America Reformed
Seminary was formed (April 22,
1981), the meeting at which the
United Reformed Churches came
into being (Lynwood Independent
Reformed Church in November,
1995), and the first synod of the
URCNA (also at Lynwood in
October of 1996).
Rev. Knott viewed his largest
reward as “a good conscience that
the work accomplished was done
to God’s glory and the welfare of
the church.” Other rewards of his
work included times of peace and
harmony within a congregation,
when good relationships among
the members nourished the
ministry.

Photo by Jeff Steenholdt

Rev. Knott speaking at Covenant URC’s 25th
Anniversary, in Kalamazoo, January 13, 2018

He enjoyed witnessing young
people profess their faith, and was
touched when members expressed
appreciation for the proclamation
of the Word.
He found personal satisfaction in
doing what he was called to do and
rejoiced to see evidences of God’s
blessing.

1944
and
1950s
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Memorial contributions can be
made to Mid-America Reformed
Seminary, 229 Seminary Drive,
Dyer IN 46311.
To listen to a Rev. Knott sermon
titled “Hard to Be Saved” from
March, 2003, go to:
www.covenant-urc.org/resources

“Among good friends”: Back from left: Rev.
Wybren Oord, Rev. Jim Oord, Dr. Cornelis
Venema , Dr. Alan Strange. Front from left:
Rev. Edward Knott and Rev. Arthur Besteman

Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
10857 W. Parmalee Rd.
Middleville, MI 49333-8881
(877) 532-8510

NOW AVAILABLE!

A wonderful gift for your favorite
Elder or Deacon.

Faithful and Fruitful:

Essays for Elders and Deacons
Edited by William Boekestein and Steven Swets
Foreword by Michael Brown
Healthy churches have healthy elders and deacons.
When a local congregation is blessed with faithful
officers the results are bountiful (Acts 6:7). Faithful
and Fruitful: Essays for Elders and Deacons provides
current and future church leaders with an exciting
opportunity of personal development. Like its
companion (Called to Serve), this collection of essays
offers biblical and practical essays written by seasoned
churchmen drawing upon a wealth of leadership
knowledge, experience, and wisdom. Engaging study
questions for each essay can help readers make the
most of the Bible’s instruction and encouragement for
those tasked with the responsibility and privilege of
leading Christ’s church.
Continuing education is often required of secular
thought leaders; should anything less be expected in
Christ’s church?

To order please visit: www.reformedfellowship.net
You may also order by calling Shelly at 616.532.8510

$16.99

Soft-touch laminate paperback, 328 pages

