teousness of God" (2 Corinthians 5:21).
"Hallelujah! What a Savior!"

THE ENJOYMENT OF
CHRISTMAS

CHRISTMAS RICHES
THOMAS C. VANDEN HEUVEL

I

2 Corinthians 8:9: "For you know the grace of our
Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for
your sakes He became poor, so that you through His
poverty might become rich."

Jesus Christ. Grace is unmerited favor. It
takes us back to eternity, to the mind of God
who determined to save sinful man. Grace
can only be understood against the background of human sin. Man who was made a
Have you heard the story about a lady little lower than the heavenly beings and
who bought a painting of the Madonna, the crowned with glory and honor (Psalm 8:5),
Child, and two saints, at a garage sale? She rebelled against God, refused to obey Him
paid $3.00 for it. It was a sort of Christmas and chose to go his own willful way. "All
painting, but nobody valued it. They all have sinned and come short of the glory of
thought it was a discarded relic from God" (Romans 3:23).
someone's attic. But one day an expert in
This hits all of us. We have a very hard
Italian art saw it and recognized it as a 16th time with this. We all think that somehow
century work of art by a famous Italian mas- we deserve God's grace. We are baSically
ter. The appraisers said it was worth good people. We go to church. We've
$300,000.00. The lady got quite a bargain learned the catechism and attended Chrisbut she didn't know it when she bought it, tian schools. We have made profession of
and she might never have known it if the ex- faith. We don't get into trouble with the law.
pert had not told her. This is true not only of But we don't deserve God's favor at all! It is
the Christmas painting, but of Christmas as purely of grace. What the Heidelberg Catechism
well. Many people who celebrate Christmas . says in the first question and answer is abhave no idea of its value and worth. They solutely true: "I am not my own." What we
know the story of the baby born in are is all of grace. It is by God's unmerited
Bethlehem and the shepherds and favor that we can confess: "But with body
wise men who came to visit. But they don't and soul I belong to my faithful Savior Jesus
know its real meaning or significance. They Christ!" Grace is the source of salvation.
think Christmas is a relic of the past, like
the old painting.
Let's look at the real meaning of Christ"Though He was rich, yet for your sakes
mas as explained by Paul in 2 Corinthians He became poor." This is the only time in
8:9: "For you know the grace of our Lord the New Testament that "poor" is used in
Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet this verb form. It is the strongest possible
for your sakes He became poor, so that you use of the word. A verb is an action word.
through His poverty might become rich." He became poor from being incredibly rich.
This text speaks of the source, the cost and Look at Colossians 1: 15-20 which describe
the enjoyment of Christmas.
His riches: "He is the image of the invisible

THE COST OF CHRISTMAS

THE SOURCE OF
CHRISTMAS
The source of Christmas is grace. It is interesting to note the context of this beautiful verse. Paul is appealing to the
Corinthian Christians to help the poor
church in Jerusalem. In his appeal to give,
he says: "For you know the grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ...." This is the common method
of Paul. His letters were often prompted by
local problems, but he does not treat the
local problem with a local method, but
rather by means of an eternal truth which
bears on the local need. So, what is the
highest example of giving? It is Jesus Christ!
This is the perfect example of what real giving is!
What is the source of this unspeakable
gift of Christmas? It is the grace of our Lord

God, the firstborn over all creation. For by
Him all things were created: things in
heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or power or rulers or authorities, all things were created by Him
and for Him. He is before all things, and in
Him all things hold together. And He is the
head of the body, the church; He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the
dead, so that in everything He might have
the supremacy."
From these riches He became poor. He
became so poor He had absolutely nothing
more to give away. He gave His body and
blood. "He made Himself nothing"
(Philippians 2:7). Jesus experienced the
depth of His poverty when He cried out "My
God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?"
(Matthew 27:46). This was the cost. "God
made Him who had no sin, to be sin for us,
so that in Him we might become the righ-
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Notice that riches are ours through His
poverty. "He was bound that we might be
loosed from our sins. He was forsaken that
we might never be forsaken." All those who
believe on Him are made rich in the possession of the glory which Christ laid aside. We
are made partakers of the divine nature (2
Peter 1:4). This is Christ's righteousness,
holiness, exaltation and blessedness! Jesus
describes our riches in His high priestly
prayer (John 17) with these words: "I have
given them the glory that You gave Me, that
they may be one as We are one: I in them
and You in Me" (John 17:22,23). So we are
glorified with Christ and reign with Him.
The price of this exaltation and blessedness
is His own poverty. Unless He had submitted Himself to all the humiliation of His incarnation and death, we would have remained forever poor, destitute of all holiness, happiness and glory. But we who believe in Jesus as our Savior are rich. By faith
in His blood we have the forgiveness of sins
and everlasting righteousness. We have a
new heart and we are a new creation.
Many do not have a clue about what
these riches are. We are living in an age of
unparalleled riches materially, and amazing
poverty spiritually. We as Reformed believers have a colossal task of explaining this
verse. Each word is a sermon.
Do you experience the riches of Christ?
Open your eyes and read; listen to Him
speak. We are offered something better
than the daily pursuit of Mammon, the ball
and chain of secular slavery, and the future
of nothing. The child of God who knows the
grace of the Lord Jesus Christ is not fearful
or anxious, because he knows God's faithfulness is new every morning.
I am preaching through the Book of Romans. The riches we have in Christ are summarized in this book beautifully: Romans 1:7,
"righteousness"; 3:28,"justified"; 5: 1,2,
"Peace with God, access into His presence,
hope, joy"; 8: 1, "No condemnation"; 8: 12,
"led by the Spirit"; 8:28, "God's care";
8:29,30, "Secured from election through
glorification"; 8:31- 37, "More than conquerors"; 14:8, "We belong to Christ." We are
rich!
So as we celebrate Christmas this year,
let's think about its source, its cost and its
enjoyment. Let's explain this to our children and grandchildren Let's sing the
beautiful Christmas carols with faith and
love. "0 come, let us adore Him, Christ the
Lord!"

•

The Character of the

Twentieth Century:
A Reformed Review
s the twentieth cen- first cousin - another of Victoria's
tury draws to a close grandsons - Czar Nicholas II. The
many observers are crowned heads of Europe were repcommenting on the character and resented at her funeral. A brave new
accomplishments of this one hun- world would grow up out of the
dred-year period. Is it the century of strict social codes and the colonial
the computer or of the atom? Is it empires that Victoria represented.
the century of man in space or of
women? Is it the century of democracy or of
"Ou,century FROM EMPIRES
America? Or should we
has seentlie TO REPUBLICS
characterize the century
Many of the royal and
in some entirely differextension of . imperial houses that
ent terms? And who
education to seemed so strong in
should be man or
1901 and that were
many more
woman or machine of
rooted in centuries old
the century?
people, butnas European traditions
Now we know that
tended to lower would soon be swept
centuries are artificial,
expectations away in the flood of
human constructions
World War I. Europe,
and that history has no
about what the the West and indeed
obligation to conform
educated the world would never
its major events to
be the same. Soon the
person knows .•,
them. But very near the
rule of Hapsburgs,
beginning of the twentiHohenzollerns and
eth century an event occurred that
Romanovs would come to an end
at least symbolically marked the
and empires would give way to deend of one era and the beginning of
mocracies (or the pseudo-democanother. On January 22, 1901 Queen
racies of fascism and communism).
Victoria died. She had ruled Great
Much of the twentieth century
Britain and the British Empire since
saw real and ideological wars over
1837. Most of her subjects at her
empire and social-political sysdeath had never known another
tems. World War I, World War II, the
monarch. She had given her name
wars in Korea and Vietnam and
to a period of western history, the
countless other smaller wars preocVictorian era. She had ruled over
cupied our century. The struggles
the greatest empire of her time and
against National Socialism (the Nawitnessed the heights of British
zis) and international Communism
power and influence.
nearly exhausted the strength of
When she died, Kaiser Wilhelm II
the western democracies. Still
was holding her hand in great disthose democracies prevailed and at
tress. He was her grandson. In
the end of the twentieth century
mourning her he was joined not
have become the models for many
only by his uncle Bertie, now Kingnations of the earth. Indeed at the
Emperor Edward VII, but also by his
L..-_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

end of the century many enjoy a
greater measure of political freedom and justice than prevailed in
the nineteenth century.

FROM MANAGED
MARKETS TO FREER
MARKET FORCES
Closely linked to the political
struggles of the century were the
struggles of different social-economic systems. Powerful voices in
the early and middle parts of the
century roared against capitalism
and its injustices. Communism began the most aggressive and influential form of socialism seeking an
end to gross disparities between
rich and poor. History may record
that communism helped the poor
in Russia or China in some ways,
but as a system, communism failed
in its competition with western
capitalism. Communism destroyed
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human initiative and produced corrupt and inefficient bureaucracies.
By contrast western capitalism produced flourishing economies that
greatly increased the size of the
middle class. While many rightly
worry about the ecological cost of
capitalism and about the needs of
those still poor, capitalism seems
triumphant today.

l

took a great leap forward with
Albert Einstein and continues to
delve into the subatomic structure
of our universe. As physics examines the ever smaller, astronomy
reaches farther and farther into
space. Geology and biology pursue
the origins and structure of our
world in ways that continue to raise
questions for the Bible-believing
community.
Psychology continues to grow as
FROM TRAINS TO
a pervasive cultural presence.
Sigmund Freud published his InterROCKETS
pretation of Dreams in 1900, and we
One of the most dramatic
continue to study the "subconchanges of the twentieth century is
scious" and human motivation.
in the arena of science and technolWhether history will view psychology. Some born in the day of covogy as a real advance in human unered wagons lived to travel in airderstanding or as the alchemy of
planes. For Americans at least, the
the twentieth century remains to be
century of the automobile enabled
seen. In any case many forms of
travel on an unprecedented scale.
psychology have posed a more seriRegionalism and parochialism
ous threat to a Christian worldview
faded before tourism and shifting
than natural science, undermining
demographics. Marvels of commufor many the sense of a moral uninication saw newspapers and televerse and personal responsibility,
graph replaced in speed by radios,
eliminating sin and grace from the
telephones, televisions and comdiscussion.
puters. More information in more
War has driven many technologiforms at faster speeds created a
cal and scientific advances in our
global connection unparalleled in
time. Guns, airplanes, rockets, varihuman history.
ous biological and
The technology of
chemical
agents have remedicine is another of "We need anew
sulted from the needs of
the fascinating stories of
vision of the the battlefield. Most
our century. Progress in
value of alarming, the developdrugs and surgical proeducation quite ment of nuclear weapcedures makes the
ons has threatened the
medicine of 1900 seem
distinct from job very existence of the hubarbaric. Life expecttraining." man race. We are reancy has increased draminded that weeds still
matically, and with it,
grow wherever man cultivates the
the world's population. Now 6 bilearth.
lion humans live on the earth, compared with about 1 billion in 1900.
Recent advances in the field of ge- FROM THE HUMANITIES
netics make the future seem even
brighter for medical treatment. Still TO ,OB TRAINING
our very progress carries with it the
Educational ideals have changed
signs of the fall as new diseases too. In 1900 the educated man was
from AIDS to Alzheimers arise to at least bilingual, that is, he posplague us, and the problems of pro- sessed a reading knowledge of
viding for the handicapped and very Latin and a thorough familiarity
elderly continue to grow.
with the classics of ancient Greece
Many of the natural sciences have and Rome. Education had the goal
advanced spectacularly. Physics of refining and civilizing students. It

existed to furnish the mind with
learning that made a better man.
Our century has seen the extension
of education to many more people,
but has tended to lower expectations about what the educated person knows. Illiteracy in the schools
is a major problem, usually addressed by discussions of teacher
training and the size of classrooms.
But the deeper problem is, "Why
educate?" Many students seem to
sense that they study to get a job,
but the studies are not connected
to the jobs they want. We need a
new vision of the value of education
quite distinct from job training. The
rise of Christian schools and homeschooling in recent years may prove
to be addressing this problem, but
may reflect more cultural alienation
on the part of parents rather than a
new educational ideal.

FROM FLOOR-LENGTH
SKIRTS TO MINI-SKIRTS

0
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The developments in popular culture reflect in a particularly powerful way the transitions of our century. The prim propriety of
Victorianism has given way to a culture of self-expression and self-fulfillment that is vulgar and morally
debased in many ways. We can see
that clearly in music and dance.
From the sensation of Ernestine
Schumann-Heink singing the premier of Richard Strauss' Elecktra in
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Genesis 1, 11

A Captivating Bible Study

THE MAN OF THE
CENTURY

This brief and personal reaction
to our century still needs a conclusion. I am tempted to suggest that
the century is best characterized by
The Bible studies on Genesis 1-11, written by Rev. Mark
the growth of vulgar individualism
Vander Hart, have now been bound in a book and are
and that Madonna be the Woman of
available for purchase at S4.00 per copy (plus S & H).
the Century. But I believe a deeper
Orders can be sent to:
Orders may also be placed by:
phenomenon must be noted, and
so I would suggest that the twentiReformed Fellowship, Inc.
Phone: 616-532-8510
eth century should be the Century
2930 Chicago Dr. SW
Fax: 616-561-2757 or
Grandville, MI 49418-1176 Email: Tomlaur@aol.com
of Violence and that Adolph Hitler,
the icon of evil, be the Man of the
Century. In the face of much na"ive
2930 Chicago Drive, S.w.. GrandvJle, MI 49418-1176· (616) 532-8510
optimism that surrounds us, we
must recognize that only a Re1909 to Ricky Martin singing "La ies personality. We have moved formed view of sin explains the besVida Loca," from the stately waltz to from Abraham the Terrible (as his tiality of human behavior in our
the mosh pit, we have traveled a critics dubbed his righteous zeal) to century. Millions and millions have
died in wars and camps, of starvalong way. (Actually Madame Slick Willie.
Schumann-Heink experienced the
tion and genocide at the hands of
their fellow men. Josef
craziness of our century in a special
"the Century Stalin actually killed
way when, during World War I, one FROM BILLY
of her sons fought for Germany and SUNDAY TO JACK
otVwlence more than Hitler, but he
did not give us the picanother fought for America.) Momust remind us tures
tion pictures as an art form seem to HAYFORD
and images of inthat for all oar humanity that Hitler did.
Billy Sunday repreexist, even in their better moments,
to explore the ultimate limits of sented the emotional,
progress, The Century of Violence
must remind us that for
violence, sex and obscenity pos- entertaining side of lay
human nature all
our progress, human
sible for society to bear. The refined revivalism in 1900. He
has
not
expressed
the
simple,
nature
has not changed.
romanticism of Puccini has given
affecting
crusade
to
conway to the gross romanticism of
changed." Friedrich Nietzsche who
rock and roll. The pursuit of feeling vert individuals and the
died in 1900 was the
for feelings' sake has emotionally nation. Since his day the simplicity apostle of the Dionysian and the
crippled many and contributed to a and emotionalism of evangelicalism Superman, sowing the seeds that
deep-seated cynicism and relativ- has intensified and the Pentecostal Hitler harvested. The evil of
movement has emerged from that mankind's most progressive cenism.
Many observers have seen that background. Jack Hayford repre- tury reminds us that humans in evthe late nineteenth century still sents today the evolution of the ery country and every circumstance
sought, in education and culture, movement of Aimee Semple need Jesus Christ and Him alone as
the cultivation of moral character McPherson to a rather mild and re- their Savior.
Christians in the face of such evil
as an ideal. Today the cultivation of spectable charismatic church of
personality is the norm. Those "fa- wide influence. He is well-con- must not lose heart. Rather we
mous for being famous" are the nected to inclusive evangelicals must be encouraged by the promise
icons and models of the young and and American conservatism. He of Jesus, "I will build my church and
the old. The goal is not goodness, also is a composer who exemplifies the gates of Hell shall not prevail
but distinctiveness usually through the contemporary Christian music against it." We have much work to
notoriety. Nothing illustrates this movement. His song "Majesty," do for Jesus in the twenty-first cenmore powerfully than an example while perhaps one of the better tury.
from the political realm. In 1901 praise songs, still is stylistically
Abraham Kuyper embodied charac- overblown and doctrinally shallow Dr. Godfrey, editor of this department, is
ter as Prime Minister of the Nether- - like so much of contemporary Professor of Church History, and Presilands. In 1999 Bill Clinton embod- evangelicalism.
dent of Westminster Seminary in
Escondido, CA.

by Mark Vander

Hart

REFORMED FELLOWSIITP, INC.
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THE SABBATH INSTITUTION (II):
Its Observance
JOHN MURRAY

.,

Mosaic Regulations

l

rather awkward and inaccurate way
of expressing the distinction between the Mosaic economy and the
New Testament economy in respect
of Sabbath observance. For, recognizing to the fullest extent the discontinuance of certain regulatory
provisions in the jurisprudence of
Israel under the law of Moses, we
may still ask quite insistently: What
has this to do with the strictness of
observance?
The force of this question can be
made more obvious if we think of
the regulatory provisions of the Mosaic law governing the observance
of other commandments of the
decalogue. There were regulations
in connection with the other commandments, regulations which we
have no want to believe apply to us
under the New Testament. For example, in respect of the fifth commandment, it was provided that the
man who cursed father
fl
U' t(.
or mother was to be put
••• 11. IS rte
to
(Exod. 21: 17;
fulnessof New' Lev.death
20:9). In respect of
Testament the seventh commandrevelation and . ment, it was provided
the adulterer and
redemptive that
the adulteress were to be
accomplishment put to death (Lev. 20:
that serves to 10). Now, however grievthese sins are, we do
cQnfirm the ous
not believe that the
sanctity of sanction by which they
the Sabbath were punished under the
law is applicable
institution Mosaic
under the New Testaand the. ment. Such provisions of
strictness ()f the Mosaic law are so
closely bound up with an
observarice economy which has
demanded passed away as to its obof US." servance, that we could
hold to the continuance

t is sometimes said, and
it is said by good men,
we do not now, under
this economy, observe the Sabbath
as strictly as was required of the
people of Israel under the Old Testament. This statement of the case
needs examination, and careful distinction must be made if we are to
assess it properly. There is an element of truth in it. But there is also
a good deal of error. It is true that
certain regulations, both preceptive
and primitive, which governed the
observance of the Sabbath under
the Mosaic law, do not apply to us
under the New Testament. In Israel
it was distinctly provided that they
were not to kindle a fire throughout
their habitations upon the Sabbath
day (Exod. 35:3). It was also enacted that whosoever would do any
work on the Sabbath would be put
to death (Exod. 35:2).
Now there is no warrant for supposing that
such regulatory provisions both prohibitive
and punitive bind us under the New Testament.
This is particularly apparent in the case of the
capital punishment executed for Sabbath desecration in the matter of
labor. If this is what is
meant when it is said
that observance is not
as strict in its application to us as it was under the Mosaic law, then
the contention should
have to be granted. It
must be said, however,
that this would be a
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of these provisions no more than
we could hold to the continuance of
the Mosaic economy itself.

New Testament Applications
And so we come to the real point
at issue: May it be said that we are
free to observe less strictly the fifth
and seventh commandments? The
abolition of certain Mosaic provisions guarding and promoting the
sanctity of these two commandments we must recognize. But has
the sanctity of these commandments been in any way revoked, or
the strictness with which we observe them relaxed? The very
thought is, of course, revolting. And
every enlightened mind and tender
conscience recoils from the suggestion. The fact is that the sanctity of
these commandments is more
clearly revealed and enforced in the
New Testament than in the Old Testament, and the depth and breadth
of their application made more apparent. Is this not the burden of the
Sermon on the Mount? And this is
just another way of saying that the
demands of strictness in the obser-

vance of these commandments are made
more potent than they are in the Old Testament. It is because this is the case,
because the revelation of the sanctity of the commandments is more
abundant and the illumining and
sanctifying operations of the Holy
Spirit more profuse, that the regulations guarding and promoting the
observance of these commandments under the Old Testament
have been abrogated. Hence the
abolition of these regulations is coincident with the deeper understanding of the sanctity of the commandments. It is this same line of
thought that must also be applied
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to the fourth commandment. Abolition of certain Mosaic regulations?
Yes! But this in no way affects the
sanctity of the commandment nor
the strictness of observance that is
the complement of that sanctity.
And so it is to confuse the question at issue to speak of observance
under the present economy as "less
strict" than under the Old Testament. As in the case of the other
commandments, it is the fulness of
New Testament revelation and redemptive accomplishment that
serves to confirm the sanctity of the Sab-

bath institution and the strictness of observance demanded of us. The only way
whereby the logic of this conclusion
could be controverted is by driving
a wedge of sharp discrimination between the fourth commandment
and the other nine. And this is a
position which the proponents of
less strict observance have not
been successful in proving.
Sometimes appeal is made to
what Jesus said on one occasion, "It
is lawful to do well on the Sabbath
days" (Matt. 12: 12). and these
words of our Lord are interpreted to
mean that it is lawful to do on the
Sabbath days everything that it is
lawful or well for man to do. If that
were the case, then it would be lawful to do on the Sabbath everything
that man might lawfully do at any
time, and there would be no necessary distinction between the activities on the day of rest and the activities of the six days of labor.
This word of Jesus was spoken in a
context, and the context always determines the meaning of what is
said. Jesus was vindicating and defending the doing of certain things
on the Sabbath day. If we examine
the context we shall find that the
works defended and approved by
Him are not works of every conceivable kind; they are works which fall
into certain categories. These categories are indeed very instructive
- they are the categories of piety,
necessity and mercy. A work of piety, that is, work connected with the
worship of the sanctuary, is in view
when He says, "Or have ye not read

in the law, how that on the Sabbath tion had perverted the Sabbath indays the priests in the temple pro- stitution and had turned it into an
fane the Sabbath, and are blame- instrument of oppression and hyless" (Matt. 12:5). A work of neces- pocrisy.
sity is referred to when He says,
Pharisaism
"Have ye not read what David did,
It is true that we must guard
when he was ahungered, and they
against
the encroachments which
that were with him; how he entered
proceed
from pharisaical imposiinto the house of God, and did eat
the showbread, which was not law- tion. This is self-righteousness and
ful for him to eat, neither for them will worship. It completely fruswhich were with him, but only for trates the divine design. The Sabthe priests" (Matt. 12:3, 4). That is bath was made for man and not
to say, dire necessity warranted the man for the Sabbath. When we endoing of something which under cumber the institutions of God with
normal conditions would have the accretions of our own invention,
been a culpable violation of divine we not only pervert His law but we
prescription and restriction. And a impugn His wisdom and usurp His
work of mercy is in view when He authority. We make ourselves lawsays, "What man shall there be givers and forget that there is only
among you, that shall have one one lawgiver. Not only the wisdom
sheep, and if it fall into a pit on the but the holiness of God is reflected
Sabbath day, he will not lay hold on in what He has not required, as well
as in what He actually
it, and lift it out" (Matt.
"Why should demands. If we add to
12: 11).
His law, then we supIt is this service of
insistence upon pose
ourselves to be
mercy which Jesus
Sabbath
better
and wiser than
then, in the most conGod.
And
that is the esobservance
be
spicuous way, exemplisence
of
impiety and
fied when He said to
considered lawlessness.
the man with the withpharisaical or
We must not, howered hand, '''Stretch
ever,
fall into the snare
legalistic? "
forth thine hand.' And
of libertinism because
he stretched it forth;
we
want
to
avoid the Charybdis of
and it was restored whole like as
pharisaism.
The opponents of Sabthe other" (Matt. 12: 13). It is in refbath
observance
and of its compleerence to such works of piety, nementary
restrictions
like to peddle
cessity and mercy that Jesus says,
the
charge
of
pharisaism
when ef"Wherefore it is lawful to do well on
forts
are
made
to
preserve
the Sabthe Sabbath days," and, more specifically, it is in reference to the bath from desecration and to mainwork of mercy illustrated by draw- tain its sanctity. We should not be
ing a sheep out of a pit, and exem- disturbed by this type of vilificaplified in the concrete situation by tion. Why should insistence upon
His own miracle of healing the man Sabbath observance be conspired
pharisaical or legalistic? The queswith the withered hand.
tion
is: Is it a divine ordinance? If it
The occasion upon which Jesus
then
adherence to it is not legalis,
spoke all these words was the criticism which the Pharisees brought istic any more than adherence to
against the disciples for satisfying the other commandments of God.
their hunger by eating from the Are we to be charged with legalism
standing grain on the Sabbath day. if we are meticulously honest? If we
Jesus defended His disciples are jealous not to deprive our
against this censoriousness, which neighbor unjustly of one penny
arose, not from insight into the de- which is his, and are therefore mesign of the Sabbath, but from the ticulous in the details of money
sophistry by which rabbinical tradi- transactions, are we necessarily leThe OutlookO December 1999 --------------~

galistic? Our Christianity is not
worth much if we can knowingly and
deliberately deprive our neighbor
of one penny that belongs to him
and not to us. Are we to be charged
with legalism if we are scrupulously
chaste and condemn the very sug~
gestions or gesture of lewdness?
How distorted our conception of
the Christian ethic and of the de~
mands of holiness has become if we
associate concern for the details of
integrity with pharisaism and legal~
ism! "He that is faithful in that
which is least is faithful also in
much: and he that is unjust in the
least is unjust also in much" (Luke
16:10). Why then should insistence
upon Sabbath observance be legal~
ism and pharisaism? This charge
can appear plausible only because
our consciences have become in~
sensitive to the demands of the
sanctity which the ordinance en~
tails. The charge really springs from
failure to understand what is the
liberty of the Christian man. The
law of God is the royal law of liberty
and liberty consists in being captive
to the Word and law of God. All
other liberty is not liberty but the
thraldom of servitude to sin.

lying the sixth - the sanctity of life;
underlying the seventh the sanctity of
the source of life or of the instru~
ments for the propagation of life;
underlying the eighth the sanctity of
property; underlying the ninth the
sanctity of truth; underlying the
tenth the sanctity of individual pos~
sessions.

Sanctity of the Sabbath
Commandment

What then is the sanctity underly~
ing the fourth commandment? It is
the sanctity of every recurring sev~
enth day as the day of rest to the
Lord. Coordinate with this is also
the sanctity of six days of labor and
therefore the sanctity of the institu~
tion of labor. But the main empha~
sis rests upon the sanctity of each
recurring seventh day: "Remember
the Sabbath day to keep it holy." It
is not the sanctity simply of the sev~
enth part of our time. That could be
done in a variety of ways. It is the
sanctity of each seventh day. And so
the sanctity of the cycle and the se~
quence implied in the division of
time into weeks is recognized and
confirmed.
This ordinance rests upon the di~
vine example. The cycle
Sanctity of the
"The law God and sequence estab~
Commandments
is the royal law lished for man in the di~
The law of God is
vision of time into
of liberty and weeks rests upon the
summarily compre~
hended in the ten com~
liberty consists sequence which God
mandments. Underly~
in being captive followed in the work of
ing each command~
creation. We may speak
to the Word and of the Sabbath as the
ment is a sanctity. Un~
derlying the first is the
law of God." memorial of God's rest,
sanctity of the being of
the rest of delight and
God - there is none other but He. satisfaction in work accomplished.
Underlying the second is the sanctity "And God saw everything that he
of the worship of God - He may be had made, and, behold, it was very
worshiped only in a way that is con~ good" (Gen. 1:3 1). In the Christian
sonant with His spirituality and His economy the Sabbath is the Lord's
holiness, and therefore only in the Day and therefore the memorial of
way which He has prescribed. Un~ the completion of a work of God
derlying the third is the sanctity of greater than that of creation. It is
the name of God - the name of the memorial of redemption com~
God expresses His glory, and rever~ pleted by the resurrection of our
ence for His being must carry with it Lord from the dead. It is altogether
reverence for His name. Underlying appropriate that the recurring sev~
the fifth commandment is the sanc~ enth day of rest should now memo~
tity of the parental relation; under~ rialize the rest from the labor in~
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valved in the working out of re~
demption upon which our Lord and
Redeemer entered when He was
raised from the dead by the exceed~
ing greatness of the power of God.
But the Sabbath is not only a me~
morial of creation completed and
redemption accomplished; it is
also the promise of a glorious pros~
pect, the foretaste of the Sabbath
rest that remains for the people of
God. It is the prospect of the grand
finale to the whole of history, the
Sabbath rest that is the promised
sequel to the sum total of the toils
and labors of history.
We, according to His promise,
look for new heavens and a new
earth, wherein dwelleth righteous~
ness (2 Pet. 3: 13). There remaineth
therefore a Sabbath keeping for the
people of God (Heb. 4:9). The
weekly Sabbath in the divinely es~
tablished sequences of temporal
history is the constant reminder to
us of the beginning and the end.
And for the people of God it is the
foretaste of that eternal rest which
was secured by redemption once
for all accomplished and will be
dispensed in redemption consum~
mated. The perpetual relevance of
the weekly Sabbath resides in the
divine plan of history and of des~
tiny, and with its perpetual rel~
evance goes its perpetual obliga~
tion. Is it superfluous to be re~
minded of the words of the
prophet? "If thou turn away thy foot
from the Sabbath, from doing thy
pleasure on my holy day; and call
the Sabbath a delight, the holy of
the Lord, honorable; and shalt
honor him, not doing thine own
ways, nor finding thine own plea~
sure, nor speaking thine own words:
Then shalt thou delight thyself in
the Lord; and I will cause thee to
ride upon the high places of the
earth, and feed thee with the heri~
tage of Jacob thy father: for the
mouth of the Lord hath spoken it"
(Isa. 58:13,14).
Dr. John Murray was a beloved profes~

sor at Westminster Semina11j in
phia for many years.

Philadel~
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new study or a government program we relate to - but spending
less time at the office and pulling
back from our pursuit of material
wealth are offensive to our definition of happiness and success. Still,
the solution not only to teen violence but to so many other social
maladies is within our grasp. It begins with individual decisions.
When people get married, they
should decide on personal goals
before career goals. If a job interCAL THOMAS
feres with rearing children properly,
In another age, this would not be it is better for the career to suffer
shocking. But in our time, when than the kids. As for rules, why do
parents are regularly told to "be so many parents stop setting them
friends" with their children and to or relax them when children enter
allow them to make their own rules adolescence? That's when limits are
out of fear that the kids won't like most needed.
the ones parents come up with, this
A lot of this, I suspect, has to do
may be disturbing stuff. with overworked parents wanting to
liT
Haas said his experi- be liked by their kids because of
leenagers ... ence
talking to teens their guilt over their absenteeism.
want their showed him that "the Warehoused in day care early on
parents to kids aren't numb (to vio- and later paid little attention to
lence). but we adults when parents are home, teenagers
listen and have grown numb."
seek ways to express their anger at
A teen in Woodbury, feeling rejected and unloved. Some
(surprise!) set
told Haas rebel with sex and drugs; a small
guidelines and Connecticut
and Aitcheson: "Parents but destructive number choose viomake them have to instill their val- lence.
adhere to ues in their kids. How Parents aren't powerless. They
could these Columbine can control whether there is televirules." kids have a shotgun in sion in the house and what is
or poor, are not estranged from their partheir top drawers? It's ri- watched. If they make it a priority,
ents. They actually want their par- diculous. Where were the parents?" they can have one family meal a day
ents to spend more time with them. Said Haas, "What we found was together and converse without inThey want their parents to listen that...kids are just dying to talk and terruption. They can live as models
and (surprise!) set guidelines and don't have anyone to talk to." to their children. They can ensure
Sometimes the simplest things are that the kids are educated in the
make them adhere to rules.
the most profound.
truth and not propagandized by
A 17-year-old Cleveland girl what interest groups think passes
told the two: "Violence is not for instruction. It's more difficult
DIU
I\:
~.) r
something you just pick up ... You now than when I was a teenager, but
b
don't get an urge to kill some- it isn't impossible to set kids on the
For girls'
L rd's Ways with
one for no reason. It all comes right path. It just takes the right,
- LooKing ~t the B~ble
back to the family."
sometimes difficult decisions.
Women Int be
h
The teachers found that
At the end of the child-rearing
For boyS' ,:IU;a in the Life of Josep
mothers were frequently their process, which would you rather
_ The Lords
Y
Y De Jong
children's heroes, but fathers, have: a young adult you can be
W:itten by ~r~ ~~~~r(pius 5 & H)
often described as emotion- proud of, or one that brings you
PrIce ~ $2.0 y hrough:
ally or physically absent. are grief as you contemplate what went
Order TODA t d Fe\lowship, Inc.
not.
wrong from your corner executive
Reforme
sW
2930 C~iCagMoID~9418
The need for more parental office?
GrandVIlle,
involvement, especially by
From the responses to these two
. 616~532-8510
fathers, in the lives of chil- teachers, the answer to that quesOr :'h~r~~561~2757 or
dren is something many of tion should be obvious.
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Preparing the Church
for the 21 st Century
CHARLES DUNAHOO

its place of infl uence
e have been hearing tury. Dr. Al Mohler re....
.1
continue
to
and leadership, or will it
much about the need to minded the PCA Genprepare for Y2K. Will the eral Assembly in Louhe amazed at continue to be relegated
a place of minor imcomputer systems of our country isville, Kentucky, the
how easily we to
portance?
and the world be ready for the dra- Church of Jesus will triget knocked off
No matter what develmatic challenges they face as the umph. It will never fail.
ops,
the church cannot
midnight hour approaches? Indus- Of course, we know
course and ffnd
simply continue with
try, banking, service organizations, that he was speaking
ourselves business as usual and
churches, and other institutions about the invisible,
majoring on the be effective in today's
have been warned to be certain that universal church. We
their hardware and software are have Jesus' own promminors at the culture. After a flatline
of growth in North
compatible and ready for the calen- ise that not even the
expense of the America during this cendar change. People are being told gates of hell will premajors, insisting tury, church memberto inventory their goods, list their vail against the church;
assets, and have some extra food as the body of Christ, it
on our ship is beginning to
show a slight decline.
and water on hand in case of inter- is indestructible. Howpreferences,
and
Like the culture around
ruptions created by the transition. ever, the visible church
Last week the Governor of Georgia is another story.
trying to it, the church is a grayI said to the 25th
ing institution. Though
said an investigation revealed that
transform them we
are seeing a slight
out of the 8,000 entities checked, General Assembly in
into principles upswing in growth
only 4,800 were Y2K compatible. He St. Louis that I do not
lY@de the following statement to believe we will recog- yes, Biblical among the older baby
the remaining 3,200: "You can't put nize the visible church
boomers, fewer memprinciples.
"
bers of the rising genby the year 2025 AD. I
off January I, 2000."
eration see the church
The new millennium is inevitable. was not attempting to
We cannot hide from it. Church be an alarmist. Based on my re- as an attractive option.
leaders, have you taken the neces- search and a compilation of the
Those outside the visible church
sary steps to ensure that your thoughts of many others, I believe do not take it seriously, and from an
church is Y2K ready? "Time waits for the fast-paced change in our world early age those inside are beginno man." No matter what chal- is impacting the church far more ning to demonstrate an attitude of
lenges might result, there are cer- than we realize or want to believe. skepticism about the need for the
tain steps that we must take in or- Whatever happens during the next church. There was a time when the
der to be compatible with the de- ten to thirty years will not be like world really watched the church;
anything we have seen before. Of however, it appears that the church
mands.
Actually, I write from another con- that we can be certain. Change has now receives little attention. Many
cern, which causes the Y2K challenge invaded our world on every hand, have simply written it off as someto shrink to microcosmic propor- and we have only seen the tip of the thing for a bygone era.
George Barna is among those who
tions in comparison. We are being iceberg. Those in the more densely
alerted from many different sources populated areas of our country are have warned us that we are raising a
that "the church as we know it has a already seeing this reality; however, Biblically illiterate generation
rapidly expiring shelf life." The our rural and small town churches which has no framework from which
church is in a state of crisis; the will not be exempt from this change to think about "priority things." Absolute, universal truths are no
church is in the process of dying, and challenge.
One of the biggest challenges fac- longer in place for them. Authority,
and the church needs a complete
revisioning or rebirth if it is to sur- ing the church as we enter the 21 st truth, and reality are up for grabsvive and live during the 21 st cen- century is: Can the church reclaim determined by the individual or
L..-_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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group. Who is to say what is right?
To be effective, churches cannot wrote in The Church at the End of the
Who has the right to judge another approach these challenges in isola- 20th Century that "not being able, as
person's ideas and beliefs?
tion. If denominations still have a times change, to change under the
This postmodern generation does role in the 21 st century, they are go- Holy Spirit is ugly." While the mesnot have the privilege of living ing to have to network their sage of Christianity, the grand story
within the Christian consensus that churches with other denominations of the Gospel, never changes, our
once existed in the United States. that are facing similar concerns and models and methods of delivering
That consensus began to diminish challenges, think more collectively that story or message must always
during the late 1800s and disap- and communally, and work more reflect a genuine understanding
peared by the midclosely with "para- and compassion for the world
19005. The church has
UHow do we live church" ministries. around us. The church is going to
been put aside as a mathing is clear: the have to be relevant in its method of
and One
jor cultural and relichurch must demon- ministry without altering the Biblidemonstrate strate a more united cal message. That is where working
gious influence. The
clergy, once highly reBihlicaltruth front, a greater unity of together with other churches and
vered and respected,
spirit and purpose, denominations can provide an acand morality in and
lacks social clout and ina greater apprecia- countability structure to keep us
a world that is tion for those outside from altering the message.
fluence in the community. Those within the
selling out to our immediate church In Book IV of the Institutes of the Chrischurch increasingly
circles if we hope to re- tian Religion, John Calvin wrote that
secular gain
adapt to the lifestyle of
the younger gen- not every doctrine is of equal imporhumanistic eration and make a tance. We must carefully articulate
the world around them,
thus failing to show a
relativism?" cultural impact. To do those doctrines that are strategic to
this without compro- the Story and allow room for flexibildistinction between the
church and the world. They operate mising our Biblical message, which ity in those teachings that are not as
their relationships in much the is the only hope for this crisis, will clear. Our General Assembly in Lousame way as those outside the be a challenge. It does underscore isville gave a wonderful demonstrachurch, resulting in broken mar- the need for stronger accountability tion of this principle as it moved into
riages, damaged families, and di- to each other.
a progress report from the committee studying the "days of creation."
vided churches. The 20th century
The ad hoc committee was prepared to
has seen the church capitulate or
report its progress on what type of inaccommodate itself to the world THE FIRST CHALLENGE
around it (often in an attempt to be is to overcome the assumption that terpretation of the "days" in Genesis
relevant) and lose its transforming many of our present ministries and is valid. Prior to the report a resolumessage in the process.
methods are just like those in Bibli- tion was introduced that basically led
Frustrated by its loss of influence, cal times. Somehow we have tried the assembly to reaffirm its committhe church has tried to reclaim its to convince ourselves that we are ment to the historicity of Genesis
position through a more intense following the Bible's patterns of and the creation of Adam in the imauthoritarian stance (do as I say) or ministry when in actuality we are age of God (See The Outlook, Septem"moral" legislation (change the merely adapting the Biblical narra- ber. 1999). The resolution kept the
laws of society). Yet such attempts tive to the culture in which we live. Assembly's focus on the priority isare merely turning off a generation That's not necessarily bad unless sue (the historicity of Genesis versus
of younger people who want to be we are unaware of what we are do- some type of evolutionary hypothcared for and loved versus preached ing. Paul's strategy of ministry cer- esis).
Working with churches during the
to and autocratically directed.
tainly demonstrated flexibility. The
Clearly church leaders need to "we've always done it that way" atti- past three decades, I continue to be
think, study, understand and dis- tude will not equip us for impacting amazed at how easily we get
knocked off course and find ourcuss some key issues as they seek the world.
to develop strategic plans for their
Before we react too qUickly and selves majoring on the minors at
church's ministry in the 21 st cen- become unnecessarily defensive, the expense of the majors, insisting
tury. In this article I will suggest remember Scripture describes on our preferences, and trying to
eight areas that need to be consid- methods of ministry that adapted transform them into principles ered. This will not be an exhaustive to the immediate culture. Paul yes, Biblical principles. The church
list, but will at least demonstrate ministered one way to the must be willing to think more strathe need for serious and immediate Corinthians, another to the tegically if it is to regain any posiAntiocheans, and still another to tion of influence in the world.
attention.
the Athenians. Francis Schaeffer
L..-_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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Revelation 7:9-17
Often the Bible makes astounding statements. At
times these even seem to be contradictory.
Reflect for a moment on what it teaches about
the number of "the saved."
On the one hand we hear that only a few belong
to this company. In the days of the flood only Noah
and his family were spared. When Abraham was
called by God, very few still remembered the one
true God. Throughout Israel's long history, begin~
ning already in the wilderness, it was the "remnant"
with which God was pleased. And thinking on how
many millions have heard the gospel without re~
sponding in true faith, it does seem as if the Lord,
as far as quantity is in view, remains always the
"loser."
But that is only one side of the coin. Soon we rec~
oHect the promise to Abraham. His seed would be
as innumerable as the stars of the heavens and as
the sands along the seashore. When the Spirit was
poured out on the 120, soon 3,000, then 5,000, and
within a few decades throngs throughout the Ro~
man empire from Jerusalem to the capital city had
embraced the message of salvation.
Let's stop playing the arithmetic game. Jesus told
that fellow who asked about numbers, "Strive to
enter the kingdom ... " This calling is also ours, a
very personal and pointed one indeed. The Lord God
Himself will take care of the numbers. Of this John
reminds us in the vision which he now records.

The glory of this multitude,
vss. 9, 10
This and the preceding vision are to be dearly
distinguished. The 144,000 are here on earth. It is a
complete number stated symbolically- 12 times
12 times 1,000 to remind the struggling believers
that in every period of history the Lord always has a
"complete" number of elect known to Him and un~
der His protection. But now the scene has shifted
to heaven. a multitude "before the throne and be~
fore the Lamb."
It is an innumerable "multitude." No one but the
Lord can begin to count them. The promise to
Abraham is being fulfilled. And it is universal in its
composition. "from every nation. tribe, people and
language." What had been so widely scattered also
in consequence of sin is being united in glory. The

0

power unleashed on Pentecost is working its divine
purpose. What an incentive for churches today to
carry out the missionary command of Matthew
28: 16~20. "Now is the time of God's favor; now is the
day of salvation" (2 Cor. 6: 2). A healthy church is
always a missionary church.
But John tells us far more. Notice the intimate
relation which they sustain to the "throne" and to
the "Lamb." They have been fully accepted by One
on the throne. Here they "stand" always without any
dread. They are beholding Him face to face. God's
love for them in Christ has completely cast out fear.
They are dressed in "white," purged with the pre~
dous blood. They hold "palm branches in their
hands" indicating joy in the victory obtained. For
them the ancient feast of Tabernacles is perfected.
And they engage in testifying. Whether this is in
speech or song - neither Hebrew nor Greek make
a sharp distinction - is unclear. But this is indeed
like a mighty chorus. Faith has attained full glory.
All salvation, and the term includes far more than
personal entrance into glory, is now perfectly as~
cribed to the one true God and the Lamb. Its source
and strength lies not in man; it is purely the gift of
the gracious God.

The accompaniment of the
multitude, vss. I I, 12
Saints above always engage in praising their God.
But in this activity they are never alone. "Angels"
who have continually ministered to them while on
earth, immediately join with them. But so do the
"elders" and "the four living creatures." Do not press
the details too closely by asking whether or not the
"elders," the patriarchs and apostles, belong to the
multitude. In this vision they join with angels to
place the seal of approval on the witness of the
saved.
The content is very impressive. It almost seems
like a responsive litany of adoration and thanksgiv~
ing. It begins with "Amen." The safety of the Lord's
people on earth finds its full fruition in glory. The
sevenfold ascription to God for His mighty acts de~
serves careful notice. Each word is worth its full
weight. Here is praise of the purest and highest sort.
The immutability of God in all His words and ways
comforts the struggling church on earth. Appropri~
ate, then, is also that second "Amen."
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The identity of the multitude,
vss. 13 ... 14
John is challenged by one of the elders to identify
this multitude. And he responds by tossing the
question back to the questioner. A literary device,
of course, used lest we overlook the importance of
the question.
And while the answer is simple, the explanation
given throughout the years has been very diverse.
Once again, all depends on our view of God's plan
of salvation as revealed in the Bible. Today many
insist that John is speaking of a "rapture" to occur
immediately before Christ's coming to reign 1.000
years on earth. They make the "coming" a single,
miraculous act. They stress the preposition "out of"
to its breaking point. And with this, the innumer~
able company is regarded as a very special class of
saints which has not yet appeared in history.
But let us, confessing the unity of the Old Testa~
ment and New Testament saints in Christ. be of a
more sober mind. Indeed, our Lord spoke of the
severest kind of "tribulation" just before His return
in full glory. But tribulation has been the accompa~
niment of believers ever since Cain killed Abel. It
made life painful and perplexing throughout the
history of Israel. And with the spread of the gospel
since Pentecost, persecutions of several kinds have
troubled the church through the centuries. The
seven churches in Asia Minor tasted this too. And
for their comfort John assures them that, while the
144,000 as a complete number are safe on earth in
any given period, so too at any time there is always
a "multitude" in glory raised high above the trials
and tumults of earth.
Not for a moment do we deny that towards the
end of the present age there will be even greater
persecutions. Jesus reminded the disciples of this
when asking whether at His return He would still
find faith among men. Chapter 11 will describe that
period in some detail. But to restrict the host men~
tioned here to a group still to appear on the scene
of world history seems to us entirely illegitimate; it
could offer little comfort to John's first readers or to
us now.

T he blessedness of the
multitude, vss. 15 ... 17
Now the experience of the saints in glory is de~
scribed in some detail. This is done in a twofold
way, both by negation and by affirmation. Much
more will be said of this in later chapters; hence
our comments can be brief.
Because their "robes" have been washed in the
blood of the Lamb, they now stand fully before the

face of their God. Here God's purposes with them
have been accomplished. They "serve" Him night
and day and that in perfect accord. Even more, He
"shelters" them with His presence, something for
which already the psalmists of old longed earnestly.
It is that unbroken personal fellowship which will
delight them forever. None of earth's tribulations
can in any way touch their lives.
All this is theirs in Christ Jesus who as the "Lamb"
who sacrificed Himself for their salvation "will be
their shepherd." As they follow Him ceaselessly,
every need is fully met; every desire fully satisfied.
Because this scene is "fact" already now, we sing
with hope~filled hearts,
There is the throne of David;
And there, from care released,
The song of them that triumph,
The shout of them that feast;
And they who with their Leader
Have conquered in the fight,
Forever and forever
Are clad in robes of white.

Questions for discussion
1. Why do you think our Lord left the number of
the saved unanswered?
2. What does it mean to "make our calling and elec~
tion sure" and to "work out our salvation" which
is God's free and full gift?
3. How would you connect God's preservation and
our perseverance?
4. Why and how should every believer involve him~
self in world missions?
What benefits do we receive from praising our
5. God in song?
6. How would you connect the "elders" here with
the multitude?
7. Discuss each aspect of the sevenfold ascription
of thanks to God.
8. Do you ever think of your loved ones now enjoy~
ing the experiences mentioned?
9. On what grounds would you reject a special "rap~
ture" here?
1O. How does Jesus carry out His "shepherding" work
in glory?

e
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Few passages in Scripture seem as surprising as
this one. Here throughout the heavenly courts si~
lence reigns.
Hardly would we expect this.
Heaven, so the Bible teaches, is the place of cease~
less praise. All the angels with the living creatures
and the saints, sometimes successively and then in
unison, raise their voices to glorify their God and
Savior. All the issues of creation and redemption
are firmly in His control. Not so much as a hair can
fall undetected from a saint's head; not so much as
a wind can stir the treetops apart from His will. Safe
"in" all the tribulations of this age. Safe also "above"
and "beyond" their reach are His people. No won~
der all sing, loud and long in heaven.
But now comes the surprise. As the seventh seal
is opened, quiet envelops one and all.
On earth neither man nor beast can live long with~
out it. For that reason the Creator has ordained days
for labor and nights for rest. Especially in the latter
we hope for some silence, for a few hours of unin~
terrupted sleep to refresh body and soul. Even dur~
ing the day we need some silence, pause to catch
our breath before proceeding with those activities
which still demand our energies. And for strength~
ening the ties which bind us to the covenant~keep~
ing God, we need this. Of it the psalmist sang,
My soul in silence waits for God;
My Helper He has proved.
He only is my rock and tower;
I never shall be moved ... (Ps. 62).
Only so can we find strength and courage to con~
front the foes which seek to overwhelm us. But such
attacks are foreign to heaven. Victory there is fully
assured. Why, then, this silence?
Since it is so significant, let us spend an entire
study on this one verse. Well may it have more to
teach us than we first suspect.

When is this silence?
The occasion is decisive. John says it happens
when the Lord Jesus "opened the seventh seal." Just
what is to happen is not yet revealed here. But
clearly another forward step in the unfolding of
God's eternal plan is taken. And the dwellers in
heaven realize this.

Eagerly have they been made aware of the open~
ing of the first six seals. Each time, and in rapid
succession, what had been determined and written
down was being carried out. Although some time~
sequence is indicated, we misinterpret the events
when we isolate them from each other. Nor is each
a single event. These are executed but with ever~
increasing consequences throughout the period
from Christ's ascension to His return. Clearly there
is overlapping. While the first four occur, the "souls
under the altar" engage themselves in prayer for vin~
dication. And while the sixth seal brings us far closer
to the great Day of days, its roots lie in what was
accomplished by opening the first four seals. Even
then the wicked cry out for a way of escape. But their
cries will increase as they realize that their condem~
nation is drawing nearer. No stability on earth will
remain. John mentions that even "the sky receded
like a scroll."
The time for silence then? The season of that "sev~
enth sea!." when heaven and earth together are
poised on the boundary between time and eternity.
While multitudes still go their merry way for a while,
heaven waits in breathless wonder.

What, then, is this silence?
John announces its length, "for about half an
hour."
Of course, this silence can hardly be applied to
our God and the Lamb. We do sometimes read that
He seems to keep silent when His people pray. But
that views the matter from human perspective and
experience. Here a reality in heaven is stated. And
were the sovereign of the universe actually silent
for even a brief span, all of the created order would
pass away into nothingness. By the eternal Word
everything was created; by that same Word does it
continue in existence (John I; Col. I). Rather, here
we find silence on the part of every creature before
the throne on which the AlI~ruler sits in ineffable
splendor.
All songs and shouts of praise have ceased. All
the angels appear to be struck dumb. No cry of any
kind issues from the four living creatures who, ac~
cording to Revelation, engaged in an endless activ~
ity. A hush has fallen over all who had been so busy
with their praises.
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And that for "about half an hour." John does not
spell this out with clock-like precision. But the pro~
found reality is inescapable.
In Scripture "an hour" usually stands for a com~
paratively brief span, far shorter than a day or a week
or a year. Thus "half an hour" indicates a very brief
period. No explanation or even allusion to why this
is so short is provided. We will have to let this "mys~
tery" stand for what it is. But that something hap~
pened or is about to happen to occasion this pro~
found response of silence cannot be denied. Is it
surprise or shock which we as earth~dwellers expe~
rience when something dreadful happens? Also here
we need to exercise restraint. We know far too little
of the psychological responses of those in heaven
to assert anything emphatically.

Why is this silence?
Yet the question need and should not be com~
pletely shoved aside.
Commentators have made a variety of sugges~
tions. Many of these we can pass by. But that this
silence should be connected with the prayers of "the
souls under the altar" seems unavoidable. They were
told to wait patiently for a while. But now, so it
seems, those prayers are about to be answered. The
season of their vindication is at hand. Pause, to be
sure, as their requests ascend like sweet~smelling
incense to the throne. Now another kind of pause
before the heavenly dwellers can take in everything
that is happening.
This idea need not be dismissed. But more also
seems to be involved.
Silence among the children of men often ex~
presses "awe." Something amazing then transpires
before our eyes. We often feel we cannot take it in.
We need to catch our breath while attempting to
come to grips with a surprising reality. So as God's
eternal purpose is about to be fulfilled in increas~
ing measure, such a half hour in heaven is not out
of place. And in ways past our finding out, those in
glory know far more of what is happening and will
be happening in this world than we. No longer is
their vision as dimmed as ours. Their perspectives
have undoubtedly been immeasurably enlarged and
enriched. Still more, their eagerness for the vindi~
cation of God's holiness and justice is far purer than
that of even the most spiritually sensitive saint on
earth.
Events in the form of divine judgments are about
to be accomplished by the Savior~King. Soon men
will gnash their tongues in agony. Mighty cities and
empires will crumble into dust. The foundations of
earth, relatively stable since Noah's days, will be
thoroughly shaken. Nothing in the created order will

ever be the same again. And all this is for the mani~
festation of our all~glorious God.
As we reflect on this brief verse, the "pause" which
lasts such a brief span in heaven should also stimu~
late us to "keep silence" from time to time as we
continue this study of Revelation and contemplate
the mighty works of our sovereign God in the course
of earth's history.

Questions for discussion
1. How can we recognize a kind of time~sequence
without denying clear parallelisms in John's vi~
sions? What is wrong with trying to find precise
chronology?
2. Why is the transition from the sixth to the sev~
enth seal so decisive?
3. How can we glorify God by our silences?
4. How does silence for us contribute to "healing"
for mind and heart?
5. When can our silences be very God~displeasing?
6. What does Psalm 62 mean by "waiting in silence
for God?"
7. Why does God, as in Psalm 46, sometimes tell
us "Be still?"
8. Why do we often fail to be "awed" that God hears
and answers our prayers?
9. Why is Jesus called the "Word" in so many pas~
sages? What does He do then?
10. When, how and why should we call to our
children's attention that God is active in every
event, the small as well as the great. in and
around us? How will this also make daily news
. meaningful for them?
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Here is a new section. Its close relationship to the preceding, however, must not be overlooked. The similarity between the
"seals" and the "trumpets" is too obvious to be ignored. But the trumpets do not constitute part of the seventh seal. That will
be explained by John later.
By means of the seals we are taught which "agencies" the Lord Christ uses as He executes the eternal plan and purpose of
God with the created order, especially mankind. Now we are instructed which are the "results" or consequences of this rule.
Again, while much symbolical language is employed, we do well to remember that all these events are profoundly real.
What we have here consists largely of judgments. Already the Old Testament makes mention of these acts of God. We
remember how He dealt with the sinful world in Noah's days while saving a "remnant" of eight souls in the ark. Not only upon
the heathen nations but fully as much upon Israel, when rebellious and disobedient, did the Lord inflict severe punishments.
Indeed, He also shows Himself longsuffering and patient, as He did with the Canaanites waiting until "the cup of their
iniquity" was filled to overflowing. So He acts towards mankind throughout the ages until His wrath reaches its climax in the
final judgment.
All this takes place in "the day of salvation." In the fearful events the Lord Jesus also continues to gather, defend and preserve
His people for life everlasting. But as the unbelieving and ungodly persistently turn deaf ears and hardened hearts to His
warnings, their pains increasingly prevail until they are driven into dead~end streets where every hope has died away. Much
of this is described for us in the sounding of the trumpets.

#13
J,~anu~ aJ,itt!~fom tlu-a'!5~!
Revelation 8:2-6
Here the writer introduces us once more to the wage war at God's command against the devil and
angels. From them we can learn much about how his confederates while ministering to the believers
the Lord God delights to be served. Far too often in their struggles. In this respect, too, they are our
examples.
our Christian lives are one~sided.
In a devotional book, much esteemed a century
2, 6
ago, Abraham Kuyper wrote about "three little
foxes" who often despoil the vineyard of Christian
Soon the trumpets will sound. Their reverbera~
spirituality. Some believers, he judged, preoccupy tions issue into events which reveal God's anger
themselves almost exclusively with the mind. Their against sin and sinners. The number "seven" indi~
sole interest seems to be in defending doctrinal cates their completeness. And these angels "stand
orthodoxy. Others are too much swept about by their before God" awaiting their orders.
emotions. They seek to withdraw themselves from
The significance of the trumpet must not be over~
life's hurly~burly to find solace in meditation, prayer looked. Long before the flood men fashioned in~
and even faintings. And then there are those so struments which produced sounds of various kinds
"busy for the Lord" that they take little or no thought (Gen. 4: 21). In time these played important roles in
for a closer walk with Him. All three aspects have a Israel's life and worship. We read of stringed instru~
legitimate place in the believer's life. And a whole~ ments, of cymbals and loud~crashing cymbals. But
some spirituality seeks to cultivate each in relation~ none were as important as the trumpets.
ship to the other two.
The first of this kind was simply a ram's horn with~
Christians should know themselves as "anointed out a mouthpiece. Later it was developed in sev~
by the Spirit" who conforms their lives to that of the eral forms. The call was crisp, clear, and even pierc~
Lord Jesus Christ. As "prophets" they are to confess ing. It called all the people to the solemn assem~
the truth; as "priests" to sacrifice their lives in lov~ blies (Numb. 10: 3). to continue the pilgrimage
ing obedience to the Savior; as "kings" to fight (Numb. 10: 8). to gather for the high and holy feasts
against sin within and around them and so begin to (Numb. 10: 10). It also summoned them to warfare
"reign with Christ" already now. In such triple ser~ against the Lord's and their enemies (Numb. 10: 9).
vice the angels engage consciously and consistently.
John now "sees" the trumpets as they are used to
They speak only what God instructs them to say. carry out Christ's orders. Thus he can describe the
They offer up their being to carry out His will. They sounding with their results in terms intelligible to

Ready for duty, vss.
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us. We are reminded by this that judgments are
never unleashed without previous warning. Of this
Amos, too, told Israel,
If a trumpet is blown in a city,
will not the people be afraid?
If there is calamity in a city,
will not the Lord have done it? (Amos 3: 6)
Deep within men's hearts is still an awareness that
judgments bring destruction and death in their
wake. All have eyes and ears; all have a conscious~
ness of some higher being over whom they have no
control. Only by deliberate unbelief can they crush
this within themselves. And as they do, they remain
fully responsible. Never may anyone accuse God of
injustice.

sanctified by the Savior Himself. Only so will they
be heard, accepted and answered in full.

Fire on the earth, vs. 5

An angel with a censer,
vss. 3, 4
Another heavenly being now appears on the scene.
The "censer" was frequently used in worship at
tabernacle and temple. Only those officially conse~
crated were permitted to handle it (Exod. 30:34,35;
Lev. 10: 19). It was a kind of bowl, perhaps quite deep,
into which incense prepared from fragrant herbs and
spices was placed. When kindled, its pleasing aroma
filled the worship center to ascend to God in heaven.
It accompanied but was not identified with prayers.
Here the "saints" also stand before the throne, while
earlier they were under the altar. John does not feel
any inconsistency as he writes. Both descriptions
are true, each intended to bring us a distinctive
message. Prayer, too, is a kind of "work" exercised
before the face of our God.
This angel "stood at the altar." From it must come
the "fire" which will cause the incense to smoke and
burn.
This is a distinctively "priestly" work. But let us
exercise a bit of caution in drawing our conclusions.
Although he is wafting the saints' prayers to the One
on the throne, he is not an ordinary angel who can
make intercession for us. For such intermediaries
the Bible provides no evidence Rather, this angel
may well be the Lord Jesus Christ, the angel of the
covenant who is also the fulfillment of the altars of
burnt offering and of incense. The epistle to the
Hebrews insists that He alone is our high priest
(9: 11), our sacrifice (9:26), and our altar (13: 10). But
by using Old Testament symbols to depict heavenly
realities, the Lord Jesus through His apostle makes
the message as clear as possible. He is the One who
takes the fire to kindle the incense. Through Him
the prayers of the saints are being fulfilled.
Thus the meaning is transparent.
The prayers of God's people are powerful and pre~
vailing, also when pleading that His honor be up~
held in the face of the vicious wickedness of man~
kind. But to be well-pleasing these prayers must be

As soon as the censer is filled with "fire from the
altar," the angel "threw" it to the earth. Immediately
that action began to produce results. Once more
the church in John's day and ours is to rejoice in the
everlasting power and divinity of the One who does
all things wisely and well, also in sending judg~
ments. None of these are accidents in the course of
world history. Nor should they be thought of as un~
expected. Clearly have they been prophesied from
of old. Only stubborn unbelief closes its ear and
mind to God's warnings.
"Noises" are heard at once. "Lightnings," common
throughout the world, terrify. People and beasts are
often killed by these forces. Forests and fields are
set aflame to wreak widespread devastation. In the
"thunderings" people should hear echoes which
sound warning. Keep in mind that scientists can~
not predict with accuracy, much less stop an "earth~
quake." Even its aftershocks are dreadful. Although
these are natural calamities, they are under Christ's
control to do His bidding, as these angels sound
their trumpets and fire is thrown down on the earth.
He is the One who shakes the earth's foundations,
so that men may learn to tremble when He arises in
judgment.

0

Questions for discussion
1. Can you give a clear Biblical description of an~

gels?
2. Why are people so preoccupied with demons,
while ignoring angels? Who in Jesus' day denied
the existence of these beings?
3. Give some Old Testament and New Testament
examples of angels doing prophetic work.
How would you describe a well balanced Chris4.
tian spiritual life?
5. Why do you suppose the doctrines of angels and
judgments is so much neglected in churches
today?
6. Does God ever answer the prayers of the wicked?
Give Biblical evidence for your answer.
Explain the three texts from Hebrews listed
7. above. Why are these so important for under~
standing the way of salvation in Christ?
8. How does God give us our orders today?
9. Do you think there are more natural catastro~
phes now than 100 or 500 years ago?
10. How and when can scientific discoveries
strengthen our faith in God's work? How and
when do they attack it?
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Revelation 8: 7-13
Often we are amazed at the overwhelming beauty know? If so, endless questions will soon spring up
in creation. Here are majestic mountains and surg~ to vex our minds.
While disavowing all "allegorizing" here, let a few
ing seas; fertile fields and forests and flowers which
grace our gardens. But this is only one half of the past explanations sound a warning. Some have ar~
story.
gued that "hail and fire mingled with blood" de~
Soon we discern deterioration caused either by scribes heresies found in John's day with the "trees'
natural catastrophes or human activities. Every day being the false teachers. But where does the Bible
we see signs of neglect, of careless use of the soil, ever picture false prophets as "trees?" No better is
of plundering earth's resources which the Creator the notion that these "trees" were emperors who
provided at the beginning. Mud slides sweep down persecuted the early Christians. Do we ever read that
hills which are robbed of their protective covering. fire fell down to consume them?
Aquifers dry up because of over-use by agricultural
Far better to acknowledge that these are, indeed,
or commercial exploitation. Streams, rivers and even very real events with devastating effects but described
oceans are being polluted by toxic wastes. In all as a composite symbol for our Lord's judgments. Natu~
these people suffer, sicken and even die. Man, called ral forces are used but in a supernatural manner. So
by God to be a conservator "to tend and keep" the astounding are these events that we can scarce take
earth, has become its despoiler. Much of this re- them in as we read of floods and fires and winds which
sults from human greed carefully cloaked in pious destroy large parts of the world with its people. No~
argumentation. But this, too, is only one part of the tice, too, that here is "one third," somewhat largerthan
the "one fourth" mentioned earlier. (6: 5) As time
story.
In everything believers will see the almighty hand passes, so John reminds us, do divine judgments in~
of God. He sends blindness of heart and mind. He crease. All this, as the first angel throws the burning
also unleashes powers which destroy what exists incense down, comes from Christ as the Lord of his~
to unusual degrees. To the unbelievers these are no tory who opens the seals.
more than "natural" happenings which can't be
avoided. To the believers they are the beginnings of
judgment against men's sins. And these increase,
Now the apostle sees "something like a great
until finally the "golden bowls" are poured out with
mountain,
burning with fire." It, too, is "thrown"
the fullness of his wrath. In this way the "seven trumdown
from
heaven.
Here must be much more than
pets" lead up to those bowls.
a
single
volcanic
explosion
like Vesuvius in 79 AD.
As with the seals, the first four trumpets are bound
While
the
first
trumpet
affects
the earth, this one
together. Without trying to comprehend every deis
poured
out
on
"the
sea."
Although
"sea" will later
tail, in how far each is symbolical or not, let us conbe
used
to
describe
symbolically
the
nations and
centrate on the scenario to learn again that God
peoples
in
constant
agitation,
here
it
points
to natu~
never lets sin go unpunished forever.
ral catastrophe. It reminds us of the first plague to
strike Egypt. (Exod. 7:20f.) Now "one third" becomes
7
blood. Unnumbered living creatures as well as a like
Strange, indeed, are the words used here. "The number of ships are destroyed. While oceans sepaearth" is the world in which we all live. "Hail" and rate nations, they are also highways of communica~
"fire" and "blood" as well as "trees" are tangible re- tion, transportation and commerce. Hence we need
alities. But the combination found here is unusual. no allegory here. In the apostle's day Rome as a city
Have you ever seen "hail and fire mingled with would soon perish without regular shipments of
blood?' When the first two are mixed, surely the ice grain from Egypt and north Africa. So much is imwill have to melt. But this does not happen now .. peded in our day when ships founder in storms. Who
Then, too, "one third" of the earth and trees are con- can count the fish, seals and whales tossed up on
sumed, while two thirds remain unscathed. "All the the shores to die unexpectedly or the ships whose
green grass" ("chortos," which may include herbs wreckage lies deep below the waves throughout the
and small shrubs) disappears. God surely can do centuries since Christ ascended to assume rule over
precisely this in a physical and visible way as well this world? In all these we see the work of our God
as all at once. But is this what John wants us to as He warns mankind in a wide variety of ways. Here
is room for neither chance nor fate.

The second trumpet, vs. 8

The first trumpet, vs.
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The third trumpet, vss. 10, I I
Again something that may well baffle us. We read
that "a great star" falls down from the sky. It is also
"burning like a torch."
Some have identified this with one or another
Roman emperor. Others call attention to Satan
whom Christ saw "falling down" from heaven. Not a
few insist that such a star will fall exactly in this
visible form at some future time. Although it
"blazes," it does not dry up the "rivers and springs
of water." Instead, as 'Wormwood" (a desert plant
with a very bitter taste) it turns these: "bitter," un~
drinkable. Only a "third part" is affected. But "many
people," says John, die as they drink.
One writer, misled by extreme literalism, adds that
this "star" shatters in ten thousand pieces to fall on
streams and rivers in many parts of the world. But
John says nothing like this. Beware, then, of any kind
of explanation which does not explain because it
goes beyond Scripture which is always clear enough
to explain itself. Indeed, here we are told that wa~
ters - without which people cannot live - will be
in large measure polluted. And how real that is be~
coming in our day. Most of this should be recog~
nized as man reaping the fruits of his selfish and
wicked ways. Such dislocations within creation stem
from his wilful unbelief and ungodliness. But the
results are at the same time God's judgments He
gives people what they rightly deserve. Whether in
this judgment believers will also suffer is not men~
tioned by the writer.

fourth trumpet, vss. 12, 13
;2 The
Again we should be careful with our explanations.
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Here is another judgment. One third of humanity is
affected and afflicted as the light of the heavenly
bodies is turned into darkness. Because of man's
sin the creation lies groaning under a curse. (Gen.
3: 17,18; Rom. 8: l8f.) This "home" of ours is becom~
ing an increasingly dangerous place. What happens
with sun and moon and stars has profound conse~
quences for the world and its inhabitants.
In various parts of the earth the sun sometimes
does not break through for weeks and months on
end. Then fields and fruit trees fail to yield their in~
crease. If accompanied by incessant rains, as in Ire~
land during the 1840s, potato blight takes its toll
with people sickening and dying by the tens of thou~
sands. Volcanic explosions, too, often send show~
ers of debris and dust to darken our days. All these
seem so "naturaL" until we remember the One who
sits on the throne and calls his angels to sound their
trumpets.
This section closes with an alert. It is sounded by
"an eagle." Our God can and does use his creatures
as it pleases him. And they always do his will as did
Balaam's donkey and the fish which swallowed

0

Jonah. John writes that he actually saw its soaring
and "heard" its triple screaming. And that should
suffice for us, lest we make this prophet of God a
liar. Warning is announced of worse things still to
come with the trumpets. Even then, the end is not
yet.
Likely the above explanations may disappoint you
somewhat. Are the above purely physical or purely
spiritual? We refuse to draw any sharp line between
the two, also in the light of what follows. Those two
aspects of human existence are too intimately
bound up with each other to allow for any sharp
divorce. But the lessons are clear. The Lord sends
judgments. They are his "call" to one and all. He is
gracious enough to explain them in so far as we are
able to comprehend. With his creaion He can do all
his good pleasure. After all, He is the One who has
made and still upholds everything and everyone. In
all this Satan and his demonic associates also play
their part but under his control. And mankind brings
these disasters in large measure upon itself. But in
and above all these "secondary causes," real as they
are is the Lord God who through the exalted Sav~
ior~King carries out his eternal purposes. No be~
liever ought question for even a single moment that
his judgments are true and righteous altogether.

'"

Questions for discussion
1. Find parallels between the first four seals and
trumpets.
2. Show how "one third" demonstrates the Lord's
restraint in sending judgments. Why does He
seem at times to move so slowly against wicked
men?
3. Why and to what extent does creation still lie
under a "curse?"
4. Should Christians be "good environmentalists?"
What about our throw~aways, clothes, backyards,
junked appliances, cars and such?
5. My grandmother said that in thunder the Lord
speaks; in lightning he shows something of his
presence. What do you think of this?
6. How much of this vision do you regard as physi~
cal and literal? Why or why not?
7. What is wrong with "spiritualizing" all this? What
wrong unbiblical view of God and the world is
held when this is done?
If
God is entirely in controL on what basis would
8.
you defend man's responsibility as well as
Satan's involvement?
9. Explain the Bible's use of "wormwood." (Deut.
29: 18; Prov_ 5:8; Jer. 8:34; 23: 15; Lam. 3: 19) Do
they shed light on this passage?

10. What does the word "woe" signify?
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THE SECOND CHALLENGE

Biblically, we must do a better job God and meaningful to the particiof helping them understand the pants. That might look different in
(particularly for Reformed and world in which we live. What does it church A than it does in church B.
evangelical branches) is to teach mean that there is no Christian
people to think and live Biblically. consensus in our culture, or that we
In training seminars the CE/P have moved from a modern to a THE SIXTH CHALLENGE
(Christian Education and Publica- postmodern era? How do we live
is to think about family structures.
tions) staff points out that our pri- and demonstrate Biblical truth and
We have carelessly assumed that
ority should not only be to teach morality in a world that is selling
the nuclear family, a mom, dad and
the Bible, but also to teach people out to secular humanistic relativtwo children, is the Biblical model.
to think Biblically. Of course, to think ism? Change doesn't happen in a
We have divorced the immediate
Biblically we have to teach the vacuum and not only does change
family from the extended family. We
Bible, but often the Bible is taught impact our world, it influences our
have not always known how to deal
as an end in itself and nothing re- church as well. Our people have to
with one parent families. We have
ally changes. We cannot assume, as think of themselves as
attempted in the last
we preach and teach, that our missionaries, and the
"Everything
we
half of this century to
people will automatically know how church must focus its
teach
parents the
do in worship
to apply the content to real life. ministry more and
how-tos of child raising,
(That's what turns off the rising gen- more on preparing its
should teach us but often at the expense
eration. They see the lack of appli- people to live and witsomething about of teaching the Biblical
cation and consider it hypocrisy.) ness in this non-Chrisprinciples of family life.
God, His We
The younger the people, the less tian culture.
get crossed up with
likely they are to have a framework
church,
and
the
one another on whether
that connects with any Biblical refworld in which this or that particular
erence point. That is one reason THE FIFTH
method of parenting is
why they view truth and judgments
we
live."
Biblical; hence, we canCHALLENGE
as merely personal opinion.
not always work tois to conduct worship in a way that
gether in this enterprise.
presents God in all His majesty and
family is the most basic unit
THE THIRD CHALLENGE splendor, and communicates inThe
human society. The American
(closely related to the second) is to meaning and hope to this genera- family has gone through terrible
proclaim the truth of the Gospel in tion. Worship is causing much dis- trauma and hurt in this century. Our
a way that helps people see where cussion, debate, and confusion in divorce rate is the highest among
the Bible touches their complex many churches today. This could be all the civilized nations. There are
lives. We cannot assume, as we a blessing if it causes us to focus on more single, never married people
preach and teach, that people have the Bible versus mere tradition or and single, divorced people today.
that Biblical framework for think- popular culture. Worshiping God Things that were once viewed with
ing; therefore, we are going to have requires a certain amount of under- much criticism are now more soto help them develop that frame- standing about Him, and many cially acceptable. One statistic
work as we disciple them. It is so people lack that knowledge of God. shows that since 1960 fewer people
easy for people today to sit in Sun- Author Marva Dawn has suggested marry. The baby buster generation
day schooL church service, or even that we are dumbing down our wor- is a good example. The average age
a small group Bible study, hear the ship and not really helping people for marriage is 27-28 among males
Word presented, and still not un- to know the God to whom we must and 25-26 among females. And
derstand what to do with it. Hence direct our worship.
those who do marry are doing so
Everything we do in worship
we have to focus much more attenlater in life. Since the early 1970s
tion on application than ever be- should teach us something about the number of households with
fore. More than telling, we must be God, His church, and the world in mom, dad, and children has dewilling to tell and show if that truth is which we live. I do not suggest that clined. Couples are living together
we must return to some yesterdayto be learned and applied to life.
outside of marriage, even senior
style of worship. I do suggest that
citizens. More mothers are working
church leaders must realize that woroutside the home, and more dads
THE FOURTH
ship also contains an apologetic eleare becoming the primary parent. In
ment that should communicate
CHALLENGE
1970, 12% of households were run
hope, relationships, identity, and
by
single parents. In the mid 1990s
is to help Christians understand meaning to the participants. With the
that
has risen to 27%. There is also
that we live in a missional context. Bible as the gUide, church leaders
a
growing
number of couples who
That means that, as we teach the must seriously lead the church in
are
having
kids without the marBible and help our people to think Biblical worship that is honoring to
riage context. The church must
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know how to respond to these situ~
ations and know how to minister to
these people.

THE SEVENTH

CHALLENGE

.'"

•

doesn't teach this topic because
the "money question" makes
people uncomfortable.
Have you heard any attempt re~
cently to teach the Biblical prin~
ciples of stewardship? I have asked
people all over our church about
this and find very little happening
in the PCA in this connection. The
PCA is a generously benevolent
church, but what will happen in ten
years when the builders move on?
The situation is not as critical in our
church as in some mainline
churches, but if we fail to proclaim
and teach this part of God's counsel
we will certainly experience a dras~
tic change in its ability to minister.

is to focus more attention on stew~
ardship. We have known that
churches and para~church minis~
tries have been financed by the
older builder generation. For some
time concerns have been expressed
about how we will support Chris~
tian ministries as this older. gen~
eration moves on. Their boomer
children are not institutionally ori~
ented. They even think negatively of
institutions. The rising
generations of busters
"While the
and millennials, while
showing a little more in~
church has
terest in institutions
brings us full
historically been which
than their parents, are
circle back to number
strong about one, is for the church to
showing less interest in
denominations.
telling and re~vision its ministry.
Crisis in the Church, by
have already men~
preaching, We
sociology professor
tioned the need to
Robert Wuthnow, deals
today's church make the ministry of
with this subject. Wuth~
Word meaningful to
will need to do a the
the rising generations
now's thesis is that
better lob of without altering the
churches are experienc~
ing a crisis in the area of
listening as well content of the message.
finances because the
have talked about
as telling." We
people are not giving.
the need to know the
He says that around the
world around us and
country, churches are cutting back the need to think and act Biblically.
on programs, staff, bUilding, and But this need for the church to revi~
salaries, and often do not have sion itself focuses on the church's
enough money to heat and cool need to know the people (both in and
their buildings. He concludes that outside the church) to whom God
the crisis (stewardship and fi~ would have us minister - to under~
nances) is actually a spiritual crisis stand who they are, why they live and
resulting from not teaching Biblical think the way they do, and how we
principles of stewardship. He says can bridge into their lives in a mean~
that the clergy and other church ingful way. This will require a some~
leaders err by not teaching their what different approach from the
people how to set priorities and un~ past. While the church has histori~
derstand the Lordship of Christ in cally been strong about telling and
all areas of life, and consequently preaching, today's church will need
the people are not giving. (He fur~ to do a better job of listening as well
ther suggests something that fits as telling. Many of us are better talkthe third challenge above: people ers than listeners. The rising genera~
are not being taught to apply Bibli~ tion wants someone to listen to
cal principles to their everyday them, to hear them out. They are bet~
lives. Hence consumerism prevails ter participants than listeners them~
and indebtedness increases.) selves, but when you get them talkWuthnow suggests that the clergy ing, it is amazing what you learn.

THE EIGHTH
CHALLENGE
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By listening to them, hearing their
hurts, cries, concerns, frustrations,
fears, and genuine questions, the
church will be better poised to focus
its ministry to its audience, and will
be able to help people see who they
are and where they fit in God's story.
That's one of the missing elements
for the rising generation. 'Who am I
and where do I fit? What is my pur~
pose and are there any values for my
life?" The church may need to include
in its curricula courses on communi~
cation, particularly listening skills
and conflict management.
Again, to change effectively in this
area, we must not leave the job to
clergy alone. Christianity is not a hi~
erarchical religion. While always
demonstrating the place of both for~
mal and informal leadership, the
church also must demonstrate the
priesthood of all believers in its prac~
tice. The laity cannot be passive even if it challenges, threatens, or
makes the clergy and formal leaders
uncomfortable. Lay men and women,
boys and girls must be trained, not as
passive pew sitters, but as active par~
ticipants in the ministry.
My challenge to the church and its
leaders is to think strategically about
how to be the church, which God de~
scribes as the salt and light of the
community - how to be the church
that demonstrates kingdom~of~God
living, and how to reach out to
people and enfold them into the fam~
ily. The church cannot afford to re~
main in its backseat position allowing the Word of God to be ignored by
the people. That will continue to hap~
pen unless we revision our churches'
role as we approach the 2 I st century.
Rev. Charles Dunahoo is Coordinator

of Christian Education and Publications
of the Presbyterian Church in America
(PCA). This article is reprinted from
Equip for Ministry,

(September/Octo~

ber 1999), a bi~monthly leadership
source published by the PCA.
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GARY COX

The return of Jesus will be in the
midst of a world that is "business as
usual." They won't be looking for
Him. His coming will be as sudden
as a crack of thunder on a cloudless
day. Yet we have many preaching
that His return is just around the
corner because this event has taken
place or that thing has been com~
pleted. Well, He may come within
those parameters, but He may not.
He may come back today or tomor~
row. It may be another thousand
years.
My point is - if Christians would
spend just half the time focusing on
how we are to "live a godly life in
this present evil generation" (Titus
2: 12) rather than how to hunker
down for the final showdown, the
world would be much better off for
the exercise (not to mention
Christ's church). Personally, I have
all I can handle in experientially be~
coming more like my Savior, much
less putting time and energy into
working out the latest schema on
the who/what/when of eschatology
(the study of last things).
We ought to so live our lives in
such a way that even if we knew for
sure that Jesus would return tomor~
row at high noon, it would have no
practical impact on us because
we're already living our life in a way
that honors the Lord.

dained or otherwise) who say
things that the Word of God clearly
l_~______
does not, and people are so igno~
Nostradarnus as a resource for his rant that they buy it. For instance,
preaching? He's also predicted that concerning His Second Coming,
the return of Christ will be next year jesus clearly said: "But of that day
and World War III will commence and hour knoweth no man, no, not
before the end of this year. Believe the angels of heaven, but my Father
it or not his congregation is grow~ only. But as the days of Noah were,
so shall also the com~
ing.
"The return of ing of the Son of man
From Y2K and the end
of Western civilization
Jesus will be in be. For as in the days
as we know it to the end
that were before the
the midst of a flood they were eating
of the world, we are
drowning in an ocean of
world that is and drinking, marrying
millennium madness.
Ibusiness as and giving in marriage,
until the day that Noah
Yet it has always been
usual.'" entered into the ark,
thus. From day one,
and knew not until the
mankind has wanted to
know what the future holds. The flood came, and took them all away;
epitaph on the tombstone of many so shall also the coming of the Son
could be the same as the motto of of man be" (Matthew 24:36~39, KJV).
the supermarket tabloid: "Inquiring If this is true, and I believe it is, then
minds want to know."
how can anyone speak on behalf of
Well, let me wade into the issue Christ (such as a pastor) and say
for a moment. First of all, the Bible that he knows through some bit of
is not primarily or even secondarily extra~biblical revelation that jesus Rev. Gary Cox is minister of
occupied with the business of "the is coming back at such~and~such a Meadowview Reformed Presbyterian
Church (PCA).
end." It is far more consumed with time or day?
the issue of man's desperate need
Teacher Needed
for a Savior, who and what that Sav~
The Niagara Reformed Christian Education Association which operates
ior is, and how we can trust in Him
HERITAGE CHRISTIAN SCHOOL (K~OAC)
alone for salvation. The Bible
invites applications from qualified teachers for an opening in our Junior division,
doesn't even begin to answer all our
effective January I, 2000.
questions on a myriad of topics. I
Heritage Christian School, in the heart of the Niagara Peninsula, serves a
wish I knew more of what heaven
student
body of close to 500 students. We are blessed with a dedicated and
and hell are like just because I'm
supportive Christian community, a cohesive, profeSSional faculty and staff of
curious, but the Scriptures don't
about 35 persons, and beautiful modern facilities. Qualified applicants who
satisfy every curious itch on my
seek to serve Jesus Christ in the area of Christian education and who submit
mind. However, it does provide all
to Holy Scripture as interpreted by the Reformed confessions are encour~
that I need for life and godliness. It
aged to apply. please submit a resume, a one~page statement of your phidoes tell me how to personally
losophy of education, a brief statement of faith, and references.
know God through a relationship
please forward inquiries and/or applications before December 15, 1999, to:
with jesus Christ.
Mr. A. Ben Harsevoort, Principal
What astounds me, though, is the
Heritage Christian School
proliferation of end~time prophets
Box 400, Jordan Station, ON LOR I SO Canada
and doomsday evangelists (or~
in the Triad who
j ' isa pastor
using the book of
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Concomitants of the
Second Advent
New Heaven and New Earth (II)
CORNELIS P VENEMA

ation will be destroyed, and a new
creation will take its place, one that
onsistent with the bibli- is quite unlike the present Others
cal emphasis upon the have maintained that the new heavreconciliation of heaven ens and earth will be this creation
and earth, the future state made new, one that is similar in
will be one in which all substance to the present I There
t Ings, whether in heaven or on are several reasons to believe that
earth, will have been renewed, The the second of these views-that the
whole creation, heaven and earth, new heavens and earth will be subwill undergo by the Triune God's stantially similar to the present
working, a process of renewal and heavens and earth-is the more
transformation, Through this pro- likely.
.
cess, the creation will be wholly
First, when we considered earlIer
sanctified, cleansed of every stain the subject of the resurrection of
and corruption of sin, The new the body, a similar issue was faced
heavens and the new earth will be and decided in favor of the view
more glorious and resplendent of that there is substantial similarity
God's power, wisdom and grace, between the present and resurrecthan the creation at its beginning. tion body Just as the resurrection
Once more, but now in a surpassing body represents the transformation
way, the creation will be a te':nple f,it of the present body of the believer,
for the dwelling of God WIth HIS so the new creation represents the
people, a place suitable
transformation, not the
for the enjoyment of
annihilation, of the
"... what will be present
communion and friendcreation. Howship between the Crethe measure of ever new and glorious
ator and the creature,
resurrection body
continuity or this
One question that
may be, it does not innaturally arises at this
discontinuity volve a radical breach
juncture is-will the
what has gone bebetween the with
new creation be radical1y
fore. Rather, like the
unlike the present crepresent state of seed that must die beation? Or will it be subthe creation fore it produces fruit, so
stantial1y like, though havthe dissolution of the
ing undergone a transand the nnal body is a prelude to its
formation, the present
state?" glorification (1 Cor. 15).
creation? To state this
There is a corresponquestion somewhat abdence between the future of the bestractly, what will be the measure of liever, individual eschatology, and
continuity or discontinuity between the the future of the creation, general
present state of the creation and or cosmic eschatology. The resurthe final state?
rection in newness of life that the
In the history of the church, there believer undergoes parallels the
have been advocates of both of resurrection that the whole crethese views, Some have argued that ation will undergo at the consumthe new heavens and earth will be mation of all things.
altogether new; the present cre-

ALL THINGS MADE NEW
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Second, if the new heavens and the
new earth will be substantially unlike the present heavens and earth,
then we would have to conclude
that the Triune God's redemptive
work discards rather than renews all
things. Though this is a rather g~n
eral consideration, the teaching
that the new creation involves a
radically new beginning would suggest that sin and evil have become
so much a part of the substance of
the present created order that it is
unrelievedly and radically evil. The
original pronouncement of God regarding the created heavens and
earth-that they were "very
good"-would no longer have any
validity regarding their now fallen
condition. But such an implication
seems incompatible with the doctrine of the integrity and goodness
of the creation, however much it
may have been corrupted and distorted through sin. It would even
imply that the sinful rebellion of
the creation had so ruined God's
handiwork as to make it irretrievably wicked, On such a view of
things, the rebellion of Satan and
the subsequent fall of the human
race into sin would overwhelm
God's capacity to restore and redeem the work of His hands,2
These considerations notwithstanding, advocates of the view that
the new creation will be altogether
different from the present creation
appeal to a number of passa~es in
the Scriptures that seem to Imply
this view, Such passages are not difficult to find. In the pronouncements of Old Testament prophecy
regarding the new heavens and
earth, language is used that seems
to imply the destruction and removal of all things. In Psalm 102:26,
the old heavens and earth are compared to a garment that we~rs out
and perishes: "Even they wIll perish, but Thou dost endure; and all
of them will wear out like a garment; like clothing Thou wilt
change them, and they will be
changed." The prophet Isaiah describes the wearing away of all the
host of heaven as being like a leaf
that withers from the vine or the fig
tree (34:4). Like the vanishing of
smoke, the sky will vanish and t~e
inhabitants of the earth will dIe
(Isa. 51:6). When the prophet goes

,

.

on to speak of the new heavens and
earth, he speaks of them as something God will "create," "the former
things shall not be remembered or
come to mind" (65: 17; d. 66:22). In a
similar way, New Testament passages that describe the work of recreation employ the imagery of perishing or wearing out like a garment
(Heb. 1:11), of a fire that consumes
(2 Pet. 3:10), of a changing of all
things (Heb. 1: 12), and of the
present order of things passing
away (Matt. 5: 18; 24:35; 2 Pet. 3: 10;
1 John 2: 17; Rev. 21: 1). The implications of these kinds of images
seems to be that the present world
will be extinguished to make way
for the introduction of something
altogether new.
However, the vivid imagery and
language of these kinds of passages
ought not to be pressed too literally. Though they convey the
thought of a radical renovation or renewal of all things, they do not require the conclusion that this renewal will mean the complete annihilation of the present cosmos. Indeed, there are Scriptural passages
whose description of this renewal
require the alternative, that this renewal will involve a process of purification and cleansing of the old,
making all things new, but not all
new things. Two of these passages
are especially outstanding and deserve particular attention.

ROMANS 8: 18,,25
The first of these passages is Romans 8: 18-25, a passage we had occasion to consider earlier in connection with our discussion of the
resurrection of this body. This passage not only illustrates the analogy between the resurrection of the
believer and the resurrection renewal of the whole creation, but it
also uses language to describe the
new creation that confirms its substantial continuity with the present
creation:
For I consider that the sufferings
of this present time are not
worthy to be compared with the
glory that is to be revealed to us.
For the anxious longing of the
creation waits eagerly for the
revealing of the sons of God. For
the creation was subjected to

futility, not of its own will, but
eschatology and cosmic eschatobecause of Him who subjected it.
logy are so joined together that
in hope that the creation itself
what is true for believers holds true
also will be set free from its
for the creation itself. Just as believslavery to corruption into the
ers who, by the first fruits of the
freedom of the glory of the
Spirit, eagerly anticipate the
children of God. For we know that
fulness of redemption, so the crethe whole creation groans and
ation itself looks forward to its resuffers the pains of
lease from the futility to
"When the which it has been subchildbirth together
until now. And not only
children of God jected. When the chilthis, but also we
dren of God are revealed
are revealed in in glory and freedom, a
ourselves, having the
first fruits of the Spirit,
glory and similar glory and freeeven we ourselves
dom will be granted to
freedom, a the creation itself. Its
groan within ourselves,
waiting eagerly for our
similar glory present corruption and
adoption as sons, the
distortion will be reredemption of our and freedom will moved. Its broken fabric
body. For in hope we
be granted to will be mended. Rehave been saved, but
this passage
the creation markably,
hope that is seen is not
uses language to dehope; for why does one
itself." scribe the restoration of
also hope for what he
creation that corresees? But if we hope for what we
sponds exactly to the language
do not see, with perseverance we
used to describe the restoration of
wait eagerly for it.
the children of God. The same proThere are several features of this cess of renewal that promises the
passage that are relevant to the transformation of the believers'
question of the continuity between present bodies of humiliation into
the present and the future state of bodies of glory, will transform the
creation itself.
the creation.
And third, the metaphor of childFirst, this passage reminds us that
the introduction of sin into the cre- birth that dominates this passage
ation has affected not only the hu- suggests that the transformation of
man race, but also the whole cre- the creation will be in substantial
ation. The curse upon Adam and his continuity with its present state.
posterity is one that includes the The creation groans, according to
creation itself. As the apostle ex- this passage, like a woman in childpresses it, the creation has been birth prior to the delivery of her
subjected to "futility," to "vanity" or newborn child. Though it may be
"pointlessness," because of the sin- inappropriate to press this metaful rebellion of God's image-bear- phor too far, certainly it requires the
ers. Though we are not told how idea of a substantial likeness bethis futility is to be understood or tween that which gives birth and
manifests itself, undoubtedly the that which is born. Like gives birth
cosmos itself has been adversely to like. So the new creation, born of
implicated by sin and evil. Without the old, will bear a kind of resembecoming unrelievedly evil, sin has blance and similarity to the origibrought distortion and corruption nal. To suggest that the new creto the entirety of God's handiwork. ation will be radically other than
The fabric of creation has been torn the former creation would violate
and broken, corresponding to the the clear implication of this pashumility and weakness that now af- sage.
fect the human body (1 Cor. 15; Phil.
2 PETER 3:5,,13
3:21 ).
A second passage of special imSecond, there is an intimate conto the question of the conportance
nection between the redemption
for which the children of God ea- tinuity between the present cregerly wait, and the redemption of ation and the life to come is 2 Peter
the creation itself. Individual 3:5-13. In this passage, the apostle
Peter answers those who "in the last
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days" mock the promise of Christ's
coming. According to his represen~
tation of their mockery, they will
say, "Where is the promise of His
coming? For ever
l.
.. '
...·tt.·
ne Imagery
since the fathers
used, in this fell asleep, all
continues just as
passage to it was from the
describe the beginning of cre~
ation" (v. 4).
creation of the These mockers
new heavens will conclude
the delay of
and earth from
Christ's return
suggests a and the continu~
of all things
process of ance
as before that the
reffnement and promise of His
coming is untrue.
puriffcation,hut To
this the apostle
not of utter responds by say~
annihilation." ing:
For when they
maintain this, it escapes their
notice that by the word of God
the heavens existed long ago
and the earth was formed out of
water and by water, through
which the world at that time
was destroyed, being flooded
with water. But the present
heavens and earth by His word
are being reserved for fire, kept
for the day of judgment and
destruction of ungodly men.
But do not let this one fact
escape your notice, beloved,
that with the Lord one day is as
a thousand years, and a
thousand years as one day. The
Lord is not slow about His
promise, as some count
slowness, but is patient toward
you, not wishing for any to
perish but for all to come to
repentance. But the day of the
Lord will come like a thief, in
which the heavens will pass
away with a roar and the
elements will be destroyed with
intense heat, and the earth and
its works will be discovered.
Since all these things are to be
destroyed in this way, what sort
of people ought you to be in
holy conduct and godliness,
looking for and hastening the
coming of the day of God, on
account of which the heavens
will be destroyed by burning,

and the elements will melt with
the sense of its being cleansed and
intense heat. But according to
sanctified, but not in the sense of
His promise we are looking for
its being removed entirely.
new heavens and a new earth,
And second, the imagery used in
this passage to describe the cre~
in which righteousness dwells.
The gist of the apostle's answer to ation of the new heavens and earth
these mockers is clear. The Lord will suggests a process of refinement
indeed fulfill His promise, but in and purification, but not of utter
His own time and in accord with His annihilation. Imagery drawn from
desire to grant to all an opportunity the field of metallurgy-the refin~
for repentance. In His patience and ing process that produces a pure
mercy, the world continues as be~ grade of metal-is used to describe
fore so that the gospel might be what God will do to create a re~
preached and the day of salvation newed world "in which righteous~
prolonged. No one, however, ness dwells." To be sure, the lan~
should mistake the Lord's patience guage of this passage speaks of a
and conclude that the day of His violent and destructive process: "the
coming will not arrive. For our pur~ heavens will pass away with a roar";
pose, we do not need to go into the "the elements will be destroyed
question that often captures the at~ with intense heat"; "the earth and
tention of interpreters of this pas~ its works will be discovered"; "the
sage-whether this passage heavens will be destroyed by burn~
teaches that God sincerely calls all ing"; and "the elements will melt
to repentance, though He does not with intense heat." These descrip~
choose to save all to whom the gos~ tions undoubtedly suggest a pro~
power and
pel is preached. This certainly is the cess, an extraordinary
3
destructiveness
However,
they
most natural reading of the pas~
ought
not
to
be
taken
to
describe
a
sage. What interests us is the teach~
process
of
annihilation.
Rather,
ing of this passage about the
present and future state of creation. they describe a process where the
There are two features of this pas~ present creation is purified, refined,
sage that speak directly to this is~ and cleansed, all of the impurities
of evil and sin removed, and the
sue.
creation
left in a state of pristine
First, the apostle Peter draws a
purity
and
cleanliness. Just as the
comparison between the destruc~
refiner'S
fire
is used to produce the
tion of the world in the days of the
highest
and
purest grade of gold
great flood and the future destruc~
and
silver,
so
the refining fire of
tion of the world at the "day of God"
God's judging and sanctifying this
(vv. 6~7, 1O~ 12). The lan~
sin~cursed creation will
guage of destruction is
yield
new heavens and
used in both instances.
UThis creation earth awhere
all is holy
Though we may be in~
will
undergo
a
and
pure.
In
this pro~
clined to take this lan~
cess,
far
from
being
de~
guage to mean the com~ process ofcosmic
stroyed
in
the
sense
of
plete annihilation of all sanctificatioH,.SO
eliminated,
the
integ~
things, this cannot be the
. tflat.every rity of the creation is re~
case, at least in the first
stored, all the unnatural
instance of the destruc~
remainder
and
impurities having been
tion of the world in the
days of Noah. When vestige of sin will removed.
An interesting confir~
God's judgment fell upon
be removed." mation
of this reading
the world at the time of
the
passage
may be
of
the flood, the world was
found
in
the
seemingly
odd
expres~
destroyed only in the sense that its
wicked inhabitants were subjected sion in verse 10, "and the earth and
to judgment and the earth cleansed its works will be discovered" (empha~
thereby of its wickedness. The de~ sis mine). Many of the later Greek
struction, however, was not one manuscripts use a different verb in
that involved the removal of all this verse, "burned up," so that it
things and the provision of all new conforms to the language of verse
things. The earth was destroyed in 12 and the idea of the working of
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days" mock the promise of Christ's
coming. According to his representation of their mockery, they will
say, "Where is the promise of His
coming? For ever
II
tt. . '. "
'," fie ffnagery since the fathers
used in this fell asleep, all
continues just as
passage to it was from the
describe·' the beginning of creation" (v. 4).
creiltionofthe These mockers
new heavens will conclude
the delay of
and earth from
Christ's return
suggests a and the continuance of all things
process of as
before that the
re#nement and promise of His
coming is untrue.
purification, hut To
this the apostle
not of utter responds by sayannihilation." ing:
For when they
maintain this, it escapes their
notice that by the word of God
the heavens existed long ago
and the earth was formed out of
water and by water, through
which the world at that time
was destroyed, being flooded
with water. But the present
heavens and earth by His word
are being reserved for fire, kept
for the day of judgment and
destruction of ungodly men.
But do not let this one fact
escape your notice, beloved,
that with the Lord one day is as
a thousand years, and a
thousand years as one day. The
Lord is not slow about His
promise, as some count
slowness, but is patient toward
you, not wishing for any to
perish but for all to come to
repentance. But the day of the
Lord will come like a thief, in
which the heavens will pass
away with a roar and the
elements will be destroyed with
intense heat, and the earth and
its works will be discovered.
Since all these things are to be
destroyed in this way, what sort
of people ought you to be in
holy conduct and godliness,
looking for and hastening the
coming of the day of God, on
account of which the heavens
will be destroyed by burning,

and the elements will melt with
the sense of its being cleansed and
intense heat. But according to
sanctified, but not in the sense of
His promise we are looking for
its being removed entirely.
new heavens and a new earth,
And second, the imagery used in
this passage to describe the crein which righteousness dwells.
The gist of the apostle's answer to ation of the new heavens and earth
these mockers is clear. The Lord will suggests a process of refinement
indeed fulfill His promise, but in and purification, but not of utter
His own time and in accord with His annihilation. Imagery drawn from
desire to grant to all an opportunity the field of metallurgy-the refinfor repentance. In His patience and ing process that produces a pure
mercy, the world continues as be- grade of metal-is used to describe
fore so that the gospel might be what God will do to create a repreached and the day of salvation newed world "in which righteousprolonged. No one, however, ness dwells." To be sure, the lanshould mistake the Lord's patience guage of this passage speaks of a
and conclude that the day of His violent and destructive process: "the
coming will not arrive. For our pur- heavens will pass away with a roar";
pose, we do not need to go into the "the elements will be destroyed
question that often captures the at- with intense heat"; "the earth and
tention of interpreters of this pas- its works will be discovered", "the
sage-whether this passage heavens will be destroyed by burnteaches that God sincerely calls all ing"; and "the elements will melt
to repentance, though He does not with intense heat." These descripchoose to save all to whom the gos- tions undoubtedly suggest a propower and
pel is preached. This certainly is the cess, an extraordinary
3
destructiveness.
However,
they
most natural reading of the pasought
not
to
be
taken
to
describe
a
sage. What interests us is the teachprocess
of
annihilation.
Rather,
ing of this passage about the
present and future state of creation. they describe a process where the
There are two features of this pas- present creation is purified, refined,
sage that speak directly to this is- and cleansed, all of the impurities
of evil and sin removed, and the
sue.
First, the apostle Peter draws a creation left in a state of pristine
comparison between the destruc- purity and cleanliness. Just as the
tion of the world in the days of the refiner's fire is used to produce the
great flood and the future destruc- highest and purest grade of gold
tion of the world at the "day of God" and silver, so the refining fire of
God's judging and sanctifying this
(vv. 6-7,10-12). The lansin-cursed creation will
guage of destruction is
yield
a new heavens and
used in both instances.
"This creation
earth
where all is holy
Though we may be inn
.will.u
4erYQ
a.
and
pure.
In this proclined to take this lancess,
far
from
being deguage to mean the com- "proce$sof€osmi'
the
sense of
stroyed
in
plete annihilation of all
san,"fication
1 so
eliminated,
the
integthings, this cannot be the
thatcevery· rity of the creation is recase, at least in the first
stored, all the unnatural
instance of the destrucremainder
and impurities having been
tion of the world in the
days of Noah. When vestiy? of sin witl removed.
An interesting confirGod's judgment fell upon
be·removed." mation
of this reading
the world at the time of
the
passage
may be
of
the flood, the world was
found
in
the
seemingly
odd
expresdestroyed only in the sense that its
sion
in
verse
10,
"and
the
earth
and
wicked inhabitants were subjected
to judgment and the earth cleansed its works will be discovered" (emphathereby of its wickedness. The de- sis mine). Many of the later Greek
struction, however, was not one manuscripts use a different verb in
that involved the removal of all this verse, "burned up," so that it
things and the proviSion of all new conforms to the language of verse
things. The earth was destroyed in 12 and the idea of the working of
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fire. However. the language used in
the older and better manuscripts of
this passage conveys the idea of
process that does not so much destroy or burn up but uncover or lay
open for discovery the creation, now in
a renewed state of pristine purity.
What to us may seem an odd or difficult expression-the earth and its
works are "discovered" or "found"is actually just the right kind of expression to convey the idea of a process that does not destroy but restores the
creation to a state of integrity. In the
same way the process of refining
precious metals "discovers" or "lays
bare" the metal in all of its purity, so
God uncovers by removing every
impurity the beauty and glory of the
created order.4
2 Peter 3:5-13 confirms, then, the
basic idea also expressed, though
in different language, in Romans 8.
The new heavens and earth will issue from God's sovereign and redemptive work. Though this work is
unimaginably powerful, beyond
anything within the reach of our
present experience, it will involve
the renewal of all things, not the
creation of all new things. This creation will undergo a process of cosmic sanctification, so that every remainder and vestige of sin will be
removed. All of God's renewed creation-temple will be holy unto the
Lord (Zech. 14:20-21), a place suitable for His dwelling with His
people and for their service to
Him.5
(To be continued)

FOOTNOTES
Herman Bavinck, The Last Things: Hope for This
World and the Next, ed. John Bolt, trans. John
Vriend (orig. Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, vol. IV,
4th ed., 1918; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996),
156, cites the following as representatives of
the first view: Origen, the Lutherans, the
Mennonites, the Socinians, Vorstius, the
Remonstrants, and "a number of Reformed
theologians like Beza, Rivet, Junius,
Wollebius, and Prideaux." Cf. G. C.
Berkouwer, The Return of Christ (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1972), 220, n.18, who lists a
number of Lutheran advocates of the
discontinuity position.
2 Speaking of this implication, Anthony
Hoekema, The Bible and the Future (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 281, remarks: "If
God would have to annihilate the present
cosmos, Satan would have won a great
victory. For then Satan would have
succeeded in so devastatingly corrupting the
present cosmos and the present earth that
God could do nothing with it but blot it out
totally of existence. But Satan did not win

such a victory. On the contrary, Satan has
been decisively defeated. God will reveal the
full dimensions of that defeat when he shall
renew this very earth on which Satan
deceived mankind and finally banish from it
all the results of Satan's evil machinations."
3 Anyone familiar with the process still used
today of producing a high grade of steel from
iron ore will acknowledge that the process is
a violent and destructive one. This
destructiveness, however, aims to remove
impurities, not to annihilate.
4 I am indebted for this suggestion to Al
Wolters who, in an excellent discussion of
this term and passage ("Worldview and
Textual Criticism in 2 Peter 3: I0," Westminster
Theological Journal 49/2 IFall 19871. 405-13),
argues that translations of this text have
often been influenced by a worldview that
denies the continuity between the present
and future state of creation. Wolters also
suggests that the apostle Peter's use of this
term in two other instances corresponds to
this metallurgical use in 2 Peter 3: 10: "It is
striking that for the two occurrences of the
absolute use in the letters of Peter the
context in both cases evokes the image of a
metal's purification in a melting pot or
crucible. Could it be that the common Greek

verb heuriskesthai I"to be discovered," "to be
found"J has a precise technical sense in the
vocabulary of the smelter and refiner? Its
meaning would then be something like
'emerge purified (from the crucible): with
the connotation of having stood the test, of
being tried and true. In a word, the technical
sense would be equivalent to the English 'to
show one's mettle: an idiom which also
originates in the world of metallurgy A
number of passages in extrabiblical Greek
authors dealing with the refining of metals
use heuriskoo in a way which is consistent
with this hypothesis."
5 Hoekema, in his treatment of the Bible's
promise of a new heavens and earth, argues
at some length that this answers the
common dispensationalist complaint that
amillennialism
"spiritualizes"
the
concreteness of the future kingdom (The Bible
and the Future, 275-9) Ironically, the future
millennium of dispensational expectation is
in some ways a less literal fulfillment of the
biblical promise of the new heavens and
earth than that of amillennialism.

Dr. Venema teaches Doctrinal Studies at

Mid-America Reformed Seminary in
Dyer, Indiana.
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What Are We For?
JOHN R SITTEMA
sually in this column, I
write very practically, reviewing issues of specific
re evance for the daily and weekly
work of elders and deacons in the
Lord's church. It is my prayerful intent to continue to do just that in
future issues.
Except for this column. In it, I
have no specific and practical goal,
but want to challenge you instead
to sit back in your chair, close your
eyes, and think - about your own
attitudes, your fellow elders' and
deacons' attitudes, and your local
church's attitudes.
You deserve an explanation. I'll try
to be as forthright as I can be. Recently, I had two conversations that
impressed me greatly. The first was
with a "beloved unbeliever" friend of

1--_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

mine, a very articulate and educated
non-Christian. He heard me speak at
a non-worship setting, and we began
a friendship that I pray will lead to
growing opportunities for witness
and testimony. The thing that struck
me was his comment, after my talk,
that "you really believe the things you
said, don't you? Few preachers seem
to." His remarks hit me hard, and
made me recall an elderly mentor's
comment once, who, when asked
what would be the most important
advice he would give to young
preachers, said, "Believe what you
preach!"
The second conversation I had was
with a young man who was thinking
of leaving one of the conservative Reformed churches in his area. The
church was well known, as was its
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preacher. Most in Presbyterian or Re- deed, we are. You will receive no
formed circles would typically think argument here. In fact, the very
of this particular church as solid, name "re-formed" means that we
faithful, and as having appeal to oppose the current form (be it the
community people as well as folks theology, the ecclesiastical governrelocating. But this young man was ment, or the lifestyle), and wish to
thinking of leaving, not because of a reform it. Without question, to
job transfer, or because of some per- stand for something implies clearly
sonal "snit" he had with the chairman that you also stand in opposition to
something else. Necessarily so.
of the building committee.
He was leaving because, after years THE NECESSITY OF
of sitting in the pew, of gathering for
mid-week meetings with other mem- PROPOSITION
bers, of talking with the pastor, he
But the reverse is not always true.
concluded that this church stood for To stand for something implies opposition to something else. But it is
nothing. It only stood against things.
often possible to live in
It was against women
"Amazingly, so opposition, to be a
in ecclesiastical office,
against gender-neutral
many Reformed "contrarian," without
ever staking out one's
Bible
translations,
Cnrislians...heaJme own position on anyagainst liberalism in
so ',hurchisti,' thing. Yet, if we believe
theology, against "liturthat the Reformed faith
gical experimentation,"
that they only and
creed is the most
against growing busee
'within the faithful to Biblical
reaucracy in denomina. circle' of the truth, we must do more
tional headquarters,
than oppose. We must
against the funding syschurch." propose, propagate, artem by which agencies
ticulate, defend, perand missions were supported, suade and proclaim. We must really
against what is being taught in the believe something, and the world
regional Christian colleges and around us must know just what that
seminaries, and especially against is!
whatever it is that the church/deSo I ask you, what are you for? And,
nomination it had left stood for.
perhaps just as importantly, how
Despite repeated efforts to chal- good are you at articulating it to
lenge his pastor, the elders, and someone who has no clue?
other members of the church to arIn the recent years, I've read quite a
ticulate clearly, lovingly, and posi- few books arguing for some unifying
tively just what the Reformed faith thesis for Reformed Christianity. One
actually stood for, my friend has argued, quite convincingly, that the
concluded that they are locked in a triune character of God and thus the
traditionalistic logic loop, are un- trinitarian understanding of the
able to break through it, and simply Christian life was that unifying prindon't get it and won't get it no mat- ciple. Others have argued, equally as
ter how long he talks. Rather than convincingly, for the creation-fall-recreating dissent and discord, he's demption motif, covenantalism, the
5 points of Calvinism, a distinctive
contemplating leaving.
hermeneutic of the Bible, and for the
slogan "reformata semper reforTHE NECESSITY OF
manda" ("to be Reformed is to always
OPPOSITION
be reforming").
Now, you may be thinking: "Wait a
All of these have merit. All are part
minute! We must take our stand and parcel of who we are as Calvinagainst the devil and against his ists. The trouble with finding one uniwiles. We're warned in Acts 20 that fying theme is that none of these
the attack of the wolf can arise from stands without the others. To speak
'among your own number.' We are of the 5 points of Calvinism (which
called to oppose falsehood!" InL..-_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Calvin never identified as such, of
course) without Trinitarian theology
as the backdrop makes no sense. To
speak of covenantal theology apart
from a grammatical-theologicalhistorical hermeneutic (method of
reading the text of Scripture) is to
speak nonsense.
In fact, we must recognize that the
precious faith that takes hold of us
who celebrate the Reformation possesses magnificent depth and
breadth. Our faith is a precious gemstone, as precious as any diamond or
emerald, with many gleaming facets.
lOne facet of the gemstone that is
the Reformed Faith is, indeed, its
understanding of the sovereignty
and majesty of God in the work of
salvation. We may call it "5
points," spell it as TULIp, and thus
distinguish aspects within His saving work, but in fact it is one: God
saves, and God alone!
2 Another facet of the gemstone is
our doctrine of the church, her nature and structure and function as
the Bride of Christ. Steering a careful course between the Catholic
understanding of the church as
necessary to save, and the
Arminian view of the church as incidental, nice-but-not-necessary,
the Reformed faith recognizes that
Scripture links the Head (Christ)
with the Body (the church), refuses
to separate redemption from the
church's preaching of the Word,
and promotes not a hierarchy of
power, but a communion in which
the pastoral care of elders embodies in its work, the Good Shepherd's loving care for His people.
3 Yet another facet of the gemstone
of the Reformed Faith, one often
overlooked by so-called "5 point
Calvinists" who are fundamentalistic in their approach. is the incredibly rich world-al1d-life-view inherent in Reformed thinking. If
God is sovereign over all, then
"taking every thought captive to
Christ" is more than a slogan; it
has given rise to a rich heritage
and perspective that recognizes
the Lordship of Christ over education, vocation, recreation, ethics,
ecology, as well as the prophetic,
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priestly, and royal role of believers
in all of life to live "coram deo" with all one's heart living all of life
before the face of God!
4 And finally (although one could
continue speaking about the facets of this precious gem for many,
many paragraphs!), genuinely Reformed people embrace the Bible,
not only in a series of dogmatic
statements about it, but as the
daily functioning Word of God for
the life of believer and church.
What marked the Reformation in
the 16th Century is the very same
thing that marks every genuinely
Reformed believer and congregation in every generation: a believing and workmanlike use of the
text of Scripture in the daily "stuff"
of life, a firm conviction that
there's not an issue in life that isn't
directly addressed by God's Word,
a reverent trust in Scriptural Truth.
Result? Bibles worn-out by daily
use, not superstitiously kissed and
put back on the stand!

AND ONE MORE THING ...
If the above review, albeit brief,
strikes a chord with you, one thing
more must also ring true. Being Reformed is also being passionate
about evangelism. I don't know how
it is possible to believe and confess
the truths I described above and not
to have one's eye focused on the
world outside the church, over which
the scepter of the kingdom of Christ
is also extended. Amazingly, so many
Reformed Christians, like the church
described by my friend earlier in this
article, become so "churchistic" that
they only see "within the circle" of the
church. They see only other Christians, concern themselves only with
departures from orthodoxy, debate
nuances of theological expression.
But they don't see what Calvin called
the "great void," those without hope
and without God in this world.
And 1 don't understand that. We
have so much to say to such a world!
We dare not be only against. We must
be for, and boldly so, the privilege to
make known our God who is sovereign over all of life, over every creature, over all of time and history, and
all for His own majestic glory.

When is the last time you tried to
put yourself in the shoes of the guy
from work who hasn't a clue about
hermeneutics, who could care less
about 5 points of Calvinism, but who
is burned out, has no sense of purpose in life, in his marriage, in his
work, or in his play, and has no idea
where to find one?
If we Reformed Christians believe
what we say we believe, we really and

truly have life to give in the midst of
such death. But the world won't have
any reason to listen to us until it believes we actually believe in something, stand for something, are willing to die for something, and what
may be even harder, live for what we
believe.
So, what are you for?
Dr. Sittema is pastor of Bethel Christian

Reformed Church in Dallas, Texas.

reed M# [am/u lfo~~~r~~ts

& Teachers

Parent "Potters"
LAURIE VANDEN HEUVEL
ottery-making is one "vessels of honor," but also how
of the oldest human those who "harden" their hearts are
crafts, one which has re- thrown out by Him in judgment.
mained basically unchanged in proAt times we see before our eyes a
hardening process taking place in
cedure throughout the centuries.
The potter takes soft clay which children who more and more refuse
will yield to his molding and to walk in the faith of their fathers.
"throws" it on a wheel which he can We are sometimes surprised beturn by means of a foot pedal. cause these children seemed to
Slowly and carefully he pushes here have consistently Christian and lovand presses there to
ing homes. At other
"Rememher -' times we can undermold the clay into a
pot, a jug, a pitcher, a
wnatis practiced stand why children have
vase - some beautiful
reacted to parental
ift secret atMm.e guidance
and serviceable vessel.
and example
willhe . procltlim.. as they have.
Sometimes the clay
hardens before the vesIn God's family plan, He
edpuhlicly from
sel has been perfected
assigned to all parents
therooftbps." the task of potter - the
into a thing of beauty.
The potter then has no
children being the clay,
choice but to discard it. And centu- and the circumstances of life, the
ries ago, in Biblical times, such ves- wheel. For molding these children,
sels were thrown into the "potter's He gives instructions in His holy
field."
Word.
Biblical writers such as Isaiah,
When we buy some new appliJeremiah, Paul and the apostle ance for the home, we always reJohn, under the inspiration of the ceive a set of instructions. GenerHoly Spirit, picked up this figure of ally this consists of a negative and a
the potter and the clay to depict positive part. Do not do this - so we
God's dealings with men. Together read - or your appliance will not
they show how God molds men into function properly. Do this, and it
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will work. So too, God's instructions
for parent "potters" have a negative
and a positive part. "".00 not exasperate your children" - the negative command; "".bring them up in
the training and instruction of the
Lord" - the positive command
(Ephesians 6:4).
This verse plainly teaches that
parent "potters" can cause their children to harden. This can be done by
a parent's personal conduct or by
the method of training used. Let's
look at some of the practical things
which can cause children to harden
their hearts against their parents,
and ultimately against the Lord.

PERSONAL CONDUCT
Parents can cause hardening in
their children by their personal conduct. This may be occasioned by
having a divided home. Mother will
have one standard, while father has
another. Or one parent may have a
clear set of values while the other
has little or none. In children, the
result is confusion, loss of respect
for either or both parents, and in
many cases, rebellion both at home
and in society.
The remedy? Two parents who go
to God's word, dig out the principles and Biblical examples which
apply to the home, pray for spiritual
strength, and then enforce those
principles. Does this seem hard? It
is far less difficult than handling
mouthy and rebellious children,
and far more rewarding for you and
them, both now and in the life to
come.
Do you doubt this? Try it and see.

INCONSISTENT
DEMANDS
Parents can also harden their
children by demanding from them
what they do not do themselves.
We may demand honesty from our
children but turn back the mileage
dial on our car for a better resale
value. A little thing, you say? Not in
a child's sight (nor in God's). It
speaks volumes. We may insist on
discriminate television watching

for them, but fill our minds with the
lust and violence depicted on the
screen when we think they are
asleep. We may be eager that they
keep their speech clean especially
in the hearing of the outside world,
but let our own tongues run loosely
at home. Remember - what is
practiced in secret at home will be
proclaimed publicly from the rooftops. We may warn our children to
share with others but turn deaf ears
ourselves to pleas for charity. We
may want them to give of their firstfruits to the Lord, but then we complain about the budget. the offerings and the Christian school tuition. We may want them to be
regular in church attendance, but
be fair weather church attenders ourselves. Old sayings go like this: "A
stream rises no higher than its
source"; or, "An apple does not fall
far from the tree." Parents - "listen
up." Children will do what you do far
more quickly than what you say.

member Jacob and his sons. Psychoanalysts tell us that next to
milk, the greatest need of children
is for love. Startling reports have
come from experiments comparing
babies who received love, with
those who were simply left to grow.
When parents play favorites because one child is more beautiful or
more talented or more loveable
than another, or because one of the
children was adopted, the "inferior"
child begins to feel threatened. He
or she becomes insecure and suspicious. The platform for any true
spiritual training is either reduced,
or perhaps even removed.

IIPUT DOWNS"

Parents can also cause children
to harden by playing favorites. Remember Isaac and Rebekah; re-

Parents can also harden their
children by either belittling them or
discussing their faults with others. Both
of these patterns of behavior are inexcusable except in private and
confidential conversations where
parents are seeking help from a
dear friend or someone professionally equipped to give assistance.
"Exasperating children" can take
many forms. Join us next month as
we look at rules and punishments.

AN ENTERPRISING LIFE, Jay Van
Andel. Zondervan Publishing
(Harperbusiness), 1998, $24 USA,
$32 Canada, 234 pages. Reviewed
by John H. Piersma.
Readers of The Outlook must wonder why a book of this kind is reviewed in a "journal devoted to the
exposition and defense of the Reformed Faith." Still worse, how
come a preacher who wouldn't
know a balance sheet from a pumpkin, offers his opinions on the life of
a man who has devoted his life to
being a business man?
It was my suggestion to the editors that we pay attention to this
autobiography because the person
authoring it has his roots in the
same soil out of which The Outlook

was born. In addition, the incredible success which crowns his efforts as co-owner of Amway Corporation (7 billion annual sales, 3 million (plus) representatives all over
the world!) is not only significant by
itself; it also represents a big
change in the place and prominence of a segment of the Dutch
immigrant group which formed the
Christian Reformed Church of
North America, 150 years ago.
This has not gone unrecognized.
"If I listed the top ten inspiring men
I've known in my life - and presidents would be included in that
number - Jay Van Andel's name
would be there with the greatest
men of our century," said Robert H.
Schuller of Crystal Cathedral fame.

PLAYING FAVORITES
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Speaking similarly, although not
Can this kind of faith survive in ond quality as well. I call it tenacity,
quite so exuberantly, are Edwin j. the life of one whose financial suc~ or to use a less attractive word,
Feuler, president of the prestigious cess in the marketplaces of the toughness - the ability to fight
Heritage Society, ex-president world is more than people like me through difficult times.
Gerald R. Ford, and conservative Dr. can begin to comprehend? The
You need to be tough if the US
D. james Kennedy, pastor of the Dutch have a saying which trans~ Federal Trade Commission, the
very large Coral Ridge Presbyterian lates to something like this: "It State of Wisconsin, the Detroit Free
Church (PCA) in southern Florida.
takes very strong legs to stand up Press (Michigan's largest, most in~
This kind of praise, plus the fact under prosperity. A lot of people in fluential newspaper), the highly
that I too, am a son of the twentieth our prosperous times have cap~ popular Phil Donahue talk show
century, an era not known for great sized under its burden." With this and the Canadian government ac~
appreciation of free~enterprise book, Van Andel wants us to know cuse you of misrepresentation,
capitalism, provoked within me a that by the grace of God, he isn't fraud, and unfair business prac~
tices. Some of this reflects that we
fair amount of suspicion and preiu~ one of them.
The larger part of this book is de~ live in an anti~business environ~
dice as I began to read the story of
the life of a person so close to me in voted to an account of the several ment. That means that if you get to
one respect, so far removed from business ventures of a pair of high~ be big enough, the darts may begin
me in others. Let me add quickly, school friends, jay Van Andel and to fly. You will have to be strong~
that I, as a Christian reviewer, found Richard De Vos, Sr. They early on willed, tough~minded and tena~
this book not only interesting, but decided that they wanted to be cious to survive.
also very inspiring. If you read bio~ business people, which led them
A third quality revealed in this
graphical books you come away lik~ into a number of things before the book is the need for insight or intel~
ing or disliking the central figure. I development of Amway. Included Iigence which translates into com~
came away with sincere admiration were an aircraft service, a hamburg petence. One can hardly imagine
and appreciation for the author.
stand, and a food supplement busi~ how many decisions, how many
His story reveals four basic quali~ ness (Nutrilite vitamins). Inter~ projections, how many crucial situ~
ties important to a Christian busi~ spersed was the purchase of a sea~ ations are faced daily by people
ness person: wisdom,
going sailboat which who run enormous business enter~
tenacity (toughness),
they intended to use on prises. You need the kind of intelli~
"In Ur.eJradition
insight and spirituality.
a
trip around South gence that the more privileged get
of my church America.
They didn't at Harvard Business School, and
Someone has said
ancestors, there make it. It crashed others develop in the "school of
that wisdom is the abil~
ity to see things in long~
can be no somewhere off the hard experience."
But you need more, this book in~
range perspective while
northeastern coast of
substitute
tara
dicates, than merely technical
South America.
taking good care of the
dee~feltrelitlnte
things immediately at
Successful, but not knowledge of how to run a busi~
hand. Born in Christian
upon God for auspicious, was their ness. You need philosophical un~
development of a sales derstanding of the place business
Reformed center, Grand
nelpand organization
Rapids, Michigan, jay
for the occupies in our society. Here I may
sustenance. " sale of Nutrilite vita~ mention jay Van Andel's descrip~
Van Andel was raised in
what would now be de~
mins. From this two tion of Kuyperian "sphere~sover~
scribed as a very strict religious en~ things were gained, both very pre~ eignty" (pp. 140~144). My elation at
vironment. Home, school (a pri~ cious: jay Van Andel met his wife this point is not to endorse every~
vate, parent~owned Christian (Betty Hoekstra) while making a thing Kuyper said on such subjects,
school) and church laid on him the sales call in her home, and Amway but to say that I didn't think one
need to fear God. This was ex~ learned a system of sales operation would find anyone like jay Van
pressed in terms of high respect for which they applied with such suc~ Andel who would still remember
father and mother (whose godli~ cess as to be able to purchase the things that used to be very impor~
ness I can affirm, having been privi~ entire Nutrilite company later.
tant for some of us, but now have
leged to serve them as pastor for
My point here is to say that Van fallen into the sea of indifference.
Most important for the Christian
several years), for teacher and Andel takes care to explain that
preacher - all of whom were "on their success came slowly and with businessman is, I think, a vital spiri~
the same page" Biblically, doctri~ much effort. This required wisdom tuality. As a pastor I was most im~
nally and morally. The Calvinist em~ as they kept their eyes fixed on their pressed by jay Van Andel's response
phasis on the priority and sover~ personal goals as Christian busi~ to and evaluation of personal afflic~
eignty and reality of God was drilled nessmen; but it demanded a sec~ tion. I don't know him or his wife
into him.
L...-_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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personally, and so it was news to
me that both are suffering from
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(Parkinsons, Altzheimers). Their
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