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Train Up a Child Rev. Wybren  
Oord

“Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he 
will not depart from it.” 

   —Proverbs 22:6  

wWhat if God placed 
a large diamond in 
your hand and told 
you to inscribe a 
sentence on it that 
would be read at the 
last day? On that 
diamond would be 
the index of your 
thoughts and an 
expression of all 
your feelings. What 
you carved into that 
gem would basically 
sum up who and 
what you are. I dare 
say that you would 
exercise great care in 
the words you chose 
to engrave. 

You would carefully carve those 
words into the diamond so that even 
their appearance—the style and font 
you used—would say something 
about you.

God has given parents something far 
more precious than diamonds. He has 
given them the impressionable young 
minds of their children. On them they 
inscribe something every day. They 
do so by their instruction (or lack 
thereof). They do so by their example 
(or lack thereof). They do so by the 
manner in which they approach life. 
Something about every parent will 
remain in his or her children, and 
it will either work in their favor or 
against them.

To bring up a child in this world is 
a tremendous responsibility. There 
is no greater task God entrusts to us 
than that of being faithful, dedicated 
parents. In spite of that tremendous 
responsibility that God has given 
to parents, many parents leave the 
instruction of their children to chance. 
They spend very little time with their 
children. They drop them off at 
babysitters they hardly know or bring 
them to schools with questionable 
anti-Christian educational practices. 
Some people spend more time 
training their dog than they do their 
children.

The writer of Proverbs gives the 
responsibility of training a child to 
the parents. Such responsibilities 
do not fall upon the church or the 
schools. Nor is it the responsibility 
of the babysitter to train children—
even if that is their grandmother. The 
responsibility falls upon the parents.

Many churches are strong supporters 
of Christian education. Not only 
do they provide excellent teaching 
of scriptural truths, but they also 
support Christian day schools 
and home-schooling. What a 
wonderful blessing it is when a 
variety of educational options are 
available through Christian schools 
and home-schooling curriculum! 
Church members are to support the 
parents of the congregation in the 
decision they make regarding how 
they instruct their children. It does 
children no good to see their parents 
degrade other parents because 
they have chosen a different way to 
educate their children. God has left 
the education of children up to the 
parents. If parents choose to teach 
them at home—good for them! If 
parents choose the assistance of a 
school system—good for them! That 
is their decision to make.
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It does not matter, however, what 
curriculum you use or where you send 
your child to school if you do not care 
about what your child is learning. 
Parents need to work together to 
reinforce the Christian values their 
children learn in church, in school, 
and at home. There are at least three 
character qualities parents should 
teach their children if they want them 
to remain in their instruction as they 
grow older.

Diligence
Children must be taught diligence 
in their responsibilities at home and 
school and in the neighborhood. 
Parents must teach them diligence in 
their prayer life and in their study of 
God’s Word. It is very disheartening 
for ministers to have catechism 
students come to class unprepared. I 
once approached a couple whose child 
was never prepared for catechism. The 
parents were somewhat indignant, 
claiming that their child could not be 
prepared for catechism because she 
had never received a catechism book. 
I immediately retrieved one out of 
storage and gave it to them. “Oh,” one 
of the parents said, “is this the book? 
It’s under the seat in the car.” These 
parents certainly were not exercising 
diligence!

In the Old Testament, Eli also failed 
to teach his sons diligence. Eli was 
a high priest and judge in Israel. 
His sons occupied their time in the 
tabernacle. They were supposed to 
supervise the offerings. Instead, they 
devised unlawful methods of taking 
the sacrifices and using them for their 
own benefit. They made a mockery 
out of the sacrificial system that God 
had established.

In 1 Samuel 2:27–29, God condemned 
Eli for his failure to train his sons in 
the way they should go. Through a 
prophet, God blamed Eli for the sin 
he had allowed his sons to commit. 
God said that it was nothing short of 
idolatry that Eli would honor his sons 
more than he honored God.

Obedience
In addition to diligence, children need 
to be taught obedience. Obedience 
does not come naturally—but 
rebellion does. This is not something 
they will learn from Facebook or by 
texting each other. Obedience must 
be taught from the very beginning. 
The Bible says that it is well pleasing 
to the Lord when children obey their 
parents (Colossians 3:20).

Built into every human institution 
are patterns of authority. At creation, 
mankind was given dominion over 
all the earth, but God had authority 
over the human race. No matter what 
position a person may attain in this 
life, there will be someone in authority 
over him. God has put governing 
authorities in place (Romans 13:1). 
When children learn the laws of 
home, the rules of the school seem 
easier to follow. When they learn to 
obey the rules of the school, the laws 
of the state and the nation are easier 
to follow. Obedience is something 
you need all your life.

In order to teach your children 
obedience, you may need to discipline 
your child on occasion. “He who 
spares his rod hates his son, but 
he who loves him disciplines him 
promptly” (Proverbs 13:24). In some 
countries, spanking is illegal. After 
all, some say, it may harm your child’s 
creativity. After your child finger 
paints all over the wall in your house, 
however, you may want to hamper his 
creativity a little bit.

Obviously, Proverbs 22:6 does not 
give the parent permission to beat 
his children, nor should he spank 
them every time they break some 
minor rule in the home. Parents 
should not be irrational when they 
are raising children. Children are to 
be taught that there are limitations 
and restrictions—set rules—that they 
are expected to obey. They must know 
that their parents are not afraid to 
punish them out of love.

As a father, Eli failed here as well. 
He did not teach his sons obedience. 
His sons had committed gross sins in 
the tabernacle. In response, Eli gave 
them a light rebuke. “He said to them, 
‘Why do you do such things? For I 
hear of all your evil dealings from all 
the people. No, my sons! For it is not 
a good report that I hear. You make 
the  Lord’s people transgress’” (2 
Samuel 2:23–24).

Have you ever caught yourself saying 
these things to your children: “Don’t 
do that! What will the neighbors 
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think? What will people say if they 
find out”? If we say these kinds of 
things, we are not setting any real 
moral standard for the children. 
Rather, we are instilling a sense of 
status in the neighborhood. Eli’s sons 
did not respond well to that kind of 
upbringing, and neither will your 
children. Eli never took the proper 
steps to see that what they were doing 
was corrected and that they turned 
away from their evil ways. Eli failed 
in his responsibility as a priest, and he 
failed in his responsibility as a father.

Reverence
You can teach your children diligence 
and obedience and still have failed 
your greatest responsibility as a parent. 
You must also teach them reverence. 
They must be taught to honor the 
Lord and love his Word. Diligence is 
your child’s responsibility to himself; 
obedience is his responsibility to 
those in authority over him; reverence 
is his responsibility to the Lord.

Reverence is not just praying before 
meals, attending church, and reading 

the Bible. It certainly includes these 
things, but it is so much more. 
True reverence grows out of a heart 
devoted to Jesus Christ. Such a heart 
understands the need for forgiveness 
when we are not diligent and when 
we are disobedient. Such a heart 
looks to the cross of Jesus and finds in 
that once-for-all sacrifice forgiveness, 
salvation, and reconciliation with 
God.

Genuine reverence is possible only 
in a person who is a child of God. If 



Make Jesus Christ the Lord of your life that he may 
become the Master of your family

you want to teach your child to be 
reverent, your first step must be to 
make certain that you are right with 
God through Jesus Christ. Only then 
will you be able to teach your children 
the importance of a personal faith in 
Jesus Christ and the need to truly 
trust in him.

Teaching your children reverence is 
to take very seriously the questions 
you were asked at baptism. You will 
instruct your children to know all 
about Jesus, the cross, and their 
need for Him. In too many Christian 
families, mothers and fathers are 
afraid to talk about spiritual things 
with their children. They can talk 
about everything else, but they are 
uneasy talking about the Lord to 
those whom he has entrusted to their 
care.

I have heard people say that they will 
let their children decide—they do 
not want to impose their religious 
standards on them. Do you let your 
children decide what 2 + 2 is—as if 
this week it equals 4, but next week, 
if your child wants, it equals 5? Do 
you let your children decide when 
their car needs an oil change or when 
to change a flat tire? Do you say, “Just 
drive it that way. You decide when 

you want to change it”? It is equally 
absurd to let them decide religious 
truths. God says,

These words which I command 
you today shall be in your 
heart.  You shall teach them 
diligently to your children, and 
shall talk of them when you sit 
in your house, when you walk by 
the way, when you lie down, and 
when you rise up. You shall bind 
them as a sign on your hand, and 
they shall be as frontlets between 
your eyes.  You shall write them 
on the doorposts of your house 
and on your gates (Deuteronomy 
6:6–9).

We are to encourage and instruct our 
children in every opportunity made 
available to us.

Here again, we see how Eli failed. 
As the high priest of Israel, he had a 
position of spiritual leadership over 
an entire nation. Yet he could not 
fulfill his spiritual responsibility to his 
own family. He failed to teach his sons 
reverence for the Lord.

First Samuel 4 tells us the awful 
culmination of the sins of Eli’s sons. 
Because they had not been taught 
diligence, they desecrated the 
offerings of God. Because they had not 
been taught obedience, they defiled 
the tabernacle of God. And because 
they had not been taught reverence, 
they despised the holy things of God.

The irreverent, superstitious sons of 
Eli brought the ark of the covenant 
into battle after the Philistines had 
defeated the Israelites. The ark 
belonged in the Holy of Holies within 

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

the tabernacle. Only the high priest 
was permitted to enter into that 
sacred section of the tabernacle—and 
then only on the Day of Atonement. 
But the sons of Eli had never learned 
reverence for the things of God and 
trampled into the Holy of Holies and 
stole the ark from its sacred place in 
order to bring it into the battle with 
them. As a result, they were killed; the 
ark was taken by the Philistines; and 
the glory of the Lord was removed 
from Israel.

The responsibility God gives to 
parents toward their children is great. 
You are to teach them diligence, 
obedience, and reverence. Pray that 
God may give you the wisdom and 
the strength to do your job well. 
Pray to God that as parents you set 
examples of diligence, obedience, and 
reverence in all areas of your lives.

If the thought of such a responsibility 
should overwhelm you, as it should 
every parent, then look to God. “If 
any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask 
of God, who gives to all liberally and 
without reproach, and it will be given 
to him” (James 1:5). He will give you 
the strength you need to fulfill your 
responsibility to your children. Make 
Jesus Christ the Lord of your life that 
he may become the Master of your 
family.
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Sexual Integrity: Honoring God Inside and 
Outside of Marriage

Rev William  
Boekestein

IIn our day, God’s seventh 
commandment speaks powerfully 
to our culture. The command is 
simple and brief: “You shall not 
commit adultery” (Exodus 20:14). 
But encapsulated in this statement 
on human sexuality is the idea that 
“all unchastity is accursed of God; 
and that we must, therefore, detest 
it from our heart, and live a chaste 
and continent life both within and 
outside of holy wedlock” (Heidelberg 
Catechism, question 108).

Surrounded as we are by rampant 
sexuality, God’s call for purity 
challenges our culture head on. 
It is doubtful, however, whether 
Christians have responded properly 
to this challenge. In some extreme 
cases, the church has nearly 
adopted the sexual mores of the 
culture: embracing homosexuality, 
winking at promiscuity and sexual 
experimentation, or rejecting 
marriage altogether.

In other circles, the church has failed 
to respond at all and has practically 
brushed the entire issue of sexuality 
under the rug. Have we adopted a 
“Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy with 
regard to issues of intimacy? Should 
we really not be talking about these 
things? If the church is silent, the 
world is talking. More importantly, 
God is talking about sexuality. 
For us to begin talking rightly 
about intimate issues, we need to 
understand what God says.

Christian Overview of Sexuality
Two prominent thoughts help us 
avoid the imbalances of sexual 
prudery, on the one hand, and sexual 
promiscuity on the other.

Sexuality Is Good and Should Be 
Expressed

The Bible says unequivocally that 
sexuality should be expressed in 
the context of marriage between a 
man and a woman (Mark 10:6–9). 
Christians are not always so open 
in their expression of this truth. 
Well-intentioned parents have 
sometimes raised young adults 
to think that human sexuality is 
a bad thing. Some adults have so 
squelched discussion on this topic 
that their children and teens are not 
comfortable approaching them with 
questions and concerns. Among 
other problems that arise from such 
an approach, a negative view of 
sexuality can bring confusion and 
conflict into a new marriage.

Before the fall, Adam and Eve 
enjoyed each other intimately with 
no shame (Genesis 2:24–25). Shame 
and guilt did come into the world 
after sin, but these are appropriate 
responses to sexual deviancy only, 
not to sexuality itself. Those who 
have been recreated in the image of 
God are able to enjoy intimacy with a 
spouse without shame.

God Detests Sexual Immorality

The main reason God gives for his 
disapproval of deviant sexuality 
is that our bodies are temples of 
the Holy Spirit. Sexual sins are 
uniquely offensive in that they are 
sins against the body, which belongs 
to God (1 Corinthians 6:18). These 
two thoughts—that sexuality itself 
is good, but only when expressed 
rightly—anticipate the practical 
question, “What does sexual 
integrity look like?” Sexual integrity 
consists of putting off that which is 
forbidden and embracing that which 
is commanded.

Sins Forbidden
We are tempted to define sin too 
narrowly, especially in regard to 
sexual integrity. “As long as I don’t 
cross that last line of intimacy, I’m 
okay,” we may be tempted to reason. 
God’s standard is different. He 
forbids sinful thoughts, words, and 
actions since each ultimately flows 
from the heart (Matthew 5:28).

Sinful Thoughts, Words, and Actions

Our flesh quickly protests: “What 
control do I have over my thoughts?” 
The Puritan John Bunyan answered 
this protest. If sin knocks at your 
door, he counseled, you have not  

Rev. Wybren Oord 
is the co-pastor of Trinity United 
Reformed Church in Lethbridge, 
AB, and the editor of The Outlook.
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sinned if you shut the door as soon as you recognize sin for what it is. An inappropriate thought that 
comes into a person’s head is not sin; encouraging, entertaining, and pursuing that “uninvited guest” is.

Not only do we have control over how we respond to our thoughts, but we also have some control over 
what we put into our minds. It is no wonder that people today have such a difficult time maintaining 
purity when they take in so much impurity. In a sample of programming from the 2001–2002 TV 
season, sexual content appeared in 64 percent of all programs. Those programs featured four scenes 
per hour of sexually related material. One out of every seven programs includes a portrayal of sexual 
intercourse. With regard to parental monitoring, 44 percent of children say they watch something 
different when they are alone from when they are with their parents.

If God forbids unchaste thoughts, he obviously forbids illicit words and actions, including both 
those we commit when we are alone or with another person. “But fornication and all uncleanness or 
covetousness, let it not even be named among you, as is fitting for saints; neither filthiness, nor foolish 
talking, nor coarse jesting, which are not fitting, but rather giving of thanks” (Ephesians 5:3–4).

How to Flee Sexual Sin

It is one thing to itemize our sins; it is quite another to fight against them. How should we flee sexual 
immorality? Jesus tells us to take drastic measures (Matthew 5:29–30). What might this look like in 
terms of an action plan?

1. Begin with a proper view of the matter. If we start with an unbiblical view of sexuality, 
the battle to resist it is more than half lost.

2. Pray. Those struggling with this issue will be able to identify situations and settings 
that are especially tempting for them. Prepare for these times with prayer that pointedly 
addresses the temptation.

3. Avoid tempting situations. We need to be sincere when we ask God not to lead us into 
temptation (Matthew 6:13). We need to watch and pray. Pray for help, and then watch 
our lives.

4. Flee temptation. Even after a person takes the precautions prescribed here, impure 
sexual desires may still become strong. In these times, we should take evasive actions 
(see Genesis 39:7–12). Get up! Take a walk! Then repeat steps 1–3.

5. Become accountable to someone who genuinely cares for your spiritual well-being. 
Sin flourishes in secret. For a married person, the obvious, and perhaps most difficult, 
person with whom to seek accountability is your spouse.
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Duties Required
Perhaps the simplest and most comprehensive way to characterize the duties that flow from the seventh 
commandment is this: Modesty in general; robustness in marriage.

Modesty

Issues of modesty relate to everything from the clothes we wear to the things we say to the looks we 
give. Modesty can never ultimately be about rules; it is a reflection of our love for God and others. 
The modest person says, “I respect the limits that God has placed around sexuality, and I don’t want 
to push his limits. I respect those around me and don’t want to entice them to sin.” It might be good if 
Christians’ public modesty evoked more accusations of prudishness. There should be nothing prudish, 
however, in the privacy of the marriage relationship.

Sexually Healthy Marriages

The fact that marriage is part of God’s answer to those who cannot control their sexual passion is 
telling (1 Corinthians 7:2, 9). Paul’s teaching on marriage in 1 Corinthians 7 immediately follows 
his teaching on God’s call to flee sexual immorality. Marriage is not a magical cure for lust or sexual 
addictions, but it is a divinely given help.

For a married couple to live “decent and chaste lives” actually means to be sexually active. In 
God’s own words: “Let the husband render to his wife the affection due her, and likewise also the 
wife to her husband” (1 Corinthians 7:3). The context makes clear that affection includes sex as 
well as emotional closeness. Here’s a simple rule to summarize Paul’s thoughts here: in terms of 
marital intimacy, neither partner has the power of veto; each should be sensitive to the other.

The implications of rendering conjugal duty may not be easy for every couple to hear, 
especially if their marriage bed has become frigid. But identifying the sin is a great start 
toward restoration. Begin with repentance, and make a promise to obey God’s Word to 
develop greater intimacy with your spouse. Start with small expressions of affection for  
each other.

Intimacy with Christ
The Bible boldly compares the union between Christ and his people with the union 
between a husband and a wife (Ephesians 5:22–33), and Paul expresses his main thought 
clearly in that great chapter on marriage in verse 32. Why is Christ’s marriage to us 
important as we seek victory in the arena of sexuality?

Christ keeps perfect fidelity (Heb. 7:26). He satisfies the desires of our hearts and 
provides us with constant companionship. In our marriage to him, he rescues us 
from the loneliness and self-satisfying ways of unbelief. He forgives all our sins. In 
short, he gives us what no one else can.

In light of all this, is it too much that he calls us to scrupulous fidelity?

 
Rev. William Boekestein is the 
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Though its adherents number only 
hundreds of thousands in the world 
today, the Religious Society of Friends 
once shook the world. Better known 
as Quakers, this Christian sect arose 
in seventeenth-century England in an 
effort to persuade Christians to rely 
upon the inner light, or testimony, of 
the Spirit. George Fox, the founder 
of the movement, was convinced 
that the institutional churches of 
his day had lost their way, because, 
he thought, God speaks directly to 
Christian souls and not through the 
clergy.

Although this fledgling group rejected 
formality in religion (including the 
sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper), Fox created and adopted 
his own rules for their services. And, 
as is the case with all social groups, 
fellowship and visible unity among 
them continue today.

Even in a fairly radical offshoot 
of Christianity like the Quakers, 
we see a desire to unify around 
various principles in an assembly of 
likeminded people. We might even 
conclude that this is a human need, 
if not a principle, of our nature. This 
ought not surprise anyone. It was 

God, after all, who created male and 
female together to procreate—to fill 
the earth with their progeny. This 
would have been the original, if not 
only, society that would have existed 
in a perfect world.

Yet we know all too well that we do 
not live in a perfect world. That is 
precisely why the church of Christ 
exists. One of the principal reasons 
Christ established and maintains the 
church is to proclaim the gospel of 
salvation to a world that is in dire need 
of reconciliation with its Creator.

But what happens when sinners 
are received, by faith, as children of 
God? What happens to their family 
members, who now come under 
the blessing of God’s covenant? 
Functionally, many professing 
Christians have become disenchanted 
if not entirely hostile to the idea 
of belonging to a local church. To 
use a biblical analogy, many today 
are a society of members, to the 
exclusion of the society of the body (1 
Corinthians 12:12).

It almost sounds as if Guido De 
Bres were describing our generation 
when he wrote that one should not 
be “content to be by himself.” So 
many potential addictions present 

themselves today: television, the 
Internet, video games, and many 
others. Thus we regularly hear 
complaints that children and adults 
are not making real connections 
because they are not interacting 
as persons but as avatars, or fake 
personalities, in digital life.

But does this sound like your church? 
Does it reflect your attitude to your 
congregation? We confess in article 
28 “a holy congregation of believers,” 
but since we cannot live everywhere 
in the world at once, we must express 
this faith in a local congregation of 
Christ. As Reformed believers, we are 
often challenged—and rightly so—to 
believe in a true church and to make 
certain that we are in a true church of 
Christ (Belgic Confession, article 29). 
But are we doing what we can to truly 
be a part of it? Does our church life 
include face-to-face conversations, 
a handshake, or maybe even a hug 
for a hurting brother or sister? Real 
Christian life is with real people 
experiencing real-life situations.

This applies to everyone in the church, 
but certainly this applies to office-
bearers most of all. In a later article 

The Bond between the Christian and Christ’s 
Church (3) Belgic Confession, Article 28

Rev. Daniel  
Kok

Part 3: Society“We believe . . . outside of [this holy congregation] there is no 
salvation; that no person of whatsoever state or condition he may 
be, ought to withdraw from it, content to be by himself; but that 
all men are in duty bound to join and unite themselves with it; 
maintaining the unity of the Church”

—Belgic Confession, Article 28
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of the Confession, De Bres notes that 
“by these means [i.e., the appointment 
of officers and the fulfillment of the 
duties of their respective offices] 
the true religion may be preserved, 
and the true doctrine everywhere 
propagated” (article 31, emphasis 
added). Scripture tells us that true 
religion is more than true profession: 
it also includes true living for one 
another (James 1:27).

Officer-bearers, then, have a particular 
responsibility not only to teach and 
instruct what the members are to do 
but also to personally embody the 
principles of Christian life. When they 
see families or individuals drifting 
away from the church, they should 
ask themselves this: “Have I done 
what the Lord has called me to do? 
That is, have I been a witness to his 

love and care for the congregation? 
Or are they just following my poor 
example?”

As a pastor, I have been challenged 
not to do my pastoral work via 
email, but rather to sit down and 
meet with members. After all, how 
can you counsel flesh-and-blood 
through digital media? It has its 
advantages when it comes to business 
correspondence for consistories, 
classis, and committees, but it will 
never replace face-to-face interaction 
with a brother or sister who needs 
prayer and counseling. Technology 

offers helpful tools that even can be 
used to advance the gospel, but they 
are not replacements for church life.

Of course, we may all find justification 
within ourselves for withdrawing 
from our local church. Isn’t it true 
that within that body there are broken 
sinners? Aren’t there many who need 
our help, assistance, love, support, 
and prayer? And doesn’t that sound 
like a lot of work? Doesn’t that mean 
that we have to give up our time and 
energy for others?
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So in the name of personal liberty and 
freedom, we choose to do as we please 
with our time and days off. All well and 
good, we say, as we have familial and 
vocational duties to which we must 
attend. These are even commanded 
in Scripture (Ephesians 6:1–9). But 
to consistently withdraw from the 
fellowship of the local body of which 
we claim to be a part is a weakening 
of our Christian profession. If our 
daily life is separating us from the 
fellowship of those whom God calls 
his household (Ephesians 3:19), then 
we are divorcing ourselves from 
Christ himself.

Let us be convinced of this principle: 
what we think about Christ governs 
what we think about his church. Did 
not Jesus spend time with broken 
sinners? Did he help people, love 
them, support them, and pray for 
them? Yes, praise God that he did! 
You may be certain that he continues 
to do so as our exalted king and high 
priest.1 So we must emulate his love 
for his people by continuing to love 
them by being among them.  

One of the biggest challenges we have 
today with respect to being a society 
of church people is the faithlessness 
with—or even the avoidance of—
the Lord’s Day services. Whether 
Christians regularly attend one of 
the two divine services or struggle 
to go at all, we live in a time when 
it seems there is little urgency to 
come together in worship. We might 
wonder why pastors emphasize 
this so much. Why is it brought up 
consistently from the pulpit? Does 
my spiritual “temperature” really 
depend on whether I am there in the 
pew? And, of course, many of us may 

have good reason, we believe, not to 
be there on a given service or even for 
an entire Sunday.

We must consider that, for the most 
part, we do not have our priorities 
straight. Yes, it is true: we can now 
stream worship services into our 
homes through the Internet and 
listen in at the ease of turning on 
our computers.2 But is this the 
“communion of the saints”? After 
all, worship consists of more than 
hearing a sermon. It also consists of 
singing and making melody in our 
hearts to the Lord (Ephesians 5:19). 
The author of Hebrews insists that 
our Lord himself declares our names 
as brothers to his heavenly Father 
and leads the singing of the assembly 
(Hebrews 2:12).

In this worship, we come to Mount 
Zion, the city of the living God, 
assembled with angels and the saints 
of old, to God and our Mediator, 
Jesus (Hebrews 12:22–24). It is in 
this place that God speaks (Hebrews 
12:24–28).3 It is no wonder that we 
are encouraged earlier not to forsake 
“the assembling of ourselves together” 
(Hebrews 10:25, emphasis added). 
What a wonder and glorious foretaste 
of heaven this body is supposed to be 
to us! Shouldn’t we then look forward 
to Sunday worship? Shouldn’t it be 
an absolute joy to commune together 
in the public adoration of our Triune 
God?

How many today rely on pictures 
or statutes of Jesus to help them 
realize his presence in their lives? 
As Reformed Christians, we would 
say this is a violation of the second 
commandment.4 But do we all 
understand that in the corporate 
worship of God’s people, we actually 
see a real manifestation of the body 

of Christ? In its local gathering, we 
have a powerful witness to the risen 
Lord (Colossians 1:18). For there we 
have men, women, and children who 
worship and glorify him as citizens of 
his kingdom (1:13).

Can we then really say that a digital 
representation of Christ’s body is more 
real than actually being with Christ’s 
body? For comparison, would anyone 
say that it is appropriate to witness 
your daughter’s wedding, a father’s 
funeral, or a grandchild’s graduation 
on a computer screen when we are 
only a few hours away? We know the 
answer to the second question. Let us 
answer the same to the first.

As Guido de Bres notes in this 
section of article 28, this is part 
of “maintaining the unity of the 
church.” We are bound by no less 
than the Lord Jesus himself to join 
and unite ourselves with her. Let us 
then continue to love and cherish the 
people in this society who also have 
joined and united themselves to him.

   
1. See Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 31. 

2. Of course this does not negate the 
usefulness of this technology for those who 
are providentially hindered from being at the 
service. This would especially apply to those 
who are physically incapable of being present. 

3. See also Nehemiah 8:1–6; Luke 4:16; 
Acts 13:14–41; and 1 Timothy 4:13 for the 
importance of hearing God’s voice in the 
public reading of his Word.

4. Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 35.

 
Rev. Daniel Kok
is pastor of Grace Reformed 
Church (URCNA) in Leduc, AB.
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TThe Church Order of the United 
Reformed Churches in North America 
opens its article on what is to be sung 
in its churches (art. 39) with this 
assertion: “The 150 Psalms shall have 
the principal place in the singing of 
the churches.” Member congregations 
of this federation of churches are 
committed to the principle that we 
are psalm-singing people. Why would 
we make this commitment, especially 
in today’s church culture with the 
predominance of contemporary 
Christian music (CCM)? Singing the 
Psalms, also known as the Psalter, 
seems to be a foreign practice.

A Survey of Psalm-Singing
Songs of Israel

We sing the Psalms because the 
people of God have been doing 
so since the time of Moses, who 
composed Psalm 90, and especially 
during the days of David, when the 
Psalter became the “hymnal” of Israel. 
When we sing psalms, we identify 
with our most ancient forefathers 
and offer transcendent praise that is 
applicable in all times and places.

Songs of Jesus

We sing the Psalms because Jesus sang 
them. As a Jew, Jesus was “born under 
the law” (Galatians 4:4), which meant 
he was required to live according to 
all God’s commandments. One such 
commandment was that every male 
Israelite was to assemble three times 
a year at the holy sanctuary for public 

worship (Leviticus 23; Numbers 
28–29; Deuteronomy 16:1–17). At 
the temple Jesus would have heard 
the singing of the Psalms as, for 
example in 1 Chronicles 16:8–36. 
Jesus also would have learned to sing 
psalms in weekly synagogue services, 
which he still attended as an adult 
(Luke 4:16–21). As well, at the Last 
Supper, Jesus and his disciples sang a 
hymn (Matthew 26:30; Mark 14:26). 
This gathering was for the Passover 
observance (Exodus 12:1–28, 43–51; 
13:3–16). Although the practice was 
not commanded in Scripture, Jewish 
tradition used a section of the Psalter 
known as the Hallel (“praise”) Psalms 
(113–18) during that feast. It is likely 
that these are the “hymns” Jesus and 
his disciples sang.

Songs of the Apostles

We sing the Psalms because the 
apostles sang them. Though the 
modern church overlooks this, in 
the New Testament and throughout 
church history, the Psalter continued 
to serve as the hymnal of the Christian 
church.

After his ascension, Jesus’s church 
continued the practice of utilizing 
the psalms in their prayer and praise 
to God. When the early, persecuted 
church “lifted their voices together 
to God” in prayer, Luke records them 
reciting Psalm 146:6 and Psalm 2:1–2 
(Acts 4:24–26). Paul commended 
the singing of “psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs” as a means of 
praise to God and edification of one 

another as brothers and sisters in 
Christ (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 
3:16). James commands those that are 
downcast in soul to pray and those 
who are cheerful to “sing praise [or, 
psalms]” (psalletō; James 5:13).

Songs of the Historic Church

We sing the Psalms because the 
historic church has always sung 
them. In the words of the ancient 
historian Eusebius (263–339), “The 
command to sing Psalms in the name 
of the Lord was obeyed by everyone 
in every place: for the command to 
sing is in force in all churches which 
exist among nations, not only the 
Greeks but also throughout the whole 
world, and in towns, villages and in 
the fields.” One of the creative and 
meaningful things early Christians 
did in their singing of the Psalms 
to signify that the Old Testament 
songs of Israel were the songs of the 
new covenant church was to sing the 
Gloria Patri after each psalm: Glory 
be to the Father and to the Son and 
to the Holy Ghost; As it was in the 
beginning, is now and ever shall be, 
world without end. Amen.” This is a 
statement that the God of the Psalter 
is the Triune God.

Though the ancient church had a 
rich heritage of psalm-singing, over 
time, it was the exclusive practice 
of monasteries by the Protestant 
Reformation. What was revolutionary 
about the Reformation was the 
restoration of psalm-singing to the 

Why We Sing Old Testament Psalms Rev. Daniel R. 
Hyde
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public worship of God. This was so 
vital that Louis Benson, an expert in 
the history of Christian singing, said, 
“The singing of Psalms became the 
Reformed [worship], the characteristic 
note distinguishing its worship from 
that of the Roman Catholic Church,” 
and, “The family in the home, men 
and women at their daily tasks, were 
recognized as Huguenots [Reformed 
Christians in France] because they 
were heard singing Psalms.” To show 
that they were reviving this ancient 
practice, the English Reformers 
included the Gloria Patri at the end 
of every psalm read and sung in its 
services of Morning and Evening 
Prayer in the Book of Common Prayer.

Why Sing the Psalms?
A Love for God’s Word

First, we sing the Psalms because we 
love the Word of God. We believe God 
commands us to sing the Psalms, and 
examples of his people doing so are 
found throughout his Word. He has 
given us this collection of meditations, 
prayers, and songs to use in our praise 
of him. As Jesus said, “If you love me, 
you will keep my commandments” 
(John 14:15).

This is such an important point, 
because if we as Christians truly 
claim to believe that the Bible is the 
Word of God—his speech to us (2 
Timothy 3:16)—then we need to 
put that principle into practice. As a 
congregation and as believers we are 
seeking to implement our doctrine of 
Scripture in practical way. In public 
worship, the reading and preaching of 
the Word is central. In personal and 
family devotions we read, meditate on, 
and memorize Scripture. And together, 
we are doing this in the songs that we 
sing publicly and privately.

A Spirit-Filled Sanctification
Another reason for singing the Psalms 
is because this is a means that the 
Holy Spirit uses to sanctify us—that 
is, make us more and more like Jesus 
(Romans 8:29). We learn in Scripture 
that there is an intimate connection 
between the Holy Spirit and the 
Word, and the Psalms in particular. 
In Hebrews 3:7 the apostolic author 
introduces his citation of Psalm 95 
with “as the Holy Spirit says.” And 
Paul exhorts us to live a wise life in the 
midst of evil days (Ephesians 5:15–
16), warning us, “Do not get drunk 
with wine . . . but be filled with the 
Spirit” (Ephesians 5:18). What does it 
look like to be Spirit-filled in contrast 
to the spirit of the world? Paul goes 
on to say, “Addressing one another 
in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody to 
the Lord with your heart” (Eph. 5:19).

What this means is that the Spirit’s 
sanctifying work in our hearts is 
linked to our singing psalms to 
him with our hearts. In the parallel 
passage in Colossians, Paul teaches 
that singing such songs is the means 
by which “the word of Christ [will] 
dwell in [us] richly” (Colossians 
3:16). When we sing the Psalms, then, 
we are engaging the Holy Spirit and 
the Word, and Jesus said this is how 
we are sanctified (John 17:17). John 
Chrysostom (347–407), known as 
the greatest preacher of the ancient 
church, explained how to achieve this 
Spirit-and-Word-filled life:

Do you wish to be happy? Do 
you want to know how to spend 
the day truly blessed? I offer you 
a drink that is spiritual. This is 
not a drink for drunkenness that 
would cut off even meaningful 
speech. This does not cause us 
to babble. It does not disturb 
our vision. Here it is: Learn to 
sing Psalms! Then you will see 
pleasure indeed. Those who have 

learned to sing with the psalms 
are easily filled with the Holy 
Spirit.

A Holistic Humanity

A third reason we sing the Psalms is 
that, by doing so, we exercise all our 
affections, emotions, and passions in 
our relationship with God. The Psalms 
are a complete guide for spiritual life. 
And since in Christ we are being 
renewed in the original image of God 
in which we were made (Ephesians 
4:24; Colossians 3:10), the Psalms 
assist us in finding and expressing a 
holistic humanity.

Again, this is so important in 
our day when much of modern 
Christianity focuses on one aspect of 
our humanity: happiness. But deep 
down inside we should know better; 
our humanity is more holistic. In the 
Psalter God teaches us how to express 
the entire range of our emotions and 
experiences. As the ancient theologian 
Athanasius (296–373) said:

Elsewhere in the Bible you read 
only that the Law commands 
this or that to be done, you 
listen to the Prophets to learn 
about the Savior’s coming, or 
you turn to the historical books 
to learn the doings of the kings 
and holy men; but in the Psalter, 
besides all these things, you 
learn about yourself. You find 
depicted in it all the movements 
of your soul, all its changes, its 
ups and downs, its failures and 
recoveries. Moreover, whatever 
your particular need or trouble, 
from this same book you can 
select a form of words to fit it, so 
that you do not merely hear and 
then pass on, but learn the way 
to remedy your ill.

The Psalms present authentic, even 
raw, humanity before the face of 
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Almighty God. They express the 
exuberance of praise:

Bless the Lord, O my soul,

and all that is within me,

bless his holy name! 

(Psalm 103:1)

They express the pain of persecution:

Even my close friend in whom  
I trusted,

who ate my bread, has lifted  
his heel against me. 

(Psalm 41:9)

They express the hope of heaven:

As for me, I shall behold your 
face in righteousness;

when I awake, I shall be satisfied 
with your likeness. 

(Psalm 17:15)

They express the plea for justice:

Give justice to the weak and 
the fatherless;

maintain the right of the 
afflicted and the destitute.

Rescue the weak and the 
needy;

deliver them from the hand 
of the wicked. 

(Psalm 82:3–4)

One last beautiful quotation 
from John Calvin (1509–
1564) summarizes this:

I have been accustomed 
to call this book, I think 
not inappropriately, 
“An Anatomy of all 
the Parts of the Soul”; 
for there is not an 
emotion of which any 
one can be conscious 

that is not here represented as 
in a mirror. Or rather, the Holy 
Spirit has here drawn to the life 
all the griefs, sorrows, fears, 
doubts, hopes, cares,  

 

perplexities, in short, all the 
distracting emotions with 
which the minds of men are 
wont to be agitated. The other 
parts of Scripture contain the 
commandments which God 
enjoined his servants to  
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announce to us. But here the 
prophets themselves, seeing they 
are exhibited to us as speaking 
to God, and laying open all their 
inmost thoughts and affections, 
call, or rather draw, each of us 
to the examination of himself in 
particulars in order that none of 
the many infirmities to which 
we are subject, and of the many 
vices with which we abound, 
may remain concealed.

How Can We Sing The Psalms?
One final issue is this: Since the 
Psalms were written before the 
coming of Jesus Christ, how can we 
as Christians sing them? The answer 
is found in Jesus’s own words to the 
Pharisees: “You search the Scriptures 
because you think that in them you 
have eternal life; and it is they that 
bear witness about me” (John 5:39). 
The Old Testament Scriptures are 
a witness to the coming of Jesus 
Christ—Israel’s Messiah and “the 
hope of all the ends of the earth” 
(Psalm 65:5). As Luke records, after 
his resurrection, Jesus taught two of 
his disciples on a road, saying, “And 
beginning with  Moses and  all the 
Prophets, he interpreted to them in all 
the Scriptures the things concerning 
himself ” (Luke 24:27; also see v. 44).

When we sing the Psalms, then, we 
are singing about Jesus Christ, who is 
at the center of the Psalter. We sing of 
his

• eternal divinity  
(Psalm 45:6–7)

• work of creation  
(Psalms 33:6; 102:25–27)

• birth (Psalm 40:7)

• life of obedience to the law of God 
(Psalms 40:7; 45:7)

• facing the opposition of the world 
(Psalm 2:1–3)

• entry into Jerusalem (Psalm 
118:19–26)

• crucifixion  
(Psalms 22:1–21; 118:27)

• burial  
(Psalm 16:10)

• resurrection  
(Psalms 2:7; 16:10; • 22:21–31)

• ascension  
(Psalms 24:7–10; 47:5–7; 68:18)

• present reign from heaven  
(Psalms 47:8; 110:1)

• worship by all nations  
(Psalms 22:27–31; 47:1; 66:1; 67; 
72:5–11)

• coming again to judge  
(Psalms 96:13; 98:9)

When we sing the Psalms we are 
also singing the very words of 
Christ in his agony (Psalms 22:1–21; 
69:1–29; 88) and ecstasy (Psalms 
16:11; 17:15; 22:21–31). Putting his 
words on our lips means that we are 
uniting ourselves to him by faith 
and identifying ourselves with his 
sufferings and glories. Commenting 
on Psalm 139, Augustine (354–430) 
said, “Our Lord Jesus Christ speaketh 
in the Prophets, sometimes in His own 
Name, sometimes in ours, because He 
maketh Himself one with us.”

As we sing the words of Christ in faith, 
the Psalms are the songs of the church 
militant. Almost every psalm speaks 
of the spiritual warfare between 
the church and the world and the 
righteous and the unrighteous. and 
of all the sufferings the church goes 
through in this life.

The Psalms also speak of the 
sufferings the church goes through in 
this life. Through the “vale of tears” 
(Heidelberg Catechism, question 26) 
of this present life, the rays of light of 
eternity inspire us to believe in the 
ultimate triumph of God’s cause.

Conclusion
Why we sing Old Testament Psalms, 
then, is based on the teaching of the 
Word of God and the practice of 
his people throughout millennia. 
In a brief preface to one of the early 
Reformation songbooks, John Calvin 
summed it up like this:

We shall not find better songs 
nor more fitting for the purpose, 
than the Psalms of David, which 
the Holy Spirit spoke and made 
through him. . . . When we sing 
them, we are certain that God 
puts in our mouths these, as if 
He Himself were singing in us 
exalt His glory.
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R righteousness he had persecuted the 
church—thinking at the time that he 
was doing God a favor. He had once 
believed himself faultless according 
to the law and righteous before God 
because of his heritage and good 
works (Philippians 3:4–6).

Then Jesus, God’s promised Messiah, 
appeared to him on the road to 
Damascus, and his life changed 
completely. Suddenly all his studies of 
the Old Testament took a new twist! 
All the prophesies he had studied 
pointed to the work of Jesus dying on 
the cross. Can you imagine what it 
must have been like to know Isaiah 53 
all your life and suddenly have it make 
sense? Or to have Abraham’s sacrifice 
of Isaac take on new meaning? Or 
to have gone to the temple time and 
time again to offer up sacrifices for 
your sin and suddenly realize that 
the very sacrifice you were making 
pointed to Jesus Christ—to have all 
that knowledge of the Old Testament 
and suddenly have the Holy Spirit 
give you the wisdom as well!

Think of what it must have been like 
to know that Jesus of Nazareth was 
indeed the promised Messiah. Paul’s 
first inclination was to go to the very 
people to whom the promises had 
been given—the Jews. They needed 
to know that those promises had 
been fulfilled! They needed to know 
that He had come! How excited Paul 
must have been when he first opened 
up the Scriptures and started telling 
the Jews how they were all fulfilled in 
the death of Jesus. How horribly Paul 
must have been hurt when the Jews 

considered him to be a traitor and his 
teachings apostate—even to the point 
of trying to kill him. He had the truth! 
His only desire was to open up their 
eyes so that they could know the truth 
as well. But they would not listen.

Chapter 9 opens with Paul’s lament 
for the Jews. In sharp contrast to 
the Christian’s great victory song in 
the previous chapter, this chapter 
begins with Paul’s profound sorrow 
over Israel’s rejection of Jesus as the 
Messiah. He longs for their salvation. 
He points out the privileges that had 
been given to them: the adoption as 
sons, God’s presence in their nation, 
the covenants, the law, temple 
worship, and all the promises. They 
had the history of the patriarchs—
everything—pointing them to the 
Christ (vv. 1–5). Unfortunately, they 
believed salvation came to them 
through the benefits God had given 
them rather than through the One 
to whom the benefits pointed. The 
blessings God had provided to the 
Israelites could not assure them of 
what God had not promised them: 
salvation. It was not automatically 
theirs. In spite of all the benefits, not 
all of Israel had part in the salvation 
that God had so clearly revealed to 
them.

Paul’s lament could be addressed to 
many within the church today as well. 
We, too, have received numerous 
blessings from God. Many of us 
have been born and baptized into 

Romans 8 is a mighty hymn of 
exaltation to God in which Paul 
explains the security He has given to 
all who are saved by Jesus Christ. The 
chapter ends with an exclamation of 
unshakable confidence that nothing 
is able to separate believers from the 
love of God that is theirs in Christ 
our Lord. And yet, some to whom 
the promises were given in the first 
place are separated. If the Lord’s 
faithfulness can be questioned when 
it comes to the descendants of those 
who received the promise in the Old 
Testament, what remains for them?

In the next few chapters, Paul explains 
the painful truth that the very people 
through whom the promise of a Savior 
was fulfilled rejected the great news 
of the gospel. For centuries they had 
been the recipients of God’s special 
revelation through the prophets, who 
foretold Christ’s coming. God had 
established a covenant with them 
and set them apart from all the other 
nations as His own people. Yet when 
the very One for whom they awaited 
arrived, they rejected and crucified 
Him.

Paul’s Lament
Paul’s precise, exacting theology in 
Romans does not obscure the love 
he has in his heart for his fellow 
Jews. He had grown up, after all, a 
Pharisee’s Pharisee, from the tribe 
of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews. 
He was a brilliant Old Testament 
scholar and a zealous Jew. In his self-
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the church; we live in nations where 
Christians are not persecuted; we 
have the covenants—both the Old 
and New Testaments; we have been 
given the law (and, for many, the 
Heidelberg Catechism that points 
out our sin and misery, deliverance 
through Christ, and means of 
expressing our gratitude); we have 
beautiful buildings where we are 
called to worship; and we have all the 
promises. We have the sacraments 
constantly reminding us of how the 
promises have been fulfilled in the 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.

Unfortunately, like the Jews, there 
are those in the church who believe 
they are saved through the blessings. 
It never ceases to amaze me how 
many people believe they are saved 
because they are baptized or because 
they have made a public profession 
of their faith. They read the Bible, 
go to church, and live a “good” life 
and believe that by doing so they 
have achieved salvation. It is even 
more unfortunate when, as in the 
days of Paul, that is what the church 
teaches. Not long ago, I was asked to 
preach at a church where my family 
was vacationing. After the service 
I was approached by a young man 
who said, “Thank you for preaching 
the gospel. We haven’t heard that for 
a long time.” How my heart grieves 
for those who are hungering and 
thirsting for righteousness but are not 
being directed to the Bread of Life. 
Ministers: Preach Christ and Him 
crucified! Elders: Make sure your 
ministers are preaching Christ and 
Him crucified! “If the watchman sees 
the sword coming and does not blow 
the trumpet to warn the people and 
the sword comes and takes the life of 
one of them, that man will be taken 
away because of his sin, but I will hold 
the watchman accountable for his 
blood” (Ezekiel 33:6).

The Line of Promise
Paul points out that Israel’s refusal to 
believe is not because God’s word has 
failed. He gives two clear examples 
from the Old Testament that, indeed, 
illustrate how not all those who claim 
to be natural descendants of Abraham 
are necessarily shown the mercy of 
God and granted salvation.

The first example is God’s choice of 
Isaac rather than Ishmael. Ishmael 
was the older son and should have 
been granted all the privileges of the 
firstborn, but he did not receive them. 
Instead, God told Abraham that Isaac 
was the child of the promise (Genesis 
17:19). The natural-born child had 
to give way to the miracle child—the 
one born to Abraham when he was 
as good as dead (Hebrews 11:12). It 
is through Isaac that the children of 
Abraham are reckoned.

The second example is even more 
striking, as it recalls the birth of twin 
brothers, Esau and Jacob. Already 
before they were born, God declared 
that “the older will serve the younger” 
(Genesis 25:23) and that God loved 
Jacob but hated Esau (Malachi 1:2–3). 
When we read about the lives of Esau 
and Jacob, it is clear that God’s choice 
of Jacob was not based upon any fine 
qualities that he had that were lacking 
in his older brother. It was based only 
upon the sovereign, divine, electing 
grace of God.

The Jews in Paul’s day were more than 
willing to acknowledge the sovereign 
and divine will of God in electing 
them as the heirs of the promises 
given to Isaac and Jacob. They would 
agree with Paul that God had every 
right to grant to them privileges that 
He would not grant to the descendants 
of Ishmael and Esau. They rejected, 
however, Paul’s claim that they should 
also recognize God’s sovereign right 
to set aside Israel because of their 
unbelief and show mercy (and elect 
to save) the Gentiles.

The two illustrations Paul uses 
clearly confirm Paul’s teaching that 
God is perfectly free to grant love 
to whomever He chooses and to 
withhold salvation from whomever 
He chooses—Jews and Gentiles alike. 
He loves them not because of, but 
prior to and independent of, their 
own worthiness.

This does not make God an arbitrary 
God who chooses people at random, 
nor does God choose to love someone 
for a time and then change His mind. 
God did not annul His covenants 
with Israel nor the promises that 
went with them. The true children of 
Israel, however, are not necessarily 
the biological descendants of Jacob. 
The true children of Israel are those 
who believe the same promises Jacob 
believed. Elsewhere, Paul writes: 
“Understand, then, that those who 
believe are children of Abraham. . . . 
If you belong to Christ, then you are 
Abraham’s seed, and heirs according 
to the promise” (Galatians 3:7, 29).

God is ever faithful to His covenant 
promises. We witness this truth 
frequently when the sacrament of 
baptism is administered to recently 
born children within the church. 
Often present to witness the sacrament 
are three, four, and sometimes five 
generations within a family—a clear 
illustration of God’s faithfulness. The 
psalmist writes:

He remembers his covenant forever,

the word he commanded, for a 
thousand generations,

the covenant He made with 
Abraham,

the oath He swore to Isaac 

–Psalm 105:8–9

Yes, there will always be covenant 
breakers. It was already so in the first 
family to receive the covenant. How 
sad when that is true. But it is not as 
though God’s word has failed—His 
word will never fail.
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	 	 	 	 	 	 	Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. In Romans 9–11, Paul explains the doctrine of predestination. What is his topic in this part of Romans?

2. Why does Paul have such great sorrow in his heart for the Jews?

3. How are people today guilty of thinking they are saved through the benefits God gives to the church?

4. Does your heart grieve when the gospel message is so clear, and yet there those who just don’t understand it?

5. Are you in a place where the gospel is being preached? What ways can you use to ensure that it is?

6. In what ways are believers “children of the promise”?

7. What does it mean to say that God is free to elect whomever He chooses? Is this the same as saying God is 
arbitrary in His choice?

8. In what ways do we witness the covenant promises of God?
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Paul opens this chapter carefully, 
explaining that God is faithful to 
His promises, using the offspring of 
the patriarchs as examples. Isaac and 
Jacob illustrate the blessings God has 
given to those He has chosen as His 
own; Ishmael and Esau show that God 
did not include all of Abraham’s seed 
in the covenant promises. The Jews 
never questioned God’s fairness when 
He first called them to be His people 
and excluded Gentiles from the 
promises. However, when Paul wrote 
that the Jews were not necessarily the 
children of God and that Gentiles 
were included in the promises, they 
accused God of injustice.

Quoting Exodus 33:19 (“I will have 
mercy on whom I will have mercy, 
and I will have compassion on whom 
I will have compassion”), Paul is quick 
to point out that the sovereign God 
is not under any obligation to show 
mercy to anyone. All have sinned. 
All have fallen short of keeping God’s 
perfect law. As Paul pointed out 
earlier, “There is no one righteous, 
not even one” (Romans 3:10). God 
would not be treating any sinner in an 
unjust manner by giving him his due 
wages for sin: death. God is forever 
righteous in all His dealings with the 
human race.

If God does show mercy, that, too, is 
in keeping with His righteousness. 
Mercy and grace are a gift. A giver has 
every right to give a gift to whomever 
he pleases and to withhold a gift from 
whomever he chooses. Likewise, it is 
God’s decision whether He chooses 
to show mercy to some and withhold 
it from others. Paul clearly states that 

God’s election does not depend upon 
man’s desire or effort, but upon God’s 
mercy. For Him to provide salvation 
to anyone within the fallen race is 
totally reliant upon His sovereign 
grace.

Pharaoh’s Heart
Some who dare to claim God is unjust 
point to Exodus, where Moses records, 
“But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s 
heart” (9:12; 10:20, 27). They ask, 
“How can a loving God purposely 
harden someone’s heart?” Those who 
make such accusations fail to read 
the entire account of the ten plagues. 
There we find that Pharaoh hardened 
his own heart after witnessing the 
power of God in several plagues 
(Exodus 8:19, 32; 9:7, 35).

Pharaoh had dedicated himself to 
the evil purpose of opposing God’s 
salvation plan for Jacob’s descendants. 
God did not make Pharaoh sinful. 
God does not compel anyone to sin, 
nor does He entice or encourage 
anyone to sin (James 1:13–16). God 
simply did not bestow His grace upon 
Pharaoh, and He was completely 
righteous in withholding His grace. 
He does not owe grace to anyone—
not even Pharaoh. In the hardening 
of Pharaoh’s heart, God allowed him 
to remain in his evil and suffer the 
consequences.

God hardens the hearts of those who 
have hardened their hearts against 
Him. In this, God does nothing 
unrighteous. He simply gives them 
up to their own evil desires (Romans 
1:18–32). God does this, not because 
Pharaoh—among others—is worse 

than the rest of the human race in his 
depravity, but because God will have 
mercy on whom He will have mercy. 
And yet, as with Pharaoh, God turns 
the evil of the wicked into displays of 
His own sovereign goodness as He 
demonstrates His power to triumph 
over evil.

Like Job, we must remember who we 
are and who God is. Job challenged 
God’s right to inflict calamity 
upon him. God responded, not by 
answering Job’s questions but by 
pointing out His sovereignty and 
man’s insignificance. Paul presents a 
similar argument, using the analogy 
of the potter and the clay. It is the 
potter’s right to use the same lump 
of clay to make something beautiful 
that will decorate a home, and use 
part of the same lump of clay to make 
a garbage can or an ashtray. Does the 
clay have the ability or the right to 
argue with the potter? Can the ashtray 
argue with the potter that it deserves 
to be a beautiful urn? Of course not! 
And so it is with the human race in 
reference to our Creator. As the one 
who has made all things (including 
us), Jehovah has the right to do with 
His creation as He pleases. That is His 
prerogative as Creator. God does not 
have to answer for His actions to the 
humans He created any more than He 
has to answer to an ashtray. When a 
mere human being questions God’s 
right to act according to His will, he 
seeks to place God in a box and exalt 
himself. Who do we, the created ones, 
think we are that we can do that? 
If mankind ever had any rights to 
begin with, we gave them up in the 
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garden of Eden when our first parents 
rebelled against God. Anything other 
than our immediate death is mercy. 
God asks Job, “Would you discredit 
my justice? Would you condemn me 
to justify yourself?” (40:8).

If Pharaoh had released Israel the first 
time Moses requested, who would 
have known about God’s mercy 
toward Israel? God endured the ten 
plagues with patience so that His glory 
would be revealed. Events in history 
take place not only for the salvation of 
some and the punishment of others, 
but also for the glory and honor 
of God. Years later, when the spies 
entered Jericho, Rahab told them,

I know that the Lord has given 
this land to you and that a great 
fear of you has fallen on us, so 
that all who live in this country 
are melting in fear because of 
you. We have heard how the 
Lord dried up the water of the 
Red Sea for you when you came 
out of Egypt, and what you did to 
Sihon and Og, the two kings of 
the Amorites east of the Jordan, 
whom you completely destroyed. 
When we heard of it, our hearts 
melted and everyone’s courage 
failed because of you, for the 
Lord your God is God in heaven 
above and on the earth below 
(Joshua 2:9–12).

God does not deal with the wicked with 
undue harshness. On the contrary, 
He is patient with them beyond our 
understanding. In the end, however, 
their punishment is just and designed 
to glorify God. His displeasure of sin 
is revealed through their punishment. 
God said to Pharaoh, through Moses, 
“For by now I could have stretched 
out my hand and struck you and your 
people with a plague that would have 
wiped you off the earth. But I have 
raised you up for this very purpose, 
that I might show you my power and 
that my name might be proclaimed in 
all the earth” (Exodus 9:15–17).

God is a God of love. Love automati-
cally defends those who persecute, 
ridicule, or malign the object of af-
fection. Husbands will defend their 
brides, parents their children, and 
patriots their countries when they 
witness the objects of their love be-
ing scorned or harmed in any way. 
So also God defends the object of His 
love—the church.

Hosea’s Children
After explaining the sovereignty of 
God as displayed through Pharaoh, 
a Gentile, Paul turns his attention to 
the Jews. Twice he quotes from the 
prophet Hosea. The Gentiles had 
rejected God and were outside of the 
covenant. All of Israel had done the 
same. Yet in His mercy, God would 
declare both Jew and Gentile His 
people and sons of the living God.

God had given Hosea very specific 
instructions regarding the names of 
his three children.

Jezreel means “scattered.” “Call him 
Jezreel, because I will soon punish 
the house of Jehu for the massacre 
at Jezreel, and I will put an end to 
the kingdom of Israel” (Hosea 1:4). 
This prophecy was fulfilled almost 
immediately—six years later when 
Israel fell to Assyria.

Lo-Ruhamah means “not loved” or 
“not pitied.” “Call her Lo-Ruhamah, 
for I will no longer show love to the 
house of Israel, that I should at all 
forgive them” (Hosea 1:6). During the 
exile the Jews were scattered among 
the Gentiles. God showed them 
no special favor while they were in 
exile. They intermarried and within 
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a generation were no longer “true” 
Israelites.

Lo-Ammi means “not my people.” 
“Then the Lord said, ‘Call him Lo-
Ammi, for you are not my people, 
and I am not your God’” (Hosea 
1:9). A time would come when the 
Jews as a nation would no longer 
be special in God’s eyes. In 586 BC, 
Nebuchadnezzar defeated Judah and 
carried many of them into captivity.

The two clay vessels of God, Israel and 
Judah, failed to heed the continued 
warnings of God’s prophets and 
suffered the consequences. They were 
scattered; they were not pitied; and 
they were no longer a people set apart 
by God. Failing to trust God, the Old 
Testament “people of God” made 
alliances with other nations. Failing 
to believe God, the New Testament 
“people of God” cried for the blood of 
Jesus to be upon them and upon their 
children. Only a few decades later, 
Jerusalem was destroyed, and all the 
people were once again scattered.

Paul uses the prophecy of Hosea to 
point out that even as the Gentiles 
have no right to demand God’s 
grace, neither do the descendants 
of Abraham. They abandoned the 

promise of God and were led into 
captivity. For God to restore a remnant 
to the land was an act of His grace. No 
longer are the Jews a separate nation. 
No longer are the Gentiles excluded 
from the promises. Those who have 
been scattered will be called together 
and become planted. Those who are 
not loved will be loved; those who 
are not God’s people will be called 
sons of God. “Great will be the day of 
Jezreel”—the scattered ones (Hosea 
1:11).

The Remnant
Quoting from Isaiah, Paul points 
out that although the Israelites may 
be great in number, only a few of 
them would be saved. After decades 
of exile, only a remnant returned to 
the Promised Land. Once there, they 
rejected the Messiah and continued to 
try to please God by keeping the law. 
When Jesus exposed their hypocrisy, 
they stumbled over His teachings and 
crucified Him.

It is only because of God’s grace that 
Israel did not become like Sodom and 
Gomorrah. Israel had been called to 
be a light to the nations around them. 
Instead, they followed the practices 

of their neighbors and plunged 
themselves into darkness. Israel’s 
hearts were hard as they pursued an 
unattainable righteousness through 
the law. What Israel failed to do the 
Son of God accomplished when He, 
the true light, became a human being 
and paid the debt of those who sought 
a righteousness that was not their 
own.

Today, there remains only a remnant 
of the entire nation of Israel that 
understands the law was given to 
drive them to the Savior that God 
provided. Although they are scattered 
throughout the world, they, along with 
all believers, will be called the true 
sons of God. They have been freed 
from the law and give thanksgiving to 
God for His grace.

The history of Israel should have been 
proof to the Israelites that not everyone 
born an Israelite automatically 
inherits God’s promises. God had 
chosen them as His instruments and 
would deal with them according to 
His purposes. In His sovereignty, God 
is free to show mercy upon whomever 
He will show mercy—Jew and Gentile 
alike.

	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. Is God fair in His electing some while leaving others in condemnation?

2. What does the word “it” refer to in verse 16?

3. Did God harden Pharaoh’s heart?

4. What did God endure with much patience in verse 22?

5. How does the illustration of the potter and the clay instruct us?

6. Why does God allow for people to fall?

7. How do the names of Hosea’s children apply to the Jews? How do they apply to the Gentiles?

8. How does the idea of a remnant speak to both the justice and grace of God?

9. Is it proper to say that you are proud to be one of God’s chosen people? Why or why not?
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Paul begins this chapter as he did the 
last, expressing his longing for the 
salvation of his fellow Israelites. His 
desire is “that they may be saved” 
(10:1). Oh, that they would call upon 
the Lord to deliver them from the 
consequences of their sin and be 
received into God’s eternal fellowship. 
He yearns for them to place their faith 
in the Deliverer that God provided so 
that they might receive the restoring, 
sanctifying grace that would enable 
them to walk as God’s children in 
obedience to His will for their lives.

Even as this is Paul’s heartfelt desire, 
he readily admits that the Jews do 
have a zeal for their salvation, or, 
rather, a zeal for God. Paul knew from 
his own experience the futility of 
sincere zeal without true knowledge. 
Like Paul, the Jews were willing to 
do many things for God. However, 
like the rich young ruler, they were 
not willing to do the one thing that 
God required of them—give up all 
else to follow Jesus. Therefore, Paul 
argues, their zeal is not based upon 
knowledge. In seeking to establish 
their own righteousness, they failed 
to acknowledge the righteousness 
that God provided through His Son, 
Jesus Christ.

In its zealous character, the religion 
of the Jews is similar to many other 
religions today. Who can charge 
radical Islamic groups with a lack of 
zeal? After he receives almost weekly 
visits from Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
can a person say that they lack 
zeal? Unfortunately, their zeal is 
misdirected. What good is their zeal 
if it is focused upon false beliefs? Paul 

warns his readers against believing 
the old maxim that it doesn’t matter 
what you believe as long as you are 
sincere. In an effort to please the 
god they worship, disciples of false 
religions desperately try to establish 
their own righteousness instead of 
seeking to clothe themselves in the 
righteousness of Jesus Christ, which 
is self-centered and not according to 
the knowledge of God.

Any true believer in Christ will tell you 
that salvation through Christ alone is 
not at all complicated to understand. 
There is only one requirement: 
believe. Even so, salvation is anything 
but easy. It was not easy for the Son 
of God, who had to become man and 
die a most horrible death to attain the 
salvation of his people. It was not easy 
for the apostles, who died proclaiming 
the gospel’s beauty. It was not easy 
for the martyrs of the early church, 
who faced severe persecution. Nor 
was it easy for the Reformers, who 
reclaimed the message of salvation 
from the Church of Rome.

The truth is that while the 
requirement is easy, it remains the 
most difficult thing for sinful humans 
to understand. Rather than trust in 
Jesus Christ, we want to earn salvation 
for ourselves. All other religions have 
as their starting point the desire to 
please the god they worship. The more 
they please their god, the greater their 
reward in the afterlife will be. Even 
some Christian religions have diluted 
the pure gospel by proclaiming that 
salvation comes through Jesus Christ 
and by adopting a certain lifestyle. 
While the Reformed faith teaches 

that the true Christian will develop 
a certain God-honoring lifestyle, 
it never wavers from the truth of 
Scripture that salvation is by grace 
alone, through faith alone, in Christ 
alone.

The End of the Law
Often, when people try to justify their 
sin, they claim that Christ put an end 
to the law. After all, Paul very clearly 
states in Romans 10:4 that “Christ is 
the end of the law.” They quote from 
the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus 
says that He came to fulfill the law, 
often deleting the phrase in the same 
verse where Jesus says, “I have not 
come to abolish [the law]” (Matthew 
5:17).

There is a huge difference between 
Paul declaring that “Christ is 
the end of the law” and people’s 
misinterpretation that Christ put an 
end to the law. Jesus Christ did not 
put an end to the law; he put an end 
to how we view the law. Mankind 
views the law as drudgery. We see 
the demands of the law, and we find 
ourselves woefully inadequate to keep 
it perfectly. The harder we try on our 
own to fulfill its demands, the deeper 
we find ourselves cast into misery. 
But Christ has come and fulfilled the 
demands of the law. Those who place 
their hope for salvation completely in 
him are clothed in his righteousness. 
Through him, the demands have been 
kept. Through Christ, the believer 
sees the law in an entirely different 
light. Now the law becomes the 
means by which we express our love 
to God for the grand salvation he 
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has provided through his Son, Jesus 
Christ. Rather than ending the need 
for the law, Christ changed the goal of 
the law from drudgery to love.

What the law demands is impossible 
because of sin. The good news of 
the gospel is that God has made the 
impossible possible through grace. 
Those who place their hope in Christ’s 
perfect obedience need not do the 
impossible—Christ has accomplished 
it for them. We cannot enter into 
heaven on our own merit, nor do we 
need to. We do not need to bring a 
savior down from heaven; God sent 
him down. For us to want to ascend 
into heaven on our own merit would 
be a denial of the incarnation and the 
necessity of Christ’s coming. Neither 
do we have to descend into the deep 
as our sins deserve; Christ descended 
there on our behalf. He took upon 
himself the curse of death so that its 
sting would be removed from us.

To Confess Jesus
Many people today have a historic 
knowledge of Jesus and his sacrifice 
on the cross. Even within the church 
they profess knowledge of Jesus, but 
do not have a true understanding 
of the significance of what He 
accomplished for mankind. They 
understand the promises but do not 
apply them to themselves.

To confess Jesus as Lord means to 
place him above all else in life. He 
sits upon the throne as the one whom 
God gave all authority. Jesus is given 
all authority in heaven and on earth 
because he has delivered the human 
race from the power of sin and Satan 
through his sacrifice on the cross. To 
believe that he is Lord is to recognize 
that Jesus delivered you personally 
from the tyranny of the devil and 
you accept His authority over your 
life. It is a personal faith that not only 
has knowledge of the sacrifice but 
understands and personally applies it 
to yourself.

Also, it is to know not only in your 
mind but to believe in your heart that 
that you are a sinner and that Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, sacrificed his 
life for you on the cross. You must 
believe with heart and mouth that 
God raised Jesus from the dead—not 
because this is all you need to know 
concerning the Christ, but all else 
hinges upon it. By confessing that God 
raised Christ up from the dead, you 
confess that God publicly accepted 
the sacrifice Jesus made and that Jesus 
is, in fact, all he claimed to be while 
here on earth. He is God’s Son and 
the Savior of those who receive His 
sacrifice for their sins.

The way of salvation is the same 
for both Jews and Gentiles. Years 
ago, when Larry King was still 
interviewing people on television, 
he would at times interview popular 
televangelists. Being Jewish, King 
would ask them the way of salvation. 
In several interviews I watched, the 
televangelist would properly say 
that salvation comes only through 
the atoning work of Jesus Christ—a 
person must believe in Jesus Christ 
in order to be saved. “Even the 
Jew?” Mr. King would ask. Almost 
immediately the televangelist would 
back down and say that God had 
provided a special way of salvation 
for the Jews. Unfortunately, there 
are some Reformed theologians that 
would agree. They have long argued 
that Jesus is “our” way of salvation, 
but others may enter into heaven 
by different means. That is totally 
against what Paul teaches throughout 
Romans. We serve one God who 
is Lord over all—not a bunch of 
different gods, not different saviors 
offering different ways of salvation 
and reconciliation with God. The 
good news of the gospel is that there 
is one way of salvation for all—Jews 
and Gentiles alike—and it is through 
faith in Christ and Christ alone.

Call on Him
Like Peter in his Pentecost sermon, 
Paul quotes Joel 2:32, “Everyone who 
calls on the name of the Lord will be 
saved.” People of every nation became 
Christians and received the blessings 
of comfort and joy because they had 
heard the word of God and called 
upon Christ. It was not ignorance of 
the gospel that kept the Jews away; 
rather, it was their own refusal to call 
upon that name that is above every 
name—the name of Jesus.

The Triune God planned the means 
of salvation before creation. In the 
fullness of time, the Son of God 
executed that plan through his 
incarnation. The Holy Spirit brings 
the plan into the hearts and minds of 
God’s elect by sending messengers to 
preach the gospel so that people hear 
and believe the gospel and receive 
Jesus Christ as their Savior.

How important it is for the church 
to send out messengers to preach 
Christ and him crucified. Without the 
preaching of the gospel, people will 
not hear how sinners must repent and 
turn to Christ for forgiveness in order 
to be reconciled to God. Without 
hearing, they will never believe, and 
without believing, they will never 
call on him. Without calling on him, 
they will never be saved. Because the 
simple act of telling a person about 
Jesus Christ can change his eternal 
destiny from heaven to hell, Paul says 
with Isaiah that the feet of those who 
bring such a message are beautiful.

This process of bringing the gospel 
left the Jews without excuse. Paul asks, 
“Did they hear?” Of course they did. 
Paul and the apostles preached daily 
in the synagogues. The gospel is freely 
available to all who call upon God. 
Paul asks, “Did they not understand?” 
Of course they did. The gospel is 
plain: “Call on him.” The prophets of 
the Old Testament had explained the 
gospel to them. It had been clearly 
displayed in the sacrificial system. 
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Yet their reaction was one of jealousy, 
indifference, and smug superiority.

At the command of Jesus, the 
apostles went into all nations 
teaching everyone who would listen 
concerning the Christ. The gospel 
was brought to Gentiles who were 
spiritually ignorant and who had not 
lived religious lives. They were not 
seeking after God, but through the 
power of the Holy Spirit, they were 
finding Him in spite of themselves. 
They gladly received the grace of God, 
while the Jews were offended by it.

Even while exhorting on the sad 
position of the Jews, Paul explains to 
them the gospel once again in very 
simple terms. One the one hand, he 
points out their false knowledge; on 
the other, he exhorts his fellow Jews 

to call upon God’s Son.  
Are we no less guilty than  
the Jews in the established  
church? We fill our  
minds with knowledge  
of God but fail to  
yield our hearts to  
him. Paul pleads  
with us as well:  
“Call upon him!”

	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. Does the zeal of the Jews benefit them at all? Why or why not?

2. Why does our human nature make it difficult to subject ourselves to God’s way of salvation?

3. What does it mean that Christ is the end of the law?

4. Read Deuteronomy 30:11–14. How does Paul interpret these words?

5. What is the difference between a heart and a mouth confession?

6. Is it possible to confess Jesus without believing in him? Is it possible to believe in him without confessing him 
as Savior?

7. Does God show any favoritism to the Jews today? Explain your answer.

8. How important is the preaching of the gospel—and why?

9. You have heard the gospel. Have you called upon the name of the Lord?
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450Years of the Heidelberg Catechism

Celebration 

Rev. Shane  
LemsThe Two Parts of the Heidelberg:  

Catechism Law and Gospel 

he entire Scriptures consist of two parts, of the law and the 
Gospel.” Martin Luther relentlessly taught this unambiguous 
distinction between the law and the gospel in Scripture from 
about 1517 until his death in 1548. Phillip Melanchthon (1497–
1560), Luther’s colleague, also taught the difference between the 
law and the gospel. He said, “All men are carefully to learn the 
difference between law and gospel.” The law/gospel distinction is 
indeed a Lutheran teaching.

Reformers who followed in the wake of Calvin also clearly 
taught this distinction between the law and the gospel. Yet some 
in our Reformed circles today say that a law/gospel distinction is 
a Lutheran teaching that we should avoid. This article will argue 
that the law/gospel distinction is such a Reformed teaching that 
it shows up even in the Heidelberg Catechism. Both Zacharias 
Ursinus and Caspar Olevianus clearly upheld the law/gospel 
distinction.

This article first appeared in the June 2006 issue of The Outlook.

T
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Zacharias Ursinus
Zacharias Ursinus (1534–1583) was 
born in Breslau, Germany. He studied 
in Wittenberg from 1550 to 1557, 
and during this time he developed 
great respect and admiration for his 
professor, Philip Melanchthon. After 
attending the Worms conference in 
1557 with Melanchthon, Ursinus 
toured many major cities of the 
Reformation. On this trip, he 
befriended notable Reformed teachers 
such as Bullinger and Vermigli. Along 
with these men, Ursinus made contact 
with Calvin, who gave him a copy of 
the latest edition of the Institutes of 
the Christian Religion.

In 1558, Ursinus began to lecture in 
Breslau, Germany, at the university. 
Not long after assuming his role 
as professor, he was charged with 
having “unsound faith in regard to 
the sacraments.” In the context of the 
Reformation, it is not surprising that 
the three-way debate (whether Christ 
was spiritually or bodily present in 

the Supper—or present in any way 
at all) over the Lord’s Supper created 
a “general hurricane of excitement,” 
which led to a “great sacramental war.” 
However, this “war” did not sever the 
warmhearted relationship Ursinus 
and Melanchthon enjoyed.

This charge of wrongly teaching the 
Lord’s Supper forced Ursinus to print 
his first published work, a defense of 
his own view of the presence of Christ 
in the Supper. In this tract, Ursinus 
set forth a highly Calvinistic view of 
the Lord’s Supper, one in which the 
presence of Christ in the elements was 
spiritual, which was distinct from the 
Lutheran view that Christ was present 
bodily and the Zwinglian view that 
he was not present at all. Ursinus’s 
tract did not silence his enemies, so 
he stepped down from his lecturing 
podium soon after Melanchthon’s 
death in 1560. Ursinus then went 
to Zurich, where in 1560 he studied 
under a fellow Calvinist Reformer, 
Peter Martyr Vermigli, for nearly a 
year.

In 1561, Elector Frederick of 
the Palatinate called Ursinus to 
Heidelberg to help settle the debate 
over the Lord’s Supper. Frederick 
assigned the newly appointed doctor 
of divinity to write a catechism 
along with fellow professor Caspar 
Olevianus. Sometime in 1562, the 
men began working on the Heidelberg 
Catechism, and by the end of 1563, it 
was finished. When Ursinus died in 
1583, it was already the most popular 
Reformed catechism in Europe.

A brief survey of Ursinus’s life 
is important so that we see his 
theological background. Some may 
argue that since Ursinus studied at a 
Lutheran university for nearly seven 
years, it is no surprise that he strongly 
emphasized a law/gospel distinction, 
which we will soon observe. Others 
might say that his high regard for 
Melanchthon is the source of his law/
gospel distinction. No doubt Ursinus 
learned much from Melanchthon, 
but we cannot simply label him a 
“closet Lutheran.” We’ve noted that 
his first published tract was one 
defending the Calvinist sacramental 
presence. Furthermore, we should 
not underestimate the influence of 
Vermigli and Calvin on Ursinus.

“The doctrine of the 
church consists of two 

parts: the Law, and the 
Gospel; in which we have 

comprehended the sum 
and substance of the sacred 

Scriptures. . . .  
The law and gospel are the 
chief and general divisions 

of the holy Scriptures, 
and comprise the entire 
doctrine comprehended 

therein.” 
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According to one historian, the 
Heidelberg Catechism was a “loud 
declaration of war” against the 
Lutheran church. Many different 
branches of the Lutheran church 
disputed the Heidelberg Catechism, 
with some Lutheran theologians 
calling the catechism heretical.

Ursinus, however, was not an enemy 
of Luther or Melanchthon. He 
understood the distinction between 
law and gospel to be plainly taught in 
Scripture, and he did not part ways 
with either Luther or Melanchthon on 
this. The law/gospel distinction was 
so fundamental to Ursinus’s teaching 
that he began his commentary on the 
Heidelberg Catechism with a plain 
declaration: “The doctrine of the 
church consists of two parts: the Law, 
and the Gospel; in which we have 
comprehended the sum and substance 
of the sacred Scriptures. . . . The law 
and gospel are the chief and general 
divisions of the holy Scriptures, 
and comprise the entire doctrine 
comprehended therein.” Ursinus was 
entirely comfortable making such 
bold Luther-like statements in the 
pages introducing his commentary 
on the catechism.

What did Ursinus mean by law? “The 
law is our schoolmaster, to bring us to 
Christ, constraining us to fly to him. . 
. . The law prescribes and enjoins what 
is to be done, and forbids what ought 
to be avoided.” The law is no stranger 
to us because we know it by nature, 
said Ursinus. We find a kernel of the 
covenant of works in Ursinus: “The 
law promises life upon the condition 
of perfect obedience.” This statement 
that obedience leads to life is another 
area where Ursinus was clearly not a 
Lutheran.

The gospel has everything to do with 
Christ. “The gospel announces the 
free remission of sin, through and 
for the sake of Christ.” Ursinus said 
that the gospel is a stranger to us, 
so to speak; it is “divinely revealed.” 

The law is generally familiar, the 
gospel is entirely foreign. The gospel 
promises life—opposite the law—on 
the condition of faith in Christ. “The 
gospel is the doctrine concerning 
Christ the mediator, and the free 
remission of sins through faith.”

Ursinus did not simply describe 
the law/gospel distinction and then 
leave it as a minor theological point. 
Christian doctrine itself is different 
from that of all other religions, 
because in it the law of God is “retained 
entire and uncorrupted,” while other 
religions distort and corrupt it. 
Moreover, the Christian church alone 
teaches the gospel. Ursinus even used 
the law/gospel distinction as one 
of the evidences of the truth of the 
Christian religion. Since the church 
alone upholds the Decalogue, only 
its doctrine is true. At the same time, 
only the church proclaims the way 
of escape from hell and the promise 
of forgiveness of sins. Because the 
church alone proclaims the gospel, 
it is “true and divine.” At one point, 
Ursinus even stated that one of the 
duties of a minister in the church is 
“a faithful and correct exposition of 
the true and uncorrupted doctrine of 
the law and gospel, so that the church 
maybe able to understand it.”

These statements by Ursinus 
demonstrate, without contest, that he 
clearly taught the distinction between 
the law and the gospel. As a second-
generation Reformer, he knew the 
difference between prescription and 
promise, command and comfort. 
This understanding of law and gospel 
was so fundamental to Ursinus’s 
theology that it even pervaded the 
Heidelberg Catechism. The structure 
of the catechism is law, then gospel. 
One can even say that if Ursinus 
had not understood the law/gospel 
distinction, the catechism would not 
be structured in the way we know it—
guilt, grace, and gratitude.

Caspar Olevianus
Caspar Olevianus was born in the 
German city of Trier in 1536. At the 
age of fourteen, he moved to Paris to 
augment his childhood education. 
There, Olevianus studied law. At some 
point during his studies in France, 
Olevianus accepted Reformation 
theology and devoted himself to the 
study of the Word and the Reformed 
faith. After 1557, Olevianus practiced 
law and studied with Calvin for 
some time. He also visited many of 
the major cities of the Reformation 
in Switzerland, where he befriended 
Vermigli, Beza, Farel, and Bullinger. 
Olevianus was acquainted with many 
of the leading Reformers of his day. 
While he may have rubbed shoulders 
with Lutheran teachers, they were 
not nearly as influential upon him as 
Calvinist Reformers were.

In 1559, Olevianus was imprisoned 
in Trier for preaching Protestant 
doctrine. After Elector Frederick 
heard of Olevianus’s imprisonment, 
he paid a large ransom in order to 
free the young Reformer. Frederick 
invited him to teach at the university 
in Heidelberg, and soon Olevianus 
was promoted to professor of 
dogmatics. When Ursinus arrived in 
Heidelberg in late 1561, Olevianus 
stepped down from the lectern and 
moved behind a pulpit to preach. 
Along with preaching, Olevianus 
upheld the Calvinist position in 
debates over the Lord’s Supper and 
wrote several treatises and books. As 
noted, Ursinus and Olevianus began 
working on the catechism in1562 
and finished it in 1563. Olevianus 
continued to preach, write, and teach 
until his death in 1587.

Although there has been some 
debate as to Olevianus’s role as an 
author of the Heidelberg Catechism, 
the evidence points to his having at 
least some part in its writing. First, 
Frederick called both Ursinus and 
Olevianus to Heidelberg for the cause 
of upholding Reformed theology in 
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the Palatinate. Second, Olevianus’s A 
Firm Foundation, written shortly after 
the Heidelberg Catechism, has many 
clear parallels with the catechism. 
Finally, the theme of comfort is so 
prevalent in Olevianus’s works that it 
seems not simply a coincidence that 
the Heidelberg Catechism begins 
with and is full of comfort.

For Olevianus, this comfort does not 
come unless discomfort precedes it. 
That is, we cannot understand the 
gospel until the law crushes and kills. 
The law leads us “by the hand, as it 
were,” to the gospel. We cannot be 
led to the good news without hearing 
the bad news first. “After we are 
convicted of our unrighteousness and 
smitten with the awareness of eternal 
death, the law teaches us not to seek 
salvation in ourselves but to accept by 
faith the salvation offered us outside 
ourselves in the gospel.” The gospel 
is the promise that Jesus Christ alone 
saves His people from their sins.

What is the difference between 
the law and the gospel? The law is 
“implanted in human nature” and 
“repeated and renewed” in God’s 
commandments. Olevianus knew 
well the difference between the two. 
In the law, God holds a manuscript 
before us. This manuscript is a list 
of what we are and are not to do. 
We must “obey Him perfectly both 
inwardly and outwardly.” Olevianus 
stressed that the law demands perfect 
and perpetual obedience. If a person 
does not keep “every provision of 
the law” his “whole life long,” eternal 
damnation awaits him. In sum, “The 
law exposes but does not remit sin. It 
comes with accusations rather than 
promises. It condemns us; it does not 
save us.”

What then saves us? The gospel. 
“Because it contains promises of 
salvation, it is called the gospel of 
salvation, a word of salvation, and a 
power of God unto salvation.” The 
gospel is not known by nature even 
by the wisest men; it is revealed from 

heaven. In the gospel, God does 
not demand but gives. The gospel 
“gives us the righteousness that the 
law requires. ”Olevianus said: “The 
gospel, or the good news that delights 
the heart of the poor condemned 
sinner, is a revelation of the fatherly 
and immutable will of God, in which 
He promised us, who are unworthy, 
that all our sins have been washed 
away and pardoned not just for the 
rest of our lives but, indeed, forever.”

No one can deny that Caspar 
Olevianus distinguished between 
the law and the gospel. Olevianus 
did begin his doctrinal work, A Firm 
Foundation, with a discussion on the 
difference between the law and the 
gospel.

The Law and the Gospel in the 
Heidelberg Catechism
We may expect the catechism to open 
up with a thunderous declaration 
of law and the terrors of sin’s 
punishment. The catechism, however, 
opens up with the theme of comfort. 
Many of us are familiar with the first 
question and answer: “What is thy 
only comfort in life and death? That 
I am not my own. . . .” While Ursinus 
and Olevianus understood what the 
law meant, they did not write the 
Heidelberg Catechism to frighten 
and terrify consciences but so that 
Christians might attain “sure and 

“After we are convicted 
of our unrighteousness 

and smitten with the 
awareness of eternal 

death, the law teaches us 
not to seek salvation in 
ourselves but to accept 

by faith the salvation 
offered us outside 

ourselves in the gospel.” 
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solid comfort, both in life and death.” 
The Heidelberg Catechism was 
written to Christians to show them 
the comforting benefits of the gospel.

However, we cannot know the 
benefits of the gospel without also 
knowing the opposite. What must 
a Christian know to live and die 
joyfully in the comfort of the gospel? 
Three things, as the second answer 
tells us. “The first, how great my sins 
and miseries are; the second, how 
I may be delivered from all my sins 
and miseries; the third, how I shall 
express my gratitude to God for such 
deliverance.” We are here interested in 
the first—the greatness of our sin and 
misery.

We need to know our sin and misery, 
not because it gives comfort but 
because it shows us that we need 
deliverance. We cannot understand 
the summits of God’s grace unless 
we know the depths of our depravity. 
Ursinus wrote that we must first 
preach the law so that it might slay us 
and show us our wretchedness. Both 
Olevianus and Ursinus compared the 
law to a diagnosis of illness. Once we 
know our illness, which is necessary if 
we wish to be made well, we are driven 
to the verus medicus, the gospel.

“Whence knowest thou thy misery? 
Out of the law of God.” Question 
and answer 3 is clear. The first use 
of the law is evident. The law of 
God tells us that we are hell-bound 
creatures by nature. According to 
the catechism, the law of God can be 
summarized as Christ summarized it 
in Matthew 22. Here the Heidelberg 
Catechism implies that the law is in 
the New and Old Testaments. The 
law and the prophets hang on the 
two commandments of summary; 
Jesus spoke these words in the New 
Testament.

The law requires perfect obedience, 
as question 5 implies. “Canst thou 
keep all these things perfectly?” As 
we have seen above, both Ursinus 
and Olevianus understood that 

God commands perfect obedience 
in the law. Man must keep every 
prescription of the law for his entire 
life. If man breaks the law, he is cursed 
and faces God’s judgment in this 
life and the next (Q/A 10). Because 
law-breaking, or sin, is committed 
against God’s “most high majesty,” 
it must be penalized with the most 
severe punishment: “everlasting 
punishment, both of body and soul” 
(Q/A 11).

Question and answers 3–11 is the law 
section of the catechism. Question 
and answer 12 gives the reader a hint 
of good news. God’s justice must be 
satisfied, and in order to be received 
into his favor, either we or someone 
else must make this satisfaction. But 
we cannot do it, because we are sinful. 
We actually increase our damning 
debt daily (Q/A 13). The catechism 
goes on to discuss what kind of 
deliverer we need who will perfectly 
satisfy God’s judicial demands. Who 
is this deliverer and mediator? Our 
Lord Jesus Christ. How do we know 
about this deliverer? From the holy 
gospel (Q/A 19).

The gospel teaches us how the 
law’s condemning roar against us 
is silenced, because it shows us the 
promise of grace. The righteousness—
perfect obedience—that Christ 
performed is imputed to us through 
faith. The forgiveness of sins is 
possible because Jesus fully paid 
for the sins of his people. Therefore, 
when the law shouts in our face, “Do 
this and live,” we point to Christ and 
say, “He has done it; I will live.”

The Heidelberg Catechism is beyond 
doubt a law/gospel document. In 
plain terms, it says that the law 
prescribes while the gospel promises. 
The law condemns and kills and 
gives not even a hint of remedy or 
help for sin. The law cannot give us 
anything; it can only demand. On 
the other hand, the gospel promises 
and gives comfort, forgiveness, peace, 
righteousness, and life through Jesus 
Christ, our only Savior.

Conclusion
We have observed that Ursinus knew 
and taught the difference between 
law and gospel. His distinction was 
unmistakable: “The law says . . . , 
‘Do this, and live.’ The gospel says, 
‘Only believe.’” Olevianus fully 
agreed. Question and answer 10 in 
Olevianus’s Firm Foundation is lucid: 
“What is the difference between the 
law and the gospel?” Today, may God 
help us understand the difference 
between the two, which will guard 
us from many serious errors. The law 
does not give life—only the gospel 
does. Olevianus and Ursinus teach 
correctly on this truth.

This law/gospel distinction is also 
apparent in the Heidelberg Catechism; 
it is structured with the distinction. In 
the years following the Reformation, 
not only did Lutherans make a sharp 
distinction between the law and the 
gospel, but also many Calvinists did 
the same. Without a doubt, the law/
gospel distinction is such a Reformed 
teaching that it shows up even in the 
Heidelberg Catechism. In our day, in 
the midst of the muddling of law and 
gospel, it is essential for us to uphold 
this important division. Ursinus was 
exactly right when he said that one 
of the duties of a pastor was to teach 
correctly and faithfully the difference 
between the law and the gospel. The 
Heidelberg Catechism is an excellent 
help for pastors and teachers as they 
instruct Christians in the difference 
between law and gospel. Indeed, it is 
their duty.
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“In hope of eternal life, which God, that cannot lie,  
promised before the world began.”

   —Titus 1:2   

S

The Eternal Christ1 Rev. Ryan  
McGraw

Some biblical truths are not revealed explicitly in 
any single passage of Scripture. While we learn 
some doctrines by discerning what lies virtually 
on the surface of the text of the Bible, we learn 
others by looking at the “big picture” presented 
by the book as a whole. To borrow an analogy 
from Jeremiah Burroughs (1600–1646), when we 
stand too close to a great work of art, we cannot 
adequately appreciate the beauty of the painting. 
It is only when we stand back and view the 
painting as a whole that it appears to be a brilliant 
piece of artwork.2 This is true with respect to the 
eternal plan of redemption of the triune God. 
The unfolding plan of redemption in the Bible 
is like a flower gradually coming to bloom in 
spring. Genesis begins with a promise of global 
redemption from sin in the bud (Gen. 3:15), 
the books of the Old Testament unfold this plan 
gradually in stages, and then the New Testament 
sets forth this same gospel in its full bloom and 
unveiled glory. However, when we step back 
and view the plan of redemption that is set forth 
in the entire Bible, we must realize at once that 
this plan carefully follows a divine and eternal 
blueprint. Redemption is planned, promised, 
accomplished, and applied to sinners according 
to this eternal blueprint.

In order to understand the glory of God’s plan 
of redemption, we must begin with the glory of 
the eternal Son of God and His place in the plan 
of the triune God. Most people who reject the 
gospel of Jesus Christ have neither understood 
nor seen any glory in God’s plan to save sinners. 
This is due to two simultaneous issues: The 
“god of this world hath blinded the minds of 
them which believe not, lest the light of the 
glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of 
God, should shine unto them” (2 Cor. 4:4), and 
they do not take the time to listen to what the 
Bible actually says about God and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. Moreover, even genuine believers have 
not often appreciated the full glory of the gospel 
and its scope, purpose, and divine magnificence 
because they have neglected its eternal roots. 
For these reasons, this chapter will describe how 
the glory of the eternal Son of God and His place 
in the eternal plan of God are the foundation of 
the gospel. I will demonstrate this by showing 
that God’s plan of redemption is an eternal 
plan, a covenantal plan, a Trinitarian plan, and 
a plan that determines history. The nature of 
this topic demands that instead of relying upon 
one specific passage of Scripture alone, we must 
draw upon several texts in order to paint the big 
picture of God’s eternal plan of redemption.

An Eternal Plan
Many passages of Scripture indicate that the 
triune God planned redemption from all 
eternity. Titus 1:2 states, “God, that cannot lie, 
promised [eternal life] before the world began.” 
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“Before the world began,” time did 
not yet exist. God is eternal, and He 
has no beginning nor end nor length 
of days. He is eternal, and the phrase 
“before the world began” refers to 
something that He did “before” the 
world eternally.3 The question is, if 
God promised eternal life in eternity 
past, then to whom did He make this 
promise? The doctrine of the Trinity 
alone can supply the answer to this 
question. There is one God only (1 
Cor. 8:5–6; Isa. 42:8). God alone 
existed “before the world began.” 
The biblical assertion that this one 
God exists in three persons is the 
only means by which we can speak 
intelligently of God promising eternal 
life “before the world began.” God 
could have made this promise only to 
an eternal person. Yet if this person 
were not Himself God, then He could 
not be eternal. The doctrine woven 
into the fabric of the New Testament 
that God is one in essence or being 
and three in persons makes perfect 
sense of this promise.4 Paul teaches in 
Titus 1:2 that in eternity, one person 
in the Godhead made a promise of 
eternal life to another person in the 
Godhead.

In verse 3, Paul adds that the glory 
of New Testament preaching consists 
in proclaiming this eternal plan 
and promise of God. Does this not 
add both weight and glory to the 
preaching of the gospel? When the 
gospel is preached, we do not simply 
consider wondrous historical events 
that occurred in Palestine many 
centuries ago, but we look, as it were, 
through a window into the eternal 
counsel of God Himself! The secret 
things belong to the Lord our God 
alone (Deut. 29:29), but when we 
hear the gospel of Jesus Christ, God 
is unfolding to us His secret and 
eternal counsel. Should we not bow 
in amazement every time we hear 
the gospel? Moreover, Paul’s words 

imply that this plan and promise of 
redemption are absolutely certain. 
The promise is eternal; therefore, it 
is everlasting. It is God who made 
the promise, and it is impossible for 
God to lie (Heb. 6:18). If this promise 
of eternal life is itself eternal, and 
it was made by one who cannot lie, 
then it is unchangeable as well. What 
greater grounds could you have for 
assurance in the security of God’s 
plan of redemption? Even before we 
delve more deeply into the content of 
the gospel, you must remember that 
every time you hear the gospel, you 
are getting a glimpse of that which 
was in the heart of the triune God 
before time began! This teaching is 
not isolated to Titus 1:2, but it is also 
found in Proverbs 8:22–31 (with John 
17:5), Psalm 2, Romans 16:25–26, 
Revelation 13:8, and many other 
passages.5 The apostle Paul’s favorite 
way of describing the eternal election 
of believers is that the Father chose 
them in Christ before time began (for 
example, Eph. 1:4).

A Covenantal Plan
If the eternal promise of eternal life 
was given from one person of the 
Godhead to another, then several 
questions arise: What does this 
promise imply? Which persons in the 
Godhead are involved? Are all three 
persons involved? And, if the promise 
of eternal life was given to one of the 
persons of the Trinity, then how can it 
be offered to me? I will answer these 
questions in the next two sections 
below.

This arrangement within the eternal 
Trinity resembles what the Scriptures 
refer to as a covenant. A covenant is 
defined in the children’s catechism 
as “an agreement between two or 
more persons.” Covenants have been 
called contracts between two or more 
parties, and they contain promises, 
threats, rewards, punishments, and 
stipulations or terms that govern 
the entire relationship. Some have 
argued that a promise is the primary 

element of a covenant.6 Others have 
asserted that a covenant between God 
and man is a bond in blood that is 
sovereignly administered.7 For our 
purposes, it is sufficient to say that 
a covenant is an agreement between 
two or more persons that revolves 
around promises and conditions that 
bind both parties, and that includes 
sanctions for breaking the covenant 
and promises upon fulfilling it. A 
covenant arrangement does not 
necessarily imply that both parties 
are equal. In the case of God and 
man, the parties are not equal. In the 
case of human beings, however, the 
parties may be equal. In the case of 
divine persons, the parties are always 
equal as well. There are no divisions 
in the Godhead, and no bartering or 
debating occurs in the counsel of the 
triune God. All three persons agree 
perfectly and immutably. The promise 
of eternal life in Titus 1:2 points to a 
covenant within the Godhead that 
shows the place of the Son of God in 
our redemption. It reflects an eternal 
agreement between two or more 
persons of the Trinity that includes 
promises and conditions.

In the New Testament, it is the Son 
of God rather than the Father or the 
Holy Spirit who accomplished the 
redemption of His people. There is 
one God and there is one mediator 
between God and man, the man 
Christ Jesus (1 Tim. 2:5). The Son 
of God is Himself the true God 
and eternal life (1 John 5:20). This 
last phrase, combined with Titus 
1:2, indicates the Son received the 
promise of eternal life in eternity past 
and that the Son is Himself eternal 
life. This is why the Son has the ability 
to give eternal life to those whom He 
wills (John 5:26). It is reasonable to 
assume that what is in view in Titus 
1:2 is an eternal and unchangeable 
covenant promise from the Father 
to the Son consisting in eternal life 
for His people. Perhaps this is why 
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the apostle Paul customarily greeted 
the churches with grace and peace 
“from God the Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ” (Titus 1:4). Since the 
middle of the seventeenth century, 
this eternal arrangement between the 
Father and the Son typically has been 
called the covenant of redemption.

A Trinitarian Plan
Where is the Holy Spirit in this 
arrangement? Is He excluded? Some 
have argued against an eternal 
covenant within the Godhead because 
they think that it emphasizes two 
persons of the Trinity at the expense 
of the third.8 We must remember, 
however, the ancient teaching that 
the works of the Godhead are always 
undivided. This means that no divine 
person ever acts independently. 
Denying the distinct operations of 
each person in the Godhead would 
deny the reality of the three persons, 
but denying that all three persons 
act simultaneously in every work of 
God would deny the deity of at least 
one if not all three persons. When 
God acts, all three persons in the 
Godhead must act. The Father who 
“so loved the world, that He gave 
His only begotten Son” (John 3:16); 
the Son (not the Father or the Spirit) 
became incarnate in the womb of the 
Virgin Mary (Gal. 4:4); and the Spirit 
overshadowed her womb so that the 
“holy thing” in her would be born 
of God (Luke 1:35). Therefore, even 
though the covenant of redemption 
explicitly includes the Father and the 
Son, we cannot assume that the Holy 
Spirit is excluded from it.9

The Puritan John Owen is very helpful 
on this point. He taught that in the 
eternal covenant of redemption, the 
Father promised eternal life to the 
Son as the surety for His elect, the Son 
promised to become incarnate and 
to accomplish everything necessary 
to redeem His people, and the Holy 

Spirit voluntarily agreed to be sent 
from the Father and the Son in order 
to ensure that all of the Father’s elect 
people should be saved.10 He is not a 
party in the covenant of redemption 
because He was not humiliated like 
the Son, but He is actively involved 
in the covenant of redemption.11 
The place of the Holy Spirit in the 
covenant of redemption reflects His 
eternal relationship to the Father 
and the Son. He proceeds from the 
Father through the Son in his work in 
human history (John 15:26) because 
He proceeds from the Father through 
the Son eternally. Every action of God 
toward us is from the Father, through 
the Son, and by the Holy Spirit. Every 
time a person approaches God he 
does so by the Spirit, through the 
Son, and to the Father (see Eph. 2:18). 
God is never obligated to save you 
or anyone else in the world. When 
the Father promised eternal life, His 
promise was voluntary. When the 
Son agreed to become the mediator 
(or middle person) between God and 
man, this agreement was voluntary. 
When the Spirit agreed to come in 
time from the Father and the Son, 
He was under no other obligation to 
secure the redemption of the elect 
than the voluntary agreement of 
His divine and sovereign will with 
the Father and the Son. One divine 
person cannot act without the other 
two without ceasing to be God. Are 
you not humbled that the triune God 
should freely choose to save anyone? 
If the thought of God’s eternal and 
sovereign freedom in the covenant 
of redemption does not humble you 
and cause you to bow your knee in 
worship before Him, then what else 
possibly will?

A Plan That Determines History
Titus 1:2 hints at God’s eternal plan, 
which He reveals in history through 
preaching (v. 3). This plan is not only 
revealed in history, but it has also 

shaped and determined the entire 
course of history. From Genesis 3:15 
onward (see next chapter), the Lord 
began to reveal to us how this plan of 
redemption would be accomplished 
in time. However, in the New 
Testament, through passages such as 
the one we are considering, the Lord 
drives us back to the eternal roots of 
His plan. When we consider how the 
covenant of redemption determines 
God’s work in human history, we can 
begin to answer the last question I 
posed: “If the promise of eternal life 
was given to one of the persons of the 
Trinity, then how can it be offered to 
me?” The answer is that Jesus Christ 
received the promise of eternal life in 
the covenant of redemption so that 
we might receive it in union with Him 
through the covenant of grace.

The covenant of grace ordinarily 
refers to God’s covenant made in 
human history with the elect by 
virtue of the person and work of 
Jesus Christ. How does this relate to 
the eternal covenant of redemption? 
Some, such as Samuel Petto (1624–
1711) and Thomas Boston (1676–
1732), have said that the covenant 
of grace includes the covenant of 
redemption. In other words, there are 
not really two distinct covenants, with 
one being made in eternity between 
the Father and the Son and the other 
being made in time with those who 
receive and rest upon Christ alone as 
He is offered to them in the gospel. 
This means that the covenant of grace 
is made with Christ in eternity and 
only with Christians indirectly as 
they trust in Jesus Christ. There is a 
lot to be said in favor of this position. 
On the surface, it appears to reflect 
the teaching of Westminster Larger 
Catechism 31.12 However, Owen is 
once again a helpful guide. He argued 
that while the covenant of redemption 
is the pattern for the covenant of 
grace, we must distinguish between 
the two. The primary reason is that 
not everything that was promised to 
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fulfilling the covenant of redemption. 
When you hear the gospel offered 
to you in preaching, the eternal Son 
promises to enter into covenant 
with you personally. This is not only 
where the covenant of redemption 
and the covenant of grace meet, but 
this is where the Holy Spirit comes 
into prominence. The covenant of 
redemption is like the statement of 
intent to marry at the beginning of 
a wedding ceremony. The covenant 
of grace is like the actual vows taken 
in order to constitute the marriage 
relationship. In this case, it is the Holy 
Spirit, as promised in the terms of 
the covenant, who unites you to Jesus 
Christ in order to receive all of the 
benefits of redemption.

In summary, the covenant of 
redemption places the highest 
emphasis upon the electing love of 
the Father. The covenant of grace 
highlights more fully the redemption 
purchased by Christ and the personal 
work of the Holy Spirit in the lives 
of believers.14 In the covenant of 
redemption we must see the glory of 
the eternal Son of God as our eternal 
Redeemer!

Conclusions
We must draw several conclusions 
from the eternal covenant of 
redemption. First, if God promised 
eternal life in Christ before the world 
began, then God looked upon those 
whom He would redeem as sinful 
and as needing redemption. There is 
no such thing as redemption without 
sin, and there is no covenant of 
redemption without eternally elect 
sinners to save. In order to lay hold of 
Christ and the covenant, you must be 
convicted of your guilt before God.

Second, if God made the covenant of 
redemption in order to save the elect, 
then Christ came to die on behalf 
of the elect only. The Father did not 
send Christ to die for the elect only 
for the Son to disagree with the Father 
and die for all men. The Son lay down 

His life for His sheep (John 10:15). 
Moreover, the Spirit changes only 
the hearts of those whom the Father 
elected. Saying that Christ died for all 
men equally divides the holy Trinity. 
You know that Christ died for you 
only when you, by the Spirit, come to 
the Father through the Son.

Third, the Trinity is not a speculative 
doctrine that is part of a list of 
“essential doctrines” and then set on 
a shelf for future reference if needed. 
We cannot understand the glory 
of Christ or the glory of the gospel 
without a God who is triune. If there 
is no Trinity, then there is no gospel 
and no Christianity.

Fourth, if the triune God planned 
from eternity to save elect sinners, 
then His plan of redemption is 
sovereign, voluntary, and gracious. 
The Lord is not obligated to save 
sinners. If Adam and Eve had never 
fallen in the garden of Eden, then God 
would have been perfectly just if He 
decided one day to fold up the world, 
causing it and its inhabitants to cease 
to exist. God’s eternal and covenantal 
plan in and through His Son ought 
to magnify the grace of God in our 
hearts. If you believe in Christ, then 
you may be assured that God had you 
in mind in His eternal covenant of 
redemption! If you have not believed 
in Christ, then why should you expect 
any good thing from God? Who are 
you to demand anything from God? 
Who are you to ignore God’s call 
to you in the gospel when He has 
unfolded His eternal plan before you? 
Will you not marvel at God’s eternal 
plan and promise, and will you not 
embrace Jesus Christ by faith so that 
you too may see your name in the 
Lamb’s Book of Life written before 
the foundation of the world (Rev. 
13:8)? As we look at our names in that 
book through faith in Jesus Christ, let 
us stand in awe of God’s eternal and 
glorious plan through His eternal and 
glorious Son!

Christ was promised to the elect.13 
The Father promised Christ that if 
He fulfilled the terms of the broken 
covenant of works made with Adam, 
then His obedience as well as His 
sacrifice would be accepted in the 
place of His elect people. The Father 
also promised to give those who 
are redeemed as a gift to His Son. 
Who would ever say that the Father 
promises these things to the elect? We 
are saved because we are delivered 
from the terms of the covenant of 
works through the Lord Jesus Christ, 
who is our surety. Therefore, it is 
better to distinguish the covenant 
of redemption from the covenant of 
grace. We are not simply considering 
an eternal aspect versus a historical 
aspect of the same covenant; we are 
talking about an eternal covenant that 
is the foundation and the pattern of a 
historical covenant.

This means that everything that God 
has ever done in human history has 
taken place according to His eternal 
plan. When we make plans, we must 
say, “If the Lord will, we shall live” 
(James 4:15). When the triune God 
makes a plan, He who sits above the 
circle of the earth does all that He 
pleases (Ps. 115:3; 135:6). He works all 
things according to the counsel of His 
holy will (Eph. 1:11), and His eternal 
plan of redemption in Christ is the 
centerpiece of that plan around which 
all other things revolve. The reason 
Christ could receive the promise of 
eternal life before the world began 
and then offer eternal life to you in 
time is because the Father promised 
that the Son would merit eternal life 
by His life, obedience, death, and 
resurrection. The eternal Son brought 
this eternal promise to fruition by 
fulfilling God’s plan in human history. 
In the covenant of grace, He calls you 
to enter into a saving union with 
Him through faith. To be in union 
with Christ means to receive all that 
Christ has merited and received by 
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Classis Eastern US URCNA 
Summary Report for April 26, 2013

Rev. Andrew D. 
Eenigenburg

Classis Eastern US convened 
for its thirty-second session 

under the able chairmanship of 
Rev. Aaron Verhoef on Friday, 
April 26, 2013. The delegates 
enjoyed the ready hospitality of 
the Covenant Reformed Church 
of Carbondale, Pennsylvania, for 
the first time as the setting for 
their deliberation. Throughout 
the day, the brothers evaluated 
a variety of reports on the 
actions of our committees and 
functionaries; welcomed and 
interacted with several fraternal 
delegates; and continued to seek 
God’s direction for future work 
in our region. These meetings 
provide opportunities for face-
to-face fellowship, mutual 
understanding, and greater 
cooperation and encouragement 
between our churches. God has 
continued to bless the gospel 
labors carrying forward across 
Classis Eastern US.

Prayerfully consider these significant 
actions:

Church Planting
Church planting work continues as 
fast as the Lord will give us strength 
and opportunity. Please pray for 
more workers in the fields!

• A church plant is ready to launch 
in Jersey City, New Jersey. And 
we rejoice with the upcoming 
ordination of candidate Sam 
Perez, Lord willing, on May 24, 
2013, who will serve as pastor.

• The church-planting committee 
continues its vigorous work and 
has identified prospective planting 
locations in Maryland, Georgia, 
Ohio, and Connecticut while 
interviewing many prospective 
planters.

Fraternal Relations
The delegates welcomed a 
significantly greater number of 
visiting fraternal delegates than in 
previous meetings. We pray that 
these connections will result in 
greater awareness of and unity with 
our sister denominations as well as 
eventual organizational unity with 
inquiring independent Reformed 
congregations in our region.

The delegates gave significant 
speaking time to Rev. William den 
Hollander of the Canadian Reformed 
Churches as a way to consider the 
merits and challenges related to 
union with the Canadian Reformed 
Churches as an entire federation. 
May the Lord guide us in these 
weighty matters.

Seminary Training
Training new men for gospel 
ministry is an ongoing priority of 



Classis Eastern US. The delegates 
approved seminary support funding 
for Mr. Daniel Ragusa of the West 
Sayville Reformed Bible Church to 
begin his studies at Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary in fall 2013, 
Lord willing.

Internships
Classis approved funding for two 
summer interns: Mr. Aaron Warner 
of Mid-America Reformed Seminary 
to serve in Manhattan; and Mr. Tim 
Messaro of Westminster Theological 
Seminary California to serve in 
Carbondale, Pennsylvania. These 
internships are part of a greater 
desire to cultivate men for church-
planting work in Classis Eastern US.

Retiring Honorably
Classis gave concurring advice and 
celebrated the emeritization of Rev. 
George Mall of Covenant Reformed 
Church in Carbondale, Pennsylvania. 
Rev. Mall has served as a gospel 
minister in both Pakistan and the 
US, and God has given him a lifetime 
of ministry service. We give glory 
and thanks to God for sustaining 
Rev. Mall in his gospel labors!

New Treasurer
Mr. Brian Okken of Pompton Plains 
Reformed Bible Church has taken up 
the post of treasurer for the classis. 
Mr. Chaz Brewer has taken up the 
post of alternate treasurer. We pray 
that God will bless and equip these 
men to meet the changing needs of 
the classis in the years ahead.

Missions Grant
The delegates approved a financial 
grant for Mr. Mihai Corcea of 
Romania to attend Westminster 
Theological Seminary California. It 
is our joy to work together with Rev. 
Andrea Ferrari as well as our sister 
churches in California to cultivate 
men for foreign missions. Mr. Corcea 
hopes to bring the Reformed faith to 
Bucharest in the future.

Church Visits
The classis is thankful for the active 
work of church visitation for the 
fellowship and spiritual health of our 
congregations. Our visitors reported 
on five recent visits where they gave 
advice and mutual encouragement.

Semper Reformanda  
Conference Invitation
Classis Eastern US cordially offers 
free registration to our preclassical 
Semper Reformanda Conference on 
October 15–16, 2013. Dr. Robert 
Godfrey, president of Westminster 
Theological Seminary California, 
will address the History of Church 
Discipline in Reformed Tradition. 
Take advantage of this excellent 
opportunity. Location: Preakness 
Valley United Reformed Church, 
480 Valley Road, Wayne, NJ. Email: 
Clerk_Eastern_USA_Classis@wsrbc.
org for more information.

Pulpit Exchange
The pastors of the entire Classis 
Eastern US exchanged pulpits on 
April 28, 2013, as a show of unity 
among the churches. On that Sunday, 
the pastors and churches shared 
prayerful information on our mutual 
desire to plant churches along the 
East Coast. May God continue to 
make us one in faith, hope, and love 
for Christ!

Pray for us!
Ask God…

• To provide plentiful fruit in 
our church-planting efforts by 
bringing the right man to serve as 
our church-planting coordinator. 
By providing able church planters 
to bring the gospel to this densely 
populated region.  
By blessing Sam Perez as he begins 
his work. 
By cultivating new core-group 
opportunities.  
By providing wisdom for good 
stewardship of our resources and 
generous giving for our great 
commission cause.

• To bless the gospel preaching in all 
our churches for the upbuilding of 
the kingdom.

• To forgive our sins and 
shortcomings as we carry the 
gospel light in this wicked 
generation.

• To bless our plans for another 
preclassical conference this fall.

Respectfully submitted,

Rev. Andrew D. Eenigenburg
Stated Clerk
Classis Eastern USA
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A Lesson for the Church from the Death  
of Tim Bosma

Rev. Dr. Jeff 
Loach

The recent account of Tim Bosma’s 
death has been sad to hear and to 

see unfold.  A resident of Ancaster, 
Ontario, Bosma mysteriously 
disappeared after he accompanied 
two men who had come to test-drive 
a truck he was selling. His body was 
found, burned beyond recognition, 
on a farm near Ayr, Ontario. So 
far, one man is under arrest for his 
murder. [Since the writing of this 
article, two men have been charged 
with his murder.]

By all accounts, Mr. Bosma was not a 
typical murder victim. He was a man 
of Christian faith, active in his church 
community and not involved with the 
“wrong people.” Why was he killed?

It is hoped that the answers will come 
out in court. What I found especially 
interesting about the situation as it 
developed, though, was the role that 
Bosma’s faith community played. 
After the announcement that his 
body had been found and when Mrs. 
Bosma spoke to the media, who was 
standing behind her?

Her family, yes, as one would hope 
and expect. And her pastor.

That spoke volumes to me.

It didn’t have to be her pastor; it could 
have been her small group leader or 
a close Christian friend. Either way, 
her faith community was part of her 
support network. They were there for 
her in her time of trial.

When we go through a life crisis, 
most of us don’t have it displayed 
before the world via the press. Mrs. 
Bosma had little choice but to go 

public with her grief; because of the 
mainstream media and social media, 
which put up a remarkable campaign 
to help find her husband, her 
difficulties were widely known. Most 
people experience their grief, pain, 
and problems without such obvious 
support.

Why?

This is especially poignant for 
followers of Jesus. When we have a 
whole community of love surrounding 
us, why do we keep our troubles to 
ourselves? I fear too often that there is 
a tacit culture that says “be happy” in 
the church. Or there may be a culture 
that says, “We don’t know what to do 
when you grieve, so please keep it to 
yourself ”—and that’s just wrong.

The word church, literally means 
“those called out” from the world 
who are to love and serve Jesus Christ 
and his kingdom—and to love and 
serve his people. We are not isolated 
individuals; we are a community. God 
calls us to look after each other, even 
when we don’t know what to do or 
say. When Mrs. Bosma spoke to the 

media, her pastor stood behind her. 
He didn’t say anything, and he didn’t 
have to say anything. We have no 
idea what he might have said to her 
privately—nor is it our business to 
know—but his mere  presence  spoke 
of the significance of a community of 
faith that wanted to rally behind one 
of its own that was grieving.

When you are going through a 
difficult time, do you feel safe enough 
to share it with your church leaders? 
With your small group? With the 
friends with whom you sip coffee 
after worship? Of course, we do well 
also to ask if your church community 
creates a culture of safety for you to 
share your trials. Ironically, in an era 
of unprecedented connectedness via 
the Internet, we remain, largely, a 
disconnected society. People long for 
a place of safety, with real people who 
might not have all the answers but 
who serve a God who is big enough 
to know the answers and personal 
enough to care. Those real people are 
called the church.

How is your church doing in that 
regard? Is it a safe place to share?

And are you willing to share your 
burdens? Give it a try. Hopefully, you 
will experience the grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, the love of the Father, 
and the fellowship of the Spirit.

“Share each other’s burdens, and in this way obey the law of Christ” 
 —Galatians 6.2
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 Bible Studies
Genesis 1-11 
Rev. Mark Vander Hart 
Genesis 25-36  
The Life of Jacob
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Genesis 37-50 
Joseph and Judah 
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Deuteronomy�:
The Law of the Lord as Our Delight
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Psalms 
 Walking About Zion:
 Singing of Christ’s Church  
in the Psalms
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Daniel
Dr. John Piersma
Amos 
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Corinthians:
Gospel Power Magnified through  
Human Weakness 
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Ephesians
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I & II Thessalonians
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Timothy� & Titus 
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter:  
Pilgrims Among Pagans 
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman

 Catechism Materials
Life in Christ: A Graduated Confes-
sional Study Course for Grades 5–12, 
Based on the Three Forms of Unity 
and the Westminster Standards
Learning to Know the Lord
by P. Y. De Jong 
First Book of Christian Doctrine
by Hylkema & Tuuk 
A Beginning Course in  
Christian Doctrine
by P. Y. De Jong & John R. Sittema

Other Materials
Called to Serve: 
Handbook for Office-bearers 
Michael Brown, ed.
Baptism, Election, & the  
Covenant of Grace
R. Scott Clark
Postmodern Liberalism:  
 Repainting a Non-Christian Faith 
Casey Freswick
Jesus Loves the Little Children: 
Why We Baptize Children
With Heart and Mouth:
 An Exposition of the Belgic  
Confession

Subscriptions and Bible Study materials can be purchased online at 
www.reformedfellowship.net or email address: sales@reformedfellowship.net

In Living Color 
Images of Christ and the Means  
of Grace
Daniel R. Hyde
Meeting Jesus at the Feast 
Israel’s Festivals and the Gospel
With a Shepherd’s Heart:
Reclaiming the Pastoral Office of the 
Elder
 John R. Sittema
But for the Grace of God:
An Exposition of the Canons of Dort
 What We Believe:
An Exposition of the Apostles’ Creed 
Cornelis P. Venema
The “Blue” Psalter Hy�mnal 
Little One Lost:  
Living with Early Infant Loss
Glenda Mathes
Sacred Bond:  
Covenant Theology Explored
Michael Brown and Zach Keele
URCNA 2012 Directory�
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SIGN UP NOW on our website: www.reformedfellowship.net for our email newsletter 
to be informed immediately as new publications become available.
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