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A Recipe for Thanksgiving

Rev. Wybren
Oord

“But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.”
— I Timothy 6:8

P

Practically every
country has its own
special Thanksgiving
Day traditions.
Most of them are
in the autumn,
beginning as early
as early October—
as in Canada, and
getting as late as the
end of November—
as in the United
States. We have
these celebrations
because, when you
really think about it,
no one can remain
unmoved after the
harvest has been
gathered. There is a
need to give thanks.

Often there are religious services held
on Thanksgiving Day. Sometimes in
those services, tokens of harvest are
sacrificed and offered up to some
deity. Sometimes special offerings
are taken for needy causes. Whatever
differences may exist in the rituals of
the day; high on every list in every
country is a special meal associated
with the holiday. And, if there is going
to be a special meal, there is going to
be a special recipe—a special dish that
is prepared the way only mother can
make it.
Many families have certain delicious
salads and desserts with their
Thanksgiving meal. They will spend
the whole day before the holiday
preparing the customary ham, the
stately stuffed turkey, and getting
the house ready for all the company.
In many cases the recipes used for
this special dinner are handed down
from generation to generation. In
case mother’s special recipe has been
lost, almost every magazine on every
newsstand will be filled with new
ideas and new recipes to try out on
the family.

Many people, myself included, look
forward to the Thanksgiving Day
season because of the marvelous food
that is associated with the holiday.
That is all well and good. This article
is not about gluttony and one about
fasting can be found elsewhere in this
issue. Eat hearty; smakelijk eten; bon
appetite—or whatever you say as you
sit down to your feast. Say it and enjoy
the time with your family.
While you are rummaging through
all those recipes and making last
minute preparations in anticipation
of that mouth-watering meal, allow
me to ask you this question: Do you
have a recipe for thanksgiving? I’m
not asking about the recipes you
have for salads, meatballs, and pies.
I am asking if you have a recipe for
thanksgiving itself. By this I mean the
emotion that we are supposed to feel
on Thanksgiving Day—the quality of
the heart that we call thankfulness.
Just as you need a recipe to prepare
certain Thanksgiving Day dishes, you
also need a recipe for thanksgiving
itself. Just as Thanksgiving Day
recipes demand certain ingredients,
so also, true thanksgiving cannot
exist unless a certain ingredient is
also present. Without this ingredient,
true thanksgiving will never exist.
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The Main Ingredient
Thanksgiving is really a very simple
thing. In fact, the recipe for true
thanksgiving has only one essential
ingredient and you can mix this
ingredient with just about any
kind of life. If you would add this
ingredient to your life then whatever
circumstances you may find yourself
in, you will be able to experience the
reality of thanksgiving. The trouble is
that while the recipe is easy to follow,
this particular ingredient seems to be
very rare.
The rare ingredient is contentment.
That is what God calls it and, through
Paul, He gives us the foundation
for thankfulness. Paul writes, “but
godliness with contentment is great
gain” (I Tim. 6:6). Contentment has
become a rare commodity today
because discontent is shared by the
rich and poor alike.
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Because this particular ingredient is
so hard to find, true thanksgiving is
rare, as well. That is why many people
may fill themselves up with food on
Thanksgiving Day and yet are left
empty emotionally and spiritually.
A lack of thankfulness expresses the
measure of our souls. When is the
last time you assessed your life on
Thanksgiving Day and honestly said,
“I am overwhelmed with thanksgiving
to God”? People who can say that are
people who are truly content. You,
too, can be content if you have certain
requirements in your life.

The Requirement
The requirement for true contentment
is a modest appraisal of your physical
needs. Paul writes, “But godliness
with contentment is great gain.” Then
he continues by adding, “if we have
food and clothing we will be content
with that.”

Can you think of anything that
contradicts the spirit of our age more
than that? Food and clothes, and I
am content with that—not the latest
fashions and styles—just food and
clothing. Our age is one that has a
passionate desire for things. We live
in a soft, luxurious age and we have
grown up to be spoiled children as far
our wants are concerned.
Through our wealth and commercial
age we have given ourselves a bad
case of the “I wants”: “I want this; I
want that, and, did you see that ad?
I want that, too.” Unfortunately we
are never satisfied, are we? We run
to the local Stuff-Mart for more and
more stuff and, once we have all of
that stuff, we want more stuff. Our
favorite cry has become: “MORE!”
More cars, more DVDs, more books,
more electronic gadgets, more toys,
more entertainment, and then, of

course, more abortions so that we do
not have to share the more that we
have with others.
No matter how much we have, the
salesmen of the world keep knocking
on our door; they keep appearing on
our televisions and computers; they
fill our mailboxes with all kinds of
fliers and they keep on urging us to
somehow try and get more, more, and
more. All too often we fall for their
sales pitch and then we have to build
bigger barns to store it.
We fully acknowledge that there are
people who have less than we have,
some who are deprived of some of the
basic necessities of life. They do not
have the food and clothes mentioned
by Paul. Certainly, we believe that
they should be helped but we really
do not want to give to them from the
more that we have. We will give them
some loose change from our pockets
and they should be happy with that.
We have become a culture of avarice
and greed, filled with jealousy and
covetousness. It smolders in our
hearts so that we are no longer able to
be truly satisfied.
When you step out of that world and
into the world of the Bible, it is like
stepping onto another planet. The
Bible appraises our physical needs
very differently than our world. Paul
writes, “If we have food and clothing,
we will be content.” Jesus taught His
disciple to pray for daily bread—bread
enough for the day. The Bible teaches
that if we have the bare essentials, we
have enough.
The happiest people are not those
who have all kinds of material goods,
but those who are content with what
the Lord has given them. And so, the
first requirement for a thankful spirit
is that we realize we do not need all
the stuff we think we need. Rather we
need to learn contentment.

The End Result
Quite honestly, there is no earthly way
we can shake our desire for things, but
by God’s grace we can. God will show
us that all the things we want, and
all those things that mean so much
to us, are only temporary. Whenever
we find ourselves in love with stuff
or green with envy because of all
other have, we need to remember
the words Jesus spoke in the Sermon
on the Mount: “Do not worry about
your life, what you will eat or drink,
or about your body, what you will
wear. Is not life more important than
food and the body more important
than clothes?” (Matthew 6:25). Jesus
pointed out the birds in the air and
the lilies of the field. He asked if they
worried accumulating all manner of
things or worrying about keeping up
with the Jones.’ For all we do and all
we gather in our meager lives, who
can add a single hour to our lives?
Jesus said that our Father in heaven
knows what we have in need of and
will take care of us. Then He added,
“Seek first the kingdom of heaven
and all these things will be given to
you as well.” That does not mean that
after you become a Christian and
seek the kingdom of heaven, you will
gain great personal riches. Instead,
you will get something far richer, far
better than earthly goods. You will get
contentment—contentment in what
God does give to you. And then you
will have a true Thanksgiving Day
today.
The author of Hebrews reminds us of
the very same thing. He writes that the
best way to celebrate Thanksgiving is
through contentment. It is interesting
that here again God reminds us of His
promise to take care of us. Hebrews
13:5 says: “Keep your lives free from
the love of money and be content with
what you have because God has said:
‘Never will I leave you, never will I
forsake you.”

Our God has said that! So in the final
analysis, true contentment can only
come to those who rest in God and
trust Him to keep His promises. And
He has kept His promises! Those who
are content are those who know the
love that God has revealed to them
in His Son, Jesus Christ. They know
that God’s Son has died for them on
the cross of Calvary. They also know
that Jesus rose from the dead and now
lives and reigns forever. He has been
given all authority on heaven and
on earth. He rules the world and He
makes daily provisions for His weak
and faltering children.
A content person is the person who
has built his life around the promises
of God. Paul writes about that in
Romans 8:32, “He who did not spare
His own Son but gave Him up for
us all, how will He not also give us
graciously all things?”
If God provided His Son while we
were rebels, surely He will provide
us with every good and perfect gift
now that we are His children. When
you have Jesus Christ in your life
everything changes! You can free
yourself from all the entanglements
of material things. You will become
satisfied with less.
You will also begin to look at material
things differently than most people
look at them. It is not that you cannot
have material possessions or that you
need to get rid of them. By the Spirit,
you are made to be more thankful
for them. You see them as a gift
from God and you love the Giver of
the gift rather than the gifts He give.
With Christ, you can experience the
wonderful gift of contentment.

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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Christian Freedom: Liberation from
Legalism and Laziness

I

magine that you are no longer in twenty-first century
America and have been transported across the Atlantic to
Europe and across time to the Middle Ages. The age that
you are imagining has rightly been called an age of crisis, a
time in which “the awareness of crises . . . encompassed all
social classes, and pervaded [much] of Western Europe.”
1

W

hile the era is known for its crisis
of physical living conditions, one
of the weightiest burdens for those
living in the Middle Ages was a crisis
of conscience and spiritual security.
The Christian soul in the Middle
Ages was assaulted by spiritual doubt
and the fear of hell. In answer to this
problem, church leaders famously
urged Christians to “do what lies
within you.” But this remedy of works
was poison to their consciences.
People began to rightly ask, “How do
I know if I have done my best? How
do I know if I have tried hard enough
to appease God, that my troubled
conscience might be relieved?”
This question plagued Martin Luther
before his conversion. He was
constantly barraged by doubt. In the
Wittenberg parish churchyard where
Luther lived was a sandstone relief
depicting Christ sitting on a rainbow
with a sword in his mouth. This image
of Christ in his judgment so terrified
Luther that he refused to look at it as
he passed by.2 The thought that there
was a holy God who would judge sin
sent shivers of terror down Luther’s
spine because he was trusting in his
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works, which he realized were stained
with sin. This is how Luther described
his paralyzing fear: “Though I lived
as a monk without reproach, I felt
that I was a sinner before God with
an extremely disturbed conscience.
I could not believe that He was
appeased by my satisfaction.” Luther
asked, “How do I know when I’ve
tried hard enough?” The answer he
and others received was, “Try harder!”
One church historian described this
theology, which suspended people
between hope and fear, as “a sort of
spiritual carrot-and-stick incentive
system.”3 Sadly, all their work got
them no closer to their goal.
Many people today do not have to
imagine this scenario; it is a daily
reality. Like the people of the Middle
Ages, we need to receive the total
freedom found in the gospel of Jesus
Christ.
In his Institutes of the Christian
Religion,4 John Calvin highlights
three core parts of the doctrine of
Christian liberty. Each part answers
the question, “What are believers
freed from and what are they freed
unto?”

Rev. William
Boekestein

Believers Are Freed
from the Law
In Galatians, Paul speaks of
justification in terms of freedom. “It
is for freedom that Christ has set us
free.” We are freed from the burden
of a yoke of slavery. “Stand firm, then,
and do not let yourselves be burdened
again by a yoke of slavery” (5:1). What
is this yoke? The yoke is the weight of
trying to be justified by the works of
the law.
Paul says that if anyone looks to the law
in even a single area for the purpose of
being justified, then he is a slave to the
whole law (5:2–4). We all admit that it
is impossible for us to obey the whole
law. The beauty of justification is that
Christ did obey the whole law, and we
can receive that perfect obedience by
faith in him.
Most of us, at times, have trembling
consciences. Could God possibly
ever be pleased with me, as sinful as
I am? Remember, this is the question
that Luther asked. But Luther found
rest for his conscience through
understanding Christ’s free gift of
grace. In his own words: “At last, by
the mercy of God, meditating day
and night, I gave heed to . . . Paul’s
words, namely, ‘He who through faith
is righteous shall live’ (Rom. 1:17).
Here I felt that I was altogether born
again and had entered Paradise itself
through open gates.”5 By meditating
on the righteous work of Christ his
“extremely disturbed conscience” was
put to rest.

In times of distress, believers must
make use of the doctrine of Christian
liberty, reflecting on and trusting in
Christ’s finished righteousness. The
answer to Heidelberg Catechism’s
question 60 is worth meditating on:
Even though my conscience
accuses me of having
grievously sinned against all
God’s commandments and
of never having kept any of
them, and even though I
am still inclined toward all
evil, nevertheless, without
my deserving it at all, out
of sheer grace, God grants
and credits to me the perfect
satisfaction, righteousness,
and holiness of Christ, as if
I had never sinned nor been
a sinner, as if I had been as
perfectly obedient as Christ
was obedient for me.
Those who have true faith in Christ,
weak though it may be, can say with
trembling boldness: “God is pleased
with me!” Who can imagine a greater
thought? Is God pleased with my
sins? No! But God does not view the
Christian in his sins but rather in
Christ’s holiness.
Does justification mean that the
law no longer has a bearing on the
Christian’s life? Not at all.

Believers Are Freed to Obey
the Law
Ironically, Scripture teaches that
those who are under a compulsory
obedience to the law can never
actually obey it. If, in your thinking,
you are slavishly bound to keep
the law, then you are not actually
keeping it.
Calvin cites Deuteronomy 6:5 to
illustrate this point: “Love the Lord
your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your

strength.” Jesus says that this is the
first and greatest commandment. And
yet those who are under the yoke of
the law for justification cannot obey it
because it is based on love.
Think again of those poor souls whom
I described earlier who lived under
the bondage of the law imposed by
the medieval church. Their works
were largely done for the purpose of
escaping hell, not out of love for God
or regard for his glory. Notice the
paradox here. Those who are made
slaves to the law cannot obey it. They
labor to obey God’s law, but his law is
to love him and their neighbor.
Thankfully, Scripture teaches that
those united to Christ by faith are
not slaves but sons. It is the master’s
children, not his slaves, that truly serve
him. Children (sometimes) happily
and lovingly serve their parents, even
though their work is less than perfect.
They know that their parents will
receive their imperfect work with a
smile and an embrace.
So it is with our relationship to our
Father in heaven. God promises that
he will receive our service as sons
because of our relation to Christ. “I
will spare them, just as in compassion
a man spares his son who serves him”
(Mal. 3:17). Christians are freed by
Christ to do good works freely and
joyfully. You cannot serve happily,
joyfully, and truly if you suspect that
your flawed works will be rejected.
Christians have no such fear.
This does not mean, however, that
believers have the liberty to sin.
Christian liberty, says Calvin, is
“perversely interpreted by those who
use it as a cloak for their lusts . . . and
to abuse the good gifts of God.” This is
Paul’s inspired teaching in Galatians
5:13: “You, my brothers, were called to
be free. But do not use your freedom
to indulge the sinful nature; rather,
serve one another in love.”

You see the corrupt reasoning of the
flesh: “If I’m free in Christ, then I’m
free to live however I want.” But Paul
says, “The freedom that you have
in Christ is not meant to indulge
the sinful nature.” We are to kill
our flesh, not give it freedom to sin.
“Put to death, therefore, whatever
belongs to your earthly nature: sexual
immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires
and greed, which is idolatry. Because
of these, the wrath of God is coming”
(Col. 3:5–6). Those who use the cloak
of Christian freedom to sin are, in
fact, still enslaved to sin and are thus
still under the condemnation of the
law.

Believers Are Freed from
Opinions of Men
That is to say, believers are free with
regard to those things that are neither
commanded nor forbidden by the
Scriptures. They are morally neutral,
and believers can either participate
in them or avoid them without moral
consequence. Examples of things that
the Bible considers morally indifferent
include circumcision, the eating of
certain meats, the moderate use of
wine, celibacy, or the observance of
certain Christian feast days.
This principle is taken from verses
such as Romans 14:14. Here Paul says,
“I am fully convinced that no food is
unclean in itself.” He elaborates on
this thought in 1 Timothy 4:4: “For
everything God created is good,
and nothing is to be rejected if it is
received with thanksgiving, because
it is consecrated by the word of God
and prayer.”
What does this look like practically?
In other words, how can we use our
freedom regarding things that are
truly indifferent?

Recognize Personal Freedom
Those in Christ may, with a clear
conscience, enjoy the God-given
privilege of using earthly goods—
for example, wealth, alcohol, and
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certain forms of entertainment and
recreation. Those who disapprove on
personal grounds may not condemn.
Sadly, people tend to make laws of
these things, further binding the
consciences of others.

WHY CHRIST CAME
31 Meditations on the Incarnation
Joel R. Beeke & William Boekestein

Do Not Abuse Your Freedom
On the other hand, these freedoms
must not be enjoyed in such a way
that they become a stumbling block
for those with weaker consciences.
The apostle Paul repeatedly warns
against using Christian liberty in an
offensive manner. For example: “Be
careful, however, that the exercise
of your freedom does not become a
stumbling block to the weak” (1 Cor.
8:9). Paul is setting forth the principle
that although we have freedom in our
consciences to do or not do certain
things, there are times when we must
lay down our freedom voluntarily.
So those who are rich should not
display riches in a way that is offensive
to the poor. Those who enjoy alcohol
in moderation ought not use it in
settings that are likely to cause others
to sin.
What Paul is teaching here is that
though your freedom with regard to
things indifferent is important, it is
not as important as the cause of the
gospel and the peace of the church.
Our individual freedoms must submit
to the cause of the gospel. This was
Paul’s practice (1 Cor. 10:31–11:1).
He says, “I am not seeking my own
good but the good of many, so that
they may be saved” (1 Cor. 10:33). In
this, he says, follow my example “as I
follow the example of Christ” (1 Cor.
11:1)
So how did Christ model Christian
freedom? Christ never did anything
that endangered the spread of the
gospel. He who had freedom from
every man-made opinion regularly
laid his freedom aside so that his
message would not be tarnished.
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Actually, a lot of old things
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Like a multifaceted diamond,
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eternal Son become man?’
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with wisdom bathed in the
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devotional guide so rich.
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But he did more than that. He freed
us from bondage and slavery to sin.
He has made us free to freely serve
him. Christ has paid for the freedom
of his children with his own blood. He
has delivered us from hell and from
the fear of it. He has cleansed our
consciences. Let us use that freedom
to serve him as sons for the sake of his
honor and glory.

1 Carter Lindberg, The European Reformations
(Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 25.

2 Lindberg, European Reformations, 58.
3 Lindberg, European Reformations, 63.
4 John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian
Religion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964), 3.19.

5 Robin A. Leaver, Luther on Justification (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1975), 11.

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

EFFORT

E

Mr. Dave
Vander Meer

“And whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men.”
— Colossians 3:23

Everyone has some kind of work
to do in life. We each have been
given multiple callings by the Lord.
We have been called to our place of
employment. The Lord has put us
in our family situations as brothers,
sisters, moms, dads, and grandparents.
Students have been called to do their
studies, and teachers have been
called to lead their lessons and to be
Christian examples to their students.
Office bearers have been called to
their special duties in the church. All
of us could think of other ways we are
called by the Lord to fulfill duties.
The verse above is in a section of
scripture that speaks of Christian
living and social relationships. This
verse is tied to the previous verse
which told slaves to listen to their
masters even if their masters were
not watching them. Why? Because
they were to serve the Lord in that
work. While we are not slaves to
other masters, the point is the same:
everything we do is to be done with
our best effort because we serve the
Lord.
Our sinful nature seeks the approval of
men. All we have to do is look around
us for confirmation. Many people
will work harder when a supervisor
is present because they may want
a pay raise, a good evaluation, or
a promotion. They want the eye of
their employer on them at the right
time. Their effort increases at such
times. Students’ efforts may increase
when the teacher is standing next to

them. Some people will clean up their
language when a pastor is around. In
many different ways we put effort into
gaining the approval of others.
One principle we want to instill in our
children is that they should always
do their best. Children may think
that they are working hard in school
to please dad and mom or grandpa
and grandma. We may be pleased as
parents and should be pleased with
their work, but we must point the
children to God. We live ultimately
to please Him. If we miss this
opportunity, we teach our children to
be people-pleasers, not God-pleasers.
The same is true of all our
relationships because relationships
by nature take effort. Raising children
consistently and in the ways of
the Lord takes effort. Marriages
take effort. Friendships take effort.
Family relationships take effort. Our
relationship to the Lord takes effort.
One of the main ingredients in the
effort of relationships is time. If I
want to know what is truly important
to people, I ask them how they spend
their time. People will spend time on
maintaining and developing interests
and on relationships that matter to
them. There is no greater indicator of
the importance of a relationship than
the amount of time put into it by both
parties. Time and effort will show
what relationships you truly love. This
is true of our earthly relationships
as well as our relationship with our
Heavenly Father.

Our Heavenly Father is always
putting effort into us—so much so
that we do not realize it day to day or
moment to moment. He tells us that
He has numbered our hairs (Matt.
10:30). Moses reminder to Joshua was
that the Lord would never leave him
or forsake him (Deut. 31:8). This is
also our promise. The greatest effort
God put into His relationship with
us happened at Calvary. There Jesus
suffered the wrath of God on our
behalf when He cried, “My God, My
God, why have you forsaken me?”
(Matt. 27:46) We know, as well, it is
the Lord’s effort through His Holy
Spirit that moves us to faith.
Being reminded of all the effort that
has been put into us by our Lord,
we need to respond by putting our
best effort into all our callings,
relationships, and challenges. We do
these not unto man as people-pleasers
but unto the Lord.

Mr. Dave Vander Meer
is the administrator of Reformed
Heritage Christian School, a board
member of Reformed Mission
Services, and was formerly the
youth director at Cornerstone
URC.
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The Bond between the Christian and Christ’s
Church (5) Belgic Confession, Article 28

Rev. Daniel
Kok

Part 5

“All men are in duty bound to join and unite themselves with [the true
church] . . . serving to the edification of the brethren, according to the
talents God has given them.”
—Belgic Confession, Article 28

T

The most public office in the early
church was, of course, apostle. The
apostles’ visibility seems to have been
essential, as they, like Jesus before
them, drew crowds in support and
opposition. How could those who
knew of the apostles not be moved
to find out who they were when so
“many wonders and signs were done
through” them (Acts 2:43)?
Many gathered to listen to the
apostles, not just because of their
ability to work miracles by the name
of Jesus; they also had a penchant
for making bold, universal claims of
truth, like Peter’s Pentecost defense
of Christ’s messianic claims or Paul’s
apologetic for the resurrection in Acts
17. Indeed, their work, by Christ’s
command, was primarily that of the
ministry of the word (Acts 6:2–4).
So when we read about the
appointment of seven men who
would “serve tables” (Acts 6:2), the
glory seeker in all of us might think
this: Wouldn’t it be better to preach
the word, save souls, and change the
world than serve the widows and
poor in the church? Yes, the latter was
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a noble or good cause, but the real
action was in what the apostles were
doing.
But the truth of the matter is that
most of us are not and never will be
in the position of the apostles. Even
the greatest and most well-known
preacher is below these “pillars” of
the church in terms of authority and
importance (Gal. 2:9). Yet these men
of honor and distinction, having
followed the teaching of Christ,
would not have thought of themselves
as greater than any other. For Jesus
Himself turned the world on its head
when He told His disciples about
the honor and distinction of being a
servant: “Whoever desires to become
great among you, let him be your
servant. And whoever desires to be
first among you, let him be your slave”
(Matt. 20:26–27).
So though their calling and
responsibilities would place them in
the public eye, even the apostles would
be servants. If this was true of them,
and more importantly as we ended
our last article, also true of Christ
Himself (Matt. 20:28), then how is it
possible that any Christian would be
exempt from this command?

Now it is true that, in a general sense,
people of all backgrounds learn this
principle when they are young. Mom
and Dad told us we had to share with
our family members. And though
we might not have understood the
personal advantage in doing so
(besides avoiding discipline!), we later
learned that it is best for us to let go
of what is ours for the enjoyment and
benefit of others. Life cannot be lived
well when we hoard our belongings,
time, or love. We are constantly
being challenged on a daily basis to
live a life full of mutually dependent
relationships.
However, De Bres is not talking about
a natural calling in article 28 when he
speaks about service. He clearly has
in mind what Christ has taught and
given to us as His church. For our Lord
places service in the context of the
believing community, that is, “among
you.” Undoubtedly our service is for
the Head of the church in the sense of
honor and obedience, but our service
is also to the body of the church in
the sense of love and sharing. We
are to serve to the “edification of the
brethren,” which includes word (Eph.
4:15) and deed (Eph. 4:16).
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All those who would claim to serve
the body must then remember that
since the body as a whole belongs
to Him, so do its members. Indeed,
all expressions of communion,
community,
fellowship,
and
fellowshipping are in Christ or they
are not. For “we, being many, are
one body in Christ” (Rom. 12:5). To
be sure, we can pretend at church
and thus pretend to be a community
of servants, but we can’t pretend to
partake of Christ. Perhaps we can
before men, but not before God.
In reality, then, the gift (whatever it
is) I have is not my own but belongs
both in life and death and in body
and soul to my faithful Savior, Jesus
Christ. So, we must all be reminded
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that He will also call us to answer for
how we did or did not exercise our
gifts to the glory of His name (Matt.
25:14–30). Indeed, a person may have
gifts, but that alone does not indicate
a heart that is known by the Lord
(Matt. 7:21–23) and truly trusting in
God.
This is why Paul beseeches the
Roman Christians, by the mercies of
God, to give themselves up to Him
in this service (Rom. 12:1). The bond
between the Christian and Christ’s
church is not an act but a reality
grounded in the gracious action of
God. The reality is not the Roman
Christians, but God’s mercy to which
we are called and which we receive
in Christ. Thus we speak here of
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being “partakers with Christ in all
His treasures and gifts” (Heidelberg
Catechism, Q. 55).
We see first that we all share in Christ.
The service of the church members to
each other is because they all belong to
Him. Having this understanding and
practicing its practical outworking,
we prevent the abuse of gifts in the
church. Instead of exercising them for
personal gain or even abusing them
to the point of tyranny and lording it
over others, we remember that these
gifts are to be used in connection with
our mutual communion in Christ.
Let us also see that these gifts are
all accessible in Him to all. All in
the church are granted or allowed
to partake, and none are forbidden.
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...if we are believers in Christ, we have the gift of
faith. And faith is the primary gift, and with it comes
all the other graces, as we see from 2 Peter 1:5–7.
Indeed, it is faith in Christ that unites us to Him and
receives all His benefits.

There is to be no special class of
Christian or believer in the church.
There is no high priest but Christ, and
in Him we are all priests. And what do
priests do? They serve in the temple.
So we also serve by those gifts Christ
has given us in the New Testament
temple of God, which is the church
of our Lord, for in this we become, as
Romans 12:1 puts it, “a living sacrifice
. . . which is [our] reasonable service.”
That is why we must not forget that
these gifts are not often extraordinary
or outstanding. Yes, sometimes one
may long for some extraordinary
power or influence in the church—
sometimes just a spot a little closer
to the “throne room” (Matt. 20:21).
Sometimes we may even feel useless
in the church in terms of our ability
to serve.
But if we are believers in Christ, we
have the gift of faith. And faith is the
primary gift, and with it comes all the
other graces, as we see from 2 Peter
1:5–7. Indeed, it is faith in Christ that
unites us to Him and receives all His
benefits (Heidelberg Catechism, Q.
20).
How do we exercise this gift? Paul
speaks of the “measure of faith” (Rom.
12:3). So if you have a strong faith you
must help the weak, and if you have
a weak faith you must let yourself
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be helped by the strong. God can
always use our faith—in confession,
love, and humility—to encourage the
body. You might simply encourage
the discouraged by letting them know
what God has done for you and how
thankful you are for His mercy in
Christ!
If you have knowledge and wisdom,
you must share them with others.
For “all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge” are hidden in Christ
(Col. 2:3), so that all might know and
believe all that Christ wants them to
know and believe. So you can counsel
your brothers and sisters in the church
even as Paul tells Titus that the older
men and women in the church have
been appointed to help the younger
(Titus 2:1–5).
If we have the gift of love—that
is, Christ’s love for us, in us, and
working in us love for Him and for
one another—then we can serve the
body in love. You must show your
interest in others’ best interests: “Be
kindly affectionate to one another
with brotherly love, in honor giving
preference to one another” (Rom.
12:10).
Therefore, we ought never to think
that we have nothing to contribute by
way of service in the church. Please,
brothers and sisters, don’t ever think
that! You are needed and wanted.
Perhaps I can say, on behalf of other

office-bearers in the church, that
we don’t say that often enough or
communicate that very well to our
congregations. But it is true. Why
even the youngest, most helpless, or
weakest member of a church could
serve, even if he or she was physically
incapable of being in the services on
the Lord’s Day. That is, he or she could
pray, serving others by praying for
their needs and that the Lord of the
church would provide the body with
all that it needs to serve Him.
Let us purpose to serve the Lord and
His church not only in our actions but
also in our attitude. Our catechism
speaks of using our gifts “readily”
or without delay (Q. 55). In this we
display the mind of Christ, as we
know that Christ did not delay or
hesitate to die for sinners, even those
who were enemies (Rom. 5:8–10).
And we will also do so “cheerfully”:
not in murmuring, but out of the joy
of the Spirit that Christ has blessed
us with, marveling that we have been
given this opportunity to serve Him
by serving His people.
In other words, there are a multitude
of opportunities to serve in the
church. May the Lord Jesus Himself
help us to do so even as He continues
to strengthen the bond between the
Christian and His church.

Rev. Daniel Kok
is pastor of Grace Reformed
Church (URCNA) in Leduc, AB.

Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 26: Christian Renewal
Romans 12:1–2

T

The opening verses of Romans 12,
beginning with “therefore,” refer not
only to the doxology in chapter 11 but
also to all that Paul has written to this
point: “Therefore, I urge you, brothers,
in view of God’s mercy, to offer your
bodies as living sacrifices, holy
and pleasing to God—this is your
spiritual act of worship. Do not
conform any longer to the pattern of
this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind. Then you will
be able to test and approve what God’s
will is—his good, pleasing and perfect
will.” The gospel of justification by
faith is the gospel of God’s mercy. The
believer in Jesus Christ has been freed
from his guilt, grafted into the family
of God, and empowered by the Holy
Spirit. He has been declared free from
all condemnation and is unable to
be separated from the love that God
showers upon him through Christ
Jesus.
None of this comes to the believer by
his own power, but all by the grace of
God. Therefore, Paul writes, believers
are to live lives that are holy and
pleasing to God. God’s plan for the
salvation of His people is not given
merely as an escape from the horrible
consequences of sin, both temporal
and eternal. God saves the elect to
transform them into a people set
apart to do His will. Paul had earlier
given the example of Abraham, who
was justified by faith (Rom. 4:1–3),

and he quoted from Habakkuk that
“the righteous will live by faith” (Rom.
1:17).
No longer can the believer follow
the pattern of the world that is ruled
by sexual immorality, impurity,
debauchery, idolatry, witchcraft,
hatred, discord, selfish ambition,
dissensions, factions and envy,
drunkenness, orgies, and the like
(Gal. 5:19–21). Rather, he must
find pleasure in pursuing love, joy
peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, and selfcontrol (Gal. 5:22). By God’s grace,
he has been enabled to walk this way
under the leadership and guidance of
the Holy Spirit.

Renewing the Body
All that we do, good or bad, we do
through our bodies. Therefore, Paul
goes on to tell the believer that he is to
offer up his body as a living sacrifice,
holy and pleasing to God. In the Old
Testament, animals free from blemish
were sacrificed to God on the altar.
These sacrifices were to be made for
a variety of reasons. There were sin
offerings, purification offerings, and
thank offerings, to name a few. Paul
suggests that a new, more spiritual
service be rendered: not the giving
up of the dead body of an animal, but
the giving of our own living bodies in
service to God.

Rev. Wybren
Oord

The way the Christian views the living
sacrifice we are to offer is in direct
correlation with his theology. Those
who claim to be offering themselves
up as a sin offering would seek to
please God through their works.
They would remain ever tied to the
law. Christ has made the perfect sin
offering once for all upon the cross.
Others who argue that sacrificial
living makes them pure do not have
an understanding of total depravity
and how “all our righteous acts are
like filthy rags” before God (Isa. 64:6).

The sacrificial living that
Christians are called
to live must come as a
thank offering to God
for the salvation He has
provided through His
Son, Jesus Christ. It must
be a willing, heartfelt
giving of ourselves to
God in loving service
devoted to Him.
This does not necessarily mean
that all believers are to enter into
the mission field, sacrificing their
bodies to cannibals, persecutors,
and tormentors. Certainly, the Lord
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may call some to that end; however,
Paul writes about our entire lives
being transformed. People express
themselves through their bodies.
Our eyes, ears, tongue, hands, feet,
and brains must all yield themselves
to God’s control so that whatever
work the Lord calls us to perform
is presented to Him as a sacrifice of
praise.
Christians are to be a living sacrifice,
holy and pleasing to God. In the Old
Testament, animals were placed on
the altar and rendered lifeless.

Christians are not to be
rendered lifeless but to be
filled with a new life that
seeks to bring glory to
the holy name of God in
all things.
Our lives must be an expression of
the life that the Holy Spirit has placed
inside us—the new regenerated life—
and, therefore, a life that is devoted
to pleasing God. Such a life must be
set apart (holy) from the evil that
is present all around us. Instead of
imitating and remaining in a secular
lifestyle, the born-again believer
must purposefully and without
compromise steadfastly follow Christ.
We must be aware of the antithesis
into which God has placed us.
Being daily sanctified unto the Lord,
we freely surrender ourselves to a
holy life. As God saves and sanctifies
His people He creates worshipers
who have a new identity in Christ.
Each day becomes a spiritual act of
worship as Christians surrender their
bodies over to Christ.
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No matter what life skills
God has given us, from
biologist to truck driver,
those skills are used to
honor God and glorify
His name.
To whatever position God calls us,
our lives must be lived giving praise
to God. We are a chosen race called to
proclaim the excellence of our God.
We live to extol in thanksgiving the
grace He has shown to us in making
us heirs and fellow heirs with His Son.

Renewing the Mind
Every mental picture a person has
of what life should be like has been
formed by his upbringing. His family
life, schooling, and peers all have
influenced him in one way or another.
Everything from the comic books he
grew up with to the television shows,
computer games, and Internet sites
he visits influences how he conducts
himself. Even the most open-minded
individual has certain prejudices and
presuppositions that influence his
thinking. That may be why some of
the most intolerant people around
us today are those who proclaim the
religion of tolerance.
Through Christ, our entire thinking
becomes changed. The meaning and
purpose of life; what is good or bad,
beautiful or ugly; what we accept
and reject; how we spend our time
and money; what we read, watch, or
listen to; how we speak, dress, and
teach our children are all radically
changed for the person who has been
grafted into Christ. This would be the
natural outflow of receiving spiritual
nourishment from Him who is the
Tree of Life as opposed to remaining
linked to the tree that has been
designated for burning.

This ongoing process, called
sanctification, continues for a lifetime
after our rebirth. The Christian’s
rebirth, or conversion, may be a onetime event, but living in the truth of
that conversion is a gradual process of
transforming our wills to the purpose
that God has for our lives. As a person
reads the Word of God, spends time
in prayer, and communes with the
saints, his attitudes and behaviors will
gradually change as well.

More and more the
things of the world will
grow dim, and the things
of God will illumine his
path.
For those who desire to do God’s will,
the law remains the basic reference
point as to how we ought to live.
No longer is it a pointer to sin but
a guide to how we are to determine
what God’s will is for our lives for any
situation we may encounter. From
the law we learn how to properly love
God and love those whom God brings
into our lives.

Conclusion
Paul has spent several chapters
explaining the depth of our sinfulness
and how it has corrupted every aspect
of our lives. He has shown us how
great the mercy of God is in providing
His own Son to deliver undeserving
people out of their sin and misery.
He has pointed to the blessed life
that awaits all who truly trust in Jesus
Christ as their Savior. When we truly
understand the depth of our sin and
the grace that God has shown, our
minds should change. No longer are
we to be influenced by the temptations
of the devil and things of the world—
they no longer have meaning for us.

Rather, our focus is to be upon the
richness of the God who loved us
so much He sent His only Son to
redeem us. This new lifestyle that the
Holy Spirit gives no longer pursues
its own desires but seeks to conform
to the will of God. Too many people
who profess Jesus as their Savior
fail to submit to His Lordship. They
go to church and try to live decent
lives, but as soon as life becomes a
little uncomfortable, they try to work
out their own solution. Rather than
seeking what is good and pleasing to
God, they run to secular counselors
for worldly advice. Divorce courts are
full of Christians who are seeking an
unbiblical divorce; Christians leave
church and rush to super sales that
take place on the Sabbath Day, and
even when they are at church they
have a disrespect for those whom God
has placed in authority over them.

merely ambling along through life. It
is an active quest. Like the Bereans,
we are to examine the Scriptures
(Acts 17:11), but we must also search

our lives and see to it that we conform
ourselves to God’s Word. By the
study of God’s Word, prayer, and the
Christian community, the Christian
can know God’s good, pleasing, and
perfect will.

No longer are we to live according
to the sinful nature but according
to the Spirit (Rom. 8:4). Those who
truly rejoice in their salvation have
changed lives! They seek to know the
will of God. This does not come by

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. What is the motive that Paul appeals to for the lifestyle we are to live?
2. What kind of sacrifices were required in the Old Testament? What kind are required for the believer in the
New Testament?
3. What makes our work or deeds acceptable to God?
4. How do Christians engage in “spiritual worship”?
5. What circumstances have made you (or someone you know) want to conform to the world? Has such
conformity been in conflict with the call to be a living sacrifice?
6. Give examples of how the church may be guilty of conforming to the world.
7. What is meant by the “renewing of the mind”?
8. Is it possible to be a part of this present culture, with all its demands, standards, and customs, and have the
kind of lifestyle required by these two verses? Why?
9. How do we conform ourselves to the will of God?
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Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 27: The Gifted Body
Romans 12:3–8

T

The opening verses of Romans 12 call
us to offer our bodies to be spiritual
sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.
Such a sacrifice is obviously not to
be made in a void but within the
context of the Christian community.
We confess that those who are saved
by the grace of God are to join
themselves to a true church (Belgic
Confession, article 28), and it is
within this community that Christian
life is to mature.

As part of the body of
Christ, the believer can
be encouraged to develop
the gifts God has given
him as he comes to know
the will of God for his
life.
Pride and Humility
One of the things God continually
points out in the Old Testament is
that the nation he had set apart as his
was not called because of its strength
or numbers (Deut. 7:7). God took
Abraham, as good as dead, and made
his descendants into a great nation.
When they first conquered Canaan,
they lived in houses they did not build,
harvested crops they had not planted,
and gathered grapes from vineyards
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they did not plant. Even though the
Israelites were given everything they
had as a gift from God, they became
a proud nation—so proud that they
believed they deserved the favor of
God and his gifts.
All too often those who grow up
in the church develop the same
attitude as the Israelites. They become
comfortable with their surroundings.
They grow accustomed to the worship
style, familiar with the sacraments,
and antagonistic toward fellow
believers. They no longer see Sunday
services as a means to bring praise
and worship to God but a place where
they go to be entertained. Churches
are filled with Christians who take
pride in the millions of dollars spent
on their building, their own activities
in the church, and the accent of their
minister. They know all the proper
terminology and doctrines but remain
convinced that they are saved by being
part of the church rather than by the
grace of God. Even though they are
given everything through grace alone,
they have become proud.
By acting this way, Christians conform
to the world’s view of success. Instead
of rejoicing in one another’s gifts,
they become competitive toward one
another. Ministers compare their
gifts with other ministers (and so do
members who have roast preacher
for dinner). Musicians compare
themselves with one another, making
sure they have the most appearances
at the organ. Churches compare

Rev. Wybren
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everything from growth rate,
converts, and baptisms to budgets,
building projects, and mission trips.
We boast in our accomplishments
rather than acknowledging that every
good and perfect gift comes from
God. By taking pride in our personal
efforts and achievements, we cast
ourselves into the bondage from
which Christ has freed us.
Knowing the tendencies of the old
nature, Paul repeats the advice he gave
to the churches in Corinth (1 Cor.
3:1–7) and Galatia (Gal. 6:3) and tells
the church in Rome that no member
of the church should overestimate
himself. When we are transformed
by the Holy Spirit, we acknowledge
that all that we have received is from
God alone. Pride becomes a foreign
element within the true Christian.
Rather,

there must be a growing
in grace that manifests
itself in turning away
from worldly pride and
focusing upon how great
the love of God is.
The transformation wrought in us by
the Holy Spirit enables us to discern
God’s will for our lives and leads to
proper humility. We must understand
that what we are—God’s elect—

comes not from our own deserving or
accomplishments but is always a gift
of God’s grace. Because

it is always and only a gift
of grace, we should not
even so much as dare to
take credit for any aspect
of our salvation. Always
we are to give praise to
the Giver of the gift.
Each time we enter into the sanctuary
for worship, we should realize that
only because the veil was rent in two
through Christ’s sacrifice may we
come into the Holy of Holies and be in
the presence of God. As we partake of
the sacraments, we should be moved
to tears that as real as the elements are
before us, so real and sure we can be
that our sins have been removed from
us by the precious blood of our Savior.

The Body of Christ
The New Testament does not view
Christians as loners who worship
God while they go fishing on the
lake rather than gathering together
in church. While it is becoming more
popular today, the idea that a person
can belong to Jesus Christ without
being a member of the church runs
completely contrary to the New
Testament. We are not separate
individuals who come together to
form the body of Christ on the Lord’s
Day and then return to our little part
of the world afterward. Every believer
is part of a greater unit in which all
the elect are part of one body—the
body of Christ.
In one respect we are a large group
of individuals, but in another respect
we are one. Just as the body has a
variety of members yet remains one

unit, so also the church. Believers are
one body—one living, organic, whole
entity. We do not come together by
means of any external organization,
but we are in union in Christ. We are
one because we are all one with him.
Being grafted into Christ, we derive
our life from him. No one can exist in
the church outside of Christ, the head
of his church.
Such a union is not merely external,
based upon our profession or likemindedness, nor is it based upon
sentimental values or opinions.
Rather, it is a vital union that arises
from the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.
Because of this, the union of believers
is far more intimate than that of any
other group of people or organization.
There are no flow charts or diagrams;
rather, the church is a body.

Each believer must
know that he is only
one member of Christ’s
body among many. As a
member of Christ’s body,
we must recognize our
own place and calling.
We are not to use the
gifts and talents that God
has given us for our own
self-gratification or for
the praise of men. They
are to be used to bring
honor and glory to God
and for the building up
and well-being of the
church.
Not only are we to use our gifts for
the glory of God, but we must also
encourage others to use their diverse
talents to bring praise to the One who
has delivered us out of our bondage

to sin. While our gifts may differ
according to the grace given us, each
member and each gift is given by God
and is intended by God for his use in
his church.
Rather than becoming self-impressed,
we are to use our talents with diligence,
consecration, and love for God and
fellow believers. Never are we to
overestimate our own place in the
church, nor should we underestimate
that of our fellow members.

All members are called
to their own tasks, and
we are to gratefully and
humbly accept their
service even as they
benefit from ours.
Since none of the gifts we receive are
inherent within us but come to us by
God’s grace, we are pledged to use
them for the welfare and salvation of
others. Some are called to prophesy,
bringing God’s glorious message of
salvation to his people. Some are
called to serve in a practical manner
by supplying the needs of God’s
people. Some are called to teach and
bring instruction to members of the
body, both young and old, so that
they have a better understanding of
God and his Word. Some are called to
encourage, as they apply that teaching
and lead others to use their gifts more
fully. Some are called to contribute to
the needs of others, as God has blessed
them with good business sense and
prosperity. Some lead by using the
administrative talents God has given
them to chair church committees
and organize ministries of the church
such as daily vacation Bible school,
jail ministries, and the like. Some are
called to show mercy as they visit the
sick, shut-in, the elderly, and widows.

Sept/October 2013 | 17

Paul’s list is not meant to exhaust the
opportunities available for service
in the church. Everyone whom God
has called to himself has received
heavenly gifts from God. Some may
have many, others only a few—but
all members have a calling to humbly
use that which God has given. No one
within the church is called to be idle.
Each member should humbly work
to discern how best to use his gifts
in the church, concentrating on how

to develop those gifts to God’s glory
rather than envying or mimicking
others. The consecration and
transformation that Paul writes about
are anything but theoretical. They are
practical aspects of the Holy Spirit’s
work in our lives. As the Holy Spirit
increases our ability to perform in a
variety of ways, we are to build up and
strengthen the church, which is the
body of Christ. We are what God has
been pleased to give us for his work in
the world as we witness to others and,

in the church, as we grow in grace—
ever seeking to do his good, pleasing,
and perfect will for us.

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

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. What will happen to our lives when we are truly transformed to Christ?
2. How does pride differ from self-respect and the love for self that God requires of us?
3. How do we keep from becoming proud?
4. How do we maintain humility?
5. Can we be transformed to Christ without belonging to His body?
6. In what way is being a living sacrifice to God really being a sacrifice to others?
7. What does the comparison of the church to the human body tell us about the nature of the church?
8. How are the gifts given to us best expressed in your church? How can they be improved?
9. How would you deal with a person who claims to have no gifts?
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Rev. Michael
J. Schout

The Next Generation

This article, and the
new column that shares
its title, was birthed in
the form of a challenge.
The challenger, Gary Veldink,
encouraged the challenged (pastors
like me) to take up an important
task: write something for the youth.
“Easy for him to say,” I thought, as I
sat there with a group of workshop
speakers at this summer’s RYS
convention in St. Paul, Minnesota.
Who has time to add another
responsibility to an ever-growing list
of things to do?
But it was the challenge I needed.
One thing I’m slowly learning in the
Christian life is that, well, life isn’t
about me, and here’s the bad news:
it’s not about you either! Actually,
that’s good news. This is a lesson
we are all slow to learn—and it’s a
lesson even easier forgotten—but
only a life of service to Christ and
others is worth living.
My purpose in this column is to write
about issues and topics that you
wonder about and questions that
you have but might be scared to ask.
Why do we have an evening service?
Is it a biblical requirement? Why are
there so many rules? Is Reformed
worship the best worship? What can
and can’t I do on the Lord’s Day?
This column will look at topics you’re
concerned about. Does God care
about Facebook? How do I discover
God’s will for my life? How do I
overcome sexual addiction? What
about cutting? And what about
dating (or is it courtship)? What does
the Bible say about that?

Those familiar with the RYS
convention will know that the
workshops are arranged topically
and cover a myriad of different
issues. I suppose you could say this
column will seek to do the same.
Many times I will be writing the
article. Sometimes other pastors will
be chiming in. Together, we hope
that you will benefit from a column
directed at you. I think I can speak for
all your pastors when I say that we
want you to know what you believe
and why you believe it. (Thanks,
White Horse Inn!)
Forgive me for sounding cliché, but,
believe it or not, you really are the
next generation. It would be both
selfish and dangerous if we, your
older brothers (and sisters), did
not take the time to thoughtfully
engage you truthfully, honestly, and
practically.
Not long from now, you will be our
pastors and fathers, our elders and
deacons, our mothers and teachers.
And we are unwilling to assume that
you’ll just know what to believe,

what to fight for (and not fight for),
and how to take the torch into the
future.
We are not immune to the heartache
of Judges 2:10: “When all that
generation had been gathered to
their fathers, another generation
arose after them who did not know
the Lord nor the work which He
had done for Israel.” How does
a situation like this happen? By
assuming the gospel. By assuming
that just because you’re there
in church, there at youth group,
and there at convention, you’re
automatically there with God. The
goal of this column, therefore, is
to stop assuming and continue
pursuing.
Continue
listening.
Continue teaching.
If you are a parent, youth leader,
pastor, or teacher, I encourage you to
make use of this and future articles
and engage your kids. Ask what they
think. Answer their questions. Get
their feedback. Study their hearts.
Point them to Jesus. Love them with
the truth.
And finally, because we want this
to be for and about the youth, I
challenge you, young people, to
e-mail me your feedback and even
your ideas for future articles. What
are your questions? Your concerns?
Your ideas?
May the God of all grace bless
this column, that we might see a
generation who loves the Word even
more than we do and knows both
what they believe and why, and from
the Scriptures, they believe it.
(Continued on page 20)
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(Continued from page 19)

One generation shall praise Your works to another,
And shall declare Your mighty acts.

Putting Our
Purses Down
to Fight
Mrs. Kathy Arrick

I will meditate on the glorious splendor of Your majesty,
And on Your wondrous works.
Men shall speak of the might of Your awesome acts,
And I will declare Your greatness.
They shall utter the memory of Your great goodness,
And shall sing of Your righteousness.
The Lord is gracious and full of compassion,
Slow to anger and great in mercy.
The Lord is good to all,
And His tender mercies are over all His works.
All Your works shall praise You, O Lord,
And Your saints shall bless You.
They shall speak of the glory of Your kingdom,
And talk of Your power,
To make known to the sons of men His mighty acts,
And the glorious majesty of His kingdom.
Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom,
And Your dominion endures throughout all generations
~Psalm 145:4–13

Rev. Michael J. Schout
is the husband of one (Naomi, who gets the credit for the
title of this column), the father of three, and the pastor of
Grace United Reformed Church in Alto, Michigan. He can be
contacted at mikeschout@gmail.com
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s school begins, you may think
that you need a trendy outfit—
one that will make a statement to all
your friends that you have undergone
some great metamorphosis during
the summer. Or maybe some
great shoes, a cute purse, or
even sunglasses. God calls us, as
daughters of the King, to forget about
that new purse and focus on Him to
fight the good fight of faith.

The next generation is you! You must
hear the call of Christ to be a soldier
for Him. What does this involve? For
the next several issues, we will be
looking at our role as women in this
fight. We will be applying The Christian
in Complete Armor by William Gurnall
as we consider our task. I would
suggest you find the book and follow
along, making notes to pass down to
future generations. You may find it in
your church or school library, or you
can buy it from online bookstores
like Amazon, Reformation Heritage
Books, or Westminster Bookstore.
Also, you can read it online at no cost
here: http://www.ccel.org/g/gurnall/
armour/home.htm.

Gurnall first addresses what exactly
it means to be strong in the Lord,
which is a foreign concept for some
Christians, and perhaps even among
some young ladies today. The text he
bases his writings on is Ephesians
6:10: “Finally, my brethren, be strong
in the Lord and in the power of His
might.”
Where should we begin? With prayer.
Well, that’s easy! But is it? What is
involved in our prayers? Gurnall tells
us that

“the Christian in prayer
• comes up close to
God with a humble
boldness of faith
• takes hold of Him
• wrestles with Him
• will not let Him go
without a blessing
And all this in the face of
his own sins and divine
justice.”
The first thing we must do in prayer, at
least every day—and every moment
of every day—is “pray without
ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17) and mortify,
or kill, our sin (Rom. 8:13; Col. 3:5).
Gurnall adapts a great image of this
from Genesis 22:2, where Abraham
offers up his son, Isaac, as God has
commanded him to. To paraphrase,
Gurnall says,
Take your lust (you know what it
is this moment, and it must be
reexamined often), which is the
child of your dearest love, . . . the sin
which has caused you the most joy
and laughter, [the sin that] promises
you the greatest pleasure . . . , and
if you ever desire to look on My face

with comfort, lay hands on it, offer
it up, pour out the blood of it before
Me; run the sacrificing knife of
mortification through the very heart
of it.
Gurnall is asking much of his
readers—to sacrifice the sin that
has brought them the most pleasure
if they desire a relationship with
God—and it would be easier for us if
he stopped there. But Gurnall does
not stop. He adds to this an even
more difficult task: “And this freely,
joyfully, for it is no pleasing sacrifice
that is offered with a countenance
cast down, and do all this now,
before you embrace this sin one
more time!”
So what sin is it that you need to
fight today? What is your dearest
love? Make your King your dearest
love, as He is the one who planned
your deliverance from that wretched
Satan. He is the one who humbled
Himself to be that perfect sacrifice for
you. He is the one who provides your
every breath, your every comfort. He
is the one who continually makes
intercession for you. He is the one
who fights with you! What? Can your
dearest love compare to your King?
What sin is it that gives you pleasure?
Can this pleasure even begin to
compare to the eternal pleasure
found in your Lord and Savior (Isa.
40:18)?
Gurnall returns to the theme of
comfort. How can we look on the
Father’s face with comfort, knowing

that we are harboring and enjoying
sin in our lives, which seems to give
us more comfort than He does?
The first question and answer of the
Heidelberg Catechism, which you
have probably studied by now, has
this to say about where we should
find our comfort:
Question 1. What is thy only comfort
in life and death?
Answer: That I with body and soul,
both in life and death, am not my
own, but belong unto my faithful
Savior Jesus Christ; who, with his
precious blood, has fully satisfied
for all my sins, and delivered me
from all the power of the devil; and
so preserves me that without the will
of my heavenly Father, not a hair can
fall from my head; yea, that all things
must be subservient to my salvation,
and therefore, by his Holy Spirit,
He also assures me of eternal life,
and makes me sincerely willing and
ready, henceforth, to live unto him.
Gurnall tells us how to put the one,
true King back on the throne once
we have recognized our sin: kill the
rival king! This may be a one-time
action for us, or it may be a continual
struggle. How do we kill the sin? We
will discuss this in the next article.
God’s call to us is to be soldiers of
the cross, a mission that is possible
only by the help of the Holy Spirit.
Pray that the Lord would effectively
work in your heart by His Spirit this
year. Lay down your purses, take
up the armor of the Lord, and begin
being strong in the Lord and in the
power of His might.

Kathy Arrick
is a wife, mother of six children,
and grandmother of fourteen
children. She lives with her
husband, Stephen Arrick, in
Lancaster, Pennsylvania, where
he is pastor of Zeltenreich
Reformed Church (URCNA)
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RYS Convention 2013
Miss Anne Karsten
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Rev. Greg Lubbers

Rip Pratt

“Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man”
(Eccles. 12:13). Although there are a myriad of aspects of living a God-glorifying
life, our summarized “marching orders” can actually be stated pretty simply. The
theme of this year’s RYS International Convention was “Mission Possible,” and
attendees were certainly encouraged with the truth of a possible and blessed
mission from our Lord.
Held on July 22–26 at Northwestern University in St. Paul, Minnesota, RYS’s 2013
convention was attended by more than eight hundred young people, speakers,
chaperones, and staff. The gathering is a highlight of the year for the groups that
attend, and another meaningful and exhilarating week was enjoyed by all.
Rev. Greg Lubbers of Byron Center, Michigan, and Rev. Bill Boekestein of
Carbondale, Pennsylvania, were the two keynote speakers for the week. Five
main sessions were held, and the main speakers examined concepts stemming
from the theme verses: “Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No
soldier gets entangled in civilian pursuits, since his aim is to please the one who
enlisted him“ (2 Tim. 2:3–4).
Topical sessions, or workshops, were also held throughout the week with smaller
groups of students. Eleven speakers led a variety of talks on wide-ranging topics
such as patience, maturity, depression, idolatry, and witnessing. It was amazing
to see how these excellent, spiritually nourishing workshops tied back to the
week’s theme: fighting the good fight.
SON-rise (morning devotions with a mix of young ladies or young men from
various churches) and SON-set (evening devotions with attendees’ home youth
group) times were held every day. These are wonderful times for reenforcement of
the day’s messages through discussion.
Also woven in to the week was plenty of free time to enjoy a variety of activities
around the beautiful and sizable campus. There was plenty to occupy everyone
with pickup games of soccer, basketball, and volleyball tournaments; Bible
Jeopardy; Ultimate Frisbee; lawn games; or just hanging out and talking with new
and old friends. Conventioneers also were treated to an amazing talent show on
Thursday night.
The day away this year featured a visit to the large Valleyfair Amusement Park,
which was about forty minutes from campus. The park’s roller coasters, carnival
style rides, and water park provided a lot of fun for the group, and we kept very
busy trying as many attractions as possible.
All good things must come to an end, and Friday, signaling the end of RYS, came
all too quickly for the conventioneers. The acute feeling of warm fellowship with
a large group of like-minded believers is awesome, but even more, the spiritual
recharge and growth found at the RYS convention is tremendous. God’s gracious
blessing of the RYS convention this year was again very evident. Attendees
departed motivated to fulfill our Christian mission with God’s help. “The battle is
the Lord’s” (1 Sam. 17:47), and RYS 2013 thoroughly encouraged the young people
of the church to joyfully take their place in the ranks.

Anne Karsten is a member of the Young People’s Society at the
Grace Reformed Church in Waupun, Wisconsin

Fasting in an Age of Fast Food

The Bible is a big book,
addressing many truths, so
from time to time we read
in it teachings that we may
have forgotten. One such teaching
is fasting. It is a biblical topic, yet
many pastors never preach on it. It is
a practice that many Christians have
never practiced. Abraham Kuyper
once lamented: “Today there are still
some found among the godly who

fast. But very few. The practice has
gradually died out. We no longer
have congregational fasting. We have
become estranged from fasting, and
we do not count it among the means of
edification” (The Practice of Godliness,
97). Many neglect this teaching and
know little about it, and there are
some who shun it as somehow leading
to legalism, rationalizing that it is an
“Old Testament” doctrine. However,
this is not only a biblical teaching and
practice, but one that is also relevant
in our time.

What Is Fasting?
Simply, fasting is the opposite
of feasting. Fasting is a religious
abstaining from food for a set period
of time in order to humble body and
soul before God as a help in drawing
near to him in prayer. The ancient

Rev. Daniel R.
Hyde

Christian theologian Tertullian said
that when we fast we “assail heaven .
. . and touch God’s heart” (Apology,
40.15). As sixteenth-century English
theologian William Ames put it,
“Fasting is most religious when the
whole mind is so attentive to seeking
God that it is called away from the
thought and care of the things of
this present life” (The Marrow of
Theology, 265). So important was
fasting to our spiritual forefathers
that it is described as one of the duties
of worship required by the second
commandment (Westminster Larger
Catechism, Q. 108).

Examples of Fasting
The Scriptures abound with examples
of fasting throughout the history of
God’s people. God’s law required all
his people to engage in a public fast
once a year on the Day of Atonement,
describing it as “afflict[ing] yourselves”
(Lev. 16:29, 31). Joshua and the elders
of Israel fasted after the defeat at Ai
(Josh. 7:6). When there was a civil war
in Israel in the days of the judges, the

people of God fasted (Judg. 20:26).
All throughout the days of Samuel
the prophet, Saul, David, and the
kings, we read of public and private
fasting (1 Sam. 7:6; 31:13; 2 Sam. 1:12;
12:16, 21–22; 1 Kings 21:27; 1 Chron.
10:12). When the people of God
prepared to return to the Promised
Land from their exile in Babylon,
we read that Ezra “proclaimed a fast
. . . that we might humble ourselves
before our God, to seek from him a
safe journey” (Ezra 8:21). After they
returned, we read that “the people
of Israel were assembled with fasting
and in sackcloth, and with earth
on their heads . . . and confessed
their sins” (Neh. 9:1–2). The Psalms
and Prophets abound with fasting
(Isa. 58:1–12; cf. Pss. 35:13; 69:10;
109:24; Jer. 36:6; Dan. 6:18; 9:3; Joel
1:14; 2:12; Zech. 7:5). For example,
Daniel fasted from meat and wine
for three weeks (Dan. 10:2–3). Even
the Gentile Ninevites fasted (Jonah
3:5). At the time of the dedication of
our Lord at the temple, we read that
Anna the prophetess had been fasting
in preparation for his coming (Luke
2:37). Our Lord (Matt. 4:2) and his
apostles also fasted (Acts 14:23; 2 Cor.
6:5; 11:27).

Did Jesus Address Fasting?

This

is no mere Old Testament
practice. Our Lord Jesus engaged in
several conversations about fasting.
On one occasion, the Pharisees
tried to trap him as always, while
on another, John’s disciples sought
clarification from him because they
and the disciples of the Pharisees
fasted often and prayed, while, they
noted, Jesus’ disciples did not fast
(Matt. 9:14). In Luke’s gospel they said
that Jesus and his disciples did exactly
the opposite of fasting: “but yours eat
and drink” (Luke 5:33). While John’s
disciples and the Pharisees fasted,
Jesus’ disciples feasted. To them this
was such a scandal because fasting was
an act of piety and humility that was a
part of the life of the Lord’s people for
well over a thousand years, but now,

A time was coming when Jesus would leave, and
fasting would once again be appropriate as a means
of expressing our longing to see him in the fullness
of his kingdom.

all of a sudden, this teacher, Jesus,
arrived on the scene, and his disciples
did not fast. Didn’t they want to be
pious? Why did Jesus’ disciples not
participate in this spiritual exercise?
To answer, he gave three illustrations
about fasting. First, he used the
illustration of a wedding: “Can the
wedding guests mourn as long as
the bridegroom is with them? The
days will come when the bridegroom
is taken away from them, and then
they will fast” (Matt. 9:15). When
you are at a wedding and then at
the reception in the presence of the
groom, what is the atmosphere like?
It is joyful—you do not fast at a
reception celebration, you feast! So
when the groom is present, you feast;
when the groom is absent, you fast.
Jesus is the groom and his people
are the guests (and the bride—the
metaphors are many). This imagery
of a joyous wedding comes straight
from the Prophets. As Isaiah said,
“As the bridegroom rejoices over the
bride, so shall your God rejoice over
you” (Isa. 62:5; cf. Isa. 54:5–6). While
Jesus was with his guests, they feasted
in joy at the coming of the kingdom.
Therefore, Jesus’ disciples were not
being impious but were celebrating
the coming of their king, their groom.
So Christians are not to fast? No, that
is not what Jesus is saying. Jesus goes
on to say: “The days will come when
the bridegroom is taken away from
them, and they will fast in those days”
(Luke 5:35, emphasis added; cf. Matt.
9:15). That is the key phrase. A time
was coming when Jesus would leave,
and fasting would once again be
appropriate as a means of expressing
our longing to see him in the fullness
of his kingdom.

Second, Jesus used the illustration of
a garment: “No one puts a piece of
unshrunk cloth on an old garment,
for the patch tears away from the
garment, and a worse tear is made”
(Matt. 9:16). What Jesus is saying is
that he has brought something new,
like “unshrunk cloth.” What he has
brought cannot simply be patched
onto the old covenant that existed
between the Lord and his people.
Jesus has come to fulfill everything
before him and to inaugurate a
new covenant. In the terms of the
illustration, he did not come to
patch the worn-out clothes of the old
covenant, but he came to clothe his
people in new, satisfying clothes.
Third, Jesus used the illustration of
wine: “Neither is new wine put into
old wineskins. If it is, the skins burst
and the wine is spilled and the skins
are destroyed. But new wine is put
into fresh wineskins, and so both are
preserved” (Matt. 9:17). Again, Jesus
did not come to put the new covenant
into the old covenant. In the Prophets,
the image of wine depicts the joy of
the new covenant: “And in that day
the mountains shall drip sweet wine”
(Joel 3:18); “The mountains shall drip
sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow
with it” (Amos 9:13). If the new wine
of the new covenant were put into the
old wineskins of the old, the only thing
that would happen would be bursting
the skins and losing the wine. But
Jesus came to put the new wine of the
new covenant into the new wineskins
of his redeemed people. In this way,
as Jesus says, “both are preserved”
(Matt. 9:17).
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How Should We Fast?
How should we fast as new covenant
Christians, then? Let me offer four
practical directions from the Word of
God.

We Fast Freely
We learn from all the examples of
fasting in the Old and New Testaments
that fasting is prescribed by God in his
Word, yet we are to do so freely. Note
well Jesus’ words that assume fasting
is a free Christian exercise: “then they
will fast” (Matt. 9:15; Luke 5:35). In
contrast to the Pharisees, who fasted
to be seen, hoping to earn favor with
God, twice in Matthew 6 Jesus says
“when you fast” (Matt. 6:16, 18).
What does this mean? It means
that you are free to fast. There is no
prescribed time of the year in which
you must fast. There is no prescribed
length of time for which you must
fast. There is no prescribed diet or
lack thereof in fasting. There is no
particular method required of you.
In all these you are free. John Calvin
said of congregational fasting in the
context of Rome’s required fasts: “The
time, the manner, and the form are
not prescribed by God’s Word, but
left to the judgment of the church”
(Institutes, 4.12.14).

We Fast Humbly
We also fast humbly. There is a
contrast between the disciples of John,
who boasted that they fasted “often”
(Luke 5:33), and Jesus’ matter-of-fact,
under-the-radar comment: “They will
fast in those days” (Luke 5:35).
There is a great contrast between the
Pharisees, who flouted their fasting
by walking around with looks of
hunger, pain, and anguish on their
faces so that people would know they
were fasting (Matt. 6:16), and Jesus’
disciples. Isaiah spoke of the Pharisees
when he said, “Behold, in the day of
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your fast you seek your own pleasure”
(Isa. 58:3). Joel rebuked Israel for the
same thing: “‘Yet even now,’ declares
the Lord, ‘return to me with all your
heart, with fasting, with weeping, and
with mourning; and rend your hearts
and not your garments’” (Joel 2:12–13,
emphasis added). Jesus rebuked the
Pharisees for this, saying, “They have
received their reward” (Matt. 6:16).
Instead, it is far better to be seen and
rewarded by God: “But when you fast,
anoint your head and wash your face,
that your fasting may not be seen by
others but by your Father who is in
secret. And your Father who sees in
secret will reward you” (Matt. 6:17–
18). Jesus is saying that outwardly we
are to look and act normal and that
inwardly we are to be in humility
before God, seeking his face in prayer.
Your reward is that God will see you
and grant you the desires of your
heart.

We Fast Seriously
Third, we fast seriously. This is not
medical fasting or fasting to lose
weight. This is serious business with
God. The things that led to fasts in
the Old and New Testaments were
wars, plagues, ordinations of leaders,
repentance from sin, and other such
serious matters in the life of God’s
people. We fast seriously individually
as well as corporately. Calvin said,
“Pastors, according to the need of the
times, should exhort the people either
to fasting or to solemn supplications,
or to other acts of humility,
repentance, and faith.” He went on:
“Whenever men are to pray to God
concerning any great matter, it would
be expedient to appoint fasting along
with prayer” (Institutes, 4.12.16).
For example, in Acts 13:1–3 we read
of the ordaining and sending of Paul
and Barnabas to the mission field:
“While they were worshiping the
Lord and fasting . . . then after fasting
and praying, they laid their hands
on them and sent them off ” (Acts

13:2–3). We read again in Acts 14:23
that when elders were elected in the
churches, there was fasting and prayer.
The apostles and our forefathers
would be shocked at how flippantly
and perfunctory our procedure is for
nominating, electing, and ordaining
ministers, missionaries, elders, and
deacons. During the Reformation
in the Netherlands, before elections
were held for officers in the church,
there would be a whole day of fasting
and prayer for God’s will to be done
(Pettegree, Duke, and Lewis, editors,
Calvinism in Europe 1540–1610, 163).
It is important to qualify this by
saying that while our fasting is
serious, we do not fast with all the
outward rites and expressions of the
old covenant—tearing our garments
(Joel 2:13), putting on sackcloth
(Neh. 9:1), or covering our head with
ashes (Dan. 9:3). Nor do we fast in a
legal spirit, as if it somehow earns us
favor with God. The Puritan Matthew
Barker said, “All our duties, even our
fasting and humiliations, ought to be
performed evangelically,” that is, in a
gospel-centered way, with faith, hope,
and love in Christ (Puritan Sermons,
2:157–58).

We Fast Prayerfully
Finally, we fast prayerfully. Our
forefathers labored to say that it is not
fasting that brings us before the face
of God but the prayer that arises out
of it. This is why men like Archbishop
James Ussher called fasting merely
a help and assistance to prayer (A
Body of Divinity, 346). The Dutch
preacher and theologian Wilhelmus à
Brakel said, “Fasting, in and of itself,
is not a religious practice. It is only so
when it is a seeking after God by way
of fasting. . . . Fasting serves but one
purpose: to facilitate the humbling of
the soul; it has no significance beyond
that” (The Christian’s Reasonable
Service, 4:5–6). Finally, this is why
William Ames carefully distinguished

between worship and things that
promote and prepare us for worship
(Conscience, 4.21.5–8). Prayer is at
the heart of worship, while fasting
is that which “helps us make free,
ardent, and more continued prayers”
(The Marrow of Theology, 265). The
importance of pointing this out is to
keep us from superstitious fasting or
from thinking our fasting earns us
anything with God. Fasting is only a
means to prayer.

Conclusion
We need to revive the biblical practice
of fasting. As à Brakel said, “It is sad—
sign of great decay in the church—
that so little work is made of fasting,
both in public as well as secretly.
Therefore all who wish to lead a life of
tender godliness and desire to see the
good of Zion ought to stir themselves
up to exercise this duty. . . . Do not
allow this practice to die out” (The
Christian’s Reasonable Service, 4:9).
As we revive this practice, let us
come before the Lord in a spirit
of dependency upon his presence,
praying with confession of our sins,
begging him for his blessing upon our
lives and the lives of our churches,
and the giving of spiritual life to our
world. I pray that as disciples of Jesus,
we will join our hearts together in
prayer and fasting, longing for the
return of our groom, individually
as well as corporately, when we are
called together for this purpose.

Rev. Daniel R. Hyde
is the pastor of Oceanside
United Reformed Church in
Carlsbad/Oceanside, CA. He
has authored several books,
among them Jesus Loves
the Little Children: Why We
Baptize Children and In Living
Color: Images of Christ and
the Means of Grace.

URCNA Classis
Southwest Report
Mr. Mark Vander Pol

The agendas for the previous three meetings of Classis Southwest U.S.
were light by almost any standard, in fact, some Consistory meetings
last longer than amount of time the Classis spent conducting its
business in these meetings. All of that changed with the meeting
held at Christ Reformed Church in Anaheim, CA on September
17-18, 2013. The agenda included four overtures, four church visit
reports, committee reports, four fraternal addresses, two seminary
representative addresses, three requests for advice, a Colloquium
Doctum, and a candidacy exam all spread over a planned two full days.
After the chairman pro tem announced that Classis was constituted
something happened that was a first for Classis Southwest, and
maybe a first in the federation: three elders were seated up front as
the officers of Classis. Two elder delegates from Phoenix URC and
Christ URC (Santee, CA) were seated as chairman and vice-chairman
respectively. Both of these men joined the clerk, also an elder from
Christ URC, up front.
Classis proceeded quickly through the agenda listening to reports and
approving the four overtures all of which concerned revising our Rules
of Procedure. Two of the overtures updated references to appropriate
Church Order articles and appendices, one overture gave the Convening
Consistory the ability to postpone a meeting if the proposed agenda
doesn’t warrant the time and expense to meet, and the fourth
overture concerned the expiration of terms given differences in the
months that Classis meets.
The delegates were then addressed by Mr. Henry Doorn of
Westminster Seminary California and Rev. Dr. Cornel Venema of Mid
America Reformed Seminary. Classis was very pleased to have Dr.
Venema take the time to travel to Southern California and we enjoyed
fellowshipping with him throughout the remainder of the day.
After lunch on Tuesday Classis conducted a colloquium doctum of Rev.
Dale Piers and joyfully announced that he sustained the examination
and is eligible to be called by the Consistory of Calvary URC in
Loveland, CO to serve as a chaplain in that area. It has been a long,
tough road for Rev. Piers and the delegates rejoiced in his faithfulness
and the Lord’s sustaining him.
The afternoon session continued with addresses from fraternal
observers, reports from churches, final committee reports, and before
dinner the delegates discussed two matters of advice requested by
Consistories according to Church Order Article 55. Initially the
(Continued on page 28)
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Bavinck the Dogmatician:
The Nature and Punishment
of Sin (3)
Dr. Cornelis P. Venema

(Continued from page 27)

delegates were prepared to meet
for an evening session after dinner,
but thankfully we reached a point
where the chairman did not think
that necessary and after a great
meal served by members of Christ
Reformed Church many of the
delegates retired to the home of
a Christ Reformed deacon who
graciously served us his awardwinning home-brewed beer under
the name of Parsonage Brewing, Co.
The morning session began
bright and early on Wednesday,
September 18 at 8:00 AM with
the Candidacy examination of Mr.
Jordan Huff of Christ URC (Santee,
CA). The examination took up
the rest of the morning along
with a brief executive session to
finish up the advice requested of
Classis. After lunch the Candidacy
examination concluded and the
delegates unanimously agreed
that Mr. Huff sustained his
examination. A few more reports
from the churches of Classis
Southwest closed the meeting in
the afternoon.
The next meeting of classis is to
be convened by the High Desert
URC of Apple Valley, CA on March
11, 2014.
Respectfully submitted,
Mark Vander Pol

Clerk, Classis Southwest U.S.
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erman Bavinck’s treatment of the doctrine of sin in the third
volume of his Reformed Dogmatics consists of four parts: (1)
the origin of sin; (2) the spread of sin; (3) the nature of sin; and (4)
the punishment of sin. In my previous articles, we considered the
origin, spread, and nature of sin. In this article, we will consider the
punishment of sin. These four main features of the biblical doctrine
of sin form the backdrop to Bavinck’s exposition of the biblical
doctrine of salvation through the person and work of Christ, the
mediator of the covenant of grace.
Identifying the main consequences of the fall into sin through
Adam and the sinfulness of the human race in him serves as
preparation for a treatment of the doctrine of redemption in Christ.
Christ’s work as mediator redresses all of the adverse consequences
of sin, and it is, in this respect, a multifaceted and unfathomably
deep, extensive work. The triumph of God’s grace in Christ leaves
none of the features of the punishment of sin unconquered. For
this reason, giving careful attention to the specific ways in which
sin is punished within the sovereign and gracious purposes of
God not only prepares the way for a treatment of Christ’s work of
redemption but also anticipates his gracious work. The darkness
of sin, especially in the way God’s punishment of sin comes to
expression in history, stands in stark contrast to the light of God’s
glorious grace that shines in the face of Jesus Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 4:6).
For believers, all these punishments of sin are vanquished in and
through Christ.
Mercy and Justice
Bavinck begins his treatment of the punishment of sin with a brief reflection
on the relation between God’s mercy and justice. When God deals with the
creature, whether in the pre-fall or post-fall state, he always acts in accordance
with his own essential nature. All of God’s attributes are identical with God
himself, and therefore God acts in conformity with his nature whenever he
deals with the creature’s transgression of his holy law and will.
It is not surprising, therefore, that the biblical record of Adam’s fall—and
the fall of his entire posterity by virtue of his appointment as covenant head
of the human race—recounts a story in which God’s justice is tempered
by mercy. Even though God had threatened Adam with death upon his

transgression of the commandment
of life, he did not immediately
execute the sanction of the covenant
of works when Adam sinned. Rather
than immediately punishing Adam
with death in its totality and fullness,
which Adam’s sin justly deserved,
God graciously “moderated and
delayed this punishment” (RD 3:160).
Adam and Eve were permitted to
live many years, and Eve became the
mother of all living. A human race
sprang forth from them that was
sustained and nourished upon the
earth; in this way grace “went into
effect immediately after the fall” and
was given a “presiding role in history,
not at the expense of, but in union
with, the justice of God” (RD 3:160).
This moderation of God’s justice in
the course of the subsequent history
of his dealings with the fallen human
race could not have been, in the nature
of the case, revealed to Adam before
the fall. While the moderation of
God’s justice in dealing with the fallen
human race reflects his undeserved
grace and mercy, it does not mean
that human disobedience and sin will
escape the consequences of his justice.
For God to be true to his own nature,
he must repay human disobedience in
a manner that accords with his own
justice and holiness.
The ultimate purpose of the
punishment of sin is “to redress
the justice of God that has been
violated by sin” (RD 3:160). In the
history of God’s dealings with Israel,
the so-called lex talionis, or law of
retribution (“an eye for an eye, a
tooth for a tooth”), was administered
as an expression of God’s justice,
even as it was in use also among the
surrounding nations. The law of
retribution in its proper meaning and
application was ultimately rooted in
God’s own justice, which requires that
sin and disobedience be punished in
a manner commensurate with the
severity of the misdeed. When the
Lord Jesus Christ comments on this
law of retribution (cf. Matt. 5:38–42),

he does not repudiate it but offers a
true interpretation of its meaning in
opposition to the false interpretation
that prevailed among the Jewish
schools. The law of retribution may not
be enlisted as “a tool of self-interest,
personal vengeance, and hatred” at
the expense of the obligations of love
and patience toward a neighbor (RD
3:162). Rather, this law underscores
the principle of equity that follows
from God’s own justice: when an
offender disobeys the holy law of
God, he or she must be punished in
a way that answers to the severity of
the offense. In the final analysis, God,
in his justice, will require a proper
recompense for whatever offenses
the creature commits and, in doing
so, will take appropriate vengeance
in redressing the wrong and making
it right.

Crime and Punishment
Only within the framework of a
proper understanding of God’s own
justice and the administration of
the life of the creature that accords
with it can we properly address
the important issue of crime
and punishment. Consequently,
Bavinck follows up his brief opening
comments on God’s mercy and justice
with a fairly extensive treatment of the
important, albeit controversial issue
of retribution as the principle and
standard of punishment throughout
Scripture. Bavinck also offers a
number of insightful comments at
this point regarding the controversial
subject of the state’s administration
of justice in punishing offenders who
have committed crimes against public
order and justice.
In the scriptural doctrine of
punishment, especially in the
legislation of the Old Testament
economy, there are three emphases
regarding the demands of justice that
are grounded in God’s own justice
and righteousness: (1) guilty persons
may not be regarded as innocent or
exonerated of the consequences of

their unlawful actions; (2) those who
are righteous may not be condemned
unjustly; and (3) “the rights of the
poor, the oppressed, the day laborer,
the widow, and the orphan especially
may not be perverted” (RD 3:1162).
These provisions of God’s law
reveal that the punishment of the
unrighteous is always grounded in
and has no other ultimate explanation
than in God’s own justice. “All
punishment presupposes that the
person who pronounces and imposes
punishment is clothed with authority
over those who have violated the law.
This authority cannot have its origin
in humanity itself, for what human
being can claim any right as such
vis-à-vis others who are of the same
nature?” (RD 3:163). Whenever the
ultimate ground of the exercise of
judicial authority in God’s justice is
denied, no warrant remains for the
punishment of offenders who violate
the standards of God’s holy law. The
administration of justice, including
the meting out of punishments upon
those who transgress the law, can
only be explained in terms of the way
human agents fulfill a sacred office
under God of maintaining his holy
law. If the ultimate ground of the holy
law of God for the administration
of retributive justice by legitimate
human authorities (parents, civil
magistrates, etc.) is denied, no
explanation other than expediency
remains to account for the imposition
of punishment upon human sin and
disobedience.
In Bavinck’s defense of the claim
that crime and punishment have no
other ultimate basis than the holy
and righteous character of God,
he offers an extensive, penetrating
analysis of the way modern thought
has undermined the warrant and
application of punishment in human
society and jurisprudence. In place
of the Christian worldview, which
affirms the rule of law and the
administration of punishment as
an application of God’s own justice,
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the modern worldview embraces
“historicism”
and
“relativism.”
Accordingly, in modern societies,
the “concepts of good and evil,
responsibility and accountability,
guilt and punishment” can no longer
be sustained (RD 3:163). Atheism in
all of its forms militates against the
idea of God and the rule of his divine
justice in human behavior. But when
there is no God, there can be no
justice. All that remains is a variety of
explanations for human misconduct
that tend to diminish human
responsibility and accountability and
reduce the administration of justice to
utilitarian and remedial ends that fall
short of true punishment for crimes
of which the perpetrator is genuinely
guilty.
In one school of thought, the
“anthropological
or
biological,”
human misconduct is the fruit of a
defect in evolutionary development,
or hereditary, so that the individual
can scarcely be regarded as culpable.
In another school of thought, the
sociological, all human misbehavior
is ascribed to the unhappy influences
of the person’s social environment
and upbringing. People who act
irresponsibly do so as a “symptom of
social disease, a necessary product
of circumstances, a consequence of
ignorance, poverty, poor upbringing,
and heredity” (RD 3:164). From
this standpoint, criminals cannot
be regarded as responsible for their
misdeeds, and society has no just
basis to punish them. Furthermore,
two inconsistencies rear their ugly
heads. On the one hand, society is
treated as morally culpable for the
sins of the individual, even though
societies are no more responsible for
their character from a sociological
perspective than are individuals.
Why blame society for its wrongs
when society is no more capable
than individuals of being other
than it is? And, on the other hand,
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no legitimate basis remains for
punishing the criminal when he is
personally innocent and incapable
of acting otherwise. Criminals who
disobey the (arbitrary) standards of
human society deserve to be pitied
rather than punished since they are
the product of social factors and
influences outside of their control.
Within the framework of modern,
non-Christian
worldviews,
alternatives to the older idea of
retribution or punishment of
offenders have surfaced. Rather than
viewing the state’s responsibility
toward criminals in terms of
punishment, the improvement or
remediation of criminals has become
a primary goal of the justice system.
However, when the improvement of
the offender becomes the goal of the
civil magistrate, a number of insoluble
problems arise. How can the judge
in a civil court truly ascertain all the
factors that may have occasioned the
commission of a crime? And how can
the criminal justice system determine
an appropriate penalty without
having an accurate assessment
of how an individual’s social
circumstances, hereditary makeup,
and limited personal responsibility
may have contributed to his or
her offense? Furthermore, when
moral improvement or remediation
becomes the state’s primary goal, it is
difficult to see how the state has the
competence or wherewithal to ensure
that this goal is met. As Bavinck
observes, “Modern criminology, by
calling the notions of retribution and
punishment antiquated and adopting
as its goal the moral improvement
of the criminal, takes from the
government’s arm the power of justice
and assigns to it a task for which it is
utterly unqualified and unfit” (RD
3:167). One of the consequences
of denying the civil magistrate’s
administration
of
retributive
punishment is the degeneration of the
state’s use of its power of the sword
into mere coercion and exercise of

superior power. If the state metes out
punishment solely for its utilitarian
benefit, it is difficult to constrain the
state’s power to punish by the dictates
of justice.
In the final analysis, only the
Christian worldview can provide a
satisfactory warrant for the legitimate
power of the state in the punishment
of offenders. Because punishment
always involves a kind of suffering
and deprivation of such goods as
property, freedom of movement, and
the like, it requires a sanction that
goes beyond mere coercion or caprice
on the part of the civil magistrate.
But where does such a sanction find
its source? In Bavinck’s estimation,
the only satisfactory answer to this
question lies in God himself. “Behind
that judicial order stands the living,
true, and holy God, who will by no
means clear the guilty, and for him
punishment rests not on ‘an absolute
dominion’ in the sense of Duns Scotus
but on the demands of his justice. If
he did not punish sin, he would give
to evil the same rights he accords to
the good and so deny himself. The
punishment of sin is necessary so that
God may remain God” (RD 3:168).1
1 Traditionally, Duns Scotus, a medieval
theologian, is associated with a distinction
drawn between God’s “absolute power”
(potential absoluta) and his “ordained
power” (potential ordinate). In simple terms,
this distinction implies that God “could
have chosen” to accomplish his purposes,
especially in redemption, by some means
other than the one he arbitrarily “ordained.”
Bavinck’s point is that this distinction fails
to affirm that the punishment of sin is a
necessary expression of God’s own nature or
character; God would deny himself if he did
not justly punish sin.

Dr. Cornelis Venema
is the President of Mid-America
Reformed Seminary in Dyer, IN.
He is a contributing editor to
The Outlook.

Report to Classis of the CERCU
Classical Representative October 2013
The Committee for Ecumenical
Relations and Church Unity (CERCU)
is looking forward to the upcoming
meetings of NAPARC to be held
in Bonclarken, North Carolina, the
conference grounds of the Associate
Reformed
Presbyterian
Church
(ARP), November 19–20. It is our
practice, as a committee, to take the
opportunity afforded by NAPARC to
gather our whole committee together.
Before, during, and after the meetings
of NAPARC, we take opportunity to
meet among ourselves as CERCU and
to pursue bilateral meetings with other
churches with which we continue
to pursue ecumenical fellowship.
Meetings are scheduled this year for
further dialogue with the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church (OPC), the
Reformed Church of Quebec (ERQ),
the Heritage Reformed Churches
(HRC), and the Canadian Reformed
(CanRC). Meeting as a committee
in conjunction with NAPARC and
conducting bilateral meetings at the
same time saves much time and money
for all involved.
We currently relate to denominations
or federations of like faith in North
America (which presently equates
with all of the churches of NAPARC)
in two categories. Following are the
denominations with whom we are
working with a view toward complete
church unity as God gives us wisdom,
strength, and opportunity.
Churches in phase 1—corresponding
relations
Free Reformed Churches (FRC)
Reformed Presbyterian Church of
North America (RPCNA)
Associate Reformed Presbyterian
Church (ARPC)
Heritage Reformed Churches (HRC)

Korean American Presbyterian
Church (KAPC)
Presbyterian Church in America (PCA)
Presbyterian Reformed Church
Churches in phase 2—ecclesiastical
fellowship
Canadian Reformed Churches
(CanRC)
Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC)
Reformed Church in the United States
(RCUS)
Reformed Church of Quebec / L’Eglise
Reformee du Quebec (ERQ)
Reformed Presbyterian Church of
North America (RPCNA)
We are grateful that since our last
meeting of NAPARC, our consistories
ratified with a healthy majority Synod
2012’s decision to enter into phase
2 ecclesiastical fellowship with the
RPCNA. Our ecumenical relations
committee is currently engaged in
subcommittee meetings in the Ontario,
Canada, area with the Free Reformed
Churches of North America. We have
been discussing together the need
for the appropriation of salvation
among covenant children and have
focused particularly on a discussion
of The Conclusions of Utrecht—a
decision of the Reformed Churches
in the Netherlands from 1905—
that has bearing on our respective
histories as federations. We are hoping
that a mutual understanding of the
challenges these decisions brought
into our relationship will be helpful for
the progress of our relationship. We
are also pleased that the last synod of
the Heritage Reformed Congregations
has moved us forward to their level
2 of ecumenical relations (formal
correspondence, which corresponds
with our phase 1—corresponding

Rev. Ralph
Pontier

relations). In further developments,
our committee hopes to continue to
make preparations for a proposal to
our synod in 2016 to move to a phase
3A relationship with the Canadian
Reformed Churches. This phase
would entail the development of a
plan of union as preliminary to an
eventual merger of our federation of
churches with the Canadian Reformed
Churches, should the Lord be pleased
to bless our efforts.
In the present circumstances, we see it
as our task as a committee to continue
to foster an environment of mutual
understanding and appreciation among
the churches: for each other, for our
ecumenical calling, and in recognition
of any concerns and fears regarding
the pursuit of this calling. With a view
to the ongoing development of such
mutual understanding, appreciation,
and growing expressions of unity,
and, we trust, with all of the patience
and forbearance this entails, as a
committee, we continue to labor with
the conviction that the glory of our
Savior is promoted by the visible unity
of his church.
CERCU representatives welcome and
encourage the feedback, suggestions,
and concerns of the churches regarding
each of these matters. Written
communications are appreciated, but
more particularly, some dialogue and
interaction on the floor of classis is
requested in order that we may seek to
engage one another in our ecumenical
calling together.

Rev. Ralph Pontier
is the Pastor at the United
Reformed Church in Neerlandia,
AB and serves on the CERCU
Committee.
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The North American Presbyterian and
Reformed Council (NAPARC)
The North American Presbyterian
and Reformed Council (NAPARC)
is an association presently made up
of twelve confessionally Presbyterian
and Reformed denominations and
federations in the United States and
Canada. In the next few issues of
The Outlook, we want to provide
an introduction to these twelve
denominations. First, we want to give
an introduction to NAPARC.
NAPARC lists biblical inerrancy as
its basis, along with the Westminster
Confession of Faith, the Belgic
Confession,
the
Westminster
Larger and Shorter Catechisms,
the Heidelberg Catechism, and the
Canons of Dordt.
The Council meets annually, and
the 2013 meeting is scheduled for
November 19–20, at the Bonclarken
Conference Center in Flat Rock, North
Carolina. The various denominations
rotate in hosting the meetings, and
this one is to be hosted by the Associate
Reformed
Presbyterian
Church
(ARPC). Each member denomination
sends delegates to these meetings.
The 2012 NAPARC meeting was
hosted by the United Reformed
Churches in North America, and
was held at Mid-America Reformed
Seminary in Dyer, Indiana. This,
thirty-eighth meeting of NAPARC,
was held on November 13 and 14, and
was chaired by URC pastor, Rev. John
Bouwers.

History and Basis:
The first NAPARC meeting was held
in Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania in the
fall of 1975. Its founding members
included the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church (OPC), the Christian
Reformed Church of North America
(CRCNA), the Presbyterian Church
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of America (PCA), the Reformed
Presbyterian Church of North
America (RPCNA) and the Reformed
Presbyterian Church, Evangelical
Synod (RPCES); which in 1982 merged
with the PCA.

Mr. Myron
Rau

in common, and by the sharing of
insights “communicate advantages
to one another.”
• Promote the appointment of joint
committees to study matters of
common interest and concern.

In 1997, the membership of one of
its founding members, the Christian
Reformed Church in North

• Exercise mutual concern in the
perpetuation, retention, and
propagation of the Reformed faith.

America, was suspended. This action
was done largely on the basis of the
CRC’s 1995 decision to open the
offices of elder and minister of Word
and sacrament to women.

• Promote cooperation wherever
possible and feasible on the local
and denominational level in such
areas as missions, relief efforts,
Christian schools, and church
education.

The constitution of NAPARC states
that the basis of the Council is
Confessing Jesus Christ as only Savior
and Sovereign Lord over all of life, we
affirm the basis of the fellowship of
Presbyterian and Reformed Churches
to be full commitment to the Bible
in its entirety as the Word of God
written, without error in all its parts
and to its teaching as set forth in the
Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic
Confession, the Canons of Dordt, the
Westminster Confession of Faith, and
the Westminster Larger and Shorter
Catechisms. That the adopted basis
of fellowship be regarded as warrant
for the establishment of a formal
relationship of the nature of a council,
that is, a fellowship that enables
the constituent churches to advise,
counsel, and cooperate in various
matters with one another and hold out
before each other the desirability and
need for organic union of churches
that are of like faith and practice.”

Purpose and Function:
• Facilitate discussion and
consultation between member
bodies on those issues and
problems which divide them as
well as on those which they face

Current Member Churches:
1. The Associate Reformed
Presbyterian Church (ARPC)
2. The Canadian Reformed
Churches (CanRC)—Also known
as the Canadian American
Reformed Church (CanAmRC)—
to include its four congregations
in the US
3. The Reformed Church of Quebec
/ L’Eglise Reformee du Quebec
(ERQ)
4. The Free Reformed Churches of
North America (FRCNA)
5. The Heritage Reformed
Congregations (HRC)
6. The Korean American
Presbyterian Church (KAPC)
7. The Orthodox Presbyterian
Church (OPC)
8. The Presbyterian Church
in America (PCA) 9. The
Presbyterian Reformed Church
(PRC)
10. The Reformed Church in the
United States (RCUS)

11. The Reformed Presbyterian
Church of North America
(RPCNA)
12. The United Reformed Churches
in North America (URCNA)

Golden Rule” Comity Agreement:
(Adopted at the 10th [1984] Meeting
of the Council)
Comity has meant different things to
different people. We representatives
of the home missions agencies
and committees or boards of our
denominations resist territorial
statements on comity in light of
the social and cultural complexity
of North American society and the
great spiritual need of our many
countrymen who are apart from Jesus
Christ. Out of a concern to build the
church of Jesus Christ rather than our
own denominations and to avoid the
appearance of competition, we affirm
the following courteous code of
behavior to guide our church planting
ministries in North America:
1. We will be sensitive to the
presence of existing churches
and missions ministries of other
NAPARC churches and will
refrain from enlisting members
of these existing ministries.
2. We will communicate with the
equivalent or appropriate agency
(denominational missions
committee or board, presbytery
missions or church extension
committee, or session) before
initiating church planting
activities in a community where
NAPARC churches or missions
ministries exist.
3. We will provide information on at
least an annual basis describing
progress in our ministries and
future plans.
4. We will encourage our regional
home missions leadership
to develop good working
relationships
Transfer of Members/Congregations:

(Adopted at the 13th [1987] Meeting
of the Council) Recognizing that
the churches of NAPARC have on
occasion unintentionally received
members or ordained officers who
were under various states of discipline
in another NAPARC church, thus
creating tension between the churches,
and at the same time recognizing
the need for mutual freedom and
openness on the part of the churches,
we agree to respect the procedures of
discipline and pastoral concern of the
other denominations as follows:
1. Regular Transfer of Membership.
That in the regular transfer of
membership between NAPARC
churches, the session/consistory
or presbytery/classis not receive
a member until appropriate
document of transfer is in the
hands of the receiving church.
2. Transfer with Irregularities.
a. That upon request for a transfer
of membership by a person under
discipline, the sending session/
consistory or presbytery/classis
inform the receiving body of
the nature and extent of the
disciplinary procedure before
implementing the requested
transfer, thus enabling informal
consultation between the pastors
and elders of both churches.
b. That such a person not be
received officially until the
judicatory/assembly of the
receiving church has taken into
serious account the discipline of
and the information supplied by
the sending church.
c. That such a person not be
received officially until the
judicatory/assembly of the
receiving church is satisfied that
proper restitution has been made
and/or reconciliation has been
seriously attempted.
d. That a “fugitive from discipline”
who is no longer a member of
a church or who is no longer

on the roll of a presbytery shall
not be received until the former
judiciary/assembly has been
contacted to determine if proper
restitution has been made and/
or reconciliation has been
attempted.
3. Recourse and Appeal.
Where communication or
action regarding the sending/
receiving of a member or
ordained officer/office bearer
does not satisfy either the
dismissing or receiving judiciary/
assembly, communication
may be submitted to the
interchurch relation committees
of the denominations involved
with a view to mediation of
the problem. If this proves
unsatisfactory, the session/
consistory or presbytery/classis
may register its concern to the
appropriate judicatory/assembly
of the other denomination.
4. Congregational Transfer.
That a congregation seeking
to leave a NAPARC church to
become affiliated with another
NAPARC denomination
be received only after it has
complied with the requirements
of the form of government of
the church from which it is
separating, and the receiving
church shall be responsible to see
that this is done.
Complete information on NAPARC,
including its constitution and bylaws
and the minutes of all the meetings,
can be found at www.naparc.org.
Mr. Myron Rau
is a member of Covenant URC
in Kalamazoo, MI, where he
has served as elder, and serves
as President of the Board of
Reformed Fellowship. He had
served as chapter representative
on the board of the former
CCMCRCNA.
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“Washed from All My Sins”:

Sebastian
Heck

The Doctrine of Baptism in the Heidelberg Catechism (1)

Typically,
discussions
of the fierce doctrinal
battles raging in the
German region of the
Palatinate in the 1560s focus on the
skirmishes over the Eucharist that
took place in Heidelberg, and they
seldom include a consideration of any
controversies over the meaning and
right administration of baptism. We
would be mistaken, however, to think
that there were no polemics or deep
theological reflections surrounding
the doctrine and practice of baptism
during this period.
Unfortunately, the theology of the
sacraments as it finds expression in
the Heidelberg Catechism (HC) is
often treated with minimal or no
reference to the historical context in
which it was conceived. The result is
often a truncated view with little or no
connection to the actual sacramental
practice that could be experienced,
for example, on many a Lord’s Day
in St. Peter’s (Peterskirche) or
the Church of the Holy Ghost
(Heiliggeistkirche) in the late 1560s.
Even today, many churches claim
to be Reformed in their views of
the sacraments and in agreement
with the HC, but their practices
sometimes bear no resemblance to
what one would have witnessed in
the years immediately before and
after the catechism’s publication.
Before we look at what the HC
has to say about baptism, then, it
is necessary to set the stage briefly
with a discussion of the historical
background of the controversy
surrounding baptism and the
context of the catechism in the life
of the fledgling Reformed church
in Germany.
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The Historical Context:
Confessional Struggles in the
Palatinate
The Lutheran Reformation, justly
famous for the rediscovery of the
article by which the church stands
or falls—justification by grace alone
through faith alone—also rethought
and reevaluated, in the light of Holy
Scripture alone (sola scriptura), the
nature and function of the sacraments
within the larger ecclesiological
and ecclesiastical framework. In the
final, inevitable consequence, the
Reformation led to a break with the
Church of Rome—the only church
the people of early sixteenth-century
Germany really knew. Therefore,
where the true church was and how
it was to be distinguished from the
false church of the antichrist became
the burning questions of the day. The
Augsburg Confession of 1530 defines
this true church as “the congregation
of saints, in which the Gospel is rightly

taught and the Sacraments are rightly
administered” (art. 7). Echoes of this
minimal working definition of the
church can be found in nearly all the
Reformed confessions of the sixteenth
century. Thus, it was no Reformed
invention or peculiarity to rethink
the ways in which the sacraments
were to be “rightly administered.” The
Lutheran doctrine of baptism in itself
was certainly no crude repristination
of the Roman Catholic dogma.
In the wake of the church union
movement in nineteenth-century
Germany, the thesis that the Palatine
form of Reformed theology really
was a kind of “Philippism” became
popular.1 It was neither quite Lutheran
(measured against the GnesioLutherans) nor fully Reformed
(measured, for example, against the
arguable standard of John Calvin’s
Institutes). Rather, it was viewed as a
kind of blend owing more to Philip
Melanchthon (1497–1560) than to
either of the two great Reformers.
However, the practical results of
the different Reformations, the
Lutheran and the Reformed, paint
quite a different picture for the
milieu that gave rise to the HC.
The practical reforms of worship
and sacraments in the Palatinate
reveal a quickly growing and
consolidated sense of confessional
identity. Already in 1562, the
newly founded Reformed church
council of Heidelberg on which
Caspar Olevianus (1536–1587)
and others served under Frederick
III (1515–1576) proposed farreaching and quite visible liturgical
reforms. With respect to baptism
specifically, Walter Hollweg has
argued that Frederick wanted to

cleanse the baptismal rite from all
“non-Protestant aspects.”2 The specter
of Rome loomed large, of course, in
these proposed changes. However,
Lutheranism was also considered a
threat to the pure doctrine of the Bible
and to orthodox Christian practice.
In an anonymous pamphlet titled
“Some Articles Which the Zwinglians
in the Palatinate Decided and
Perpetrated in their Synod” (1562),
we read that the Reformed rejected
all Lutheran baptismal formulae.3
In particular, following the initiative
of Otto Henry (r. 1556–1559), the
Reformed were adamant about
ridding the administration of baptism
from such Romanizing elements as
the abrenunciation of the devil and
the godparents’ public agreement
with the Apostles’ Creed and assent
to the baptism. The Reformed in the
Palatinate were quite concerned with
purging baptism of the remnants
of exorcism that remained part of
the Lutheran formula: “Depart, you
unclean spirit!” Again, while the
Lutherans at the time continued
freely to use the baptismal fonts
inherited from the Catholics, the
Reformed were quite conscientious
about this. John Calvin (1509–1564)
expressed some indecision toward
the fonts, even arguing for their
continued use in Protestant churches
where that was already common
practice. Not much later, however,
the Genevans called other Reformed
churches that continued to use the
old ornate stone fonts lapidarii—
“the stony ones.” Thus, it was quite
likely that under the influence of
Geneva-trained
Olevianus
the
council decided to remove the old
baptismal fonts from the Reformed
churches. In any case, we know from
his letters that Frederick saw a good
measure of popular “superstition and
sorcery” connected with them, as
they were still considered consecrated
baptismals (baptisteria consecrata) by
many and often bore images of Christ
or the saints on them. He wrote to
his son-in-law, Johann Friedrich of

Saxony (1529–1595), that we are not
commanded by the Word of God “to
baptize in coffins of stone, but with
water, be it moving or not; certainly
none of the Apostles or Jesus Christ
were baptized in a stony coffin.”4
As the Heidelberg polemicizes in
question 94 “that, on peril of my soul’s
salvation, I avoid and flee all idolatry,
sorcery, [and] enchantments,” we
may well conclude that the “idolatry”
and “sorcery” in this list had in mind
the baptismal fonts.5 Thus, they were
generally replaced by plain, cheap
tin basins. This liturgical innovation,
like others (e.g., the fractio panis, the
breaking of the loaf of bread in the
liturgy of the Lord’s Supper),6 served
the dual motivation of conforming
the practices more closely to the
Word of God and creating a strong
Reformed identity.7
Another example of this Palatinate
“further reformation” over against
Lutheran baptismal practices was the
outlawing of so-called emergency
or midwife baptisms. The Lutherans
continued this practice, which dated
back to at least the eleventh century,
viewing it as a legitimate form of
baptizing children who were dying in
the hospital right after birth. Frederick
wasted no time and outlawed this
practice for the Reformed church on
the basis that our Lord instituted as
part of the Great Commission not
only the command to baptize but
also the agents—the apostles and
ministers of the church—who alone
are called to perform legitimate
baptisms. The emergency baptism,
thought Frederick, rests on the
misunderstanding of the medieval
scholastics, who taught that baptism
is strictly necessary for salvation
and believed that it was better for
someone who was neither ordained
by the church nor called by God to
perform baptism than for the child
not to receive it before his untimely
death.8

These and other reforms of the
liturgical life of the church were such
clear lines in the sand, as it were,
that Heppe was probably correct,
despite his unionist agenda, when
he penned these well-known words:
“The Reformation of the Palatinate
spread fear and terror across the
whole protestant Germany.”9 It did so
because it was a force to be reckoned
with that understood the necessity of
reforming all aspects of church life
and doctrine, including purging the
liturgy and the sacraments of the last
Lutheran vestiges.

The “System of Catechism”
The dual importance of baptism, as
expressed in the Augsburg Confession,
that it is both “necessary to salvation,
and that through [it] is offered the
grace of God,” led to a strong Lutheran
conviction that baptism is a means
(medium) by which the grace of God
is surely conveyed. In the words of
Luther’s Small Catechism: “What
does Baptism give or profit? Answer:
It works forgiveness of sins, delivers
from death and the devil, and gives
eternal salvation to all who believe
this, as the words and promises of
God declare.”10 If we were to ask “How
can water do such great things?” the
Small Catechism answers: “It is not
the water indeed that does them, but
the word of God which is in and with
the water, and faith, which trusts such
word of God in the water.”11 According
to Lutheran teaching, then, baptism
does not work apart from faith but
is based on God’s word of promise,
which itself creates faith. Children,
says the Augsburg Confession, “are to
be baptized who, being offered to God
through Baptism are received into
God’s grace.”12 Thus, baptism stands
at the beginning of the Christian
life; in fact, it is the beginning of the
Christian life, the very medium or
instrument by which the forgiveness
of sins and regeneration are worked
and obtained.
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The Reformed, on the other hand,
though generally in agreement
with the Lutherans that baptism is
a means of grace (medium gratiae),
refrained from teaching that baptism
“works forgiveness of sins”—that it
presumes a faith in the child being
baptized (fides infantium). At least
they qualified such statements very
carefully, generally rejecting the
equation of baptism and regeneration.
While this is not the place to compare
Lutheran and Reformed views of
baptism in detail, I provide this brief
comparison in order to draw out
an important point even before we
approach the actual text of the HC. It
is this: for the Lutheran, the baptized
child was to be considered for all
intents and purposes a regenerate
Christian. Catechesis, then, in
Lutheranism, was the means to be
employed to teach a child about the
faith he or she already possessed. For
the Reformed, this was not the case.
Thus, the place of catechesis became
a watershed issue in the latter half of
the sixteenth century.
The Reformed religion, from the
beginning, was an educational
religion—not that the Reformed
thought unbelievers simply had to
be educated in the faith in order to
become Christians. They did not
teach that. After all, they believed
that “true faith is not only a sure
knowledge whereby I hold for truth
all that God has revealed to us in His
Word, but also a hearty trust, which
the Holy Spirit works in me by the
Gospel” (HC 21). Knowledge to be
taught intellectually and experiential
assurance of the heart always belonged
together in the Reformed conception
of true, biblical faith. However, the
Reformed strongly believed that
there are things that are absolutely
“necessary for a Christian to believe,”
namely, “all that is promised us in
the Gospel, which the articles of our
catholic, undoubted Christian faith
[i.e., the Apostles’ Creed] teach us in
summary” (HC 22). These articles
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needed to be taught not only to the
adult converts from the papal church
coming to faith under the preaching
of the true gospel but also to the
children growing up within the fold
of the church. Catechesis was part of
the warp and woof of the Reformed
religion from the beginning. The
faith by which we believe (fides qua)
and the faith which is believed (fides
quae) were thought to condition and
to require each other for a full-blown
biblical faith.
This fact gave the HC a very specific
prominent place in the life of the
church. It was never intended to
be merely a unifying confessional
document; neither was it intended to
be used merely for a kind of ex post
facto catechesis of those who had
already become regenerate through
baptism. Rather, the strategic,
purposeful placement of the HC
as part of the constitution of the
Reformed church in the Palatinate,
placed in the center of the church
order13 and bookended, as it were,
by the liturgical “Form for the
Administration of Baptism” (Form zu
tauffen) before and the “Form for the
Administration of the Lord’s Supper”
(Form das Abendmal zu halten) after,
gives us an interpretative grid not to
be missed. Catechesis is the pathway
from baptism to the Lord’s Table. As
Karl Barth (1886–1968) explained so
eloquently, the HC is “the integrating
part of the liturgy, placed between the
formulas for baptism and the Lord’s
Supper—on the way, so to speak,
between the grace which has already
been shown and the grace yet to be
shown.”14 Thus, anyone who would
look at the meaning and function
of the sacraments according to the
HC has to come to terms with this
aspect of educational religion. As
J. W. Nevin put it, “The Catechism
proceeds throughout on this theory
of baptismal, educational religion.”15
This system, or “theory of the
catechism,”16 has but one design for
the children being reared in the faith:

“The very thing it designs is to prepare
them for an open personal profession
of their faith and an approach to
the Lord’s Supper at a certain given
time.”17 This system finds expression
in the entire structure of the church
order, which sought to regulate
church life and churchly piety in
the Palatinate. In it, we read how
the system of catechesis conforms
to this Reformed, educational view
of religion. In the section titled
“Of the Catechism,” we read that
catechesis is first for “the instruction
of the young and the unlearned” in
general. But then, the church order
continues, “All pious people from
the commencement of the Christian
Church have been careful to instruct
their children in the fear of the Lord,
as well at home, as in schools and
churches.”18 The rationale for such
catechesis is given thus: “They were
driven by the express command of
God—Ex. chapters 12, 13; Deut.
chapters 4, 6 and 11.”19 Next follows
the primary, biblical-theological
rationale for catechesis of baptized
covenant children of the church:
Finally, just as the children of the
Israelites, after their circumcision,
when they reached the years of
understanding, were instructed
in the mysteries of that sign of the
covenant, as well as in the covenant of
God itself, so also shall our children
receive instructions concerning the
baptism they received in infancy,
and the true Christian faith and
repentance, so that they may make a
proper confession of their faith before
the whole congregation before they
are admitted to the table of the Lord.20
Zacharias Ursinus (1534–1583) also
gives a brief synopsis of the system of
the catechism in his academic lectures
on the HC, edited posthumously, in
which he discusses
the small children of the church, or
the children of Christian parents.
These children, very soon after their
birth were baptized, being regarded
as members of the church, and after

they had grown a little older they
were instructed in the catechism,
which having learned, they were
confirmed by the laying on of hands
and were dismissed from the class
of Catechumens, and were then
permitted, with those of riper years,
to celebrate the Lord’s Supper.21
Thus, we see the church order, along
with the HC, to be the structural
outgrowth of the newly discovered
covenant theology. In this system,
which
the
HC
presupposes
throughout, baptism stands at the
beginning of the Christian life for
the covenant child, and admission
to the Lord’s Table (the sacrament of
the Lord’s Supper) is the culmination
of the educational or covenantal
catechism process. Theologically
speaking, the Heidelberg envisions
baptism as the sign and seal of entry
and membership in the covenant of
grace, while public confession of faith
and consequent partaking of the Lord’s
Supper are the confirmation and
culmination of the covenantal nurture
process and, more importantly, of
God’s covenant faithfulness. The
baptized child has, as far as we are
concerned, by God’s grace, through
the instrumentality of catechesis at
home, in the schools, and in church,
at last become a full participant in
the life of the covenant community
and a partaker of the benefits of the
covenant of grace. Two relatively
widespread trends in Reformed
churches today—paedocommunion
on the one hand, and the practice of
admitting children and youth without
requiring a full, public profession of
faith substantiated and limited by the
very content of the catechism on the
other—are equally outside the pale
and vision of this Reformed system of
catechism the HC presupposes.
Reprinted by permission from A Faith
Worth Teaching: The Heidelberg Catechism’s
Enduring Heritage, edited by Jon D. Payne
and Sebastian Heck and published by
Reformation Heritage Books, Grand Rapids,
MI (heritagebooks.org).
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URC Pastor’s Sudden Death a Shock to
Church Community

O

n August 24, the
afternoon following
the burial of one of the elder
members of Bethel URC in
Aylmer, Ontario, Canada,
United Reformed pastor
Rev. Alvin Korvemaker
took some time in the late
afternoon for exercise and
reflection. In the Lord’s
providence and timing, while
he was bicycling down a
quiet country gravel road,
a collision with an SUV
resulted in his death, leaving
behind his wife, Alice, and
their three children (Aaron,
age 22; Rachel, age 20; and
Deanne, age 12), along with
the congregation he has
pastored for the last twelve
years.

On the next Sunday morning, URC
congregations in Ontario received
the shocking news, and the Aylmer
congregation gathered for its regular
morning worship to grieve and
mourn together in a service now led
by Rev. Christo Heiberg of the URC
in Sheffield.
“It was an incredibly sad, solemn, and
sobering experience,” Rev. Heiberg
shared with CR. “I broke down in
the consistory room, witnessing the
brothers sitting there so forlorn and
almost forsaken. Sitting in Al’s chair
and reading over the bulletin that
he prepared was a heart-shattering
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The pulpit at Bethel URC where Rev. Korvemaker
brought the Word of God to his congregation.

experience. Standing in the pulpit
and opening the Bible that he would
have opened felt so unreal and unfair.
And yet in it all, we knew it was God’s
will. And we felt our heavenly Father’s
comfort too.”
Rev. Heiberg chose a sermon he
preached last year to his congregation
titled “The Time is Short,” based on 1
Corinthians 7:29–31. The afternoon
sermon, he said, came from Matthew
11:25–30: “Come to Me . . .”

Mr. John
Van Dyk

The funeral on Thursday, August
29, held in the Aylmer Christian
Reformed Church building, saw the
sanctuary, which seats five hundred,
filled to overflowing, with a hundred
others in another room observing
the service. The funeral was led by
Rev. Korvemaker’s close friend and
fellow minister, Rev. Mark Zylstra, a
retired URC pastor. Both the families
had lived in British Columbia during
their first pastorates, Rev. Zylstra
in Agassiz and Rev. Korvemaker in
Surrey, where they developed a strong
friendship as families.
Rev. Korvemaker’s first church
in Surrey was with the Orthodox
Christian Reformed Church. He
served there for nine years. The
Aylmer congregation called him in
2002. He also was clerk of Classis
Southern Ontario for a number of
years, and then when the classis
divided in two, he continued on as
clerk in the new Classis Southwest
Ontario. He was also on the education
committee of the area Christian high
school and had spent some weeks
teaching in the Ukraine as well.
Toward the end of the funeral his
brother James, a member of the
Wyoming URC, shared that his
brother Al’s original desire was to be a
farmer, but after two years of working
on the family farm, the Lord had other
ideas for him. He attended Reformed
Bible College, where he met his wife,
Alice, and went on to Mid-America
Reformed Seminary, graduating in
1992. His call to the gospel ministry
was soon confirmed by the Surrey
congregation.
“He loved to preach, and he loved to
teach catechism,” James Korvemaker

said. He then read from the
sermon passage Rev. Korvemaker
had planned to preach from on
August 25: 2 Corinthians 4, a
beautiful passage on the gospel
ministry.
For the funeral service, Rev. Zylstra
chose 1 Peter 1:3–9 to share with
family and friends as a means of
comfort and assurance. “Blessed
be the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, who according to
His abundant mercy has begotten
us again to a living hope through
the resurrection of Jesus Christ
from the dead.” He noted his
own struggle, questioning “Why,
Lord?” when he heard the news
of Rev. Korvemaker’s passing, and
then, turning to the Scriptures, he
was reminded that God wants his
people to rejoice always and to give
thanks for everything, even in the
most difficult of circumstances.
Rev. Zylstra said that although
this life is hard, the best is yet to
come; that death is an end to sin
and an entrance into glory; and
that while the family yet weeps for
their husband and father, they can
also rejoice. It’s an attitude and a
paradox that the unregenerate
mind cannot understand, but the
believer knows. He finished his
meditation with a call to those
who may not know this hope to
seek the Lord while He may be
found.
Because of the starkness of the
accident and its aftermath, the
local and regional media have
been covering the story, and the
church was able to witness to
God’s sovereignty even in the
midst of great sorrow.
This article was originally published in the
Christian Renewal on September 9, 2013.

Mr. John Van Dyk
is the editor of Christian
Renewal.

A Gift of
Appreciation!
The Book

Hardcover
336 pages

CRISIS IN THE REFORMED
in commemoration
CHURCHES Essays
of the Great Synod of Dort

Written in 1968 in commemoration of the 350th anniversary
of the Synod of Dort 1618-1619.
At that Synod, Reformation insights were consolidated to
achieve a more effective and unified ministry by Christ’s
church in an age of change and challenge.
This book brings a greater understanding of the history and
the necessity of the Synod of Dort, the key figures involved
in the synod, and its application for Reformed Christians
facing their own crisis in the church militant.
A COPY OF THIS BOOK WILL BE GIVEN UPON REQUEST FOR
DONATIONS RECEIVED BY REFORMED FELLOWSHIP, INC.
Crisis In The Reformed Churches
is one of the many books and Bible studies
published by Reformed Fellowship
please visit
www.reformedfellowship.net

Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
3500 Danube Dr. SW
Grandville, MI 49418-8387
(877) 532-8510

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

Catechism Materials

Genesis 1-11
Rev. Mark Vander Hart

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

Genesis 25-36
The Life of Jacob
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Genesis 37-50
Joseph and Judah
Rev. Mark Vander Hart

Learning to Know the Lord
by P. Y. De Jong
First Book of Christian Doctrine
by Hylkema & Tuuk

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

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

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

Other Materials

Daniel
Dr. John Piersma

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

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

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

Postmodern Liberalism:
Repainting a Non-Christian Faith
Casey Freswick

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 Hymnal
Little One Lost:
Living with Early Infant Loss
Glenda Mathes
Sacred Bond:
Covenant Theology Explored
Michael Brown and Zach Keele
URCNA 2012 Directory

Jesus Loves the Little Children:
Why We Baptize Children
With Heart and Mouth:
An Exposition of the Belgic
Confession

II Timothy & Titus
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter:
Pilgrims Among Pagans
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman

Call our office for a free brochure of our latest publications: 877.532.8510 Toll-free in Canada and the USA.

SIGN UP NOW on our website: www.reformedfellowship.net for our email newsletter
to be informed immediately as new publications become available.

