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The board of Reformed Fellowship 
would like to introduce you to our new board 
members. The Rev. Casey Freswick was elected to 
be the president and chairman of the board. The 
Rev. Austin Reed was elected to be the board’s 
Vice-All, and Mr. Christopher Engelsma was 
elected to hold a board seat. The board wishes 
to welcome these new members and express its 
gratitude for their willingness to serve.

In addition to welcoming 
the new members, the board 
would like to thank the 
members who must retire 
due to term limits stipulated 
by the bylaws of Reformed 
Fellowship. They are Myron 
Rau, who served as president 
and chairman of the board; 
Rev. James Admiraal, who 
served as the board’s vice 
president and chairman of the 
publications committee; and 
Peter Hoekema, who served 
as a board member and on 
the promotions committee. 
We salute these gentleman 
for the wonderful work they 
accomplished in fulfilling 
the mission of Reformed 
Fellowship. Thank you, 
brothers. You will be missed.
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seeking a business manager. 
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requiring executive ability and 
technological savvy, and is a 
wonderful opportunity  to further 
the cause of God’s kingdom 
while employing administrative 
gifts. Please visit the Reformed 
Fellowship website for more 
information, and feel free to 
contact  the board secretary at 
hope.elizabeth.staal@gmail.com 
with any questions.
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Bible Studies on Jonah: What’s 
Wrong with Jonah? (Jon. 1:1–3)

Rev. William 
Boekestein

The story of Jonah takes off quickly. We meet the main character. 
We overhear God giving him an assignment. We watch him 

reject his calling and head in the opposite direction. From this point 
everything goes wrong. We know the end of the story. Jonah endured a 
terrifying storm. He was cast overboard and swallowed by a giant fish. 
He eventually obeyed God, but reluctantly. The story ends with Jonah 
fuming over God’s mercy to Nineveh.

Before we get whisked along by the fast pace of the narrative we should 
pause and reflect, right at the critical point of the story where Jonah 
first went wrong. Jonah had a choice. But he failed to reflect God in his 
decision making. The first three verses of Jonah provide the backstory 
to the downward spiral which degraded Jonah’s conscience and nearly 
cost him his life on more than one occasion.1 The text screams the 
questions: What’s wrong with Jonah? Why does he run from God? 
What happened between verses 2 and 3? If we can answer these 
questions we will learn important principles for Christian living; after 
all, Jonah is us. The Bible helps us ask, “What’s wrong with me?” so that 
we can be remade in God’s image.

The first principle requires carefully analyzing why we disobey God.

Understand Your Disobedience

We are quick to dismiss our sin. But 
Jonah can help us see through our 
excuses.

Insufficient Information?

When we find ourselves in trouble 
we might instinctively plead 
ignorance: I didn’t know! But it 
doesn’t usually work. God gave 
Jonah three clear commands that 
were impossible to misunderstand: 
Arise! Go! Cry out against Nineveh! 
Like Jonah, we usually do know. In 
fact, compared with Jonah we have 
a “more sure word of prophesy” (2 
Peter 1:19, King James Version). 
God’s will is “either expressly set 
down in Scripture, or by good and 
necessary consequence may be 
deduced from Scripture.”2 He has 

shown us what he requires of us 
(Mic. 6:8). Yes, we need to grow 
in knowledge (Prov. 4:5; 2 Peter 
3:18). But what we presently know 
is usually better than what we do. 
Our disobedience is rarely due to 
misunderstanding. Usually we just 
find God’s commands hard to obey.

Insufficient Time?

How often have you reflexively 
responded to situations in ways you 
later regretted? Perhaps with more 
time you would have decided better. 
Of course, feeling pinched for time 
doesn’t excuse bad decisions. And 
we are seldom as rushed to decide 
as we think we are. But Jonah’s 
problem wasn’t a lack of time. We 
can’t excuse Jonah on the ground 
that he panicked over a split-second 
decision and chose the wrong option. 

We learn later in the story that 
Jonah had time to deliberate. He fills 
us in on how he processed God’s 
commands. “O Lord, was this not 
what I said when I was still in my 
country? Therefore I fled previously 
to Tarshish; for I know that you are 
a gracious and merciful God” (4:2, 
English Standard Version, used 
hereafter). Jonah calculated this 
decision: If I preach God’s message to 
Nineveh it is entirely possible, if not 
probable, that foreigners will repent 
and be saved. Not on my watch!

Insufficient Freedom?

Sometimes we feel pressure to 
disobey. We are easily affected 
by bad influences (1 Cor. 15:33) 
though we know we should obey 
God rather than people (Acts 5:29). 
But no one forced Jonah’s hand. No 
one pressured him to disobey. He 
couldn’t blame his past, his friends, 
his culture, or his genes. He made 
this decision free and clear of outside 
influence. Jonah illustrates something 
all of us do. We make reasoned 
(though not reasonable) decisions to 
disobey God. John Calvin reminds us 
that even faced with a difficult choice 
Jonah was “not a log of wood”3 but 
a rational creature. Jonah disobeyed 
for the same basic reason that people 
always deliberately disobey: our wills 
are out of step with God’s. Instead 
of obeying, Jonah second-guessed 
the wisdom of God’s directives; 
he speculated on the results of the 
action to which God had called 
him. Rather than complying, Jonah 
studied the crystal ball in his mind. 
“I thought about your command and 
I didn’t like where it would take me. 
So, no!”

qwertyuiopasdfghjklzxcvbnm
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In this instance a massive 
calcification in Jonah’s heart explains 
his disobedience to God’s call. Jonah 
disobeyed God because he was out 
of touch with God’s plan for the 
salvation of the Gentiles. Jonah 
refused to love those he disagreed 
with. He denied 
kindness to 
those morally 
disqualified to 
receive it. God 
met the Ninevites’ 
sin with mercy; 
Jonah met it 
with judgment. 
Perhaps Jonah 
wasn’t incurably 
vindictive; he 
just didn’t want 
outsiders joining 
his church. Jonah 
“had no wish to 
co-operate in this” 
mission because he 
“grudged salvation 
to the Gentiles, 
and feared lest 
their conversion 
to the living God 
should infringe 
upon the privileges 
of Israel.”4

Do you know 
that feeling? Do 
you believe in 
outreach as long as 
it doesn’t infringe 
on your privilege 
as a member of the covenant? But if 
church outreach is viewed as a zero 
sum game—for outsiders to gain 
insiders must lose5—it will never be 
our passion. Jonah couldn’t see that 
God’s grace is vast enough to rescue 
outsiders and insiders. Outsiders 
aren’t a threat; they are the very 
people God is bringing into his 
family to show his work in making 
two people one (Eph. 2:14–18). Hugh 
Martin noted that when we resolve 
in our hearts not to obey God in one 
area of our life we open the door to 

other sins.6 Jonah refused to love 
his neighbor as himself. That’s why 
he disobeyed God’s call to warn 
Nineveh of God’s judgment.

Great opportunity for repentance, 
right? Instead Jonah dug in his heels. 
This reveals a second principle.

Beware of Silencing God’s Word

Because God’s prophet failed to share 
God’s heart for the lost he would 
not answer God’s call to preach to 
Nineveh. How would Jonah avoid 
obeying? The text tells us that Jonah 
sought to flee from God (1:3, twice; 
1:10; 4:2).

Absurd, right? But be careful of 
superficial conclusions.

Jonah would have agreed with the 
words of the children’s catechism: “I 
cannot see God, but he always sees 
me.”7 Jonah knew that no one can flee 

from God’s presence (Ps. 139:7). “If 
I take the wings of the morning and 
dwell in the uttermost parts of the 
sea, even there your hand shall lead 
me” (vv. 9–10). So what was Jonah 
thinking? In asking this question 
we are not trying to rationalize 

Jonah’s actions. 
Sin is always 
irrational. After 
Jonah purposed 
to disobey God he 
was “not only in a 
disturbed state of 
mind . . . but was 
utterly confused.”8 
Still, if we 
understand what 
Jonah was trying 
to do we will 
better understand 
ourselves.

Jonah tried to 
silence God’s 
word. In order to 
understand this, 
we need to grasp 
the relationship 
between the 
land of Israel, 
the presence of 
God, and God’s 
revelatory voice. 
Based on his 
own experiences, 
Jonah may not 
have known if 
God spoke in 

other lands, but he knew that God 
spoke in Israel. Besides Jonah’s own 
experiences of hearing God speak 
directly to him, God’s word would 
have been visible or audible almost 
everywhere Jonah turned in the land 
of promise. Jonah didn’t care about 
Tarshish; he wanted to be where God 
didn’t seem to be staring him in the 
face.

We are Jonah. I don’t want to hear 
God when I’ve chosen to disobey. 
Do you? Like Jonah, we run from 
God when his voice threatens to kill 
our sin-buzz. We might literally try 
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to put some miles between us and 
the place where our responsibilities 
rise up before us. We might flee from 
God by pursuing social distractions. 
We flip through our phones to 
sidetrack our troubled consciences. 
We find friends whose chatter will 
drown out God’s voice. We might 
drop friends whose commitment 
to the Lord bothers our convicted 
hearts. We might stop coming to 
church so we don’t have to listen to 
preaching, and fellowship with those 
who have heard our vows to continue 
steadfastly in our profession of faith, 
and to serve the Lord according to 
his word.9 Most Lord’s Day mornings 
a council member of the church 
I pastor prays for those who have 
refused to gather with God’s people. 
That’s an important prayer; we truly 
try to silence God’s word by avoiding 
church. We might try to find holes 
in the sermons we do hear so that 
we don’t have to come to terms with 
what was said.

When we have decided to disobey 
God we become less interested in 
his word. Ask yourself, “Do I turn to 
prayer when I am disobeying God? 
Do I open up his Word when I know 
I am trying to silence his voice? Do 
I seek godly counsel when I am in a 
state of unbelief?”

Even worse, we often flee from God 
into the arms of other sins. When we 
have a mindset of disobedience we 
“are doomed for the time being . . . 
to feel the sore restlessness . . . of the 
ungodly” (Isa. 42:22; 57:21).10 When 
our conscience is beset by guilt we 

lose the will to fight the good fight. A 
man who fights against lust while he 
walks with the Lord might begin to 
lose the battle as he flees from God. 
A mother who normally loves her 
children may be hard on them when 
she has decided to flee responsibility 
in favor of social media. In times of 
disobedience, we can become like the 
Pharisees who could not bear to hear 
God speaking through Stephen. They 
stopped up their ears to silence God’s 
word and rushed headlong into far 
greater sin. Sin has a snowball effect. 
It tends to grow and multiply until 
we turn to Christ and pray for him to 
restore our hearts.

Find Your Obedience in Christ

Jonah is a pattern of our wandering 
hearts. We see in him our tendencies 
to resist God’s hard but clear 
commands, and our futile attempts 
to soothe our consciences by 
smothering God’s word. His story 
can warn us of the destructive folly of 
running from God.

But Jonah also points to the second 
man, Jesus Christ, the firstfruits 
of resurrection life (1 Cor. 15:20). 
Christ is a greater than Jonah (Matt. 
12:41). When Jonah heard God’s 
call, like the call to Isaiah—“Whom 
shall I send, and who will go for 
us?”—Jonah said, “Not me.” Christ 
said, “Here am I! Send me” (Isa. 6:8). 
“Behold, I have come to do your will, 
O God” (Heb. 10:7). He has come. 
He took up God’s mission to rescue 
sinners. He willingly died and was 
gloriously raised.

Everyone who trusts in Jesus is 
united to him in his death and 
resurrection. Christ died for our 
sins to cancel their power. Because 
of Christ’s death sin no longer 
has dominion over us (Rom. 
6:14). Christians are no longer 
programmed to make sinful 
decisions (though it feels like there 
are still glitches in our system). 
Believers are more alive in Christ 
than we might realize. The same 
power that raised Christ from the 
dead is in us (Rom. 8:11). The power 
of Christian living is Christ in us.11 
Our disobedience to God’s word 
and our attempts to flee from him 
should drive us to seek refuge in the 
crucified and resurrected Christ.

Jonah was faced with a test. Imagine 
how things might have been if Jonah 
had responded in true faith to God’s 
difficult commands (1:2). He might 
have cried out to God, “Lord, these 
commands are very difficult for 
me. I don’t want to go to Nineveh. 
I’m judgmental, self-centered, and 
scared. But if you tell me to go, I will. 
Please help me. I can do all things 
through your strength” (Phil. 4:13).

Like Jonah, we are faced with difficult 
decisions. God’s word sometimes 
commands us to serve him beyond 
our limited understandings and 
natural abilities. God’s word 
challenges our baser inclinations. 
What does that mean for you right 
now? It is right at that place that you 
must rest in the power of Christ’s 
death and resurrection. Believers 
have access to the power to obey, but 
too often we imitate Jonah by relying 
on our own wisdom and our own 
wills. When Jonah depended on his 
own will he inevitably dreaded God’s 
presence. The more self-consciously 
we are in Christ the more God’s 
presence ceases to be our dread and 
instead becomes our delight.

The resurrection of Christ is the 
most important article of our faith, 
and without it the hope of eternal 
life is extinguished.
John Calvin
Commentary on the Gospel of John 20:1-9
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Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Fellowship Reformed Church 
in Kalamazoo, MI.

Study Questions

1. What benefit could there be in understanding 
why Jonah chose to disobey God as he did?

2. How does Leviticus 5:17 confront our excuse of 
ignorance in our moral shortcomings?

3. In hindsight, lack of time to make a good 
decision is often revealed to be lack of patience. 
How can this revelation help us?

4. Do you see outreach as a zero sum game? How 
does Scripture address this fear?

5. What does it mean that Jonah sought to flee from 
God’s presence?

6. How do you do the same thing?

7. How can you find comfort in Christ’s resolve to 
obey God’s will?

1 James Boice notes how the repetition of the word “down” 
in the narrative denotes the downward spiral of Jonah’s life 
after his disobedient choice. Can You Run Away from God? 
(Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1977), 20.

2 Westminster Confession of Faith, 1.6.

3 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Twelve Minor Prophets, 
vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1989), 27.

4 Carl Friedrich Keil, The Twelve Major Prophets, vol. 1, 
Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1969), 392.

5 Jonah “grudged that heathen should share Israel’s privileges, 
and probably thought that gain to Nineveh would be loss to 
Israel. It was exactly the spirit of the prodigal’s elder brother.” 
James Hastings, The Greater Men and Women of the Bible, vol. 
4, Hezekiah–Malachi (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1938), 426.

6 Hugh Martin, The Prophet Jonah: His Character and 
Mission to Nineveh (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 
1958), 55.

7 First Catechism, Q/A 11.

8 Calvin, Commentaries, 26.

9 See “Public Profession of Faith, Form 1,” in Liturgical 
Forms and Prayers of the United Reformed Churches in North 
America (Wellandport, ON: The United Reformed Churches in 
North America, 2018), 16.

10 Martin, Jonah, 55.

11 For an extended practical explanation of the death and 
resurrection of Christ, see John Murray’s chapter, “The 
Dynamic of Biblical Ethic,” in Principles of Conduct: Aspects 
of Biblical Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), 202–28.

Themes in James: 
Wisdom, Wealth, and 
Wonder at the Bigger 
Picture

Mr. Gerry 
Wisz

“If any of you lacks wisdom,” James 
writes, “let him ask God, who gives 
generously to all without reproach, 
and it will be given him” (1:5, English 
Standard Version). Here’s one of 
the most direct and wonderfully 
encouraging promises in the Bible. And 
God always keeps his promises. If we 
lack wisdom, we’re to ask God for it, and 
he’ll grant our request. Can anything be 
more encouragingly plain?
It’s no accident that this teaching follows 
immediately after James tells his readers to count 
it all joy when trials come their way. That’s a hard 
pill to swallow, as noted last time, even though the 
benefit of the trial is profitably real, and even if 
we believe that it will be. To appreciate this, we’ll 
need wisdom, not the world’s wisdom, but God’s. 
Don’t have it? No problem, James writes. Ask God, 
and he’ll grant it to you—wisdom to appreciate 
the benefit of trials in the Christian life, but also to 
appreciate so much more of who God is and what 
he’s doing.

The best-known example of asking God for wisdom 
is Solomon in 2 Chronicles 1. His father, David, 
now gone, Solomon inherits Israel’s throne. He’s 
nervous. God comes to him at night and tells him 
to ask for what he wants, and Solomon asks not 
for wealth, honor, long life, or that God rout his 
enemies, but for wisdom. You’ll remember God’s 
response: because Solomon asked for wisdom 
to rule Israel and not for his own comforts, God 
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attention, but our affections as well. 
We sometimes can’t see beyond our 
own noses and checkbooks. That’s 
why James pulls back the camera 
to show that what’s often urgently 
important to us right now—though 
part of God’s plan to be sure—is 
really a tiny thing in the scheme of 
things.

Our lives are like a wild flower in the 
grass. Such a flower arises beautifully, 
and that should be appreciated; it’s 
something to be thankful for. But 
we know that as soon as it’s in full 
bloom, decline is around the corner. 
There’s a vast eternity before that 
flower’s stem even nudged itself 
through the earth, as there’s also a 
vast eternity after that flower withers 
and dies, to be seen no more. That’s 
not to discourage us. It’s to educate 
us so we anchor our affections not 
in the daily hustle and bustle of life 
and what seem their all-important 
outcomes, but in what will outlast 
these.

If we learn how to do this, a part 
of wisdom which James earlier 
references, we’ll have an appreciation 
for the temporary nature of the 
things of life while also being able 
to enjoy them—realizing they’re not 
everything to us, not even among 
the most important things. That’s 
why James says if God has blessed 
you with wealth, you should be 
humble. After all, it’s temporary, and 
it’s God who has orchestrated that 
life for you. By contrast, if you’re 
economically poor, James says, you 
need to come to appreciate how 
wealthy you really are in Christ. Even 
if almost everyone seems to have 
more than you, you should be able to 
say, The Lord is my shepherd. I shall 
not want.

New Creation

This is a call to a radical 
reorientation, isn’t it? Societies 
throughout history have expected the 
wealthy to be arrogant and prideful, 
and the poor to be self-effacing, 

gave him both, wisdom and all the 
benefits he didn’t ask for.

First things first. If God in Christ is 
at the radiating center of our lives, 
then everything will line up. But if 
we choose to pursue and run after 
the benefits, putting God to one side, 
we’ll be running around in circles. 
Solomon demonstrated the wisdom 
bestowed on him in the Proverbs. In 
Proverbs 3 he writes that we should 
trust in the Lord with all our hearts, 
not lean on our own understanding, 
acknowledging him in all our ways, 
and he’ll do what? He’ll make our 
paths straight. He’ll give us direction 
and sure footing.

Not So Easy

But this is so often just where the 
problem is for us, isn’t it? We do lean 
on our own understanding, we trust 
the Lord but often only so much, 
we do acknowledge him in that 
way or issue over there, but maybe 
not so much for this one over here. 
And then we wonder why things 
aren’t working out. James has his 
own way of dealing with this. The 
promise is there, and God always 
keeps his promises, but if we ask him 
for wisdom, we must ask in faith, 
believing him and believing that he’ll 
answer. Otherwise, James writes, we 
shouldn’t expect anything from God. 
Double-mindedness before God is 
not a posture of faith. Perhaps our 
first prayer, then, shouldn’t be for 
wisdom, but David’s prayer in Psalm 
86, to ask God for an undivided 
heart.

Often to cure us of our double-
mindedness, God places us in a hot 
situation, whether bad or good, as 
was true for Solomon. Once we’re 
there, we realize that we simply don’t 
have the resources in ourselves to 
manage and come through it on 
our own steam. If we think we can 
without him, we’re in for a nasty 
surprise. But even that’s beneficial, 

since we’ll learn from that for next 
time.

A hot situation is often needed for 
us to see that we need to ask God for 
wisdom. Otherwise, our tendency is 
to rely on our own or on only what 
other people are telling us. God hears 
us when we come to him in such 
situations, in faith, and grants our 
requests, and note, as James writes, 
without reproach. What a terrific 
promise! Where we’ll want to get 
to, however, is not having to move 
from one hot situation to another in 
order to be moved to ask for wisdom, 
but learn not to lean on our own 
understanding in all situations, to 
acknowledge God in all our ways, 
for that one issue over there, but also 
for this one right here. Then we’ll 
get into the habit of asking God for 
wisdom and will begin to know it as 
we walk the straight paths that he’s 
laid out for us.

There are many peddlers of 
wisdom today, religious, relational, 
consumerist, wealth-building. Some 
may be worth our attention, but none 
are worthy of our devotion, the place 
where we’re to drop anchor. Wisdom 
resides with God. That’s why we 
need to always go to the source, and 
believingly when we do.

Bigger Picture

Understanding trials in the Christian 
life is to take in the bigger picture of 
what God is doing. Simply asking 
for wisdom, in faith, is what James 
tells us to do in order to gain an 
appreciation of that bigger picture. 
As he moves onward in his epistle, 
James next pulls back the camera, as 
it were, and pans the bigger picture 
for us.

We’re focused on the now, and 
that’s good and necessary. We have 
responsibilities, work to do, things to 
accomplish—all fine and good. The 
problem is that our workaday lives 
can easily capture not only all of our 
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shuffling their feet with hat in hand, humbly retiring 
before them. Not you, James says. Not Christians in 
communion with Christ and one another. There’s a 
different axiom among you, a different dynamic from 
the regular expectations of the world. Live according to 
that dynamic, not the world’s way of doing things.

This can be appreciated only if that bigger picture 
James is laying out for us is apprehended by faith. If 
we’re steadfast through the daily, workaday grind of 
life—laying our hands to what’s before us while living 
in appreciation of that bigger picture—we have a 
promise that we can count on: the crown of life. Wealth 
has its trials, as does poverty. Having more means 
having more to do to manage it, guard it, account for it, 
give it and save it. There are a vast number of laws and 
regulations governing all of this. Managing wealth can 
become a job in and of itself, fraught with concern and 
worry which, if we’re not careful, will rob us our joy in 
Christ, and eventually, it could even replace him in our 
affections.

Poverty has trials of its own, certainly. The poor 
often juggle bills, deciding which to pay this month. 
At stake are not only their livelihood and economic 
future, but their independence and dignity. James calls 
both rich and poor to live beyond their immediate 
circumstances, not anchoring in something that’s 
passing, lest one get swept away in its passing, or 
to define oneself entirely by one’s less-than-optimal 
economic circumstances—which the workaday world 
encourages—but to live beyond both. If we do that, 
we’ll learn how to manage wealth while holding onto it 
loosely, and how to build wealth without making that 
project the be-all and end-all of life.

Do you want the crown of life? I do. That means 
learning to remain steadfast under trial, not as a 
Stoic, but as a Christian. We remain steadfast not by 
inuring ourselves from trial or adversity, as though 
constructing a shell around ourselves, but by relying 
on Christ, taking in that bigger picture of his eternal 
kingdom of which the circumstances of life, as 
important as they are—not only to us but, yes, to 
God—are in another, larger sense, that is, in the bigger 
scheme of things, really a tiny speck. The grass withers 
and the flower falls, but the word of God—that lasts, 
forever.

Mr. Gerry Wisz

is writer, college instructor, and semi-retired public 
relations professional who, with his family, is a 

member of Preakness Valley URC in Wayne, NJ. W
IS
D
O
MIf we lack wisdom, James 

writes, we need to ask God, 

in faith, and he’ll grant it. 

What is this wisdom?  

James says it’s learning to 

appreciate the (eternal) 

value of trials, 

the beauty but also 

temporary nature of our 

life here, 

the blessing but also 

limitations of wealth, 

and both the littleness and 

glory of who God has made 

us to be...

for starters!
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In Defense of Catechetical 
Preaching

Rev.  
Talman  
Wagenmaker

hen visitors come to 
a United Reformed   

Church, something stands out 
from many other churches: 
catechetical preaching. 
Catechetical preaching is 
when a minister “preach[es] 
the Word as summarized in 
the Three Forms of Unity” 
(URCNA Church Order, 
article 40), which happens at 
one of the worship services 
each Lord’s Day. 

While the URCNA federation is young, this practice is not. However, some 
persons are uncomfortable with catechetical preaching and criticize it by 
claiming that it is illegitimate to preach on anything other than a text drawn 
directly from Scripture. While there are various ways to defend catechetical 
preaching, I want to defend and promote it from the actions of the apostolic 
church as we find them recorded in Acts 15.1

Acts 15 records how the apostolic church dealt with a deep controversy in 
the early church. The chapter begins with Luke setting forth a summary of 
the controversy: “Some men came down from Judea and were teaching the 
brothers, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, 
you cannot saved.’ And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and 
debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed 
to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question” (Acts 
15:1–2; quotations are from the English Standard Version).

Controversy in the church is nothing new, and it continues to this day. Our 
Three Forms of Unity (the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, and 

Catechetical 
preaching 
is a practice 
rooted in the 
example of the 
early church 
and is to be 
used today in 
our churches.
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the Canons of Dort) were composed 
in the midst of controversy, whether 
that be the momentous Reformation 
period or the Arminian challenge a 
generation later.

Luke tells us that “the apostles and 
the elders were gathered together to 
consider this matter” (Acts 15:6). He 
also informs us that “after there had 
been much debate” (15:7) a solution 
to the controversy was proposed by 
James (the brother of the Lord, not 
the apostle), which was agreed to 
by the assembly; they were of “one 
accord” with the solution (15:25).

What is interesting to note is 
even though multiple apostles 
were present at the gathering, no 
revelation from God was delivered 
to settle the matter, as far as we are 
told. Instead, among other things, 
we read of James quoting Scripture 
and applying it to the situation before 
them (Acts15:14–18). The solution 
to the controversy was found by 
interpreting and applying Scripture. 
This application was written down in 
the form of a letter to be sent to the 
churches (15:23–29). Not only was 
the letter was brought to the church 
where the controversy erupted, but 
also the apostle Paul took it along 
with him to other churches (Acts 
16:4–5). While the letter says that the 
solution “seemed good to the Holy 
Spirit and to us” (15:28), this is a 
different claim than that the solution 
was divinely inspired since humans 
are mentioned in a similar way that 
God is mentioned. This wording 
accords with Jesus’ promise in John 
16:13, that the Holy Spirit will “guide 
you into all the truth.”2 We see this 
confirmed when Acts 16:4 refers to 
the decisions as ones “that had been 
reached by the apostles and elders 
who were in Jerusalem,” rather than 
as ones inspired by the Holy Spirit.

What we see in Acts 15 is a model 
for the church to follow to address 
controversies once there would be 

no more apostles in the church. The 
church is to debate the controversy. 
In this debate, the church is to go 
back to Scripture. The church is 
to apply scriptural teaching to the 
controversy. The solution the church 
reaches won’t be divinely inspired, 
but it will be authoritative, for it is 
bringing scriptural teaching to bear 
on a subject, and Scripture’s teaching 
is authoritative. This is similar to 
what the Three Forms of Unity do: 
they bring out the scriptural teaching 
of various doctrines about which the 
Reformed churches as a whole have 
agreed.

All this is well and good, but what 
does it have to do with catechetical 
preaching? Look to Acts 15:30–32: 
“They went down to Antioch, and 
having gathered the congregation 
together, they delivered the 
letter. And when they had read 
it, they rejoiced because of its 
encouragement. And Judas and 
Silas, who were themselves prophets, 
encouraged and strengthened the 
brothers with many words.”

The Greek word Luke uses for 
“gathered . . . together” is used in 
various New Testament passages to 
refer to the gathering together of the 
congregation for what appears to be 
the equivalent of a corporate worship 
service: Acts 4:31; 11:26; 13:44; 14:27; 
20:7–8; and 1 Corinthians 5:4–5. We 
can assume it is similar in Acts 15.

At this official gathering of the 
congregation, they “read” the 
letter, which was a letter of human 
composition rather than divinely 
inspired Scripture. Also at this 
gathering in Antioch, something like 
what we call a sermon was delivered, 
as Judas and Silas “encouraged and 
strengthened the brothers with many 
words.” Note that even though we 
are told that Judas and Silas were 
“prophets,” we are not told that they 
prophesied. The Greek word Luke 
used for “encouraged” is a common 
word, used at various times to refer 
to what goes on in sermons: Luke 

3:18; Acts 2:40; 11:23; 14:21–22; 
20:1–2; 28:20; Romans 12:1, 8; 1 
Corinthians 14:31; 2 Corinthians 
5:20; 6:1; 1 Thessalonians 2:12; 3:2; 2 
Timothy 4:2; Titus 1:9; 2:15; Hebrews 
3:13; 10:24–25; and 1 Peter 5:12.

When we are told that Judas and 
Silas used “many words” rather than 
solely reading Scripture or reading 
the letter, we can connect this to 
a minister using many words in a 
catechetical sermon. No doubt they 
also read Scripture, as James did, 
and showed how the teaching is 
scriptural, which every catechetical 
sermon ought to do.

What we see in Acts 15, then, can 
be applied to the church’s situation 
today to defend and promote 
catechetical preaching, for in 
verses 30–32 we see office bearers 
delivering to a gathered congregation 
a sermon that was based on human 
words summarizing the teaching 
of Scripture. Or, in our context, as 
article 40 of the URCNA Church 
Order puts it, “At one of the services 
each Lord’s Day, the minister shall 
ordinarily preach the Word as 
summarized in the Three Forms of 
Unity.” Catechetical preaching is a 
practice rooted in the example of 
the early church and is to be used 
today in our churches. As we do this, 
we trust the Lord will continue to 
strengthen us in the faith, just as he 
did the early church (Acts 15:31–32; 
16:4–5).

1. A sermon related to this subject 
can be found at: sermonaudio.com/
sermon/91719146411567.

2. R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of the Acts 
of the Apostles (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 
1934), 626.
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n my last article, I mentioned 
that when faced with failure, 

we tend to flee for refuge to one 
of three idols: control, comfort, or 
approval. We saw how Americans, 
surrounded by comfort, often hide 
under its shifting shadow. But 
comfort is not our only antidote to 
failure; we also chase the dazzling 
rays of approval. For, as many 
comforts tantalize us, so there are 
screens and mirrors and flashing 
pictures.

Constantly, pictures of friends and 
acquaintances dazzle and awaken 
envy in us. We catch snatches of 
perfectly put together children, 
husbands, jobs, diet plans. They 
have it all together. Everyone likes 
them. We want that. So when we 
get home after a failed business 
proposal, or retreat to our room 
after a plate-shattering fight with 
our husband, we send the pleasant 
pieces of our lives into internet 
space. Then wait. Will they approve 
of us? Will they “like” us? Their 
affirmation is soul balm.

Now, if you are one of those who 
doesn’t give a button what the 
elusive public thinks about you, 
don’t check out. You may not care 
about the approval of people in 
general. But how many of you, after 
yelling at your kids again, or eating 
too much cake again, turn to your 
friend, mom, boss, church friends 
to make you feel better? Their 
gentle words of affirmation and 
understanding help you forget your 
failures.

There is nothing wrong with 
encouraging your friend, or even 
wanting the approval of others. 

Mrs. 
Elisabeth 
Bloechl 

Approval Addict: Public (and 
Private) Approval

Approval, like comfort, is not 
inherently sinful. It is not wrong to 
desire a good reputation or good 
standing in the eyes of others. God 
even commands us to—as much 
as possible—live at peace with 
everyone (Rom. 12:18). Seeking 
approval becomes sinful when we 
find in it our source of security, 
identity, hope, joy; when approval 
becomes that thing we run to when 
we’ve failed. When it takes the place 
of God.

How do you know if you have 
ousted God to make room for 
approval? Put another way, how 
can you tell if you love the “approval 
of men rather than the approval of 
God” (John 12:43, New American 
Standard Bible)? Check your pulse. 
What increases your heart rate and 
makes you rub clammy hands? 
The thought that your boss may 
scoff at your work? The dread 
of losing your friend when she 
discovers your dirt? Being seen in 
public without any makeup or with 
tousled hair? Or is it the dread of 
resisting God’s will? Or that your 
action may grieve the Holy Spirit? 
Are you a Pilate who caves when 
he realizes he might lose Caesar’s 
approval, or a Paul who is stoned 
and booed out of town for the sake 
of the gospel? What choice most 
resembles your thought life?

What will others think if I do this? 
What will God think if I do this?

Will I fail? How will God be glorified 
if I fail?

How can I make him love me? How 
can I show Christ’s love to him?

Am I as pretty as she? Am I as godly 
as Christ?

Will being his friend improve my 
image? Will being his friend glorify 
God?1

In short, whom to do you fear 
more: man or God?2

If your answer is man (or one man, 
or one woman, or a group), take 
care. The path to attaining human 
approval is muddy, slippery, and 
leads nowhere. Here’s why.

Pitfalls of Approval

One: people are fickle. Your 
husband comes home from work, 
tired. All he wants is dinner and 
bed. The next day, he wants a 
listening ear. Your friends love 
your lemon bars; then they go on 
a diet. What pleases someone one 
day annoys them the next. And 
the more people you aim to please, 
the higher the odds stack. It is 
impossible to please anyone all of 
the time. Not to mention trying to 
please all men.3 There is no way of 
knowing if that person will always 
coo and rub your back when you 
flunk your test or injure your foot 
and can’t run anymore.

Two: people are sinful. Fallen 
mankind is primarily pleased with 
themselves. Without Christ, we love 
ourselves and whatever makes us 
happy. And what makes our sinful 
souls happy? Sexual impurity, 
shameful lusts, envy, murder, strife, 
deceit, malice, gossip, slander, 
hating God, insolence, arrogance, 
pride, and more (Rom. 1:24, 26, 
29–30). And not only do we delight 
in doing these things, but also we 
approve of those who do them 
(Rom. 1:32). Thus, nursing our 

The Outlook | 12



failure through approval comes at 
a cost. Our target audience says, “If 
you really want to please me:

go into debt to buy me what I 
want,

or do whatever it takes to lose 
10 pounds,

or go to bed with me,

or get drunk with me,

or get high with me,

or lie for me,

or let me cheat on this test by 
peeking over your shoulder,

or break the law for me,

or look the other way when I 
break the law,

or stay home from church with 
me.”4

And though Christians have new 
minds, desires, and whole self in 
Christ, we still war with these same 
desires (2 Cor. 5:17; Rom. 7:15). Still 
riddled with sin, we tend to approve 
of people who gossip, or complain 

about, or belittle others with us; or 
those who ignore our sins—because 
we all know we are sinful.

Three: we, ourselves, are sinful. 
The spurs driving us to medicate 
with approval are the sins of fear of 
others and pride in ourselves. “[The 
people-pleaser] is concerned (if not 
consumed) with the establishment 
and maintenance of his own 
reputation.”5 She lives in constant 
fear of exposure—dreading lest 
those by whom they want to 
be admired, see all that is un-
admirable (ugly, broken, sinful) 
in her.6 Her fear leads her to live a 
double life. She, like the Pharisees, 
prays long, drawn-out prayers 
during the Bible study for which 
she did not prepare. She carries 
herself with poise and modesty at 
work, and the opposite after hours. 
And this because, despite her fear, 
in the darkest corners of her heart, 
she really thinks she is worthy of 
worship. After all, isn’t that what 
earning approval is all about—
earning others’ worship?
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•  U r b a n  o r i e n t e d

•  E v a n g e l i s t i c

•  A  p e o p l e  p e r s o n

•  S t r o n g  p r e a c h e r

•  C a n  s e r v e  i n  t h e  U R C N A

•  S o l i d  f a m i l y  l i f e

•  P r e f e r r e d :  5  y e a r s  p a s t o r a l  e x p e r i e n c e

Messiah's 
Reformed Fellowship

Urban Mission

Cry Out

It is clear, then, that others’ approval is no solution to 
dealing with our failures. But we can’t will away idols.

We can throw every self-help book, every good 
intention, every new discipline program, and all our 
resolutions against our well-entrenched enemies, only 
to find ourselves bloodied, discouraged, and running 
for the hills. It is only in the power of the Spirit that we 
can comprehend our enemy’s strengths and find the 
wisdom to tear down and destroy our idols. The Spirit 
comes to the aid of these who humble themselves, 
recognizing their utter helplessness and crying out for 
his help in desperation (cf. 1 Peter 1:5).7

In other words, in order to disarm our idol of approval, 
we must cry out to the Holy Spirit. Cry out to him not 
only do destroy the idol but replace it with himself. 
Until we see God as our security, hope, joy, we will 
run to something else in the face of failure. Cry out 
to him in repentance; surrendering and turning from 
your deepest, dark desires.8 Until we acknowledge and 
surrender our approval idol, we will run to it in the face 
of failure. Cry out, because he will help .“God knows 
how to help you. The Lord Jesus has gone before 
you. He has purchased your freedom, cleansed your 
heart and conscience, empowered you with His Spirit, 

Mrs. Elisabeth Bloechl
is a member of Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
Hammond, and a house cleaner and aspiring 
writer in Hammond, WI.

secured your soul in His hand. He can deliver you from 
your sin. Rest and rejoice in Him” (2 Peter 2:9).9 Cry out 
to him in worship, for he (not we) is alone worthy  
(1 Chron. 17:23–25).

So, next time you fail, take note of where you first 
run. Is it to your fickle, sinful friends or media, or your 
unchanging, holy God? A God who can handle your 
failures, and sin, and pain. A God who will not flake 
when you bring your darkness and dirt to him, because 
he already knows it all. A God who, when you receive 
him, looks at Christ’s work attributed to you and 
declares that he approves of you (Heb. 11:6). And his 
approval is forever, and forever sure.

1. Lou Priolo, Pleasing People: How Not to Be an “Approval 
Junkie” (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2007).

2. Ibid.

3. Ibid.

4. Ibid.

5. Ibid.

6. Edward T. Welch, When People Are Big and God Is Small: 
Overcoming Peer Pressure, Codependency, and the Fear of 
Men (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1997).

7. Elise Fitzpatrick, Idols of the Heart: Learning to Long 
for God Alone (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2001).

8. Ibid.

9. Ibid.

What is it about your own 
miserable works & doings that 
you think you could please God 
more than the sacrifice of His 
own Son? 

Martin Luther
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How do you and I respond? As we reflect on the prior 
topics, all dealing with the jealousy of God, we need to 

react. We need to ask the question: How should we worship 
a jealous God? Knowing what we do about God, how do 
we worship him? We have seen how God reacted on Mount 
Sinai when his people constructed and worshiped the 
golden calf. Moses ordered the Levites to take their swords 
and kill as many as they could reach. That day “about three 
thousand men of the people fell” (Ex. 32:27–28, English 
Standard Version).

In a later article we listened as God the Father sent “the 
man in linen” to put a mark on the heads of his elect, 
while his military agents put to death those inhabitants 
of Jerusalem who did not “sigh and groan over all the 
abominations” (Ezek. 9:4). His prophet, Ezekiel, exposed 
the sin and corruption resident in Jerusalem after 
Nebuchadnezzar’s first incursion and conquest. Divine 
wrath was powerfully demonstrated. God will not tolerate 
stupid substitutes.

In the fourth article, we saw 
God inflicting death on tens of 
thousands of Egyptians for their 
refusal to let Israel go (Ex. 12:12). 
God had sent ample warnings 
to Pharaoh and the Egyptian 
people that he would protect and 
release his people. Not only were 
the Egyptians harsh taskmasters. 
They were also idolatrous persons, 
worshiping the sun as though 
it were God. They had seen the 
power of God displayed through 
multiple plagues, yet they refused 
to repent. Their punishment 
was severe and massive. God’s 
jealous character would not 
ignore idolatry among the pagans. 
God himself killed thousands of 

Dr. Norman 
De Jong

How Do We Worship 
a Jealous God? JEALO

US
For some unexplained reasons, 
our society has lost the sense 
of fear. It has also confused the 
meaning of jealousy, seeing 
it as the green-eyed monster 
instead of the primary attribute 
of God.
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Egyptian children in one night. 
They received death because they 
refused life.

Your reaction to these biblical 
truths might have been typical: 
ignore them. We are often 
masterful at the art of ignoring. 
I know people who refuse to 
turn on the news because they 
expect to hear bad things. We do 
that with impunity. Focus only 
on the positive. I have had well-
meaning friends criticize me for 
focusing too much on the Old 
Testament. Their advice is to ignore 
the negative; be more positive. 
Coupled with such advice is the 
notion that the Old Testament is 
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too much law, too much anger, too 
much punishment. Just read and 
study the New Testament. There you 
will experience love.

The evangelical churches in America 
and the Western nations are 
deliberately ignoring the holiness of 
God and his wrath against sin. They 
want to preach love and inclusion. 
They find multiple ways to ignore 
sin. They deliberately fail to practice 
church discipline. They misinterpret 
discipline as punishment and fail to 
see it as instruction. When they focus 
exclusively on love, grace, and mercy, 
they are offering up a theological 
diet best labeled as “cheap grace.” 
Cheap grace, in Germany during 
the 1930s, allowed the Lutheran 
church to embrace national socialism 
espoused by Hitler. They reaped their 
rewards. We in the West need to 
avoid cheap grace. We need to come 
to grips with the righteousness and 
holiness of God. We need to practice 
church discipline but remember that 
its primary meaning is teaching. 
We need to warn our people about 
the jealousy of God. We should not 
ignore it.

I suspect that a sermon series on 
the subject of divine jealousy would 
produce many negative reactions. 
Countless pew sitters still think 
of jealousy as an evil, a sin to be 
avoided. We have been conditioned 
by our culture to think that way. 
Even an astute theologian like J. I. 
Packer is confused on this subject. 
In his classic book, Knowing God, 
he concludes that “there are two 
kinds of jealousy among humans, 
and only one of them is a vice.”1 
He erroneously concludes that 
covetousness and envy are defined 
as jealousy. We need to remember 
that wanting things that are not 
rightfully ours is envy. This attitude 
is appropriately labeled as sin and is 
covered by the tenth commandment. 
We dealt with that in the first article.

The typical evangelical church 
in America today is heavy on 
contemporary music and light on 
theology. The adopted format is to 
have a praise team accompanied by 
drums or guitars with lead singers 
belting out their latest tunes. It 
looks more like entertainment than 
worship, for the majority of the 
congregation either cannot sing 
along or refuses to attempt these 
new ditties. To appease the older 
members, a classic hymn or two will 
be inserted. “How Great Thou Art” 
is often chosen for such. To inject 
a serious sermon about a jealous 
God into such churches would not 
get positive reviews. My wife and 
I recently found ourselves in an 
evangelical megachurch on Sunday 
morning. We had hoped to worship 
there, but real worship was difficult. 
The most obvious objects for worship 
were the members of the praise band. 
Only a very small percentage of those 
in attendance could sing along, for 
the songs were new, strange, and 
musically difficult. Each performance 
was greeted with some faint applause. 
The only obvious object of worship 
was the praise band itself. At best, 
the pastor was assigned second place. 
His message was about an inch deep.

If you want to destroy an evangelical 
church by inches, establish a praise 
band. Praise bands militate against 
congregational worship. They most 
often replace congregational singing. 
That is not only stupid but sinful. 
Many psalms, some of which we use 
as calls to worship, command us to 
sing praises to God. Sing his praises 
is a common theme. Bless the Lord is 
a similar command. When we sit or 
stand and listen to a praise band, we 
are often violating those commands. 
God is not pleased.

If ignoring divine jealousy is not an 
option, what is the alternative? How 
do you and I in the pew worship? 
First, we need to develop more 
intensive and more comprehensive 
Bible study curricula. Regrettably, 

there is widespread ignorance of 
what the Bible teaches. We need 
to overcome that. The Bible is the 
primary means of grace. In it, God 
speaks directly to us. We need to 
listen carefully to him. If you scan 
the study materials at your Bible 
book store or your favorite catalog, 
you will note that there is a vast 
amount of material available. Sad to 
say, much of that is man-centered 
and not Bible-centered. Much of the 
current material is of the feel-good 
variety. Look at the study guides: 
“How do you feel?” “What is your 
reaction?” “How would you respond 
to such a situation?” The overriding 
objective seems to be the production 
of satisfactory feelings for the reader. 
It should be, “What is God doing? 
What is God saying in this passage?” 
How can I use that insight to bring 
praise and glory to his name? Is 
not the chief end of man “to glorify 
God and to enjoy him forever” 
(Westminster Shorter Catechism, Q 1)?

At an elementary level, we need to 
come to grips with the awesome 
power of God. Starting in Genesis, 
we note that God spoke the whole 
creation into existence, out of 
nothing. With his voice, he created 
the sun, the moon, and the stars. 
With his voice he created animals, 
birds, and human beings. All in the 
space of six normal, twenty-four-
hour days. Moving into Exodus, 
we read about his inflicting death 
on tens of thousands of Egyptian 
firstborn about midnight. Later, we 
see him parting the Red Sea so that 
his millions of former slaves could 
walk through on dry ground, with 
walls of water on both sides. Water 
does not stand on edge unless the 
awesome God commands it. Then, it 
stays on edge until foolish Pharaoh 
tries to catch God’s people. Later, he 
does the same kind of thing so that 
his people could ford the flooded 
Jordan. God’s Word is full of such 
demonstrations of awesome, mind-
blowing power. In response we need 
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to sing “How Great Thou Art” with 
new awareness of its meaning. We 
stand in awe!

Another important response is the 
development of a holy fear. Some 
may quickly react: fear is not a 
wholesome response for believers. 
Does not the gospel drive out fear? 
Did not God say to Joshua, “Do 
not be frightened, and do not be 
dismayed, for the Lord your God 
is with you wherever you go” (Josh. 
1:9)? What are you going to do with 
the 48 verses in the Old Testament 
that command you to “fear not”? 
If you are a Christian, there is no 
need for fear. That is a common 
argument, but that is not the sum 
of biblical teaching. If you use the 
Authorized or King James Version, 
you will find that there are 315 verses 
in the Old Testament with the word 
“fear” in them. If you peruse the New 
Testament, you will find another 
80 verses using that word. If you 
concentrate on the Psalms, you will 
find 62 verses in that book alone, 
with numerous verses mentioning 
fear multiple times.

For some unexplained reasons, our 
society has lost the sense of fear. It 
has also confused the meaning of 
jealousy, seeing it as the green-eyed 
monster instead of the primary 
attribute of God. Consequently, 
there is precious little fear of God 
in the land. That also translates 
into little fear of the law, little fear 
of lawmakers, little fear of law 
enforcers. We see it on the highways, 
with almost no one obeying the 
speed limits. We see it in the demand 
for abortion rights, with no fear of 
being labeled a murderer. We see it 
in the number of mass shootings. We 
see it in the demand for illegal drugs. 
We see it in the escalating rates of 
suicide. We see it in our political 
campaigns. There is no fear of God in 
the land.

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

The word “fear” has multiple 
meanings and multiple forms. It 
can be used as a noun, as a verb, as 
an adjective, or as an adverb. In the 
Old Testament particularly, there is 
frequent use of “fear not” (48 times), 
informing us that there are some 
forces and some persons we should 
not fear. That is exemplified in God’s 
command to Joshua, telling him 
that he should not fear the enemies 
of God who are inhabiting the land 
of Canaan. In the New Testament, 
we are told to not fear those who 
can kill the body, but to fear those 
who can kill the soul (Matt. 10:28). 
By contrast, Jesus told his listeners, 
“Rather fear him who can destroy 
both soul and body in hell” (Matt. 
10:28). The object of fear is of eternal 
significance. Do not fear the enemies 
of God, but be sure to fear God.

We need to develop a wholesome, 
biblical fear of God. Knowing that 
God’s righteous character cannot 
tolerate sin, we need to be afraid of 
his righteous anger. He will punish 
sin, for all sin must be punished. 
Sin comes in multiple forms. One 
that is particularly evil in God’s 
sight is idolatry. When Ezekiel was 
transported through the temple in 
Jerusalem, he saw various forms of 
idolatry. In our society we could 
easily add to that list. Mother Nature 
is quite popular. Democracy is 
one that we all worship. Science 
has dominated our educational 
institutions. Wealth is the object of 
much effort. Sports takes priority in 
many homes, especially on Sundays. 
As Calvin said, the human heart is a 
factory for idols. We love many. Woe 
to the pastor who preaches against 
them.

Our pastors should not be working 
to win a popularity contest. They 
should not be avoiding the hard 
lessons from Scripture for fear 
of rejection. Proclaiming the 

righteousness and holiness of God 
should be high on their agenda. 
When that includes the subject of 
divine jealousy, they should expound 
with great clarity.

At that point in our thinking, we 
need to look at the cross. As Paul 
so clearly said, the cross is the 
heart of the gospel. It is the clearest 
pronouncement of God’s wrath 
against sin. He hates it so much that 
he sent his own Son to hang there. 
We need to understand the amazing 
grace of Christ paying for our sins 
on the cross. We need to respond in 
joy and gratitude for our sins being 
washed away, never to be charged 
against us again.

We can experience the joy of our 
salvation, but that is not the end of 
the matter. We need to realize that 
there are millions and even billions of 
people not covered by the blood. We 
need to be concerned about them as 
well. The vast majority of persons in 
this world are idol worshippers. They 
need to hear about divine jealousy, 
too. If we understand and accept it, 
we can be God’s messengers, sent to 
warn them. A solemn sermon about 
divine jealousy should be followed 
by practical messages from the Great 
Commission. If we truly love our 
neighbors, we will be courageous 
enough to warn them about the 
consequences of their sins. We 
should dare to introduce the subject 
of repentance.

1. J. I. Packer, Knowing God 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2018), 170.
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Mr. Michael R. 
Kearney 

Meeting with God: The Call 
and Response of Worship

, chapters 2–3, 13, 15–17, 30

Our examination of liturgy in the last issue of The Outlook emphasized 
that worship communicates. The design of a church’s building, the 
arrangement of its sanctuary, and the attire of its worshipers are all clues 
to the content of its faith. But this is not all. At a more basic level, worship 
is communication. The identity of the New Testament church is the 
assembly of believers whose purpose is meeting with God in corporate 
worship. In this article, we will trace this basic theme through several 
chapters in Abraham Kuyper’s book Our Worship.

Our Worship Worship Is the Assembly of 
Believers

Ekklesia, the Greek word we render 
as “church,” can refer to any public 
assembly of people gathered for a 
common purpose. At its root, ekklesia 
means “the called-out ones”—a group 
of people who are set apart from the 
world in order to deliberate and pursue 
a specific goal.1 The church is called 
out of the world into membership 
in a heavenly kingdom, and that 
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membership is nowhere more evident 
than in corporate worship on the Lord’s 
Day. The church is a sacred assembly 
with a heavenly task.

If the church is the assembly of 
believers, then worship is not a social 
club or a lecture series (9, 11). It is 
not the dynamism of the pastor or 
the individual preferences of the 
congregants that constitute the 
assembly, but the holy calling which the 
Lord lays upon his church.

If the church is the assembly of 
believers, then worship has a public 
role (9). Although its holy meeting sets 
it apart from the world, the church 
conducts its worship publicly as a 
means of propagating the faith.

If the church is the assembly of 
believers, then worship is not 
contingent upon physical surroundings. 
The nature of the assembly “is 
occasioned and determined not by 
walls or pews, by an organ or a pulpit, 
but by the presence of the members of 
the congregation” (10).

The assembly of believers is the central 
feature of the church’s identity—not the 
sermon, not the preacher, not even the 
building (10). From beginning to end, 
the structure of worship communicates 
the nature of the church as a holy 
assembly before the face of God.

Worship Is a Meeting with 
God

Although the “assembly of believers” 
is fundamental, we still have not 
captured the real essence of corporate 
worship until we recognize that the 
service is a sacred meeting with God 
himself. Meeting with the divine is a 
central theme in both Old and New 
Testaments.2 “All worship,” says Kuyper, 
“all genuine religion, is a searching for 
fellowship with the Lord of lords” (13). 
Throughout redemptive history the 
people of God wait longingly for the lost 

fellowship of Eden to be restored, and 
Sabbath-day worship offers a foretaste 
of that still-future restoration.3

On Sunday we converse not only with 
one another but also with the King of 
kings and Lord of lords. We approach 
the Lord through the name and under 
the blood of Christ, our Mediator and 
Great High Priest (17). While the Lord 
is omnipresent, his Spirit is particularly 
present in the gathering of believers, 
and corporate worship is the point in a 
Christian’s life when he or she can be 
most directly aware of God’s presence 
(112). In church we speak to God, and—
wonder of wonders—he speaks to us.

Worship is not a mere gathering to 
talk about fellowship with God; it is 
not a mere practice session for future 
fellowship with God; it is fellowship with 
God. It is real, tangible communication 
with the Lord, surpassing even the 
ordinary sense of worship which 
should characterize every moment of a 
believer’s life (18). Church is not a mere 
exercise in edification for the believers 
who gather there; the churchgoers 
must “feel and taste that they are facing 
the living God” (119–20). The vital 
core of Christian worship, according 
to Kuyper, is the “awareness of having 
attended an audience with the King of 
kings” (127), and the duty of those who 
lead worship is, quite simply, to let the 
saints taste this divine fellowship.

Worship Is a Holy 
Conversation

If you have a close friend or a relative 
whom you call on a regular basis, your 
conversation might follow a predictable 
pattern. “How are you? How are the 
kids? When will we see you again?” The 
character of your relationship guides 
the contours of your conversation. So 
it is in the assembly of believers: the 
relationship between the Lord and his 
redeemed people governs the elements 
and the order of the conversation that 
transpires during the meeting.

The theological name for this is the 
dialogical principle of worship.4 In 
tandem with the regulative principle 
of worship, which states that we may 
not worship God in any other way 
than he has commanded in his Word,5 
the dialogical principle of worship 
requires that we examine each aspect 
of the liturgy to evaluate its place 
in the holy conversation between 
God and his people. In considering 
specific elements of worship, it is 
helpful to ask: Who is speaking? Who 
is being addressed? And what comes 
before and after each element of the 
conversation? These considerations 
guide Kuyper’s advice for the parts of 
the service. The rest of this article will 
focus particularly on the opening and 
closing of worship.

Worship Is a Pattern of Call 
and Response

The service begins with fellowship. 
How should we enter the church 
building in preparation for the service 
about to take place there? Surprisingly, 
Kuyper encourages congregants not 
to be quiet before the service (98–
100). He offers a theological reason: 
silence before worship encourages 
congregants to become spectators 
during worship. A hushed aura might 
be desirable before a concert or a 
lecture. But if the church represents 
an assembly, then the congregation 
has an active role to play before and 
during the service. If the congregation 
really consists of “brothers and sisters 
who exercise the fellowship of the 
saints and who know and love each 
other,” then the assembling individuals 
ought to acknowledge one another and 
inquire after one another’s well-being 
(100). This may happen in a narthex or 
a fellowship hall, but Kuyper does not 
mind if it occurs in the sanctuary. This 
fellowship should be hushed only by 
the entrance of the council, the tolling 
of the bell (101–2), and the first words 
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with which the minister begins the 
service: the votum.6

The congregation invokes the name 
of the Lord. Speaking on behalf of the 
congregation, the minister constitutes 
the assembly with a solemn 
declaration: “Our help is in the name of 
the Lord, who made heaven and earth” 
(Ps. 124:8). This statement, called 
the votum, has been a characteristic 
facet of worship since the early days 
of the Reformation. Kuyper prefers 
the communal implications of the 
votum to the individualized act of silent 
prayer (111–12). Although the choice 
of text for the votum is somewhat 
arbitrary, Kuyper views Psalm 124:8 as 
a concisely appropriate summary of 
the worship service. He paraphrases it 
this way:

We, lost sinners, who were almost 
devoured by sin and Satan, have been 
kept safe by God, and we now gather 
here as the redeemed multitude that 
was set free, and the first utterance of 
our heart is that it was God, and God 
alone, who saved us from death. And 
he is the One who now gathers us, 
saved and redeemed people, under the 
sounding forth of his Word. (114–15).

In the votum we declare the Lord to be 
our creator, redeemer, and king. This 
is our call to him. And God responds 
in the gracious words of the opening 
blessing.

The Lord responds by declaring his 
favor. In the votum, the minister acts as 
the voice of the congregation, offering 
up praise and prayer to the throne of 
God. But in the opening blessing, the 
minister switches roles (116). Now 
he speaks as the agent of God, who 
acknowledges his people and declares 
his presence among them: “Grace to 
you and peace from God our Father, 
through Jesus Christ our Lord, in the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit” (116). 
This blessing is the triune God’s 
assurance to the assembled believers 
that they may share in his grace and 
peace through Christ’s finished work 
(118–19).

The votum and blessing communicate 
that the most important task at the 
beginning of the service is not for the 
minister and the congregation to greet 
one another but for the Lord himself to 
greet his people. We see this dialogical 
principle at work again at the service’s 
end.

The closing prayer and blessing mirror 
the votum and opening blessing. At 
the end of the sermon, believers “stand 
ready, strengthened, encouraged, and 
comforted to reenter the world and be a 
witness to their God, to live for him, and 
to feel safe in his keeping” (209). The 
concluding prayer and song represent 
the congregation’s closing expression 
of thanks and petitions to God, and the 
parting blessing conveys God’s promise 
to bless them individually as they go 
out into the world.

In the opening and closing of a 
Reformed service, the speaker, the 
listener, and the occasion for the words 
are all clearly identifiable. In contrast to 
this dialogical clarity, Kuyper includes 
an important aside in order to address 
a source of conversational confusion in 
worship: special music.

Special Music: Conversational 
Confusion?

In Kuyper’s day, as in our own, many 
churches had soloists and choirs who 
would perform stand-alone songs 
and anthems as a form of “musical 
preaching” (121). Kuyper chooses the 
word “preaching” intentionally because 
he attributes the rise of special music 
in worship to a decline in emotionally 
powerful preaching; when the sermon 
fails to move a congregation, adding 
the emotional power of music can help. 
This is one explanation for the inclusion 
of solos and group performances in 
worship.

But Kuyper cautions us to consider 
the dialogical implications of special 
music. Who is speaking to whom? 
If the soloist is addressing God, the 
congregants become spectators 
to somebody else’s worship. If the 
soloist is addressing the congregation, 
he or she usurps a leadership role 
that belongs to the office bearers 
alone. Even if we rationalize it as an 
opportunity to inspire the congregants 
to engage in their own individual praise 
to God, special music ignores the 
fundamentally communal nature of 

We, lost sinners, who were almost devoured by sin and Satan, have been kept safe by God, and 
we now gather here as the redeemed multitude that was set free, and the first utterance of our 
heart is that it was God, and God alone, who saved us from death. And he is the One who now 

gathers us, saved and redeemed people, under the sounding forth of his Word. (114–15).
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singing, interrupts the dialogical flow of the service, and weakens the character of 
the assembly. Although Kuyper does not ban special music outright, he concludes 
that this form of art is not God’s intention for bringing his Word to the congregation 
(123).

This is a good place to pause our study of worship. A musical solo, like many other 
forms of art, can be beautiful, God-glorifying, and personally moving. And these 
would be wonderful reasons to include it in a service—if corporate worship were 
essentially a Bible study or a devotional meeting. But if worship is more than that—
if it is a holy meeting of the assembly of believers, convened by God himself—then 
we must include in our worship only what contributes to and accords with that 
sacred conversation. And if our congregations attend carefully to the call-and-
response pattern of the historic Reformed liturgy, the result will be not stoicism or 
formalism but rather a more ardent love for the Lord of hosts who stoops from his 
throne, week after week, to enter into conversation with his people.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. What are some ways in which corporate worship sets Christians apart from the 
world?

2. How do we “feel and taste” God’s presence in worship? How can we hone our 
sensitivity to his presence?

3. Find a recent bulletin from your church and a pencil. For each line in the order of 
worship, ask “Who is speaking here?” and write either “GOD” or “PEOPLE” next to 
it. Does the dialogical flow of the service make sense? Are there any elements 
whose role in the dialogue seems unclear? Why?

4. What are some ways to encourage musical talent in a congregation without 
interrupting the dialogic pattern of corporate worship?

1 Joseph Henry Thayer, A Greek-English 
Lexicon of the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1977), 195–96.

2 One of the finest expositions on this topic 
is L. Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the 
Mountain of the Lord?: A Biblical Theology 
of the Book of Leviticus (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2015).

3 The Heidelberg Catechism describes the 
observance of the Lord’s Day as a foretaste 
of the “eternal Sabbath” (Lord’s Day 38, Q&A 
103).

4 Michael R. Kearney, “How to Evade the 
Worship Wars,” The Outlook 65, no. 3 (May/
June 2015): 24; Steve Swets, “What Does 
It Mean to Be Reformed? Part 1: Worship,” 
Outlook 69, no. 5 (September/October 
2019): 8.

5 Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 35, Q&A 
96; Westminster Larger Catechism, Q&A 
109.

6 Notably, Kuyper does not include a “call to 
worship” in this discussion of the opening 
of the service. This raises a question with 
regard to the dialogical principle: Who 
initiates worship? Although the question 
would require a longer discussion, Kuyper 
seems to indicate that God begins the 
dialogue by calling the congregation to 
worship; this occurs through the authority 
vested in the consistory, and it is signified 
by the tolling of the bell (101–2) and/or by 
an elder or minister reading Scripture to 
call the congregation to worship (103–6), 
as happens in many churches today. The 
role of the consistory or session in calling 
the congregation to worship is supported in 
Reformed documents such as the Church 
Order of the United Reformed Churches 
in North America (article 37) and the 
Directory of Public Worship of the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church (chapters I.D and II.A).

More and more people imagine that 
Christ exists for our sake, while the 
much richer notion of our existing for 
the sake of Christ does not arise.

Abraham Kuyper

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

What Does It Mean to Be Reformed? 
Personal Witnessing and Evangelism

“God loves you and has a wonderful 
plan for your life.” That statement 
is the starting point for much of 
personal evangelism.1 Is there a 
Reformed way to do evangelism? 
Yes. It relates to the principles 
recognized, the approach, the 
message, and the goal. But is 
it effective? Could we be more 
effective evangelists or witnesses 
if we abandon our Reformed 
principles? My argument in this 
article is that the most effective and 
God-honoring witnessing is one 
which teaches the unadulterated 
Scriptures. The theological 
summary of what Scriptures teaches 
can be easily summarize with the 
acronym TULIP,2 which is drawn 
from the Canons of Dort.3

The Sovereignty of God

The glory of God is the goal of 
evangelism, and recognition of his 
sovereignty over all must be in sight. 
Evangelism is what the church 
is called to do. It is the calling of 
the church, built upon the great 
commission of Matthew 29:16–20, 
to send out missionaries to bring 
the gospel to those who have never 
heard it or who have rejected it. 
The church ordains men for such a 
task. There is also the calling of the 
local church in applying the gospel 
to its own community in which 
God has placed it. Every individual 
member is involved in this task of 
witnessing.

A Principle

In the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus calls all believers lights in 
a dark world (Matt. 5:14; cf. Isa. 
43:10). This recognizes the fact 
that naturally, man is in a state of 
depravity and spiritual darkness. 

Without the interceding work of the 
Holy Spirit, natural man will perish 
everlastingly. This statement by 
Christ in Matthew 5 is even more 
startling when we recognize that he 
called himself the light of the world 
(Latin: lux mundi) in John 8:12. 
This truth informs the call of the 
individual Christian and the call to 
witness.

Though faith is solely the work of 
God, he calls us to be part of the 
means to teach others the faith. He 
is the primary cause of bringing 
one to justification through the 
instrument of faith. However, we 
are secondary causes used by 
God. He entrusts those who hold 
the gospel in jars of clay. There is 
nothing passive about this role. It is 
God’s call to those who have tasted 
and seen that the Lord is good (Ps. 
34:8).

God-Centered

The message of evangelism is 
the good news of Jesus Christ. 
This message is a God-centered 
message. When you look closely 
at John 3:16, which says, “For God 
so loved the world, that he gave his 
only Son, that whoever believes 
in him should not perish but will 
have eternal life,” you learn much 
about God. He is a God who loved 
the world enough (“so loved”) that 
he sent Jesus Christ. He is a God 
who acted first. Adam or Abraham 
did not ask for a Savior. God came 
to the world with his divine plan 
of redemption. God is the one 
who accepts sinners as righteous 
because of the work of Jesus Christ. 
God grants eternal life wholly by his 
grace. He sent Christ and the gospel 
to the world. It was not reserved 
for the Jewish nation. The gospel 

did not stay in Jerusalem, but in 
fulfillment of what God promised 
to Abraham in Genesis 12 and 
then repeated to the patriarchs 
through covenant history, “In you 
all the families of the earth will be 
blessed” (Gen. 12:3). Evangelism and 
witnessing, like the gospel, is God-
centered.

The Role of the Holy Spirit and 
Prayer

It is God alone who can turn 
hearts of stone into hearts of 
flesh. Regeneration or bringing 
from death to life is a work of the 
Holy Spirit. In evangelism and 
witnessing, the witness must 
recognize this important truth. 
There are far too many missionaries 
who could look upon their work 
as a failure due to few converts if 
they thought it was up to them to 
save people. God saves! Jesus is 
the author and finisher of our faith 
(Heb. 12:2). It is our prayer that the 
Holy Spirit changes hearts and lives.

Power of the Word

What should we share with the 
lost? The greatest gift we can give 
is the Scriptures themselves. If we 
believe what we confess about the 
Scriptures, that they are the inspired 
Word of God, powerful to bring the 
dead to life by the Spirit, then it is 
the Scriptures that we share, for the 
Scriptures teach Christ.

My barber is a Muslim. In fact, the 
whole barbershop of eight barbers 
are all Muslim: four Sunni and four 
Shiite. My barber is a Sunni Muslim 
from Iraq. He has a respect for 
the Bible. For thirty minutes each 
month I have an opportunity to 
show him what the Bible means in 
my life. When I speak with him, I 
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see one or two of the other barbers 
notice. He is genuinely interested in 
what I believe, and I am genuinely 
interested in what he believes. He is 
hearing the Bible for the first time.

Memorize a half dozen key 
Scriptures regarding sin and 
salvation, and you will be equipped 
to share your faith and answer some 
of the questions the lost might have.

Lives Changed

The gospel of Jesus Christ changes 
lives. The Bible’s teaching on total 
depravity shows us that there is 
nothing in fallen man that is not 
touched by sin. The will, emotions, 
and actions are all polluted. The 
gospel touches each area that was 
impacted by the fall. The whole 
life is changed. The goal and 
purpose of life is different when one 
believes. The goal of life becomes to 
glorify God and enjoy him forever 
(Westminster Shorter Catechism, 
Q/A 1). God is able to make the 
foulest clean.

When I pass a homeless person 
on the side of the road, my heart 
breaks. This person might have 
a mental illness, maybe made 
many horrible decisions in life, 

maybe have squandered many 
opportunities. I am never sure. But 
one thing I am sure is that without 
God’s grace, that could be me. 
Instead of entering the ministry, I 
could have become a drug addict 
and spent all my money on booze 
and wicked living. Understanding 
grace moves us to sympathy for the 
lost. If we know what we are capable 
of in sin, we will be brought to 
humility. The gospel can change the 
most pitiable sinner into a saint.

John 3 and John 4

The Scriptures are full of examples 
of lives changed by the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. For example, the great 
persecutor of the church, Saul, was 
converted and became the great 
evangelist of the church, Paul. 
Never underestimate the power of 
the Holy Spirit to change lives.

In John 3, Nicodemus comes 
to Jesus at night. Nicodemus 
was a member of the Sanhedrin, 
the ruling body of seventy men 
who presided over all things 
ecclesiastical. He was also a teacher 
in Israel (John 3:10), which might 
have been an official title. He was 
the religious of the religious, and 
Jesus tells him that he must be born 

again. He likely didn’t believe Jesus’ 
message until Jesus died and he 
teamed with Joseph to bury Jesus.

In John 4, we see someone who 
is opposite of the type of person 
Nicodemus was. The Samaritan 
woman at the well (she is nameless) 
was at the lowest end of society. 
She was living with a man to whom 
she was not married, and she had 
five previous husbands. She went at 
noon to draw water, likely because 
the women of the village would not 
let her draw in the morning when it 
was cooler. Jesus commits a social 
faux pas by speaking to a woman. 
He also was a Jew speaking to a 
Samaritan, something that even 
surprised her, and he asks to use her 
drinking container.

The differences between 
Nicodemus and the woman could 
not be starker. Nevertheless, they 
both needed the same thing: the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. This is an 
example that no one is too lofty 
for salvation (Nicodemus) and no 
one is too lowly for salvation (the 
Samaritan woman).

But there is one more great 
difference between these two. After 
the encounter with Jesus, it was 
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the woman who believed and went 
and told her village about Jesus. 
What was the result? John 4:39 
says, “Many Samaritans from that 
town believed in him because of 
the woman’s testimony” (Scripture 
quotations are from the English 
Standard Version). This woman, 
who was a social outcast, became 
a witness of the greatest news ever 
told: the Messiah has come, and he 
is the Savior.

A Covenantal Message

There are a couple more principles 
of evangelism that one would 
identify as Reformed. As the gospel 
of Christ changes hearts and lives, 
converts become members of the 
covenant. If they are the heads 
of families, then their families 
also come into the sphere of the 
covenant. This has tremendous 
implications. Becoming a member 
of the covenant means that God 
will deal with you covenantally. 
This means that the promises of 
the covenant become yours. These 
promises were given in Genesis. 
God told Abraham that he would be 
the God of his descendants (Gen. 
17:7).

A further benefit of being welcomed 
into the covenant is that people 
are welcomed into a covenant 
community. This means that they 
are now connected to the family of 
God. Fellow believers will be praying 
for and with them; they will have 
the advantage of using the Christian 
day school, of catechism for their 
youth, of Bible studies, and all the 
other ministries of the church. They 
will receive these benefits as they 
use their own gifts for God’s glory in 
the local church.

An Antithetical Message

As our nation(s) grow more and 
more secular, the pressure from the 
world continues to grow against the 
church. There is a spiritual battle 
taking place (Eph. 6) all around 
us. Our battle is not against flesh 
and blood but against the power 
of darkness. When the light shines 

into the darkness, those in the 
darkness will not like it. Jesus tells 
Nicodemus in John 3:19, “the light 
has come into the world, and people 
loved the darkness rather than the 
light because their works were evil.” 
Christians are countercultural.

A few years ago I was leaving a 
professional baseball game. The 
problem was that in order to get 
where our car was parked, we had 
to walk around the stadium to the 
other side. This would have been 
fine if it was not for the fact that 
everyone else was walking in the 
opposite direction. So, I held onto 
my son’s hand and slowly made our 
way as we bumped into people. It 
would have been more convenient 
to go with the crowd. This is 
the plight of the Christian. The 
unbelieving world is walking one 
way and the Christian is walking the 
other way. The Christian is counter 
spiritual in that they reject a pure 
materialistic worldview.

Add to this tension the fact that 
the people who are walking in the 
opposite direction are the objects 
for evangelism. Though they are 
image bearers of God, they are yet 
walking in darkness.

A Winsome Method

There are books written on the 
method of evangelism that are 
much more fulsome than a 
couple of thoughts offered here.4 
Nevertheless, the application of 
Reformed witnessing is seen in 
the method. It is important to 
understand what the Bible teaches 
about God, sin, Christ, man, the 
Holy Spirit, and the church. But 
the method is also important. Let 
me share three thoughts in closing 
regarding our calling as witnesses.

First, we are to love the lost. Jesus 
gives us the golden rule to love our 
neighbor as ourself. How might that 
apply to witnessing? Put yourself 
in the shoes of an unbeliever. 
Would you want your neighbor 
to share the cure to the terminal 

illness you have? Of course. Love 
compels us to witness. This might 
be out of our comfort zone. We 
might get afraid or nervous. But 
it all starts with a heart of love. 
Richard Philipps gives this honest 
and tough assessment: “We do not 
care enough for the eternal destiny 
of friends, family members, and 
coworkers to risk the social hazard 
of talking about the Lord. Our lives 
are focused on our own needs and 
those of our families, so we have 
no time to participate in outreach 
ministries. For many of us, the first 
step in evangelism is simply to 
care enough for the lost to become 
weary in the gospel.”5 Do you love 
the lost?

In John 4, there is an interesting 
phrase in verse 4. In speaking of 
Jesus, the text says, “And he had to 
pass through Samaria.” But he didn’t 
have to from a geographical point 
of view. Many Jews went around 
Samaria to get from Jerusalem to 
Galilee. Jesus had to go to Samaria 
because there was a lost soul who 
would meet him there at a well. 
Love compelled the Savior, for love 
compelled his Father.

Second, share the hope that is in 
you (1 Peter 3:15). In John 4, Jesus 
tells this Samaritan woman about 
the water of life. Some of the most 
effective witnessing today takes 
place by building meaningful 
relationships with unbelievers. 
There can be wisdom in not sharing 
the gospel in a first conversation 
with a neighbor or co-worker, but 
eventually the time will come. If 
you truly love someone, you must 
tell them about the most important 
thing in the world.

There is no need to water down 
the gospel or to take the edge off 
the call to faith. We should explain 
to those who don’t know concepts 
like hell and judgment, sin and 
righteousness. Don’t compromise 
the faith in explaining it. Don’t 
apologize for God or belittle God 
(e.g., regarding election, judgment, 
the Old Testament warfare, 
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punishment). Remember, it is the 
message, accompanied by the Holy 
Spirit, that God works in hearts and 
lives.

Third, continue to support and 
minister to those God brings into 
your life. Rarely is someone’s heart 
changed the first time they hear the 
gospel. Continue to follow up with 
them. Continue to apply the world 
to everyday life. Continue to show 
in your own life how grace impacts 
your day to day living.

Conclusion

A right understanding of 
evangelism (done officially by the 
church) and personal witnessing 
(done by all believers) will motivate 
believers even more to spread the 
gospel. It isn’t up to us to change 
people’s hearts. God is sovereign 
in salvation; let him be sovereign 
in evangelism as well. The Word is 
powerful, and when it is combined 

with prayer, we see God do 
wonderful things. What a privilege 
that we should be tasked to give 
an answer to the hope that is in us. 
May God be praised.

1 A helpful distinction should be made 
between evangelism, which is a task 
given to the church as an institution, 
and personal witnessing or personal 
evangelism, which is a task given to all 
believers.

2 TULIP is an acronym that stands for 
total depravity, unconditional election, 
limited atonement, irresistible grace, 
and perseverance of the saints, the 
five heads of doctrine contained in the 
Canons of Dort (though the order is 
technically ULTIP).

3 Rev. D. H. Walters argues that these are 
the distinctive truths which determine 
our approach. His chapter in Reformed 
Evangelism ( Grand Rapids: Baker, 1948), 
71–89, is an excellent work regarding 
a principled approach to evangelism. 
Though the book is dated and there 

is a lack of an emphasis on relational 
evangelism, it is still a helpful resource.

4 There continue to be a growing 
number of helpful resources for 
sharing the faith. A couple that I have 
been blessed by are Will Metzger, 
Tell the Truth: The Whole Gospel to 
the Whole Person by Whole People 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1981); The 
Art of Neighboring: Building Genuine 
Relationship Right Outside Your Door 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012).

5 Richard Phillips, John, Reformed 
Expository Series 1 (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2014), 218.
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Consider Christ in Affliction: An 
Open Letter to True Believers

Dr. Joel  
Beeke

Dear believer,

I desire to write you about something 
with which you are well acquainted: 
affliction. Much has been written on 
affliction by our forebears. A good 
part of it you have known for a long 
time. For example, you know that all 
affliction is ultimately traceable to 
our tragic fall in Adam. You know, 
too, the grievousness of affliction. 
After all, who enjoys suffering?

Yet you also know that all affliction is 
sent by a wise, fatherly God. Perhaps 
you even know—as the whole book 
of Job and the Puritans never tire 
of teaching us—that the important 
thing is not the amount of affliction 
we receive, but how we respond to 
that affliction.

Isn’t it just here that your deepest 
questions about affliction and 
trial lie? For you want to respond 
to affliction in a God-glorifying 
manner, but you feel you often fall 
inexcusably short. You desire that 
your entire life may serve God’s 
praise (Isa. 43:21), but somehow 
when you enter the heat and heart 
of affliction you find yourself losing 
grip on your firm intention. To 
respond rightly to affliction before 
it comes is hard; to look back on it 
gratefully after it is over is harder; 
but to live Christianly in affliction is 
hardest. Hence you ask yourself again 
and again: How may I live through 
affliction more Christianly—in a way 

that is more like Christ? How may 
I grow in grace while—yes, while—
suffering affliction?

You are not alone in such wrestling. 
Countless times God’s children have 
been there, begging to be made 
conformable to the image of Christ 
through the furnace of affliction. The 
prayer is simple (“Lord, grant me 
grace to live through this affliction 
Christianly”); the wrestling, often 
agonizing.

Through years of encountering 
affliction (including times of running 
from wrestling with, resolving 
against, and—by grace—submitting 
to and bowing under it), I have 
gleaned a few thoughts on how to 
live Christianly through affliction. 
These I wish to share with you. But 
as you allow me to provide several 
practical hints on this eminently 
practical subject, please bear in mind 
that we are always dependent on 
the sanctification of the Holy Spirit 
at every juncture for real spiritual 
benefit under affliction. Without the 
Spirit’s gracious influences, affliction 
may readily lead us away from rather 
than toward God.

I wish to focus my suggestions to you 
around one major theme that, sad 
to say, took me many years to learn 
even in small measure: The most 
effective means for living Christianly 
in affliction is to consider Christ, the 
fountainhead of all vital Christianity 
(Heb. 3:1). To live Christianly in any 
sphere or aspect of life necessitates 

Spirit-worked faith to look to him, 
to feast on him, to depend on him—
yes, to find both our life in him (on 
Calvary’s cross) and our death in 
him (as exalted Lord, to whom we 
belong).

Consider Christ—that’s the crux of 
the whole matter of affliction. But 
how, you ask? In what ways must I 
consider him? In these seven ways:

The Passion of Christ

First and foremost, consider the 
passion of Christ. What greater 
source of strength for living through 
and profiting from affliction can 
be had than frequent meditation 
on the sufferings of the Lord Jesus? 
Think much on these things: If Jesus 
suffered so much on behalf of his 
people, shouldn’t I be able to endure 
in his strength the daily afflictions I 
must bear? What are my afflictions 
compared with his? Besides, was he 
not the Sufferer par excellence while 
wholly innocent, and am I not, at 
best, a sufferer in his footsteps while 
wholly guilty?

Moreover (and this may be most 
encouraging), is there one affliction 
that I must endure that he has not 
already endured? Is he not the 
Breaker to go before his flock both 
in opening all our paths (Mic. 2:13) 
and in being tempted in all points as 
we are, yet without sin (Heb. 4:15)? 
All paths, all points. Jesus not only 
knows your affliction but also has 
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identified himself with it. He has 
borne it. And he will sanctify it. 
“There hath no temptation taken you 
but such as is common to man: but 
God is faithful, who will not suffer 
you to be tempted above that ye are 
able; but will with the temptation 
also make a way to escape, that ye 
may be able to bear it” (1 Cor. 10:13; 
Scripture quotations are from the 
King James Version).

The Power of Christ

Second, consider the power of 
Christ. Being infinite God-man, 
Jesus received power on earth to bear 
infinite sufferings on your behalf. 
And through the merit of these 
sufferings, he now receives royal 
power in heaven from his Father 
to rule and strengthen you in your 
sufferings (Matt. 28:18). Translated 
practically relative to affliction, his 
heaven-earth power reads like this: 
If he desires to weigh you down with 
affliction—yes, heavy, seemingly 
staggering affliction—do not be 
alarmed but look to him for strength.

Nor should you be ashamed. When I 
worked for my father in early youth, 
I was advised to carry only half-
bundles of shingles up the ladder to 
the roof, but I anticipated the day 
of greater maturity and strength 
when my shoulders could bear full, 
unsplit bundles as my older brothers 
could. Similarly, afflicted believer, 
Jesus Christ tailors your afflictions 
to you. He has promised to fit your 
afflictions to your shoulders (1 Cor. 
10:13). Neither be proud of slender 
shoulders nor ask for more affliction 
but beg for broader shoulders 
exercised in the weight room of Jesus’ 
providential leadings.

As you and I realize by grace that the 
bearing of heavy burdens Christianly 

is testimony of spiritual maturity 
and honors the Christ whom we 
love, our groaning under affliction’s 
“heaviness” will be happily bruised. 
Isn’t this the encouragement that 
Puritan George Downame intended 
to convey when he aptly penned: 
“The Lord does not measure out our 
afflictions according to our faults, but 
according to our strength, and looks 
not at what we have deserved, but at 
what we are able to bear”?

Oh, how great it is when we may 
look to the strength of Jesus Christ 
in all our weakness and apprehend 
our strength in him (2 Cor. 12:9)! 
Then the power of the humiliated 
and exalted Jesus enables us to 
sing at times (would to God more 
heartily and frequently) in “inner 
prison” depths with Paul and Silas 
(Acts 16:25)—yes, to rejoice that 
we are counted worthy to suffer for 
the name and sake of the Lord Jesus 
Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 6; 12).

The Presence of Christ

Third, consider the presence of 
Christ. He is at no time absent from 
you, even when your faith lacks 
active exercise to grasp him. Even 
in your thickest hours of Egyptian 
darkness, he is close beside you. 
Only of him can it be declared, “The 
darkness and the light are both alike 
to thee” (Ps. 139:12).

How comforting this is! In all your 
dark afflictions, your High Priest 
retains you in his high-priestly eye, 
preserves you in his high-priestly 
heart, bears you on his high-priestly 
shoulders, removes you not from 
the engravings on his high-priestly 
hands, and never ceases to remember 
you in his high-priestly intercessions. 
“He ever liveth to make intercession 
for them” (Heb. 7:25).

Oh, what tender love! You are 
never forgotten by Jesus Christ, 

despite your negligence toward 
him. Your unbrotherliness to Christ 
never unbrothers this precious 
elder Brother from you. From 
his perspective, he ever remains 
a friend that sticks “closer than a 
brother” (Prov. 18:24), even when 
you cannot see or feel it. Even then 
he is whispering to you in midnight 
seasons, “What I do thou knowest 
not now; but thou shalt know 
hereafter” (John 13:7).

Take heart. The Jesus who never 
failed you in yesterday’s afflictions 
(did he not rather give you extra 
tokens of his care!) is still present 
to give you today’s strength (Matt. 
6:34). Just as waves are cut down 
to melodious whimpers at shore’s 
reality, so he will break down your 
waves of tomorrow’s impossibilities 
as (not before) they break in on the 
beachheads of your life. Wait on your 
ever-present Savior. He will not let 
you down. He is the same yesterday, 
today, and forever (Heb. 13:8).

The Patience and Perseverance 
of Christ

Fourth, consider the patience and 
perseverance of Christ. As you know, 
the form of torture that drips one 
drop of water at regular intervals on 
the forehead of a prisoner strapped 
beneath a faucet gets all its power 
from the duration of the trial, not 
from the first one or two hundred 
drops. Insanity is usually the end 
result.

And so matters might end with you, 
were it not for Jesus. I know very well 
that what makes affliction so severe 
for you is its duration. You often 
wonder if there will ever be an end 
and, if so, how you will hang on to 
the end.
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But it is Christ who provides you 
the strength to bear one more drop, 
take one more step, live one more 
day, in the severest of tortures and 
persecutions. He has earned that 
provision by enduring his sufferings 
to their end. Gethsemane, Gabbatha, 
Golgotha—in each place, he 
confirmed: “Jesus . . . having loved 
his own . . . loved them unto the end” 
(John 13:1). Blood drop by blood 
drop, for six long hours he poured 
out his life. And never flinched. 
Never answered his mockers a word. 
Never yielded to their taunts: “If thou 
be the Christ . . .”

It’s through Jesus’ strength that you 
too have endured. Look back at the 
heaviest of your afflictions. How did 
you bear them through those long 
nights, months, and years? How 
did you retain your silence when 
persecuted? How did you continue 
on when many challenged, “If you 
are a Christian . . .”?

Must you not say: Only through 
the perseverance of Christ have I by 
grace persevered? Oh, the depth of 
Paul’s confession: “By the grace of 
God, I am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:10a).

Despite your fears of perishing at the 
hands of “Sauls” through sixteen long 
years of persecutions as David did, 
you will not perish. Jesus has done 
too much, persevered too long (he 
is still persevering in intercession) 
to let you slip through his fingers. “I 
give unto them eternal life; and they 
shall never perish, neither shall any 
man pluck them out of my hand” 
(John 10:28).

Look more to Christ. Trust more 
in his promise. Rest more in his 
perseverance, for your perseverance 
rests in his. Seek grace to imitate his 
patience under affliction. Your trials 
may alarm you, but they will not 

destroy you. Your crosses are God’s 
way to royal crowning (Rev. 7:14).

The Prayers of Christ

Fifth, consider the prayers of Christ. 
How often he set time apart on earth 
to pray to his Father, especially in 
hours of need! How continually he 
prays in heaven for all his church! 
How effectual all his prayers are!

You, too, ought to make more use 
of prayer, especially in combating 
spiritual depression under afflictions. 
Bring all your needs steadily to your 
praying High Priest. Be assured he 
hears your every whisper.

And when you grow drowsy or 
sloppy in prayer, pray aloud. Or write 
down your prayers. Or find a quiet 
place to walk in the fresh air to pray. 
Just don’t stop praying. Conversation 
with God through Christ is the 
antidote that wards off spiritual 
depression in the thick of affliction.

A prayerless affliction is like an open 
sore, ripe for infection; a prayerful 
affliction is like an open sore, ripe 
for the balm of Gilead—the healing 
ointment of Jesus’ blood. “Pray 
without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17).

The Purposes of Christ

Sixth, consider the purposes of 
Christ. He lived to do his Father’s 
will, to be sanctified through 
suffering, to merit salvation for his 
own, to present his church without 
spot or wrinkle to his Father. In a 
word, his life was God-centered.

His God-centered goals are 
numerous for you, too, in sanctified 
affliction: Sanctified affliction 
humbles you (Deut. 8:2), teaches 
you what sin is (Zeph. 1:12), and 
causes you to seek God (Hos. 5:15). 
Affliction vacuums away the fuel that 
feeds your pride. Bell-like, the harder 
you are hit, the better you sound. 
You learn more under the rod that 
strikes you than through the staff 

that comforts you. You discover the 
truth of Robert Leighton’s words: 
“Affliction is the diamond dust that 
heaven polishes its jewels with.”

Sanctified affliction serves to keep 
you in Christ’s communion, close 
by his side—to conform you to 
him, making you partaker of his 
suffering and image, righteousness 
and holiness (Heb. 12:10–11). 
Stephen-like, the stones that hit you 
only knock you closer to your chief 
cornerstone, Jesus Christ, opening 
heaven the wider for you. Affliction 
rubs the rust off your locked heart 
and opens your heart’s gates afresh to 
your King’s presence chamber. Yes, 
the rod of affliction is God’s pencil 
for drawing Christ’s image more fully 
on you.

Sanctified affliction serves to wean 
you from the world and to cause 
you to walk by faith. A dog bites 
strangers, not homeowners. Perhaps 
affliction bites you so deeply because 
you are too little at home with the 
Word and ways of God and too much 
at home with the world. “God,” says 
Thomas Watson, “would have the 
world hang as a loose tooth which, 
being twitched away, does not much 
trouble us.” In prosperity, you often 
talk of living by other-worldly faith, 
but in adversity, you live your talk.

The Plan of Christ

Finally, consider the plan of Christ. 
Highly exalted, there is no name like 
his. At his name, every knee shall 
bow (Phil. 2:10). The eternal plan 
lying behind all his affliction was 
eternal glory.

Eternal glory—not only for himself 
but also for you. He returned to his 
Father differently than he came. 
He returned with his blood-bought 
bride, just as he planned in his 
eternal covenant with his Father. 
His church, figuratively speaking, 
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ascended into glory with him, accepted 
by the Father in the Beloved (Eph. 1:6). 
Oh, then think more of God’s eternal plan 
for you and your eternal end in glory if 
you would be more submissive under 
affliction and learn to praise God in trial.

Your trials in this life are but for “ten 
days.” Your life-to-come glory is forever. 
The “ten days” here are preparation time 
for glory to come. Affliction elevates your 
soul to heaven (Heb. 11:10); it paves your 
way for glory: “For our light affliction, 
which is but for a moment, worketh for us 
a far more exceeding and eternal weight 
of glory” (2 Cor. 4:17).

Your rainy days on earth are nearly over. 
Don’t overestimate them. Think more 
of your coming crown and your eternal 
communion with God Triune, saints and 
angels. “He that rides to be crowned,” 
John Trapp wrote, “will not think much of 
a rainy day.”

Light after darkness;
Gain after loss;
Strength after weakness;
Crown after cross;
Sweet after bitter;
Hope after fears;
Home after wandering;
Praise after tears.

Sheaves after sowing;
Sun after rain;
Sight after mystery;
Peace after pain;
Joy after sorrow;
Calm after blast;
Rest after weariness;
Sweet rest at last

Remember, you are but renting here; 
your personal mansion is reserved 
there. Expect no heaven on earth (apart 
from spiritual foretastes by means of 
sanctified affliction), but trust that “eye 
hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither 
have entered into the heart of man, the 
things which God hath prepared for 
them that love him” (1 Cor. 2:9).

Be assured: the Shepherd’s rod does 
have honey at the end. Don’t despair. 
Your afflictions are imposed by a 
fatherly hand of love in the context 
of grace, not (as you are too prone to 
think) by a punitive hand of judgment 
in the context of works.

Keep Your Eye on Christ

Consider Christ—his passion, power, 
presence, perseverance, prayers, 
purposes, and plan. Seek grace to live 
Christianly today through and in your 
afflictions, and you will soon discover 
with the apostle, “For me to live is 
Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21).

“Wait on the Lord: be of good courage, 
and he shall strengthen thine heart: 
wait, I say, on the Lord” (Ps. 27:14).

Warmly, in the Master’s bonds,

Pastor Joel Beeke
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Words and Language Mrs. 
Annemarieke 
Ryskamp

     n everyday life we take words     
and language for granted. Every 
baby learns the language from his 
or her parents, and we use it to 
communicate with others throughout 
our lives. Even when a person 
becomes handicapped, we all will try 
to communicate with some kind of 
language, like Braille or sign language 
or even touching the palm of the 
hand.

We were given the gift of language by 
God when he made us in his image. 
He made his creation by speaking 
(language), and Adam and Eve he 
made in his image so he could talk 
with them (Gen. 3:8) every day in 
the garden. John starts his Gospel 
by calling Jesus the Word: “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word 
was God” (John 1:1, English Standard 
Version).

We have a God who made us to talk 
to us, and he still communicates with 
us through his Word, the Bible. Every 
aspect of our relationship with the 
Trinity is based on language, even 
our very lives. Matthew 4:4 says: 
“‘Man shall not live by bread alone, 
but by every word that comes from 
the mouth of God.’” Our faith comes 
by hearing, and hearing by the word 
of God (Rom. 10:17).

Created Language Still Creates

The importance of language cannot 
be overstated. Just as God’s words 
created (living) physical things, so 
our words create spiritual things, like 
thought images and feelings in the 
mind of others. Our words create, 
therefore, and that’s why they are so 
important.

Just think of how words can hurt 
you, or how they can make you 

feel happy and make your day, or 
how they can be useful if the other 
person is explaining or describing 
something to you. Another example 
is covenants: saying “I do” in 
the marriage ceremony creates 
something! This is the creative power 
of words.

Therefore James emphasized how 
important it is to be careful with our 
words. He compares our tongue, our 
language ability, with a fire that can 
be deadly because it is affected by 
sin and cannot be tamed (James 3:8). 
“With it we bless our Lord and Father, 
and with it we curse people who are 
made in the likeness of God” (v. 9). 
How we should tame the tongue is 
well explained in Brian G. Najapfour’s 
The Gospel-Driven Tongue.

Even the simplest language is 
incredibly more complicated than 
what even the smartest animals could 
communicate. This is the creative 
power again. Just realize how we 
can go back in time, or to the future, 
in our language; how we construct 
complicated philosophical ideas or 
talk about science or machinery. 
This is a clear proof that animals 
and people do not have a common 
ancestor, as evolutionists would like 
us to believe.

How much God is involved with our 
language ability is clearly shown 
at Babel, where he confused the 
language, and at Pentecost, where 
he made the disciples speak different 
languages that they didn’t know 
before.

Language History

Linguists are the people who study 
languages. They classify the roughly 
seven thousand languages in the 
world in families and groups and 
are always looking for the single 

source of all the languages. This 
idea of a single source is interesting 
considering the evolutionist 
background of most linguists.

Another problem that these linguists 
have is the fact that the supposedly 
primitive people of three hundred 
thousand years ago already had well-
developed languages. And although 
languages tend to become easier 
over time, many languages are still 
extremely complicated, so difficult, 
in fact, that only babies born in that 
language community are able to 
learn it. Many of these languages 
don’t even exist in writing and are 
only spoken and yet have remained 
so complicated through thousands 
of years. The language argument is 
rarely used in the creation-evolution 
debates, which is unfortunate.

Christians who believe the Bible know 
that the language ability was built in 
by God. Every baby can learn perfectly 
the language of his or her parents or 
of the community the child grows up 
in. This learning ability works well 
until about age ten. After that, you 
will need grammar books and do a lot 
of memorization in order to learn a 
new language. On top of that, you will 
have an accent that probably never 
goes away. This shows how amazing 
this language ability is that God 
created in every human being.

Language to Glorify God

God created Adam and Eve with an 
original language that was probably 
extremely complicated in order to 
communicate the most difficult 
concepts. God’s purpose was that 
humans would talk with and glorify 
him in this physical world.

Even after the fall, everybody 
understood each other almost 
perfectly, and science could take 
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flight. But when humans decided 
to “make a name for ourselves” 
instead of glorifying God, as told in 
Genesis 11:6–7, God said, “Behold, 
they are one people, and they have 
all one language, and this is only the 
beginning of what they will do. And 
nothing that they propose to do will 
now be impossible for them. Come, 
let us go down and there confuse 
their language, so that they may not 
understand one another’s speech.” 
And so the tower of Babel was never 
built, and many different language 
groups were created by God.

Some languages are tonal, having 
up to six different ways of saying the 
same word. Some languages have 
click sounds that nobody else can 
imitate. Some languages have no 
vowels or miss other parts that we 
think of as normal for a language. 
Some have only irregular verbs, and 
others have suffixes and/or affixes 
to every word. Yet within each 
language speaker group everybody 
can communicate everything that’s 
necessary for their culture and to 
glorify God.

The story of Babel explains how we 
have come to deal with so many 
different languages and why it is so 
easy to not understand each other 
and even be confused about our own 
language.

Language Corrupted for Evil

With our society mostly led by 

enemies of God, it is the intention 
to confuse the language as much as 
possible, giving different meanings to 
words, telling us which words to use 
or never use anymore, all in order to 
spoil God’s good creation. We need to 
be very aware of these attacks on the 
words (Word) and language and need 
to know what we can do to keep our 
language pure and use it to the glory 
of God at all times.

According to the Urban Dictionary, 
the word sin now means everything 
that may offend somebody else. 
Biblically it means everything that 
offends God, but God has been 
removed from the connotation 
(meaning) of this word. The word 
marriage is also being changed in 
dictionaries as meaning any two 
people who like each other and want 
to be married. And so it goes on and 
on.

Politicians will cater to the Christian 
public by using Christian words that 
have a different meaning to them. 
So don’t take them at their word. 
Literally! They will also make you use 
certain words in certain meanings, 
which they will call politically correct. 
Beware of this, too.

Other examples from society are 
words like “abortion.” Few words will 
reveal such polarized feelings for and 
against an issue. Therefore the word 
is mostly banned and replaced by 
euphemisms like “choice.”

The same for evolution. It is vital 
that we define terms. What exactly is 
being defended by those who claim 
to be pro-choice, or evolutionists?

We all have noticed how a word like 
“gender” is used to deny the God-
given creation of male and female 
(Gen. 1:27). Now that we have an 
unlimited number of genders, the 
related language needs to be changed 
also. The pronouns (words for he, she, 
it) need to be changed, and the people 
with different genders demand to 
be addressed with newly invented 
pronouns.

It is true that words can get a new 
meaning over time, and new words 
can be invented for new things, but 
this needs to be an organic process, 
where the whole population can 
agree with the new word. Only then 
will it be used by so many people that 
it gets incorporated in the language. 
This is definitely not the case with 
the new pronouns. Pronouns are the 
words in a language that are usually 
considered the oldest, because there 
is no need for them to change. So 
if there is a small group of people 
who want to impose on everybody 
these new pronouns, they are in the 
process of attacking language itself. 
And this is an attack on God.

A new word is “woke,” meaning to be 
alert to injustice in society. I suggest 
(half seriously) that we give this word 
a new Christian meaning: being alert 

WORDS
AND
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 ...within each 
language speaker 
group everybody 
can communicate 
everything that’s 
necessary for their 
culture and to 
glorify God.
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to injustice toward God. Then we 
are all suddenly woke! This is how it 
works.

Redeeming Language

Here I would like to introduce several 
illustrious theologians who decades 
ago warned about the extreme attack 
on words and language that’s going 
on today.

The first one is Francis A. Schaeffer, 
who was a missionary sent by 
his church in the United States to 
Switzerland, where he started a home 
mission called l’Abri (Shelter). During 
the 1960s and 1970s he received 
many young people in his house, 
where they had lengthy and deep 
discussions around the dinner table.

Consequently, communicating was 
extremely important to him, making 
sure that he and the other person 
would use the same meaning for 
certain words. The best way to do 
that, which is still valid for each of us, 
is to first take the time and trouble 
to listen to your hearer’s language. 
We need to define strictly the words 
we are using, as the concepts of 
these words have universally been 
changed. Once we have established 
a connection in language where 
we both know what we mean with 
certain words, we can communicate 
the gospel with them and explain the 
good news of Jesus the Christ.

Schaeffer was very good at pointing 
out the signs of the times, especially 
in his epic work How Should We 
Then Live? His work is prescient 
and still relevant in our time. For 
example, he used the phrase “age of 
fragmentation” for our time, and you 
need only to look at any television or 
screen to see what he saw coming. 
This fragmentation is also in words 
and language, both in written and 
spoken form. We need to realize that 
slogans, memes, or a Bible fragment 
will have its function but will never 
have the convincing power of a 
good conversation. In this age of 
societal fragmentation there is much 
loneliness, and many people would 
love for someone to take the time to 

talk to them, explaining the gospel 
message.

Concerned about the new theology 
in his time, Schaeffer wrote: “It 
should be obvious by this time that 
Christianity and the new theology 
have no relationship except the use of 
a common terminology with different 
meanings. When we visit a modern 
church, or see how traditional 
churches fall apart, we will notice it’s 
often about the not so subtle change 
in word meanings. The same words 
are still being used, but they have 
a completely different connotation 
now.”

This was the same reason why 
J. Gresham Machen started the 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church and 
Westminster Seminary in the 1930s 
and said, as quoted by John Piper: 
“Indeed nothing makes a man more 
unpopular in the present day than an 
insistence upon definition of terms.”

For example the word love is 
thoroughly being misused, also in the 
church. The word hell has been put 
in the banned words area. The words 
faith and hope are separated from 
their biblical meaning. They are now 
just feel-good words. These are some 
obvious examples, but we should be 
alert for many more, as this is going 
on on a grand scale. Kevin De Young 
says in a blog post: “In short, words 
matter. It’s not alarmism to point 
out that indifference to words and 
definitions has often been one of the 
first steps to theological liberalism.”

Long before Schaeffer, Machen, 
Piper, and De Young, Paul warned 
the church. In 1 Timothy 6:4b–5 we 
read: “He has an unhealthy craving 
for controversy and for quarrels 
about words, which produce envy, 
dissension, slander, evil suspicions, 
and constant friction among people 
who are depraved in mind and 
deprived of the truth, imagining 
that godliness is a means of gain.” 
Note that the person who is fond of 
“quarrels about words” is the same 
person who is teaching “a different 
doctrine and does not agree with the 
sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ 

and the teaching that accords with 
godliness” (v. 3).

John MacArthur adds: “Moreover, 
the Word of God properly taught 
is more exciting, relevant, timely 
and applicable to every heart and 
life than any substitute message 
of self-esteem, self-help or human 
motivation could ever be.” Again we 
find the same message already in the 
Bible in Psalm 1.

Sound doctrine is expressed in 
language, biblical language, words 
that Jesus spoke or words from 
inspired Bible writers. It’s up to us to 
be in the Word, be filled with “God 
speak,” and be extremely wary of 
word meanings that slip into our 
own language use. This is true for 
our person-to-person contacts in 
everyday life and for the doctrine 
taught in the church.

References
Francis A. Schaeffer, The God Who Is There

Francis A. Schaeffer, How Should We Then 
Live? The Rise and Decline of Western 
Thought and Culture

John McWhorter, Language Families of 
the World, The Great Courses

Brian G. Najapfour, The Gospel-Driven 
Tongue; Lessons from James on Godly 
Conversation

John MacArthur, “A Famine of the Word of 
God.” Decision, October 2019

Kevin De Young, blog post, “Words, Labels 
and ‘Sexual Minorities,’” June 1, 2018

John Piper, “J. Gresham Machen’s 
Response to Modernism,” 1993 Bethlehem 
Conference for Pastors, desiringgod.org

The Outlook | 32



Book Review:  
The Right Kind of Strong

Mrs. 
Annemarieke 
Ryskamp

The Right Kind of Strong: 
Surprisingly Simple 
Benefits of a Spiritual 
Strong Woman 

Mary A. Kassian. Nashville: 
Nelson Books, 2019. Paperback. 
224 pages. Publisher’s list price: 
$17.99

In this book, Mary Kassian explains 
seven habits that can make a woman 
spiritually strong. Using 2 Timothy 
3:6–7 as the starting point, she sets 
forth in a clear manner that women 
today don’t need to be called weak 
by Paul if we adhere to seven simple 
habits that will keep us from being 
slowly but surely influenced by the 
culture of the day, and that we can 
remain strong in the faith and glorify 
God in our roles as created women.

Second Timothy 3:6–7 (English 
Standard Version) reads: “For among 
them are those who creep into 
households and capture weak women, 
burdened with sins and led astray by 
various passions, always learning and 
never able to arrive at a knowledge 
of the truth.” This sentence contains 
seven unhealthy habits “that shrunk 
those fine-feathered Ephesian women 
down into tiny spiritual minikins. 
#LittleWomanProblems.” In this book 
the author gives the good counterparts 
of these bad habits that, when followed, 
will make you the real and godly kind of 
strong.

The habits each get their own chapter 
full of practical advice. The chapters 
are “Catch the Creeps,” “Master Your 

Mind,” “Ditch the Baggage,” “Engage 
Your Emotions,” “Walk the Talk, Stand 
Your Ground,” and “Admit Your Need.”

Since the beginning of creation women 
have been susceptible to tricksters 
worming their way in. It started with the 
uber-creep, the serpent in the garden 
of Eden. The author describes the devil 
and his tricks well, and the more you 
are aware of his creeps, the better you 
can arm yourself against them. Kassian 
has made a checklist of creep qualities 
to help you determine whether a creep 
is making a move on you and illustrates 

with problems and situations that we 
all recognize.

If you want to be strong and not weak, 
catching a creep is one of the most 
important things you can do. Next is 
asking God at all times to help you 
think correctly, taking every thought 
captive to obey Christ (2 Cor. 10:4–5). 
In “Ditch the Baggage” the author 
quotes from the Urban Dictionary 
where sin is defined as “harm.” If you 
feel hurt or offended—harmed—by 
what I say or do, then I have sinned 
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against you. This gives the word “sin” 
a completely different and anti-biblical 
meaning of which you need to be 
aware. This is Billy Graham’s definition: 
“any thought or action that falls short of 
God’s will. God is perfect, and anything 
we do that falls short of His perfection 
is sin.” Therefore anxiety, worry, and 
fear are sins too. Kassian doesn’t 
fail to mention, though, that we are 
justified by his grace as a gift, through 
the redemption that is in Christ Jesus 
(Rom. 3:23–24). Then she shows us 
how to “fess up” in such a way that it 
sets us free. This is extremely useful, as 
so many people are stuck in the “I can’t 
forgive myself” prison.

In the chapter about emotions the point 
is made that since the fall, our soul, 
mind, and will are not lined up anymore. 
Now our passions fight against our 
flesh (James 4:1; 1 Peter 2:11). We 
tend to deal with our emotions by either 
denying them or relying on them, which 
is equally destructive. We need training 
in order to deal with our emotions and 
desires in a godly manner, and lots of 
good pointers are given to help you in 
this process.

In learning to “Walk the Talk” we should 
start to show godliness first to our 
own household (1 Tim. 5:4), then to 
our Christian brothers and sisters ,and 
finally to the community and the world. 
In the process we need to stand our 
ground, for which we need discernment 
so we won’t be swayed by falsehood.

However, like an IV-drip into the vein of 
an unconscious patient, contemporary 
culture has pumped ideas about what 
it means to be a strong woman into 
our subconscious minds. The world 
encourages you to be strong on your 
own terms, in your own way, and 
in your own power. The Bible has a 
radically different perspective.

What is true strength? Strength is 
possessing the inner resolve necessary 
to follow God’s commands. When you 

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning 

of knowledge.”  —Proverbs 1:7
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feel weak, you should not be ashamed; 
you are sensing the truth and reality of 
your situation. You are weak. We all are! 
Admit your need.

Here’s the irony: a weak woman tries 
to act strong. But a woman of strength 
recognizes that she’s weak and in 
need of a Savior. It requires honesty on 
your part to acknowledge where your 
personal weak points are, but when 
you are intentional about it, all the 
practical advice in this excellent book 
will definitely help you to become a 
spiritually strong woman.

Ephesians 6:10 charges you: “Be strong 
in the Lord and in the strength of his 
might.” You can do all things through 

him who gives you strength. Don’t be 
timid. Don’t get discouraged. God, your 
God, will be with you every step of the 
way (Josh. 1:5–9).
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Book Review: 
What Makes a Good Hymn?

Hymns of Devotion: 
25 New Hymns for the 
Church

Jonathan Landry Cruse 
Paperback: 26 pages. Self-
published. Available through 
Reformed Fellowship: $5.00 

Two hundred thousand—that’s the 
number of hymn texts currently 
catalogued in Calvin University’s 
Hymnary.org database, from North 
American sources alone.1 The 
ever-expanding library of Christian 
hymnody demands that we ask 
weighty questions about why we sing 
hymns, what makes a good hymn, and 
what our hymns communicate about 
Reformed doctrine and living. Jonathan 
Landry Cruse’s Hymns of Devotion: 25 
New Hymns for the Church contributes 
to the ongoing development of 
Protestant hymnody in the twenty-
first-century English-speaking church, 
and in doing so it illustrates how one 
Reformed pastor has begun to ask and 
answer these questions.

Why do we sing hymns? As Rev. Cruse 
suggests in his introduction, the word 
“devotion” can refer to the personal 
spiritual benefits of writing sacred 
poetry (vii). It can also point to the 
usefulness of these songs in individual 
or family “devotions,” or even to the 
“devotion” of a whole congregation to 
the service of God. Hymns express 
our adoration and supplication of 
God as we remind ourselves of the 
key doctrines of the Christian faith, as 
Rev. Cruse recently explained in The 
Outlook.2 In singing hymns, believers 
glorify God and edify one another.

What makes a good hymn? Hymns of Devotion conveys a distinct set of values 
for excellent hymnody: texts “saturated with the language of Scripture” and 
“employ[ing] the hallmarks of English poetry,” set to “singable and memorable 
music” (vii). In keeping with these goals, the texts of Hymns of Devotion exhibit 
simple and memorable verse rooted in scriptural language. Passages such as the 
following express the core of the gospel with succinct beauty:

Lord, what repayment can I give?
There’s nothing, save this life I live,
So let me live for Thee. (2, “Thy Mercy, Lord, Is What I Need”)

And:
To those He has defended well
Assurance now is given
That since He knew their horrid Hell
They all will know His Heaven (14, “Our Advocate”)

Mr. Michael R. 
Kearney 

March/April 2020 | 35



The poetry is set to a variety of tunes 
composed between 1543 and 2019. 
The contemporary composers are 
all accomplished church musicians, 
particularly Dr. Paul S. Jones, whose 
books and collaboration with Rev. 
James Montgomery Boice have 
already impacted twenty-first-
century Reformed church music.3 
Congregations may stumble over a few 
awkward melodic leaps and poor part-
writing passages in Hymns of Devotion, 
but several of the new melodies will 
make elegant contributions to the 
church’s repertoire.

But in regard to the third question—
what hymns communicate about faith 
and life—Hymns of Devotion offers 
an imbalanced answer. Many of the 
texts (“Grace Sought Me” and “I Have 
Such a Gracious Father,” for example) 
foreground the individual experience 
of salvation, but only a few (such as 
“Here We Witness Covenant Surety”) 
address the broader communal and 
covenantal context in which that 
salvation occurs. Likewise, the texts 
tilt toward themes of sin and salvation 
but tend to neglect the domain of 
service—the everyday aspects of 
grateful Christian stewardship of 
the new life God has given. Hymns 
of Devotion stresses the need for 
personal “devotion” to Jesus Christ and 

supplies rich “devotional” literature for 
individuals, but the church’s corporate 
“devotion” to its covenant Lord remains 
underdeveloped.

Of course, it is unfair to expect 
a booklet of twenty-five hymns 
composed in a seven-year time 
frame to provide a comprehensive 
expression of Christian faith. Yet 
Hymns of Devotion mirrors some 
broader deficiencies that characterize 
nineteenth-century British-American 
hymnody, a period that constitutes 
the bulk of many traditional hymnals.4 
Originating in the pietism of Isaac 
Watts, Charles Wesley, and others, this 
genre of hymnody tends to promote a 
sentimental evangelicalism in which 
personal salvation, not covenant 
theology, becomes the primary focus. 
The result is that a small canon of 
traditional hymns representing a 
relatively limited spectrum of Christian 
expression has dominated the church’s 
musical landscape, crowding out the 
far more historic traditions of singing 
psalms and other Scripture passages in 
worship.5 Although Hymns of Devotion 
arises, as one reviewer states, out 
of a desire to “rediscover the lost art 
of exalting God’s majesty and glory” 
(iii), its style seems reluctant to press 
beyond the artificial boundaries of a 
narrow hymnological tradition.

Mr. Michael R. Kearney 
is an organist, pianist, and composer.

But this recognition represents a 
profound opportunity for Rev. Cruse 
and his collaborators. If, indeed, the 
art of corporate praise has been lost, 
its recovery will require the church to 
step outside a nineteenth-century ideal 
of worship music to include both older 
and newer sources of psalmody and 
hymnody. The Trinity Psalter Hymnal 
represents the most recent concerted 
effort to broaden and deepen Reformed 
and Presbyterian churches’ musical 
repertoire, and it is fitting that the 
songbook includes four excellent 
selections from Hymns of Devotion.6 
If its author continues to employ his 
poetic talents to create texts that 
reflect the full spectrum of a Reformed 
world-and-life view, then Hymns of 
Devotion may represent the seeds of a 
beautiful and substantial project that 
will enrich the worship of the twenty-
first-century church.

1. “Browse Texts,” Hymnary.org, https://
hymnary.org/texts?qu=%20in%3Atexts, 
accessed December 20, 2019.

2. Jonathan Landry Cruse, “Singing the 
Sacraments: Introducing a New Hymn on 
Baptism,” The Outlook 69, no. 6 (November/
December 2019): 30–31.

3. See Paul S. Jones, Singing and Making 
Music: Issues in Church Music Today 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2006); Paul S. Jones, 
What Is Worship Music? (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
2010); James Montgomery Boice and Paul 
S. Jones, Hymns for a Modern Reformation 
(Philadelphia: TenthMusic, 2000).

4. Rev. Brian Lee raises this point in “The Trinity 
Psalter Hymnal by the Numbers,” Christian 
Renewal 36, no. 10 (April 13, 2018): 18–19.

5. D. G. Hart, “Psalters, Hymnals, Worship 
Wars, and American Presbyterian Piety,” in 
Sing a New Song: Recovering Psalm-Singing 
for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Joel R. Beeke 
and Anthony T. Selvaggio (Grand Rapids: 
Reformation Heritage Books, 2010), 61–77.

6. “O the Deep, Unbounded Riches (226)”; 
“Lamb, Precious Lamb” (353); “Thy Mercy, Lord, 
Is What I Need” (507); “More Than Conquerors” 
(515).

Note how in recording the incident 
of the water and blood which issued 
from the side of the crucified body of 
Christ, St. John refers unmistakably to 
the elements of the two sacraments.  
(John 19:34, 35)

Dietrich Bonhoeffer
The Cost of Discipleship
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Members come and go. Some leave 
because they relocate. Others are 
compelled to leave because of doctrinal 
errors. Some leave not because the 
church is at fault but because they want 
to look for a congregation where their 
worldly practices can be tolerated. Or 
others leave with unrepentant hearts, 
wanting to avoid church discipline.

There are those who leave because 
they are fed up with church traditions 
that are not necessarily bad. But the 
problem is sometimes we (church 
leaders) place our traditions above the 
gospel. We unconsciously become 
legalistic in the way we deal with the 
life and ministry of our church. We 
become more concerned with our 
traditions than with the Scriptures.

Yet, I think, of all the possible reasons 
people leave, poor preaching and lack 
of love are the two leading ones.

1. Poor Preaching
Perfect preaching does not exist. 
Expecting our pastor to deliver an A+ 
sermon every Sunday is not realistic 
either. However, if the preaching is 
poor almost every Sunday, most likely 
members will leave.

Here are some of the characteristics 
of poor preaching:

• too doctrinal, with almost no 
practical or personal applications

• not engaging (preaching becomes 
like newscasting or reporting; no 
passion)

• difficult to understand (too technical)

• hard to follow (unorganized, with no clear direction)

• shallow

Sometimes a pastor does not preach well because he does not have 
enough time to study for his sermons, perhaps because of his other 
duties at home and at church. This is why elders need to protect the 
time of their pastor for sermon preparation. If you want to hear good 
sermons from your pastor, don’t overwork him. Of course, a pastor 
is also responsible to ensure that he does not neglect prayer and the 
ministry of the word (Acts 6:4).

2. Lack of Love
Members want to belong to a congregation that they can call a home 
church, where they feel welcome and where the communion of the 
saints exists. When the love of Christ is not felt in a congregation, 
people usually begin to look for a new church where they can find 
such love and experience the care of other believers. The apostle Paul 
says, “Therefore encourage one another and build one another up . . . 
encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them all” (1 
Thess. 5:11–14, English Standard Version). “Bear one another’s burdens” 
(Gal. 6:2).

Sometimes, even if preaching is not the strength of a church but if the 
gospel is proclaimed faithfully and the members feel loved, they usually 
stay. But if the preaching is poor and love is lacking, don’t be surprised 
if one day members leave. That’s why church leaders need to make a 
consistent effort to cultivate a loving environment in a congregation. 
A pastor should love not only preaching but also the people to whom 
he preaches. Also, members are responsible to seek ways to become 
actively involved in the ministry of the church and to reach out to their 
fellow church members with the love of Jesus.

Main Reasons 
Why Members 
Leave and Join 
Another Church

Rev. Brian G. Najapfour
has been a minister of the gospel since 2001 and has served both 
in the Philippines and in the U.S. He is the author of many books, 
including A Hearer of God’s Word: Ten Ways to Listen to Sermons 
Better.
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Five years since the connict began in South Sudan, over 4 million people 
have been forcibly displaced from their homes. Nearly 2.3 million of those 
are refugees, having ned to neighboring countries.

NeNeva is 19 years old and a newlywed at a refugee camp in East Africa. She 
came to the camp 4 years earlier to escape the  ghting in South Sudan. 
Neva cannot read and  rst heard a Talking Bible two years ago. When she 
listened, she heard that they were supposed to forgive one another — a 
difficult task after years of  ghting and hatred in her homeland. “I under- 
stood it was the Word of God, and meant to keep sin from entering my 
heart,” said Neva.

WWhen asked if she needed anything, Neva quietly requested this: “Would 
you pray to God for my husband, so he can lead his family and live as a 
Godly man?” 

Will you help? Your gift will give a non-reader a chance to learn about 
God’s salvation and change their life forever.
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