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In a Few

WO R DS
Torch and Trumpet
April/May 1951 and first
article

Dear Readers,
It is a great privilege for me to be
writing you this month. I am thankful
to God for the opportunity to serve
you and the broader community of
readers of our materials. As we look
to the future, my prayer is that the
Lord will continue to use Reformed
Fellowship to challenge and
encourage the people of God.
I have just been elected to the board
and then appointed board president. I
am attempting to acclimate myself to
the present make-up of the board and
its projects. This is my second stint
on the board. About twenty years
ago I served for nine years. Reformed
Fellowship always faces challenges to
its mission and future. Today that is
no different.
Twenty years ago, as a new board
member, I pressed for a number
of changes that today are taken for
granted. We had major discussions
about using a computer for financial
accountability. Our bookkeeper was
still using and faithfully recording
by hand everything through doubleentry journals. We soon went to a
computerized system of accounting
that has been refined and continues
to be beneficial.
We had a major discussion about
using the internet. There were
many objections to its use. Yet, the
change took place, and now we are
about ready to launch a revised web
page for future use. This is a major
upgrade, and we encourage everyone
to log in when it is up and running.
Years ago, we agreed to update our
nine-by-eleven mimeographed
Bible study material booklets into

book format. This project has been
completed. Bible studies are now
readable in a far better format.
We began and continue a process
of digitizing all our old Torch and
Trumpet and Outlook magazines
with the critical component of a
strong search engine. There are many
gems written in these old magazines
that I am sure will continue to benefit
God’s people for years to come. We
have steadily increased the number
of books published and offered to
the public. We are confident that
God will continue to raise up faithful
authors and look forward to more
publications in the future.
We continue to publish The Outlook.
Very few magazines like The Outlook
have survived the last twenty
years. But Reformed Fellowship
has remained convinced that solid
articles related to the issues of our
time are still relevant and helpful to
the people of God. Our prayer is that
the readership of The Outlook will
grow while we maintain the original
goals and commitments of Reformed
Fellowship.
I recently read the first article in the
first issue of Torch and Trumpet from
April/May 1951. I remain convinced
that the purposes articulated in
that article penned by “Reformed
Fellowship, Inc.” must be the same for
Reformed Fellowship today:
It is our purpose to arouse those of
like mind with us to a more serious
study of the Word and the Reformed
heritage, that we may all put on the
whole armor of God and be the better

equipped to fight the good fight
of faith. We believe the disease of
religious and doctrinal indifference
is making insidious progress among
us, and we would indoctrinate our
people with the truth of God. Then
too, we who think and live under
the mandate to subdue all things for
God’s glory must speak with greater
clarity to a generation whose culture
is decadent because the people
stagger in drunkenness with mancentered ways of life and thought. If
in God’s good providence we can do
only a little to help many give clearer
expression to that voice in our time,
we shall find that our purpose is
being realized.
Our current board recognizes
the contemporary relevancy of
this objective. As I and other new
members join seasoned members of
the board of Reformed Fellowship,
we are considering new projects and
ongoing opportunities. Pray that the
Lord will continue to use and bless
the work of Reformed Fellowship.
We look forward to your ongoing
support. Pray with us that the Lord
would continue to use Reformed
Fellowship to bring glory and honor
to his name. May the Lord grant us
his blessing; may the wonders of
grace revealed in Jesus be proclaimed
and the challenges to the faith
addressed.
On behalf of Reformed Fellowship,
Rev. Casey Freswick

Rev. Casey Freswick
is president of the board of
Reformed Fellowship, Inc., and
pastor of Bethany United Reformed
Church, Wyoming, MI.
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The Unknown Hour

Biblical Signs, Warnings,
Hope and Peace.

Life Before the Flood

Mr. Gaylord Haan | Rev. Jerome Julien

Introduction
Jesus tells us that “no one knows the day
or the hour of his return, not the angels,
nor the Son, only the Father” (Matt.
24:36). Therefore, we are to pray, prepare,
and watch for his return. It is the purpose
of The Unknown Hour—Biblical Signs,
Warnings, Hope and Peace to assist its
readers in preparing for the end times
and Christ’s return by providing a Bible
study which looks at the signs of the times
through the light of biblical history and
prophecy. In doing so, its lessons cover
a wide range of related topics (signs)
including the need for the flood, Israel’s
unfaithfulness, the Great Commission,
false prophets, totalitarian governments,
and the beasts of Revelation 13. All
of the lessons are based solely on the
Word. They recognize God’s assurance
of his continued grace, of his promise
to sustain us now and in the future, and
the affirmation of his promise of an
eternal reward with him for being faithful
servants. In addition to background Bible
passages, each lesson in The Unknown
Hour—Biblical Signs, Warnings, Hope
and Peace contains many questions based
on supporting Bible references, as well
as provocative discussion suggestions to
guide you in your study. The Unknown
Hour is a revision of Rev. Henry Vander
Kam’s Bible study The Signs of the Times,
now out of print but previously published
by Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
The Outlook | 4

GOD
DO WE PLACE
FIRST?
Scripture: Genesis 6:1–11; Luke
17:26–27

world and everything on it (Gen.
6:5–7).

Content Commentary

When Jesus was on earth he
characterized the life of the people
of Noah’s day using a much softer
approach to the problem of Genesis
6. He mentions only seemingly
innocent things that were present.
For example: “They ate and drank,
they married and were given in
marriage, they feasted, they looked
toward the future and laid plans for
it” (Matt. 24:36–39). Peter uses the
same approach in 2 Peter 2:5 where
he says even though the “preacher
of righteousness,” Noah, warned the
people that judgment was about to
fall upon them because of their sins,
yet they continued to live the same
way they had always lived. They paid
no attention to Noah and his sons
during the one-hundred-plus years
as they faithfully built the ark which
God had commanded. Notice, they
didn’t listen!

What will the days prior to the return
of Christ be like? How will mankind
conduct itself at that time? Jesus
answers these questions by referring
to two periods of time recorded in
the Old Testament, to the days of
Noah and to those of Lot. In this
lesson we will focus on the days of
Noah.
After the creation story, the Bible
tells us how sin entered the world
of Paradise under the deceitful
direction of Satan and caused the
world to be in turmoil. This sinful
period is illustrated by several
examples. The first was that of Cain,
who was jealous of his brother,
Abel, whom he later murdered
(Gen. 4:8). Then there was Lamech,
who boasted about the murder he
committed (Gen. 4:23). Later, the
Bible’s focus shifts to the time just
before the great flood occurred,
where we read about the sons of God
marrying the daughters of men (Gen.
6:2).1Then, most importantly, there
is the testimony of God himself.
Notice how God expressed his
total displeasure with man and his
wickedness, along with the evil God
found in man’s heart. This condition
caused God to became grieved that
he had created man, which resulted
in God’s to promise to destroy the

These two approaches to the reason
for the flood seem unrelated, but
aren’t they both saying the same
thing? They are like two sides of
the same coin. Both have the same
message and focus. Look at what
the Bible is saying. Notice what
is missing. It’s the very reason for
which man was created. It’s to honor
and glorify God. The glorification of
man and self-service take the place of
honor and glorification of God. Man
is focusing on himself, his desires,

his accomplishments, his pleasures.
The purpose for which God created
man is totally ignored by man. Do
we fall into a similar trap? Have we
bought into the traps of materialism,
lawlessness, or self-centeredness? Or,
do we place God first?
The days before the second coming of
Christ will be the same as in Noah’s
day. People will continue to live the
way they always did in spite of all
Divine warnings and predictions
(Luke 17:26–27). They will think
only of the present and make plans
for the future to insure their personal
goals, pleasure, physical comfort,
and more. No thoughts will be given
to the possibility that there will be
an ending for the present world.
As the people of Noah’s day either
ignored or ridiculed his warnings,
so the world, now and in the future,
will either ignore or ridicule the
warnings given by Christ through his
Word and church. Notice, too, that
in the passage from Luke our Lord
does not speak of specific grievous
sins which will be committed in the
last days. Rather, Christ pictures a
totally heedless and careless society
and world. Yes, the Bible’s signs are
clear and the members of society
have been warned through the Word.
Yet, society remains self-centered. Its
members stop their ears, close their
eyes, and go their way in blind folly.
Society will not allow itself to listen
or to be warned.
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How far in the future do the end days
lie? To ask the question is to answer
it. We are living in those days now.
Modern man says, “Don’t upset me
with dire predictions.” For example,
when our leaders warn us of the
awesome destruction which could
come in a nuclear confrontation,
modern man trembles for a moment,
shrugs it off with a “what can I do
about it” comment, and then goes on
as before. Consider how we respond
when we learn of a natural or
manmade catastrophe. Do we lament
the situation for a few moments
and then forget it because it doesn’t
directly affect us? Or do we respond
with “Yes, there’s a problem, but we
can fix it” in our own time and with
our own superior way mentality? The
believer’s response should be to take
heed, take action, be prepared, and
go forward in faith and prayer while
resting on the Lord’s guidance.
So it was at the time of the flood.
The Lord’s warnings given through
Noah were not heeded. When the
Lord finally shut the door of the ark
behind Noah and his family, the
rains came, the fountains of the earth
erupted, and the flood followed.
The world and its inhabitants
were destroyed. God’s judgment
and justice prevailed. So will it be
on the last day. Christ will return
unexpectedly, coming on the clouds
of heaven while being announced
by trumpeting angels, after which,
the judgment will follow. As Noah
was safe in the ark, so will all true
believers “be safe in the arms of the
Savior.”

Searching Scripture
2 Peter 2:5
1. In what ways did Noah, called “a
preacher of righteousness,” fulfill
his calling?
2. In what way does this speak to
us in these last days? (Be careful
to not let modern methods of
evangelism shape your answer.)
See 1 Peter 3:15 if you need help.
Matthew 24:37–39; Luke 17:26–27;
Hebrews 11:7
1. How is our day alike or different
from the day of Noah (Matt.
24:39)?
2. What point is Christ making about
how we should be living right
now?
3. What emphasis might unbelief
have on your thinking?
For Discussion
1. Do you think it was possible that
some people might have repented
before the flood came? Why or
why not?
2. Why don’t people today give heed
to clear warnings in Scripture?
3. In what ways can we faithfully
sound the warning notes regarding
the end times?
4. What other traps can you think of
that take away our focus on God
according to the summary of the
law Jesus gave us?

A cheap Christianity that offends
nobody, requires no sacrifice, and costs
nothing—is worth nothing.
J. C. Ryle
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1. Some theologians believe that the sons
of God are angels and the daughters of men
are human. However, the reference here is to
God’s people intermarrying with unbelievers.
Calvin wrote the following on this passage:
“Marriage is a thing too sacred to allow that
men should be induced to it by the lust of
the eyes . . . [O]ur appetite becomes brutal,
when we are so ravished with the charms of
beauty. . . . We are taught . . . that temperance
is to be used in holy wedlock, and that
profanation is a . . . crime before God . . . [I]
t is impossible but that, in succession of time,
the sons of God should degenerate, when
they bound themselves in the same yoke
with unbelievers. . . . Thus . . . the sons of
the patriarchs, of whom Moses now treats,
the forgetfulness of that grace which had
been divinely imparted to the was, in itself,
a grievous evil, inasmuch as they formed
illicit marriages after their own lust; a still
worse addition was made, when, by mingling
themselves with the wicked, they profaned
the worship of God, and fell away from the
faith; a corruption which is almost always
wont [apt] to follow the former.” Calvin,
Commentary on Genesis 6:2.

This article is a selected lesson
from the upcoming book The
Unknown Hour, that is to be
published by Reformed Fellowship
this summer, 2020.
Edited by
Mr. Gaylord Haan, a retired
Christian school teacher and
counselor and a member of
Bethel United Reformed Church of
Jenison, MI.
and
Rev. Jerome Julien, a retired
minister in the URCNA who
serves on the board of Reformed
Fellowship. He and his wife, Reita,
live in Hudsonville, MI, and are
members of Walker URC in Grand
Rapids, MI.

The Unknown Hour

Biblical Signs, Warnings,
Hope and Peace.

Persecution, Evil
False Teachers, and
the Church
Mr. Gaylord Haan | Rev. Jerome Julien

Scripture: Matthew 24:9–14; 2 Peter 2
Lesson Commentary
Truly, persecution is a major sign
of the times. It will increase and
increase, culminating with the
great tribulation, where, under the
direction of Satan, all restraint will
be thrown off and his purpose will
be made clear. The enmity which
began as soon as sin entered into the
world will reach its height. Indeed,
our Lord himself said “men will show
their hate for you and kill you” (Matt.
24:9) because you belong to him.
Believers have experienced
persecution time and time again
during the history of the world.
To begin with, a majority of the
apostles, according to tradition,
died as martyrs for their faith and
ministry within the first century.
In Roman times several of the
emperors, including Nero, Marcus
Aurelius, Decius, and Domitian,
among others, sought to stamp out
Christianity. The latter claimed to
be god and demanded that he be
worshipped as such. As time went
on, persecution of the faithful
continued. Many believers were
martyred for their faith in the years
leading up to the Reformation. The
persecution of believers continued to
be present in many places following
it. Unfortunately, persecution
has not stopped, for we read of it
occurring in many countries today
also. Included are countries found in
Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, as
well as in the western hemisphere.1

In the past, wars were usually fought
for political or economic reasons, but
not for the purpose of persecuting
believers. In the end days this will
change. The nations will not focus
on each other but will concentrate
on believers. This, as Jesus said,
will be a sign of the times that must
come to pass because the attitude of
the whole world will have changed
toward believers. In the latter days
unbelievers will band together
against them (Matt. 24:9–14).
Persecution does not need to be
physical. It can also come in the form
of psychological or mental pressure,
or in the form of deception, which is
used by many false teachers (Matt.
24:11). A false teacher can be defined
as anyone who teaches anything that
is not a true interpretation of the
Word or twists its meaning to fit a
non-scriptural (biblical) position.
These false teachers will be focused
and will be found within and without
the church. Some false teachers will
attempt to join with the faithful in
order to accomplish their deceitful
goals. As they have done in the
past, they will continue to seek to
undermine the teachings of Christ
in the present and the future. These
false teachers are often subtle in
their approach. Jesus constantly
warned about them throughout his
ministry stating that they are wolves
in sheep’s clothing (Matt. 7:15ff.).
This warning was later reiterated by
the apostles in their writings.2 For
example, the apostle Paul (Col. 2:8,
18a) specifically warns his readers
about being cheated by false teachers.
This is a warning that also pertains

to us. We must, likewise, be on
our guard against them every day.
Remember, Jesus had warned his
disciples that if his teachings and
the Scriptures are compromised to
any extent, Christians will then be
easily encouraged to accept false
teachings and to live peacefully with
their enemies. As a result, many
believers would thereby be easily led
astray. Now is the time when Christ’s
followers must know the truth, be
very sensitive to the teachings of
Scripture, and be able to stand firmly
on it. What great temptations they
will face both now and in the future!
There will be additional opposition
from within the church itself. Some
of its members will turn against the
true believers (2 Peter 2:1–3). Many
who previously confessed the Christ
will reveal that their faith was not
genuine. They will not care to endure
the tribulation of that time. Both
the false prophets and those who are
falling away in the end time will not
remain silent or neutral but will hate
the true believers and will actively
deliver the faithful to their enemies.
Thus it will be a time of testing and
temptation. It will become a time of
purging.
Throughout the ages the church
of Christ has been a tremendous
influence for good in the world. The
world’s moral standards have been
due in part to the church’s teachings
and influence. Although there have
been times when unbelievers have
put believers to shame in benevolent
kindness to one another, this spirit
will not be found in the later days.
When this happens the whole world
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Now is the time
when Christ’s
followers must
know the
truth, be very
sensitive to the
teachings of
Scripture, and
be able to stand
firmly on it.

For Discussion
1. Are the present world conflicts
between different political and
economic ideologies becoming a
conflict between the world and the
church? How?
2. What methods might the false
prophets use to lead church
members astray?
3. What might the false prophets
teach?
4. What indications are present today
that might show that iniquity is
multiplying and that love is waxing
cold?
5. What examples are present
that show the church still
exerts beneficial influences on
communities?

will rise up against the church and
spurn its teachings. As the world
attacks the church, the world’s
morality will crumble and fall
into decay. Hate will take its place,
iniquity will be multiplied, and there
will be a wave of sin and evil that the
world has never before seen. Natural
affection will cease and the love of
many shall wax cold (Matt. 24:12),
resulting in a wave of inhumanity
sweeping over the entire world.
Yes, in the past the church often
traveled an easy road. It was both
easy and fashionable to belong to the
church, but those days will be ended.
Instead it will become a time of trial.
The conditions of the present days
will not go on forever. There will be
an end. But is it possible for the world
to consume the church of Christ?
The answer is no (Matt. 24:13; John
10:28–29). There will be true believers
until the end. The elect will be spared.
The faithful will endure, and they
shall be saved. Their faithfulness will
be rewarded by grace, with a full and
glorious salvation for remaining loyal
to their God.
The Outlook | 8

Searching Scripture
Matthew 24:9–13
1. Compare the warning found
in Matthew 10:17–22 with the
warning in Matthew 24:9–11. Why
will the hatred of the world take
place in the days before Christ
returns?
2. What will be the result of this
hatred (Matt. 24:12)?
3. What else will happen in society?
Compare Matthew 24:12 with 2
Timothy 3:3 and Mark 13:12.
4. What must the believer learn from
this (Matt. 24:13)?
John 16:33; Romans 8:31–39
1. What does Christ say about what
we must face as believers because
of his work (John 16:33)?
2. What is the believer’s comfort in
the face of persecution (Rom. 8:35,
38–39)?
2 Timothy 3:1–9
1. What are some of the forms of
persecution listed here?

1. Open Doors, “World Watch List,” which
can be accessed online.
2. See Galatians 2:4; Jude 3–4; 1 John 4:1–3; 2
Peter 2:1–3.

This article is a selected lesson
from the upcoming book The
Unknown Hour, that is to be
published by Reformed Fellowship
this summer, 2020.
Edited by
Mr. Gaylord Haan, a retired
Christian school teacher and
counselor and a member of
Bethel United Reformed Church of
Jenison, MI.
and
Rev. Jerome Julien, a retired
minister in the URCNA who
serves on the board of Reformed
Fellowship. He and his wife, Reita,
live in Hudsonville, MI, and are
members of Walker URC in Grand
Rapids, MI.

Bible Studies on Jonah
You Can’t Hide (Jon. 1:4–10)

B

y the third verse of this book
Jonah is on a ship bound for
Tarshish, located in modern-day
Spain. He is supposed to be going
to Nineveh, in modern-day Iraq.
Not only is he headed in the entirely
wrong direction, but also he has an
entirely wrong state of mind. Jonah
has decided not to obey God. He is
instead fleeing from the presence
of the Lord, trying to silence God’s
voice.
After reading the first three verses
of this book, we should anticipate
things getting worse because of
Jonah’s choices. That is exactly what
we see in the next part of this story.
Jonah’s harrowing experience at sea
teaches the sobering reality that
Moses put bluntly: “Your sin will
find you out” (Num. 32:23, English
Standard Version). Jonah thought he
could get away with his disobedience.
But we never sin for free. There is
always a cost. Like Jonah we are
“victims of our own rebellion.”1

More hopefully, we see the “gracious
God and merciful” who is “slow to
anger and abounding in steadfast
love” (Jon. 4:2) pursuing his
wayward son. God’s pursuit of Jonah
foreshadows the gift of Jesus, the
Good Shepherd who goes to startling
lengths “to go in search of the one
that went astray” (Matt. 18:12).
What Does the Story Show
Us?
The Conflict Builds (1:4–8)
In narratives, the conflict creates
uncertainty in the story by
challenging the goals of a main

character. The main conflict in this
part of the story is not the storm,
Jonah’s clash with the sailors, or his
encounter with the great fish. The
main conflict is Jonah’s rebellion
against God. God told Jonah to go
east; he went west. God told his
prophet to preach; Jonah said no. The
conflict makes us wonder: will God
get his way, or can he be frustrated?
The conflict builds momentum when
“the Lord hurled a great wind upon
the sea” (Jon. 1:4). The Hebrew word
is used elsewhere to describe a man
throwing a spear (e.g., 1 Sam. 18:11).
God’s wind smashed into the sea and
threatened to break up the ship.
The ship’s occupants responded to
the storm in two different ways.
The sailors panicked (v. 5). Sailors
are not easily given to fear. But the
severity of the storm unhinged these
men. They lost their tough-guy
façade and went where strong men
tend not to go; they publicly cried
out to their gods. The sailors had
not yet learned that local gods are
nothing. Only the God of heaven
and earth is to be feared. In their
panic they tried to save their lives by
lightening the ship. They abandoned
the original purpose of the voyage,
the transportation of goods for
financial gain. It is either the cargo or
their lives.
In sharp contrast, Jonah slept. How
could Jonah sleep on a battered ship
manned by a frenzied crew? Jonah’s
sleep may be the result of simple
exhaustion. His travels and inner
turmoil have physically, spiritually,
and emotionally drained him. You
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can run only for so long on the
adrenaline rush of uncharacteristic
disobedience. But perhaps the Holy
Spirit draws attention to Jonah’s
deep sleep to warn us against the
hardening effects of backsliding. Had
Jonah so squelched his conscience
that he could “in peace . . . lie down
and sleep” (Ps. 4:8) despite his
rejection of God’s will? You know
things are not right when you can
sleep with unconfessed sin (Eph.
4:26). Whatever the reason, Jonah’s
sleep is not a good sign. “Jonah was
the only ‘atheist’ on board,” the only
man who wasn’t calling upon his
god.2

Unknown to sleeping Jonah the
storm raged on.
The Climax (1:9–10)

The sailors knew that to solve a
problem it helps to discover its cause.
After their self-rescue efforts failed,
they cast lots. They had decided
ahead of time something like this:
the man who cast the lowest number
was the culprit.3 Remarkably the dice
pointed at Jonah. “The lot is cast into
the lap, but its every decision is from
the Lord” (Prov. 16:33).
The sailors barraged Jonah with
questions. Here’s what they learned:
Jonah’s God, the God of heaven,
made the sea and the dry land. The
sailors’ fear intensified. Jonah’s God
seems angry. He is accustomed to
getting his way. And they stand in
the path of his storm.
God wants us to feel the conflict so
we can experience the story’s urgency
and learn the lessons of the text.
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What Does the Story Teach
Us?
God Always Gets His Way
God is sovereign. The Lord
orchestrates all events in heaven
and on earth to accomplish his will
(1:4, 14). “He hath foreordained
everything that comes to pass.”4 God
had chosen to use Jonah. In fact,
“God took his election of Jonah so
seriously that he would actually sink
the ship on which [he] was riding, if
necessary . . . than allow him to get
on to his own destination.”5 God will
get his way.
Verse 3 begins with the words,
“but Jonah.” Jonah opposed God’s
revealed will. Verse 4 counters: “But
the Lord!” God always gets the
final “but.” God even gets his way in
causing Jonah to witness for him on
the ship. While the ship was being
battered and the sailors were crying
out to their gods, Jonah well knew
that the God of the sea was raging
against him. But he said nothing;
he didn’t want to. Eventually God
opened Jonah’s mouth and plied
out a good testimony. But Jonah
stubbornly waited to give glory
to God until his world was being
smashed to pieces. When God began
to use Jonah to open the minds of
the heathen crew Jonah is sinking
in the sea; he’s a passive missionary!
The Lord does as he pleases in spite
of human effort to the contrary
(1:13–14).
Must God do the same for us? The
Bible says that one day every knee
shall bow to the Lord and every
tongue shall confess him (Phil.
2:9–11). God will be glorified
through you; he always gets his way.
How much better to willingly submit
to Christ now.
God Never Gives Up on His Children
This story seems to be about Jonah
running from God; it is even more
about God running after Jonah. God
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never loses a child (John 10:28–29).
The nineteenth-century British poet
Francis Thompson affectionately
referred to God as the “hound
of heaven.” He recounts how he
deliberately fled from God. Still,
throughout his life he sensed being
followed by feet that moved “with
unhurrying chase and unperturbéd
pace.”
God will never cast off his believing
children, no matter how greatly they
wander. This fact doesn’t give us
license to sin; Jonah teaches us sin’s
destructive folly. God’s persevering
love instead gives us hope even in
our disobedience. Immature as he
is, Jonah is God’s son (1:9). If God
has begun a work of grace in you,
be assured: he never quits half way
(Phil. 1:6).
God is not alarmed by those who
run from him. The hound of heaven
steadily and persistently hunts down
his own. Is the Lord pursuing you? If
so, he will not let you go. Why fight
being found by God?
God Disciplines Those He Loves (Rev.
3:19)
True discipline enforces this simple
thought: sin hurts. Sin hurts us
because it twists our minds, cools
our affection for God, darkens our
sense of his presence, and disrupts
our experience of community
with others. Sin detracts from our
humanity. God doesn’t want that.
He loves us and wants us to flourish.
So he chastens and scourges us, to
use Old Testament language quoted
in the book of Hebrews (12:5–6).
He deliberately allows us to feel
the stinging pain of sin (v. 11), a
small sample of the death that sin
brings when it becomes full grown
(James 1:15). The God who hurled
a storm into Jonah’s path controls
the circumstances that can help
us feel the pain of disobedience.
His discipline isn’t pleasant at the
time; pleasant doesn’t usually teach
as well as pain. But through the

use of pain it “yields the peaceful
fruit of righteousness to those
who have been trained by it” (Heb.
12:11). When we respond rightly to
discipline, practicing repentance, we
regain the spiritual vitality we lose in
disobedience (vv. 12–13).
This was true for Jonah. Jonah knew
of God’s omnipresence before. Now
he had experienced it; God’s hand
had led him even in the uttermost
parts of the sea (Ps. 139:9–10). Jonah
assumed God was merciful. Now
he had felt it. Those who try to flee
from God can flee only from the felt
sense of his goodness, not from God
himself. God disciplines even his
runaway children.
God’s discipline calls for
examination; it is not coincidental
that the sailors barraged Jonah
with questions in the midst of the
storm. Still, the sailors’ questions
are descriptive not prescriptive. We
should judge ourselves, not others.
We must resist trying to diagnose the
causes of calamities in other people’s
lives. Even as you judge yourself be
careful in attempting to source your
pain.6 Don’t habitually beat yourself
up over everything that goes wrong.
You lack the information necessary
to piece together the providences
behind your circumstances.7

Still, it isn’t usually hard to discern
how we aggravate the pain of
hardships. God uses trouble to prod
us to examine ourselves and wake us
up to our need for repentance. Ask
hard questions about discomfort:
What might God be trying to teach
me in this hard place? In what
ways might I be contributing to my
hardships? And most important, how
is God’s love evident in this midst of
his chastening?
Sin’s Consequences Reach Far
Jonah’s disobedience affected the
ship’s sailors, owner, investors, and
every other ship that encountered
the storm God used to chasten his

servant. Humanity is interconnected; the aftershocks of your sin
rattle the people closest to you. Jonah sowed the wind; everyone
around him reaped the whirlwind (Hos. 8:7). We can sin in
private, but sin’s consequences are like a virus; we can’t help
infecting others. And we are most likely to plague those we love
most. When Moses said, “Be sure your sin will find you out”
(Num. 32:23) he addressed the men of war, charging them to
conquer fully the land of Canaan. But he invoked their children,
wives, and possessions because these would be compromised if
they failed to obey. When Achan sinned, all Israel was defeated
by Ai (Josh. 7). “He did not perish alone in his iniquity” (Josh.
22:20)! When David numbered his people, seventy thousand
died (2 Sam. 24). God had called Jonah to be a blessing to the
Ninevites; because of his sin he becomes a curse to the sailors.8
Hugh Martin applies this reality to church life. “Because of a
single private member of a congregation, God, in visiting his
provocations with the punishment deserved, chastising his
sensuality, or pride, or covetousness, or passion may involve
in much spiritual leanness and unprofitableness all his fellow
worshippers.”9 This is Paul’s point in connection with the Lord’s
Supper; individual sins affect the community (1 Cor. 11:30).
Martin urges church members to ask these questions: “Why is
there not more spiritual life in our assemblies?—surely it is for
each individual to examine himself, and prayerfully to inquire,
‘Lord, is it I?’”10

God had chosen to use
Jonah. In fact, “God took
his election of Jonah so
seriously that he would
actually sink the ship on
which [he] was riding, if
necessary . . . than allow
him to get on to his own
destination.” God will get
his way.

Our Sin Doesn’t Cancel Our Identity in Christ

When the sailors realized that Jonah was the reason for the
storm, they asked him a series of questions; the kind that we
answer to self-identify. They asked about his name, occupation,
country of origin, and ethnicity. His answer skips over many
of those questions (and probably others that are not recorded)
and focuses on the main point: “I am a Hebrew and I fear the
Lord” (1:9) The New Testament equivalent to that answer would
be “I am a member of Christ’s church, and I trust in Jesus.” The
storm sobered Jonah. The crisis caused by his waywardness
cancelled anything impressive he might have otherwise said
about himself. He is left with God. Jonah told his companions the
most singularly defining fact about him. It was not his job or his
country of origin but his God and his faith.
Who are you and to whom do you belong? All our other
distinctions ultimately collapse into the answer to those
questions.
When you are in trouble you can say, I belong to God. You
can come to yourself like the prodigal in Jesus’ parable, and
remember, I still have a Father (Luke 15:17–19). I may be craving
pig slop, but my Father hasn’t stopped loving me. When your
job feels meaningless, when your accomplishments disappoint,
when you feel swamped by shame, by faith you can say, I am a
Christian. I belong to Jesus. I own my sin. But whatever good
can be said about me is to his credit. He has bought me with his
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precious blood. And even when I don’t feel wholeheartedly willing and ready
to live for him, I want to feel that way. And I trust that God is working to
make it so.
Your sin will find you out. But the gospel assures us, more importantly, that
your God and Father will find you.
Study Questions

1. Hugh Martin, The Prophet Jonah: His
Character and Mission to Nineveh (London: The
Banner of Truth Trust, 1958), 91.
2. Homer Hailey, A Commentary on the Minor
Prophets (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1972), 68.

1. Why is it so that we never sin for free?

3. The question of lot casting in relation
to discerning God’s will is one that will be
examined in a future article.

2. What do you make of Jonah’s sleep in the belly of the ship?

4. Westminster Shorter Catechism Q/A 7.

3. Why is it good news that, as he did with Jonah, God always gets his way?

5. James Montgomery Boice, Can You Run Away
from God? (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1977),
28.

4. Why can a Christian thank God for his discipline?
5. Why do sin’s consequences reach far? Can you think of additional 		
examples of this from Scripture or experience?
6. Jonah’s answer in 1:9 might seem jarring considering the circumstances.
Why are they also comforting?

6. Jesus teaches that calamity is not always the
result of personal sin (Luke 13:1–5).
7. It was by unique prophetic insight that Nathan
could assure David that, because he had sinned
by committing adultery with Bathsheba, the
child produced by their affair would die (2 Sam.
12:14).
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8. O. Palmer Robertson, Jonah: A Study in
Compassion (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth
Trust, 1990), 18.
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9. Martin, The Prophet Jonah, 77.
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What Does It Mean to Be Reformed?
Salvation

T

here has been renewed
interest in Calvinism over
the last decade and a half. In
2009, an article written for Time
identified Calvinism (or the New
Calvinism) as one of “10 Ideas
Changing the Word Right Now.”
In that article written by David
Van Biema, he states, “Calvinism
is back, and not just musically.
John Calvin’s 16th century reply to
medieval Catholicism’s buy-yourway-out-of-purgatory excesses
is Evangelicalism’s latest success
story.” A decade and a half earlier,
Southern Baptist Seminary in
Louisville, Kentucky, the largest
Protestant seminary in North
America, hired Dr. Albert Mohler to
be its next president. This did not
sit well with the Arminians in the
Southern Baptist Convention. That
battle continues today.
With the rise of the New Calvinism,
there has been something
noticeably lacking in what
has been preached and taught
regarding Calvinism. Oftentimes,
Calvinism or the Reformed faith
has been limited down to five
main doctrines. You might know
them as TULIP. These are drawn
from the Canons of Dort and stand
for total depravity, unconditional
election, limited or definite
atonement, irresistible grace, and
the perseverance of the saints. The
problem with limiting Calvinism
this way misses what we have
been seeing through this series
of articles. To be Reformed, or a
biblically faithful Christian, is to
acknowledge that God not only
saves us from our sins but also

redeems our whole lives, and we
live under the lordship of King
Jesus. So, in this fifth article, we
will look briefly at the five points
of the Canons, but we hope to see
that there is more to salvation than
that. So, what does it mean to be
Reformed in terms of salvation?

Doctrinally
To be sure, there are five points
found in the Canons of Dort. These
five points are the Synod of Dort’s
response to the five points of the
Remonstrance (Arminians) at
synod in 1618–1619. The points are
as follow.
Total depravity: Total depravity is
the teaching that in the fall into
sin of our first parents, Adam and
Eve, the whole human race became
corrupt. The fall did not simply
impact man’s standing before God.
The fall touched on man’s will,
emotions, actions, and soul. Man is
thereafter naturally found in a fallen
position. He is spiritually dead,
completely unable to help himself.
If it was not for God’s intervention,
every single soul would perish
forever under the righteous
condemnation of God.
Man is born with both an original
guilt and sin from Adam, the first
covenant head, and a pollution
that corrupts his whole being. If it
was not for some kind of restraint
by the Holy Spirit, man would be
as possibly corrupt as he could
be and society would not be
able to function. Answer 7 of the
Heidelberg Catechism says, “This
fall has so poisoned our nature that
we are all conceived and born in
sin” (cf. Gen. 3; Rom. 5:12, 18–19;
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Ps. 51:5).
Unconditional election:
Unconditional election is the
teaching that God chooses, out of
the whole sum of fallen sinners,
some whom he will save through
the atonement of Jesus Christ.
This election, or choosing, on
the part of God is not based upon
the future or potential faith of the
individual. It is according to God’s
good pleasure. Faith then is the
result, not the cause, of election
(see Eph. 1; Rom. 9).
Limited or definite atonement:
The doctrine of limited atonement
flows out of the two previous
doctrines. If God has chosen only
some, then it is exactly those who
are elect for whom Christ will
make atonement (John 6:37–39).
Every soul for whom Christ shed
his blood will certainly end up
in glory. This important doctrine
answers the question, “For whom
did Christ die?” Did he die for the
sins of everyone, head for head in
the whole world, or did he die for
the elect? The latter is the biblical
answer given.
Irresistible grace: The doctrine of
irresistible grace continues the
logical progression from the other
doctrines. It goes like this: if God
has chosen some to come to a
saving knowledge of Jesus Christ,
and Christ has shed his blood for
exactly those individuals, and the
only way to come to faith is by
the regenerating work of the Holy
Spirit, then those on whom God
bestows his grace cannot and will
not ultimately resist or reject it. If
salvation is all of God (Phil. 1:6), he
will see it through to completion.
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In the beautiful
teaching of
God’s sovereign
salvation, we must
never lose sight of
the fact that it is
personal...
But sinners need to
come face to face
each week in the
preaching with this
reality. By grace
and through faith,
Christ died for me.

If there was the possibility of fallen
sinners to resist the grace God was
sovereignly giving them, then they
would reject it. If a sinner is made
alive by the Spirit’s power, they
are new creations. “It is no longer
I who live, but Christ who lives in
me” (Gal. 2:20, English Standard
Version).
Perseverance of the saints: The fifth
head of doctrine from the Canons
lends tremendous comfort to the
child of God. If all that has been said
so far is true and biblical, then it is
the case that God will not permit a
single one of his elect to fall away
from grace. Scripture passages
like Ephesians 1, Romans 8, and
John 6 are so dear to the child of
God because of this truth. There is
nothing that can separate us from
the love of God. God will preserve
his people in his grace, so that they
may persevere in the Christian life.
These important doctrines describe
the way that God saves sinners.
However, that is a very doctrinal
explanation of salvation. There
are other ways and applications of
Christ’s work.

The Outlook | 14

Personally
In the beautiful teaching of God’s
sovereign salvation, we must
never lose sight of the fact that it
is personal. To be sure, God saves
sinners into a community chosen
for eternal life. This is how the
catechism describes the holy,
catholic church in answer 54. But
sinners need to come face to face
each week in the preaching with
this reality. By grace and through
faith, Christ died for me. One
acronym for grace is God’s Riches
At Christ’s Expense.
Jesus did not die for a random
number of people who choose to
respond to his saving blood. No,
Jesus died for each one that the
Father gave him. John 3:16 teaches
us that love compelled the Father,
according to his will, to send the
Son. Love compelled the Son to
become obedient to death, even the
death of the cross (Phil 2:6–8). He
did this for us (pro nobis). There is
nothing more personal than that.
When we go through the trials
of life, when we fall into sin and
are convicted of it or called to
repentance, it is God’s saving grace
that comforts us. There is a reason

that the Heidelberg Catechism
begins where it does in Q&A 1. Our
great need personally is not only
to be saved, but to know that truth
as God revealed it in the Scriptures
and in the Son. The work of Christ
must be personally appropriated
through faith. In each sermon
where the gospel is preached, we
are confronted with the crucified
and risen Jesus Christ. Who do you
say Jesus is? If he is not a personal
Savior and Lord, then you have
a serious and soul-threatening
problem. Salvation is personal.

Doctrinally
To be Reformed regarding salvation
means that we see the Father’s
purpose in evangelizing the world.
It is not up to us to make sinners
believe. However, if the five points
of Calvinism do not motivate
us to support the mission of the
church, then we do not understand
the five points of Calvinism. God
sovereignly saves, but he has taken
that glorious treasure and hidden
it in jars of clay. God uses means,
human means, to bring the gospel
to the nations (Matt. 28:16–20).

Certainly God could have used
different means to convert people
unto himself. But he didn’t. He
chose to use human agents to
spread the gospel of Jesus Christ.
This is done by missionaries far
and near. We could hear emphasize
the preaching of the gospel (Rom.
10:9–14) as the primary means of
bringing sinners to repentance.
Faith comes by hearing the gospel
preached. But if we think of how
Jesus described his bridge, the
church, then believers should have
a renewed zeal in evangelistic
witness. They are lights. Jesus
called himself the light (lux mundi,
light of the world), but then he
calls his people to let their light
shine. The church is called a city
on a hill. Believers are called the
salt of the earth. Though each
of these beautiful word pictures
carries with each a slightly different
nuance, the point is clear: God
has ordained to use humans as a
secondary cause to tell others about
Jesus. To understand the Reformed
doctrine of salvation, personally
and experientially, must involve a
love for the lost and a desire to see
your neighbor converted to Christ.
This must never make us passive in
our faith.

Teleologically
The telos is the end of it all.
Where does it all end, and what
is the purpose of all things? The
Westminster Shorter Catechism
gets at it well when in Question 1 it
asks, “What is the chief end of man?
A. To glorify God and enjoy him
forever.” When we look at the whole
scheme of things in this world.
When we add up all that we know
and that is taking place. When we
look at all of the brokenness and
sadness and war and sorrow and
we ask, “God, what is the purpose
of it all?” One who understands
the doctrine of salvation knows

the answer to that question. All
happens for the glory of God.
This important and comforting
truth is often misunderstood or
maligned by the enemies of the
truth. In this sense, the character of
biblical Christianity, the Reformed
faith, is often ridiculed. The skeptic
asks, “Why would God choose to
send someone to hell?” Why is
reprobation even a theological
term? What kind of God is that?
We must be humble enough to
admit that the secret things belong
to the Lord (Deut. 29:29). However,
from what he has revealed, we
know that if it was not for the
election of God, no one would be
saved. A better question might be,
“Why didn’t God destroy Adam
and Eve in the garden and start
over?” The answer is the same. It
was for the glory of God. It would
glorify God, according to his own
being, to magnify his grace and
justice in sending his own Son
to die for sinners. It would bring
God glory that his son would rise
from the dead and thereby defeat
death itself. By Christ’s work, the
great enemies of sin, Satan, and
death are defeated. Why didn’t it
all end there? Because there were
yet elect that had not heard the
gospel or even had been born.

You see, all things are working for
God’s great plan and purpose. This
plan and purpose are good. His
plan and purpose bring him glory.
His plan and purpose is that some
day, Jesus will return in the final
consummation. This world will be
purged with fire, the wicked will be
punished, and those found to be in
Christ will inherit the new heavens
and the new earth.
For the sinner saved by grace, the
motto of his or her life is Glory to
God Alone. That great Reformation
motto should be written upon the
hearts of each one who has been
united to Jesus Christ. Salvation
is more than five points, even
though those points are thoroughly
biblical. After justification comes
sanctification, and that is a lifelong
growth as children of God learn
what it means to toil and trust for
the glory of God.
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and Deacons (now available at
reformedfellowship.net).

Christ is full of grace, life,
and salvation. The soul
is full of sins, death, and
damnation. Now let faith
come between them.
Luther
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Stone-Cold Crazy:

The Dangers of Legal Marijuana

“States rush to legalize recreational
marijuana, even as evidence of its
harm grows.” Thus reads the headline of a

recent City Journal article. I share that concern
about growing evidence of harm because I am
concerned that the harms are not sufficiently
appreciated, and I write to make a broad-based
case against recreational marijuana use. I am a
Christian pastor and a father of five adult children
concerned about the passive, often positive posture
many in the church have taken on this topic. Most
Christians opposed to marijuana use merely cite
its intoxicating effects. That is then compared
with the Bible’s opposition to drunkenness. That
woefully understates the harmful consequences
of using marijuana and alone is insufficient
to restrain or prohibit usage of this drug. In
this article I aim to make a case against use of
marijuana in our society and particularly among
Christians. I will outline my reasons. The reasons
for anyone, especially Christians, to oppose
marijuana use are historical, pharmacological,
medical, psychological and psychiatric, legal
and criminal, commercial, social, and certainly
spiritual.
This is not an academic matter for me. I confess
to having been a heavy drug user in my days
before faith in Christ. I write therefore from the
inside, if you will, as one well aware of what
marijuana usage and the culture surrounding
it entails. However, the marijuana of today is
definitely not the marijuana of days gone by (the
1960s and 1970s). We are no longer talking about
“Woodstock Weed.” Today’s marijuana is much
more potent and hence much more dangerous.
Please consider the following.
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Historical
Contemporary researchers are
not the first to note the dangers
of marijuana. The danger has
been recognized previously in
Mexico and India. In 2012 Isaac
Campos wrote Home Grown:
Marijuana and the Origins
of Mexico’s War on Drugs.
His research on the history of
marijuana use in Mexico found
hundreds of articles reporting
marijuana users as prone to
violence and self-injury. When used
in large doses marijuana produced
hallucinations, excitement, and loss
of inhibitions leading to “delirium
indistinguishable from insanity and
often accompanied by violence.”1
Eventually Mexico banned the
sale of marijuana along with
cocaine and other opiates in March
1920, calling it “one of the most
pernicious manias of our people.”
India also had a history with
marijuana, there called ganja and
charas, which is like hashish.2
By the 1860s doctors had noted
a connection between cannabis,
insanity, and violence. The earliest
published report was in December
1873. What followed was a
long-documented history of this
relationship detailing consistently
over a period of fifty years that
“at least 1 in 5 patients in Indian
mental hospitals had cannabislinked illness.”3
Medical consequences like those
in Mexico and India were early
indications that marijuana is much
more dangerous than we have been
led to believe. Modern research and
reporting have confirmed what was

seen in Mexico and India and have
added further medical concerns.

Pharmacological
It is important to distinguish the
chemical composition of marijuana.
It contains both CBD (cannabidiol)
and THC (tetrahydrocannabinol).
The former is not psychoactive
while the latter is. That is, CBD
does not get users high while
THC most definitely does. CBD is
promoted for its medicinal benefits,
but it should not be confused with
THC.
The potency of THC is critical as is
the frequency of usage. In the 1970s
most marijuana consumed in the
United States contained less than 2
percent THC.4 Today the marijuana
sold at legal dispensaries contains
25 percent THC, a significant
increase. In certain products the
potency is even higher. Many users
prefer extracts that are nearly pure.
“Wax” and “Shatter” are forms
of butane hashish oil designed to
be vaped and approach near 100
percent THC.5 Certain extracts for
inhaling have THC concentration
of more than 65 percent.6 You
cannot smoke a joint (a marijuana
cigarette) and not be stoned.
Therefore, it is not comparable to
having a drink or two, which does
not render the user drunk.
Furthermore, users of marijuana
tend to use more than the average
drinker uses alcohol. It is estimated
that only one drinker in fifteen
drinks daily; approximately 20
percent of all cannabis users are

4 Berenson, Tell Your Children, xix.
1 Alex Berenson, Tell Your Children: The
Truth about Marijuana, Mental Illness, and
Violence (New York: Free Press, 2019), 5.
2 Hashish, or hash, is a drug made
from the resin of the cannabis plant. It is
consumed by smoking a small piece, typically
in a pipe, bong, vaporizer or joint, or via
oral ingestion.
3 Berenson, Tell Your Children, 15.

5 Stephanie Mencimer, “This Reporter
Took a Deep Look into the Science of
Smoking Pot. What He Found Is Scary,”
Mother Jones, January 5, 2019. Book review
of Alex Berenson, Tell Your Children: The
Truth about Marijuana, Mental Illness, and
Violence.
6 Malcolm Gladwell, “Is Marijuana as
Safe as We Think?” The New Yorker, January
7, 2019.

daily users.7 Furthermore, alcohol
usage is ordinarily at the end of the
day. It is not unusual for marijuana
users to smoke first thing in the
morning and throughout the day.
Bottom line on the potency of
THC? This is not the “Woodstock
Weed” that hippies and people like
me smoked in the 1960s. It is much
more powerful and hence the need
for greater attention to its use.
With legalization efforts expanding
across North America we can
expect to see dispensaries utilize
breeding technology to increase
potency even higher. The trend is to
make marijuana more potent. Due
to the increased THC there have
been corresponding consequences.
For example, since 1995 marijuanarelated hospital visits have increased
by 100 percent and by 62 percent
when THC is used in combination
with other drugs.8

Medical
While there are many efforts lately
to legitimize marijuana usage, the
most compelling perhaps have
come from its supposed medicinal
benefits. Unfortunately, the case is
overrated and under-proved. It has
become a common assumption that
marijuana is medicinally beneficial.
However, some peer-reviewed and
professional writings scientifically
deny that such an assumption is
warranted.
Some historical perspective will
shed light on the current viewpoint
about medical marijuana.
Proposition 215 in California
was the first medical marijuana
initiative (November 1992). AIDS
activists in San Francisco had
begun using marijuana to treat
AIDS patients. They advocated its
7 Berenson, Tell Your Children, xix.
8 N. D. Volkow, R. D. Baler, W. M.
Compton, and S. R. Weiss, “Adverse Health
Effects of Marijuana Use,” The New England
Journal of Medicine 370, no 23 (2014): 2219–
27, http://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMra1402309.
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use as fair and humane for those
who were dying.9 Prop 215 won
approval, and that set the stage
for nationwide consideration. For
the first time in the United States
marijuana had been declared to be
medicine. “It couldn’t be medicine
if it was dangerous, could it? And
it couldn’t be dangerous if it was
medicine, could it?”10
In 1999 the Gallup polling
organization found that 73 percent
of Americans favored “making
marijuana legally available for
doctors to prescribe in order to
reduce pain and suffering.” Only
25 percent opposed the idea. By
2000 six states had approved
medical marijuana.11 But notably,
even now doctors cannot prescribe
marijuana because the Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) has
never approved cannabis to treat
any medical condition. Marijuana
is not a drug in the way that
physicians use the term; that is, a
drug is usually a single chemical
compound, like aspirin, which is
dispensed as a pill or an injection.
But marijuana is a plant that
has many different chemicals.12
Furthermore, marijuana can be
eaten, smoked, or even inhaled
through a vaporizer, all of which
are methods the FDA would never
approve.13
A 2017 systematic review comments
that “the public perception of the
efficacy, tolerability, and safety
of cannabis-based medicines in
9 “Ultimately clinical trials would show
cannabis was at best marginally helpful for
the syndrome, which largely disappeared
anyway after pharmaceutical companies
introduced effective anti-HIV medicines.”
Berenson, Tell Your Children, 62.
10 As Berenson, Tell Your Children,
astutely notes (63).
11 Berenson, Tell Your Children, 69.
12 Some chemicals in marijuana work at
cross purposes, and different strains of marijuana
have different levels of cannabinoids. Hence it is
difficult to regulate uniformly.
13 Especially after determining that
smoking tobacco can be hazardous to health.
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pain management and palliative
medicine conflicts with the
findings of systematic reviews
and prospective observational
studies conducted according to
the standards of evidence-based
medicine.”14 It should be noted that
cannabis has not been found to be
helpful to relieve acute pain,15 and it
may even increase pain when used
post-operatively.16
An editorial in the journal
Addiction argues that it is
premature to expand access to
medical cannabis in the hope of
solving the opioid crisis in the
United States. “There is very
weak evidence to support the
claim that expanding access to
medical cannabis will reduce
opioid overdose deaths. Given
[the] limitations of the evidence,
it is premature to recommend the
expansion of access to medical
cannabis as a policy to reduce
opioid overdose risks in the United
States and Canada.”17
Current medical marijuana laws
allow doctors to authorize (note
well: not prescribe) marijuana
use for many different diseases,
including nebulous conditions

14 W. Häuser, M. Fitzcharles, L.
Radbruch, and F. Petzke, “Cannabinoids in
Pain Management and Palliative Medicine:
An Overview of Systematic Reviews and
Prospective Observational Studies,” Dtsch
Arztebl International 114, no. 38 (2017):
627–34.
15 G. M. Allan, C. R. Finley, J. Ton et al.,
“Systematic Review of Systematic Reviews
for Medical Cannabinoids: Pain, Nausea and
Vomiting, Spasticity, and Harms,” Canadian
Family Physician 64, no. 2 (February 2018):
e78–e94.
16 J. Aviram and G. Samuelly-Leichtag,
“Efficacy of Cannabis-Based Medicines for
Pain Management: A Systematic Review and
Meta-Analysis of Randomized Controlled
Trials,” Pain Physician 20, no. 6 (September
2017): E755–E796.
17 W. Hall, R. West, J. Marsden, K.
Humphreys, J. Neale, and N. Petry, “It Is
Premature to Expand Access to Medicinal
Cannabis in Hopes of Solving the US Opioid
Crisis,” Addiction 113, no. 6 (2018): 987–88.

like insomnia or anxiety.18 An
authorization lasts one year, after
which a patient may buy marijuana
anytime for any reason.19 In
California, which has more than
100,000, doctors only 1,500 are
willing to write authorizations (as
of 2011). In Oregon, only 10 of the
state’s 10,000 doctors accounted
for 76 percent of all marijuana
authorizations (1 doctor wrote
more than 35 percent of them).
In Arizona one doesn’t even need
a doctor’s authorization, because
naturopaths are allowed to write
authorizations.20 This is not how
other medicines are prescribed and
dispensed. That is, marijuana is
dispensed in an entirely different
manner than other forms of
medicine.
Surprisingly, or perhaps not,
a 2017 report of the National
Academy of Medicine found
essentially no evidence that
cannabis or cannabinoids can help
cancer of any kind. The study also
showed no evidence that cannabis
is useful for many diseases it is
supposed to help (e.g., dementia,
epilepsy, glaucoma, irritable bowel
syndrome [IBS], amyotrophic
lateral sclerosis [ALS, also known
as Lou Gehrig’s disease], or
Parkinson’s disease). The only
conditions it has proven to treat
are chemotherapy-associated
nausea or spastic muscles
associated with multiple sclerosis.
CBD (not THC) has shown to
be helpful in two rare forms of
epilepsy. While cannabis seems to
produce moderate pain relief, those
studies do not usually compare the
degree of relief with standard pain
18 In California, marijuana use can be
authorized for any condition a doctor allows.
19 Berenson, Tell Your Children, 70.
20 In 2015 Arizona had thirty times as
many medical doctors as naturopaths, but the
latter accounted for nearly all authorizations
(60 percent) while 98 percent of doctors didn’t
write even a single authorization. Berenson,
Tell Your Children, 74.

relievers like ibuprofen, but only
with a placebo.
In sympathy for those suffering
we may want to utilize palliative
treatment of marijuana. However,
we should know that what is
recommended is effective. In the
case of marijuana, its effectiveness
is not yet proven.

Adverse Effects of Shortterm Use and Long-term or
Heavy Use of Marijuana 21
Effects of Short-Term Use
1 Impaired short-term memory,
making it difficult to learn and
retain information.
2 Impaired motor coordination,
interfering with driving skills and
increasing the risk of injuries.
3 Altered judgement, increasing
the risk of sexual behaviors that
facilitate the transmission of
sexually transmitted diseases.
4 In high doses paranoia and
psychosis.

Effects of Long-Term or Heavy Use
1 Addiction (in about 9 percent of
users overall, 17 percent of those
who begin in adolescence, and 25
to 50 percent of those who are
daily users).
2 Altered brain development.
3 Poor educational outcome, with
increased likelihood of dropping
out of school.
4 Cognitive impairment, with
lower IQ among those who
were frequent users during
adolescence.
5 Diminished life satisfaction
and achievement (determined
on the basis of subjective and
objective measures as compared
with such ratings in the general
population).
21 Volkow, Baler, Compton, and Weiss,
“Adverse Health Effects of Marijuana Use.”

6 Symptoms of chronic bronchitis.
7 Increased risk of chronic
psychotic disorders (including
schizophrenia) in persons with a
predisposition to such disorders.
Dr. David Gorski, a cancer
surgeon and researcher, says, “If
marijuana is going to be approved
for use as medicine rather than
for recreational use, however, the
standards of evidence it must meet
should be no different than for
any other drug, and for the vast
majority of indications for which it
is touted medical cannabis doesn’t
even come close to meeting that
standard.”22
There are other health risks
associated with marijuana use:
1 At a time when suicide is
increasing in the United States
there is growing evidence that
links marijuana to depression
and suicide.
2 There are the dangers of driving
while stoned and the accidents
that occur then.
3 But perhaps the most serious
further health risk associated
with marijuana use is the
damage it can use to men’s
sperm. “A small study published
in the journal Epigenetics found
that higher concentrations of
THC in urine corresponded
to a lower sperm count and
contributed to changes in their
genetic profile which earlier
studies have linked to abnormal
growth and even cancer.”23
22 The Science-Based Medicine blog
(2015), cited by Berenson, Tell Your Children,
76.
23 Susan K. Murphy, Nilda ItchonRamos, Zachary Visco, Zhiqing Huang,
Carole Grenier, and Rose Schrott, “Cannabis
Exposure and Altered DNA Methylation in
Rat and Human Sperm,” Epigenetics 13,
no. 12 (2018): 1208–21, published online
December 18, 2018. Cited in Samantha
Lauriello, “Smoking Marijuana Can Alter the
Genetic Makeup of Sperm,” December 20,
2018, www.health.com.

4 There is cannabis-induced
anxiety resulting in trips to the
emergency department.24
5 It is possible that marijuana
is a gateway drug leading to
opioids.25
6 Smoking marijuana while
pregnant is linked to lower birth
weight in babies.
7 Smoked marijuana has many
of the same cancer-causing
substances as smoked tobacco.26
Smoking tobacco has been shown
to be harmful to one’s health,
and there is reason to think that
smoking anything is also harmful
even if not carcinogenic (like
tobacco).
Bottom line? Marijuana is not
medicine. Marijuana and THCextract products are intoxicants
and mild pain relievers, like
alcohol, except marijuana is
neurotoxic, 27 which places it in an
entirely different, more dangerous
category than alcohol.
If the case for medical marijuana is
weak the case against it is strong,
and surprisingly so given the
publicity for legalization in our day.
But that potential health risk pales
in comparison with the threat that
marijuana poses to mental health.

24 Mike Riggs, “What to Do If You’re
Way Too Stoned and Freaking Out,” Reason,
April 19, 2019.
25 Jacob Sulluni, “Is Marijuana a Gateway
to Opioids?” Reason, April 15, 2019. This
is a conclusion shared by the US Centers for
Disease Control and a 2018 report from The
American Journal of Psychiatry: “marijuana
users were three times more likely to move on
to opiates within several years.”
26 The US Centers for Disease Control,
cited by Steven Malanga, “The Marijuana
Delusion,” City Journal, Spring 2019, https://
www.city-journal.org/marijuana-legalization.
27 Neurotoxicity is a form of toxicity in
which a biological, chemical, or physical agent
produces an adverse effect on the structure
or function of the central and/or peripheral
nervous system. It should be noted that many
drugs are neurotoxic; thus the need to weigh
whether or not the use is beneficial.
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Psychological and
Psychiatric
“The effects of long term or heavy
marijuana use include altered
brain development, resulting in
lowering one’s IQ, and lessening
one’s academic potential. It is also
directly connected to diminished
life satisfaction and increased
susceptibility to a variety of
health concerns.”28 Additionally,
“long term use results in showing
signs of amotivational syndrome
characterized as suffering from
apathy, dullness, lethargy, and
impairment of judgement.”29
In “Persistent and Long-Term
Neuropsychiatric Implications of
Cannabis Use in Adolescents,”
David Mathai highlights some
important correlations between
cannabis use among adolescents,
psychosis, and addiction: “a
significant correlation with brain
abnormalities and disproportionate
rates of abuse.”30
Researchers at the University
of Montreal conducted a study
concluding that cannabis is
more harmful than alcohol for
teen brains. Cannabis use was
shown to cause problems with
cognitive abilities such as learning,
attention, and decision making,
as well as academic performance
at school. The problems increased
as cannabis use increased, and the
effects were lasting, unlike those
of alcohol. Patricia Conrod says
of tested teens, “Their brains are
28 Volkow, Baler, Compton, and Weiss,
(2014)“Adverse Health Effects of Marijuana
Use.” The New England Journal of Medicine,
370 (23), 2219–2227. http://doi.org/10.1056/
NEJMra1402309
29 G. L. Wenk, “Amotivational Syndrome
and Marijuana Use,” November 21, 2014,
https://www.psychologytoday.com/ca/blog/
your-brain-food/201411/amotivationalsyndrome-and-marijuana-use.
30 David S. Mathai, “Persistent and
Long-Term Neuropsychiatric Implications of
Cannabis Use in Adolescents,” The American
Journal of Psychiatry Residents’ Journal 12,
no. 6 (2017): 8–10.
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still developing but cannabis is
interfering with that.”31 Cannabis
use disorder (CUD) is a persisting
pattern of cannabis use that results
in clinically significant functional
impairment in two or more life
domains (school, work, social,
recreational).32
Furthermore, similar conclusions
are being reached by doctors all
the time. The New York Times
published an article entitled
“Marijuana Damages Young
Brains,” stating, “It’s tempting
to think marijuana is a harmless
substance that poses no threat
to teens and young adults. The
medical facts, however, reveal
a different reality. Numerous
studies show that marijuana
can have a deleterious impact on
cognitive development in
adolescents, impairing executive
function, processing
speed, memory, attention span
and concentration. The damage is
measurable with an I.Q. test.”33
A recent study found that between
19 and 22 percent of pregnant
women under the age of twentyfive used marijuana during their
pregnancy. The study also indicated
that 79 percent of pregnant women
reported perceiving little to no
harm in prenatal use of cannabis.34
By far the most worrisome medical
danger posed by marijuana use is
the danger of psychosis, violence,
and schizophrenia.
A 2002 study of the British
31 The study is published in the American
Journal of Psychiatry.
32 American Psychiatric Association,
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, 5th ed. (DSM-5) (Arlington, VA:
American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
33 Kenneth L. Davis and Mary Jeanne
Kreek, “Marijuana Damages Young Brains,”
New York Times, June 16, 2019.
34 J. K. L. Gunn, C. B. Rosales, K. E.
Center, et al., “Prenatal Exposure to Cannabis
and Maternal and Child Health Outcomes: A
Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis,” BMJ
Open 6, no. 4 (2016): e009986.

Medical Journal found that
people who smoked cannabis
by age fifteen were four times as
likely to develop schizophrenia
or a related syndrome as those
who had never used. Adolescent
users had a threefold higher risk
of demonstrating symptoms of
schizophrenia later on.
In 2017 the National Academies
of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine issued a report nearly
five hundred pages long concluding
that marijuana use is strongly
associated with the development
of psychosis and schizophrenia,
linking marijuana consumption
to worsening symptoms of bipolar
disorder and to a heightened risk
of suicide, depression, and social
anxiety disorder: “the higher the
use, the higher the risk.”35 The
report goes on to enumerate other
negative health effects:
1 Substantial evidence of a
statistical association between
cannabis use and increased risk
of motor vehicle crashes.
2 Increased risk of unintentional
cannabis overdose injuries among
children.
3 Impaired performance in
cognitive domains of learning,
memory, and attention.
4 The evidence suggests that any
cannabis use is related with
increased suicidal ideation . . .
heavy cannabis use is associated
with a higher risk of suicidal
ideation and suicidal attempts.
5 There is substantial evidence
that initiating cannabis use at an
earlier age is a risk factor for the
development of problem cannabis
use.
35 The National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, Medicine, The Health Effects
of Cannabis and Cannabinoids: The Current
State of Evidence and Recommendations for
Research (2017), http://erlc.cmai119.com/t/r-1
-ykdydhx-tkulhldiuj-y/.

6 An association between cannabis
use and use of or dependence
on other substances (including
alcohol, tobacco, and other illicit
drugs) . . . dependent on the dose
or frequency of cannabis use.
In a just-published study of The
Lancet36 the authors concluded that
“people who smoked marijuana
on a daily basis were three times
more likely to be diagnosed with
psychosis compared with people
who never used the drug. For those
with high potency marijuana usage
daily, the risk jumped to nearly five
times.”
“According to the federal Agency
for Healthcare Research and
Quality, in 2006, emergency rooms
saw 30,000 cases of people who
had diagnoses of psychosis and
marijuana-use disorder . . . by
2014 that number has tripled to
90,000.”37
Researchers in Sweden, the
Netherlands, and New Zealand
conducted studies on the evidence
linking marijuana use to mental
illness. All three researchers from
three different countries and
coming at the question from three
different directions reached the
same conclusion linking marijuana
use to serious psychosis in
previously healthy adults.38
Further studies confirm the link:
• “Cannabis Use and Outcome
of Recent Onset Psychosis,”
European Psychiatry, June 2005
• “The Environment and
Schizophrenia: The Role of
36 The Lancet is the gold standard for
peer-reviewed medical research. Cited
by Stonestreet, p. 2, http://breakpoint.
org/2019/03/breakpoint-marijuana-andpsychosis
37 Alex Berenson, “What Advocates of
Legalizing Marijuana Don’t Want You to
Know,” New York Times, January 4, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/04/
opinion/marijuana-marijuana-health-riskslegalization.html.
38 Berenson, Tell Your Children, 94–95.

Cannabis Use,” Schizophrenia
Bulletin, July 2005
• “What Is the Mechanism
Whereby Cannabis Use
Increases Risk of Psychosis?”
Neurotoxicity Research, June
2008
• “The Acute Effects of
Synthetic Intravenous
9-Tetrahydrocannabinol
(THC) on Psychosis, Mood,
and Cognitive Functioning,”
Psychological Medicine, October
2009
To these studies could be added
multiple others such as those in
Archives of General Psychiatry
(May 2010), Addiction (2011),
Journal of Clinical Psychiatry
(January 2013), JAMA Psychiatry
(January 2018), and British Journal
of Psychiatry (March 2018). The
consensus appears to be clear for all
to see.
Some may object at this point,
suggesting that all these studies and
reports show is correlation and not
causation. And that is true, but the
only way to prove causation would
be to ask half a sample group
to experiment with something
that may harm them. That is not
ethically possible. Besides, all
the studies that made us believe
cigarette smoking causes lung
cancer were correlated studies too,
but that was enough to convince
us. These results should render the
same result.
As if the link between marijuana
use and mental illness were not bad
enough, marijuana use has led to
violence in those mentally ill users.
Alex Berenson says that “the link
between marijuana and mental
illness is controversial. The link
between marijuana and violence
isn’t. Most people don’t even know

it exists.”39 The commonly held
sentiment is that marijuana use
makes people mellow, not violent.
Yet a surprising number of recent
studies make a connection between
the two. Berenson cites numerous
studies linking marijuana use to
violence.40 The most obvious way
that marijuana use leads to violence
in psychotic people is that it tends
to cause paranoia. The risk of
paranoia is so obvious that users
joke about it, and dispensaries
advertise certain strains are less
likely to do so. Paranoia and
psychosis are a potent combination
often leading to violence.
Marijuana can cause psychosis, and
psychosis can cause violence, and
most of that violence occurs when
people with psychosis are using
drugs. And the drug that mentally
ill people use the most is marijuana.
The first four states to legalize
marijuana (Alaska, Colorado,
Oregon, and Washington) have
seen their rates of murder and
aggravated assault increase much
faster than the rates for the United
States as a whole since legalization.
The same appears in Canada,
where marijuana is also legalized.
They fall into three kinds:
1 Murders and assaults by mentally
ill people who were also heavy
cannabis users.
2 Crimes committed by people who
became violent from temporary
cannabis psychosis.
39 Berenson, Tell Your Children, 165.
Berenson is a former New York Times
reporter and award-winning novelist whose
book is deeply researched and meticulously
written. His wife is a psychiatrist who
specializes in evaluating mentally ill
criminals. It was her initial observation
connecting marijuana usage to insanity and
violence that sparked Berenson’s interest.
If his research work demonstrates anything
it is that marijuana is not medicine. It is a
dangerous drug.
40 Berenson cites peer-reviewed studies
in chapters 11–14 of Tell Your Children,
165–218.
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3 Crimes by people who were
not obviously psychotic but
whose acts occurred alongside
marijuana use.41

Legal and Criminal
Why legalize marijuana? Several
claims are made: 1. marijuana is
not harmful but therapeutic; 2.
legalization will end the unjust
imprisonment of casual users,
especially in minority communities;
3. lawful marijuana will eliminate
black markets and the violent crime
that accompanies them; and in the
opinion of this author the largest
factor posited is 4. that states
will enjoy a fiscal windfall once
marijuana can be taxed. The only
problem? Most of this is wrong.
Is marijuana therapeutic? As
has been demonstrated above,
marijuana is not harmless, and it is
not therapeutic. Medical marijuana
was legalized by ballot initiatives,
which circumvented how medicinal
drugs get approved in the United
States (i.e., through research and
extensive patent trials). That did not
happen in the case of marijuana.
“If weed is a pain reliever, so is
Budweiser,” said Peter Bach, head
of the Center for Health Policy
and Outcomes at Memorial Sloan
Kettering Cancer Center. “Every
intoxicant would pass that sort of
test because you don’t experience
pain as acutely when you are high,”
he notes. Cited by Steve Malanga,
“The Marijuana Delusion,” City
Journal, 2019, 8, http://www.cityjournal.org/marijuana-legalization).
Today 98 percent of physicians in
Arizona, where marijuana is legal
for medicinal purposes, do not
prescribe it.

incarceration of minorities for
marijuana possession doesn’t exist.
As local governments have reduced
penalties for simple marijuana
use, most of those jailed for
drug-related charges are dealers.
Only about 1 percent of federal
prisoners are behind bars on simple
possession charges, and fewer than
4 percent of state prisoners are
in for possession—often of more
serious substances than marijuana,
moreover. In New York City on
any given day, only a single person
is incarcerated on marijuanapossession charges—in a system that
typically has eight thousand inmates
in the city’s main jail, Rikers Island,
alone. Usually the single marijuana
smoker is being held because of
an outstanding warrant for other
crimes.42
Another naive assumption of the
social-justice narrative is that
legalization will end an inefficient,
counterproductive war on drugs.
But this doesn’t account for the
cost that government imposes
on any product that it regulates
and taxes, which makes legal
marijuana pricier than its blackmarket counterpart.43 Therefore, a
black market will continue to exist
because black market marijuana
will still be cheaper.
Tax revenues and commercial profit
will continue to drive the march
toward legalization. Marijuana
is big business. The cannabis
market represented $7.2 billion
in 2016 and is expected to reach
$24.5 billion by 2020.44 Analysts
have estimated that this number

Road tests and driving simulator
tests have documented decreased
reaction time, impaired distance
estimation, and impaired lane
tracking as a result of cannabis.47
Use of cannabis while driving
is associated with a substantial
increase in motor vehicle
collisions.48 Colorado, Oregon and
Washington saw collision claim
frequencies rise by 3 percent after
these states legalized marijuana.49
Fatal crashes involving cannabis
doubled after legalization in
Washington State (8 to 17
percent).50
Driving deaths have risen more
than 30 percent in Colorado and
45 J. Berke, “Legal Marijuana Could Soon
Be a Bigger Market Than Soda,” Business
Insider, April 10, 2018.
46 M. J. De la Merced, “Why Alcohol
Companies Are Betting on Cannabis,” San
Francisco Chronicle, August 16, 2018, https://
www.sfchronicle.com/business/ article/
Why-alcohol-companies-are-betting-oncannabis-13162030.php.
47 J. G. Ramaekers, “Driving under the
Influence of Cannabis: An Increasing Public
Health Concern,” Journal of the American
Medical Association 319, no. 14 (2018):1433–
34.
48 Hasin, 2018.

42 Malanga, “The Marijuana Delusion.”

What about social justice advocates?
Will legalization end the unjust
imprisonment of casual users,
especially minorities? Mass

43 According to High Times magazine,
a long-time promoter of legalization, illicit
marijuana is almost 50 percent cheaper than
that bought legally in Canada. New figures
come from Statistics Canada as reported by the
Canadian Broadcasting Company.

41 Berenson documents numerous cases;
Tell Your Children, 181–208.

44 D. Borchardt, “Marijuana Industry
Projected to Create More Jobs Than
Manufacturing by 2020,” Forbes, February
22, 2017.
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could grow to $75 billion in 2030
if marijuana achieves legal status
nationally.45 Some of the largest
alcoholic beverage companies,
such as Constellation Brands,
Heineken, and Coors Molson, are
investing in the cannabis industry.46
This provides a huge economic
incentive for states to legalize so
that tax revenues will increase.
But the financial benefit is offset
by the problems associated with
legalization.

49 “Legalizing Recreational Marijuana Is
Linked to Increased Crashes,” HLDI News,
June 22, 2017, https://www.iihs.org/iihs/
news/desktopnews/legalizing- recreationalmarijuana-is-linked-to-increased-crashes.
HLDI is the Highway Loss Data Institute.
50 B. C. Tefft, L. S. Arnold, and J.
G. Grabowski, Prevalence of Marijuana
Involvement in Fatal Crashes: Washington,
2010–2014 (Washington, DC: AAA
Foundation for Traffic Safety, 2016).

Washington, the first states to legalize
marijuana for recreational use, since
dispensaries opened there in 2014.51
That rise is more than double the
national change. The Insurance
Institute for Highway Safety reported
in October that the number of vehicle
accidents overall were up faster in
legalized states than the rest of the
nation.52
Legalization also has led to an
increase in crime. In addition to
the violence detailed above, the
FBI has recorded that the first
four states to legalize have seen
sharp increases in murders and
aggravated assaults since 2014,
when the laws went into effect.
Police reports and news articles
show a clear link to marijuana in
many cases. That is almost double
the national average for the same
time period.

Commercial
Michael Siegel, a public
health researcher at Boston
University, visited the first
recreational marijuana facility
in Massachusetts and found the
following on the menu, each
laced with large amounts of
THC: strawberry-flavored chewy
bites; large, citrus gummy bears;
delectable Belgian dark chocolate
bars; assorted fruit-flavored chews;
assorted fruit-flavored cubes;
raspberry-flavored confection;
raspberry-flavored lozenges;
chewy, cocoa-caramel bite-sized
treats; raspberry- and watermelonflavored lozenges; and chocolate
chip brownies. His response?

51 National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration, Fatality Analysis Reporting
System (FARS), https://www-fars.nhtsa.
dot.gov/States/StatesFatalitiesFatalityRates.
aspx?mod=article_inline.
52 Status Report 53, no. 6 (October
18, 2018) [newsletter], “Legal Pot,”
https://www.iihs.org/iihs/sr/statusreport/
article/53/6/1?mod=article_inline.

“This is public health in 2018?”53
Such an observation highlights
what John Stonestreet says
when he indicates that the
legalization of marijuana
targets youth. Legalization of
marijuana commercializes the
product, which in turn leads to
incentivizing merchants to market
the product for a profit. It lowers
prices, increases availability and
acceptability, and drives up use.
This is not a good outcome for
our nation, no less for the church.
The recreational use of marijuana
is dangerous to individuals and
degrading to public health.
“Legalization says a lot about the
worldview of our culture—one in
which the state wishes to aid and
abet the inability of people to deny
themselves any pleasure. That’s
called state-sponsored hedonism.”54
What about decriminalization?
Berenson argues, “It may be a
reasonable compromise in this time
and place in our history. People
shouldn’t be arrested and sent to
jail for possessing marijuana. If
caught smoking in public the police
should ticket them and take their
marijuana. If they are on parole
and get caught smoking, then they
should be sent back to prison.
But people should be allowed to
use it in the privacy of their own
homes.”55 In other words, one
would not have a criminal record
for marijuana use or possession.
But, argues Berenson, “Legalization
is very different . . . it creates a
business community that can
promote its product, encourages
investment and drives down prices.
And signals that marijuana is not
53 Malcolm Gladwell, “Unwatched
Marijuana,” The New Yorker, January 14,
2019.
54 “The Dangers of Legalized Weed: Stone
Cold Crazy,” John Stonestreet, Breakpoint
radio show.
55 Berenson, Tell Your Children, 224.

dangerous and encourages teen
use.” He goes on to note that “teens
are more likely to use cannabis than
cigarettes.”56
It is increasingly evident in New
York City, where this author lives,
that such promotion is becoming
prominent. Everyone seems to want
to cash in on the soon-coming
legalization of marijuana. This will
inevitably lead to increased use. As
the saying goes, “You get more of
what you subsidize, less of what
you penalize.” Once legal penalties
are removed, we can expect
increased usage.

Social
What will be the consequences
of marijuana legalization and the
increased usage that will attend
it? We can know answers to that
question from history and from
present states where pot has been
legalized.
The nations of Mexico and India,
mentioned above, are interesting
examples of what happens when
marijuana use becomes legal and
widespread. The consequences were
not positive.
As of today, marijuana is legal in
eleven states in the United States. In
Canada it is legal in all provinces
and territories. In certain localities
they have conducted studies
detailing the social consequences.
The legal and criminal data have
already been noted above. But what
about the effects in other social
settings? Since the drug is a potent
intoxicant, how will it affect drivers
and others involved in similar
tasks? For example, in Canada,
where it is legal nationwide, flight
crews are prohibited from using
marijuana twenty-eight days
before flying. Airline employees
in safety-sensitive jobs are banned
from using even when off duty.
Similar policies apply to the Royal
56 Berenson, Tell Your Children, 225.
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Canadian Mounted Police and the
military in Canada.57
Recall that while alcohol is in one’s
system for hours after consumption,
marijuana remains in the body for
days. The dangers posed by usage
are apparent and are increasingly
being recognized by the respective
authorities responsible for
monitoring them. If it is potentially
this dangerous it would appear to
be the social equivalent of Russian
roulette with our populations.

Spiritual
How is a Christian supposed to
think about marijuana use and the
research that has been detailed?
First, out of concern for fellow
humans made in the image of
God a Christian should oppose
the widespread efforts to legalize
and thus commercialize so-called
recreational marijuana use. The
pressing questions for a Christian,
though, is whether or not
marijuana use is a sin, is it wise, is
it adiaphora (morally indifferent),
or is it a matter on which good and
godly Christians can disagree?
There would seem to be some
subordinate matters to settle first.
What is sin? Sin is doing anything
God forbids or failing to do what
God requires. The Bible never
mentions marijuana specifically.58
However, the parallel relevant to
the discussion about marijuana
would be what the Bible says about
drunkenness or intoxication. For
most Christians, the argument
57 A. J. Herrington, “Canadian Flight
Crews Prohibited from Using Cannabis 28
Days before Flying,” High Times, June 6,
2019, https://hightimes.com/news/canadianflight-crews-prohibited-from-using-cannabis28-days-before-flying/.
58 Revelation 22:15 mentions the Greek
word pharmakos, which is translated
“sorcerer” but is the root from which we
derive the word pharmacy. Hence it is possible
to see this as a reference to people who use
drugs for spells or such. However, in my
opinion it is a stretch to see this as a reference
to modern-day drug usage. But it is curious.
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in favor of using marijuana
recreationally is to equate it to
having one or two drinks. This
is not the case. That comparison
is not apples to apples but apples
to oranges. Certainly the Bible
does not forbid moderate alcohol
use, although it does forbid
drunkenness.59 As has been
shown earlier in this article, both
the potency and frequency of
marijuana usage are markedly
different than moderate alcohol
use.60 Additionally, if marijuana is
vaped or ingested as an edible the
potency rises exponentially. Thus,
the comparison is not that smoking
marijuana is like having a couple of
drinks. Rather, it is like consuming
too much alcohol. What the Bible
says about becoming drunk should
greatly influence our perspective on
becoming high. Joe Carter helpfully
explains:
“Drunkenness in the Bible is
the state of being intoxicated by
alcohol.
A (Intoxication by alcohol
ingestion) has characteristic
X (produces a psychoactive
affect, that is, affects brain
function, resulting in
alterations in perception, mood,
consciousness, cognition, and
behavior.) B (Intoxication by
marijuana ingestion) shares that
characteristic; Because A and
B share characteristic X, we
conclude what is not yet known,
that B shares characteristic Y (is an
action that is judged to be against
God’s will, i.e., is sinful).
Reasoning by analogy, we can
determine that since it is sinful to
become intoxicated by alcohol,
it is sinful to become intoxicated

by marijuana.”61 While one
glass of wine does not result
in drunkenness, smoking one
marijuana cigarette does result
in being stoned. Hence there is
not something called moderate
marijuana use.

Yet there are other factors to
consider as well.

Glorifying and Enjoying God
“The chief end of man is to glorify
God and enjoy him forever.”62 A
Christian therefore must ask, “Does
participation in this activity enable
me to bring glory to God and
experience his glory more fully?” Is
smoking marijuana profitable for
one’s Christian walk? It is not any
less profitable than drunkenness is
profitable. The answer is no.

The Body as the Temple of the
Holy Spirit
Numerous health problems have
been associated with marijuana
use: problems from smoking,
genetic alteration,63 developmental
issues in youth,64 and additional
mental health issues. While
cigarette smoking was socially
acceptable if and when it resulted in
similar health issues, I think most
Christians would call for cessation.
Can one say that marijuana usage
is consistent with good stewardship
of our bodies as God’s temple?65
Again, the answer is no.

61 Joe Carter, “Is Recreational Marijuana
Use a Sin?” The Gospel Coalition,
January 6, 2014, pages 2–3, https://www.
thegospelcoalition.org/article/is-recreationalmarijuana-use-a-sin/.
62 Westminster Shorter Catechism, A 1.
63 “Smoking Pot Can Alter the Genetic
Makeup of Sperm for the Worse,” Healthy
Living, December 20, 2018 (newsletter).
64 Volkow, Baler, Compton, and Weiss,
“Adverse Health Effects of Marijuana Use.”

59 Galatians 5:19–21; 1 Corinthians
6:9–11; Ephesians 5:18.
60 See the section on pharmacology.

65 Impaired cognitive abilities and
potentially schizophrenia and psychosis. See
National Institute on Drug Abuse, “Drug
Facts,” revised December 2019, https://
www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/
marijuana.

Grieving the Holy Spirit
On a personal note I recall my
conversion resulting in many
sudden and dramatic changes in
my behavior, but smoking pot
was not one of them. As I read
the Bible more and grew in my
understanding of what Christ had
done in saving me, my awareness of
living the Christian life increased. I
recall one time with an unbelieving
friend when we were smoking pot
together. It dawned on me as I got
stoned that this was something
which grieved the Holy Spirit
who indwelt me.66 That was the
last time I ever used marijuana.
If the Holy Spirit is given to us to
help us onto holiness and heaven,
then we cannot grieve him. This
is no different than constant
drunkenness being a cause of grief
to the Holy Spirit.

Frequency
The frequency of usage also
indicates a problem for a Christian.
The Bible indicates that we are to
be sober-minded and in control
of our mental faculties, as well
as uncontrolled by anything or
anyone other than Christ by his
Spirit.67 Frequent, as in daily,
usage certainly threatens being
sober-minded. It is reflected in the
language regarding usage such as
“stoned,” “high,” and so on. It is
an altered state of consciousness.
After all, that is why one uses the
drug. And if that was the case when
I was using daily in my younger,
non-Christian days, it is even more
so now with the drug’s increased
potency and availability. The point
66 Ephesians 4:30, “And do not grieve the
Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were
sealed for the day of redemption.”
67 Ephesians 5:18; Galatians 5:21; 1
Peter 5:8; 1 Corinthians 5:11; 6:10; Proverbs
23:20–21; 23:39–45; Hosea 4:11; Isaiah 5:11;
28:7; Matthew 24:48–49.

of using marijuana is to feel the
effects of intoxication.
Furthermore, even if marijuana use
is a matter of indifference, frequent
usage indicates a lack of control
in the person using it. Paul, in 1
Corinthians 6:12–13 indicates that
while all things may be lawful,
we are not to be dominated by
anything. Frequent use of any
drug, be it alcohol or marijuana,
on an ongoing basis resulting in
intoxication is morally problematic.

Christian Witness
A Christian who uses marijuana
to alter consciousness is a poor
witness to others, believers and
unbelievers alike, of what it
means to be a Christian. It would
appear to violate both of the great
commandments (i.e., it neither
contributes to loving God with
all one’s heart, soul, mind, and
strength, nor does it benefit one’s
neighbor). Additionally, it may well
provide an unnecessary offense
either to a fellow believer68 or
to an unbeliever who views it as
questionable.69
As with any substance abuse, the
more penetrating questions are
spiritual in nature. What leads one
to frequent intoxication? What is
going on in the heart of such an
individual? What is that person’s
first love? passion? Such queries are
in need of both self-examination
and pastoral guidance.
68 Hence violating the law of love,
Romans 14:13: “decide never to put a
stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a
brother.”
69 1 Corinthians 10:31–33: “So, whether
you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to
the glory of God. Give no offense to Jews or
to Greeks or to the church of God, as I try to
please everyone in everything I do, not seeking
my own advantage, but that of many, that
they may be saved.” In context this includes
the drinking of wine, the usage of which is to
be governed by concern for others. Misuse or
abuse of anything can be an offense.

Conclusion
It would seem that the cumulative
evidence about marijuana use
is overwhelming and that legal
marijuana is at the very least in
need of much further research and
consideration and at worst to be
entirely opposed. As Christians,
we may be in favor decriminalizing
possession, but as far as personal,
recreational use is concerned it
should be vehemently opposed
as far too dangerous. Those in
leadership in the church ought to
take special note of this danger
and be on the alert to notify
parents, youth, and the entire
congregation about these matters.
We have entered into a precarious
period of North American history
spiritually. Christians cannot
afford to be anything but alert,
sober-minded, and vigilant
regarding our lives in the midst
of dark, dissipated, spiritual
declension. As our culture declines
more and more spiritually, we can
expect that people will be running
away from God and “suppressing
the truth in unrighteousness”
(Rom. 1:19). Perhaps this
social issue presents us with an
opportunity to “light a candle,”
that is, an opportunity to engage
the world with the gospel. Should
we not ask ourselves how we can
provide a positive and winsome
witness to the drug culture and its
idolatry of pleasure? That can lead
only to emptiness, enslavement,
and disillusionment. Drug users
thus expose a large hole in their
hearts that only Jesus Christ
can fill. But that is a subject for
another place and time.
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to Assurance from God’s Promises

T

his is a time of testing for each of us as individuals,
for our families, our church, our nation, our world.
How will we respond, individually and as a people? Will
we walk faithfully and submissively before God? Will we
lay a solid foundation in Jesus Christ for our children and
grandchildren, our church and nation, to inherit? Will we
humble ourselves before Almighty God, own our own sin—
and hate it and forsake it? Will this coronavirus pandemic
continue to bring out the worst in us as a nation or will we
finally bow as a nation in the dust before Almighty God and
fall upon his mercy? Will we be united against our common,
unseen enemies and flee to the triune God and unite at the
cross of Christ, or will we continue to murmur and politicize
even the coronavirus while people are dying and many are
going to hell all around us? Will we cry out at such a time as
this with Habakkuk: “O Lord, I have heard thy speech, and
was afraid: O Lord, revive thy work in the midst of the years,
in the midst of the years make known; in wrath remember
mercy” (3:2, King James Version)? Above all, will we find our
primary assurance of salvation in the rich promises of the
gospel, which are all “Yea and amen in Christ Jesus”?

GLORIFYING

Dr. Joel
Beeke

A Christian’s assurance of faith is
one of the strongest graces to cope
with affliction and to energize
godliness and zeal, as well as one
of the first fruits to suffer decline
due to low levels of holiness and
obedience. Well-cultivated assurance
produces holy living marked by
spiritual peace, humble gratitude,
cheerful obedience, tenderness
of conscience, freedom in prayer,
boldness in evangelism, and heartfelt
mortification of sin.1
Therefore, in this time of
overwhelming anxiety, need, and
fear, it is of utmost importance for
Christians to cultivate assurance of
faith. The Westminster Confession
(18.2) explains that assurance is
founded upon God’s objective,
unchanging promises of salvation;
the inward evidences of Christian
graces; and “the testimony of the
Spirit of adoption witnessing with
our spirits that we are the children

oronavirus

Moving from the Coronavirus

Almighty God
BY TRUSTING
HIS PROMISES
DESPITE OUR
FEELINGS
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of God.” Of these three foundations
of assurance, the Puritan Anthony
Burgess rightly says that it “is a more
noble and excellent way” to find
assurance of faith by relying upon
God’s promise in Christ outside of us
than it is to find assurance by being
assured of the evidences of grace
within us.2 In this article, therefore,
we will consider the primary,
objective ground of assurance: God’s
promises of salvation. This emphasis
on God’s promises in Christ implies
several things for our experience of
assurance.
God’s Faithful, Trustworthy
Character
First, we gain assurance by looking
to God’s faithfulness in Christ as
he is revealed in the promises of
the gospel rather than by looking
at ourselves or anything we have
produced. Our assurance is anchored
in the character of our faithful
God, who manifests himself in the
unchangeable person and finished
work of his Son. God doesn’t speak
out of both sides of his mouth. God’s
Word is always trustworthy, and
Jesus Christ is God’s everlasting “yea”
and “amen” (2 Cor. 1:18–20). Thus,
believers in Christ are assured of
salvation because their God and their
salvation are true, sure, perfect, and
unchangeable in Jesus Christ forever.
Our salvation and security in Christ,
therefore, rest on the immutability
of God himself (Mal. 3:6); the
eternality of God’s electing love (Jer.
31:3); the irrevocability of God’s
gifts (Rom. 11:29; cf. 1 Cor. 2:12);
the inviolability of God’s oath (Heb.
6:17–20); the perfection of Christ’s
work as Mediator (Heb. 10:19–23);
and the sovereignty of the Spirit’s
application of that work (1 Cor.
2:10–14).3
In summary, if you are a believer,
don’t doubt, but seek grace to enjoy
the assurance that God has settled
your account forever because he is
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satisfied with Christ for you as he
is for every one of his repenting,
believing people.

Glorifying God by Trusting
His Promises Despite Our
Feelings

Growing in Our Experience of
God’s Promises

Finally, though subjective
phenomena may sometimes feel
more real than faith in God’s
promises, such experiences give less
glory to God than divine promises
apprehended directly by faith.
Burgess said, “Trusting in God and
in Christ when we feel nothing but
guilt and destruction in ourselves
is the greatest honor we can give
to God.”7 Thomas Brooks said that
“the sight of Christ should be ten
thousand times more comfortable
and delightful” to us than the sight of
our own graces.8

Second, as our assurance grows,
God’s promises become increasingly
real to us personally and
experientially. The promises of God
and assurance of faith reinforce each
other. When God spiritually applies
his promises to our hearts, he gives
us, as Jonathan Edwards writes, “a
spiritual sense or relish of the holy
and divine blessings offered, and also
the sweet and wonderful grace of
the offerer, in making so gracious an
offer, and of his holy excellency and
faithfulness to fulfill what he offers,
and his glorious sufficiency for it.”4
As our experiential knowledge of
God’s promises grows, then the
more our hearts echo the truth of
God’s promises. William Spurstowe
(c. 1605–1666) said that God’s
gospel promises are like stars at
night. When you look into a dark
countryside sky, you see few stars at
first, but the longer you gaze into the
sky and your eyes adjust to the night
light, the more stars you see, until
“the whole firmament, from every
quarter, with a numberless multitude
of stars, is richly enamelled as with
so many golden studs.”5 When we
begin to meditate on God’s promises,
the number of promises and the
light coming from them may at first
seem to be small and weak, so as
to be insufficient to quell our fears
and dispel our darkness, but when
we read and meditate further—
and begin to see the thousands of
promises in the Scripture together
with the bright light that shines from
them clearly and distinctly—our
souls are then ravished and filled
with delight and assurance.6

Moreover, the smallest degree of
saving faith in God’s promises will
prove as effectual as full assurance of
faith in God’s promises. The strength
of a rock is constant, whether a
spider’s web or an anchor is attached
to it. The Lord Jesus Christ is just as
much the rock of salvation for that
trembling soul who grasps him with
a weak faith as he is for one who has
full assurance of faith. Don’t’ forget
that, as Brooks wrote, “The least
degree of grace, if true, is sufficient to
salvation.”9
Concluding Applications
When Christian was confined
in Doubting Castle in Pilgrim’s
Progress, Giant Despair beat him
and threatened to kill him the
next day. But that night Christian
remembered he had “the key of
promise” in his pocket. Using that
key, he quickly opened all the castle’s
locks and escaped. Bunyan’s message
is unmistakable: we don’t need an
extraordinary personal revelation to
believe that those promises are given
to us.
But you may ask, how do I know I
am truly living out of God’s promises
in Christ and may draw assurance
of faith from them? Brooks offered
several ways we can know whether

we have properly embraced God’s
objective promises in Christ. By the
Spirit’s grace, they include
n resting my soul upon God’s
promises, appropriating those
promises to myself;
n subjecting myself gratefully to

God’s words of command;

n waiting on God for the fulfilling
of his promises in the face of
discouragements and difficulties;
n having within me those divine

graces to which these promises are
made, such as faith, repentance, love,
fear, hope, and patience;
n being united and married to Christ

by faith;

n flying to God’s precious promises
in my greats trials; and
n valuing God’s promises more than

anything in this world.

Our conviction and feelings are
fallible, but the objective promise
embraced by faith is infallible
because it is God’s comprehensive
and faithful covenant promise.
When we fear that since our heart is
desperately wicked and that therefore
we may be deceiving ourselves
when we think we are trusting God’s
promises, we must remember that in
his Word, God pours his promises
in Jesus Christ at our feet and grants
poor sinners like us freely to use
them. As we believe in Jesus Christ
who is the content of these promises,
we discover to our astonishment and
joy that Giant Despair is powerless
to keep us as his prisoner. The
gospel promises of God in Christ
are mightier than all the arsenals of
Satan and his minions, and mightier
than all the viruses of this world.
Thanks be to God, though a virus
may quarantine us and bring us low,
our God cannot be quarantined.
He never needs any amount of
social distancing. God follows the
absolutely best practices; through the

gospel promises grounded in his Son,
he is at no risk of making people sick
but delights to make people better
by assuring them through those
same promises of their salvation in
himself. Therefore, dear believer,
rest assured that nothing shall be
able to separate you from the love of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom.
8:38–39).

5 William Spurstowe, The Wells of Salvation
Opened: or, A Treatise discerning the nature,
preciousness, and usefulness of the Gospel
Promises and Rules for the Right Application
of Them (London: T. R. & E. M. for Ralph
Smith, 1655), 78–79.

1 John Owen, Of the Mortification of Sin,
in The Works of John Owen (1689; repr.,
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1968), 6:33–53.

9 Brooks, Works, 3:259.

2 Anthony Burgess, Faith Seeking Assurance,
ed. Joel R. Beeke, Puritan Treasures for
Today (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage
Books), 140 (Spiritual Refining, 51).
3 For a fuller treatment of most of these
points, see Michael Barrett, Complete in Him
(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books,
2017), 252–62.
4 The Works of Jonathan Edwards (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1959),
2:225.
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6 Spurstowe, Wells of Salvation Opened, 79.
7 Burgess, Faith Seeking Assurance, 156
(Spiritual Refining, 57).
8 Thomas Brooks, “A Cabinet of Jewels,” in
The Works of Thomas Brooks, ed. A. Grosart
(1864; repr., Edinburgh: Banner of Truth,
1980), 3:502.
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WHAT IS THE CHIEF

END OF MAN?

The words are from the Westminster Shorter Catechism (Q. 1). But
people have always wondered, who am I and what am I here for? The
question seeks purpose; an end is an outcome to work toward, a goal.
Nothing is more demoralizing than purposelessness. The question
seeks priority. We have many goals but not all are equally meaningful
or worthy of being chief. The question seeks identity. Man is shorthand
for human. What does it mean to be a person?
Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him forever. God’s glory is
his importance, his significance. God cannot be made more glorious
just like the sun cannot be made brighter. But God’s glory, like the sun,
can be reflected. In reflecting God we also enjoy him. People created
in God’s image have inherent meaning. But we best experience that
meaning in a trusting union with our creator.
God will be glorified by every person he has made. Those who refuse
to submit to him will still serve to make known “the riches of his
glory” (Rom. 9:23). But only those who joyfully promote his glory now
can also enjoy him forever.
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Themes in James:

Mr. Gerry

The Faith and . . . Temptations,
Temperaments, Time and Tide

When we see something shiny
race past, do we swim after it
even though we know it’s not
of the Lord? The heart of man is
desperately wicked, the prophet
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Taking Precautions
That’s why the Lord Jesus says in the Gospels to
his disciples, and to us, to pray, not that we don’t
get tempted—that will always happen one way
or another—but that we don’t enter or fall into
the temptation when it comes our way. Not only
does God not tempt us to sin, he will not let us be
tempted beyond our ability to spiritually withstand

Forarmed

If God ordains all, then he is
the cause of all, right? But here,
James is saying that God never
tempts anyone. Which is it?
God is like a conductor of a
symphony; everything is under
his direction, and ultimately
under his control. History is
his story. That doesn’t mean,
however, that God is directly
involved in tempting anyone
to sin. In fact, James goes on
to tell us how temptation arises
and can lead us to sin. That’s
so we can be forewarned, and
thus forearmed. “Each person
is tempted when he is lured
and enticed by his own desire,”
James writes. “Then, when
desire is conceived, it gives birth
to sin, and sin when it is fully
grown brings forth death” (James
1:14–15).

Jeremiah wrote. Who can know it? And he doesn’t
mean other people’s hearts, but even our own. If
we think we stand, we ought to take heed, lest we
fall. Christians are not inured from temptation;
neither are they infallible from falling into sin,
which occurs when the temptation is entertained
and given ground in our thinking and affections.
God didn’t come by and cause that. We did. Even
the devil, ultimately, didn’t cause that, though he or
his minions may have come around to tickle that
desire. We did, because we entertained and gave
ground to the temptation.

TEMPTATION

very book of the Bible has
certain passages that are
often quoted. They seem central
to our faith. We come across one
of these in James’s letter. “Let
no one say when he is tempted
that he is tempted by God,”
James writes, “for God cannot
be tempted by evil, and he
himself tempts no one” (James
1:13, English Standard Version).
God, we know, is sovereign. As
Creator, he is above the creation,
and what’s more, according to
Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, he
ordains all that comes to pass.
Hmmm. How does that square
with what James says?

Forwarned

E

that temptation, according
to 1 Corinthians 10. In other
words, when temptation
comes our way, God always
provides the way of escape.
We are, as his people, able to
endure it.
That means if we entertain
temptation so that we sin,
we can’t blame God. He had
provided a way of escape, but
we hadn’t availed ourselves
of it. Certainly, that’s because
of who we are: sinners,
saved by grace, but sinners
nonetheless. That, however,
cannot be used as an excuse
for temptation to sin to
morph into sin, since there
had been an escape hatch
there all along. You see how
the Christian life is full, not
with contradictions, but
with tensions. We are new
creations in Christ, and so
we have the call, and yes, the
effectual call, of coming to the
place of increasingly living
that way. At the same time,
we know our limitations, the
ease of our waywardness, the
tug of the natural man even
within that new creation.
That’s spiritual education.
We’re putting off the old
while putting on the new,
and each exchange of a
piece of garment shows us
more of what it means to
be a Christian. Valuable is
how James maps for us how
enticement of our desires
leads to temptation, which
can lead to sin, which in turn,
if left unchecked, leads to
death. It’s at the enticement
stage, we eventually learn,

that this needs to get nipped in the
bud. If we’d allowed it to get as far
as temptation—expanding it in our
minds and hearts as an allurement—
we’re pretty much done for on that
count.

Practice Makes Perfect
It takes practice, doesn’t it? We
have to catch it early and habituate
ourselves to guarding our hearts on
this front, since it’s from the heart
that a person lives. It’s the wellspring
of life in regard to everything, really:
speech, but also attitudes, actions,
and inaction, each responsive with
the Word and Spirit guiding us—or
not. Don’t be deceived by the shiny
lure racing past, James writes. Good
gifts come from God, with no strings
or fishing line attached. He’s the
one who never changes, even when
everything around us seems to be.
He’s the place where we’re to drop
anchor.
Much of the beginning of James’s
letter has to do with learning how to
respond to trial and temptation in
the Christian life. As he moves along,
we see how he takes up particular
attitudes and behaviors, urging his
audience to take correction where
they need to. We like the parts
of Scripture that remind us what
salvation in Christ is, what it means
for us, and how our greatest problem
in life is now solved. And of course we
should. Hallelujah! What a Savior.
But that’s not where our Christianity
ends. It’s where it begins. We’re
made new creatures in Christ, and
in a sense then, like babies, we start
over, growing up and into Christ.
What does that entail and what does
that look like? James is of great help
here. James’s letter addresses the
temperament issues of the natural
man that still hang on even after
we’ve come to Christ. As we grow,
we realize there are certain ways and
practices that don’t fit us anymore. We
learn that we’re on track to become
what Christ in his mercy has declared
us to be: righteous, though not selfrighteous, people.

James’s Themes

Root and Fruit

Practical themes in James are
overcoming anger, an unbridled
tongue, and self-deception, as well
as worldliness and love of money.
He also addresses the nature of
genuine spiritual reception, putting
our faith into action instead of only
identifying with it or just holding it in
our heads, treating all people equally,
and recognizing the power in prayer,
which should spur us to pray. Those
are some central themes; there’s also
doctrine that he lays out when he
takes up these concerns, and that
needs to be considered as well.

That, in fact, is for the most part how
humanity lived before Christianity
spread throughout the world. Life
was nasty, brutish, and short. In some
parts of the world, it still is. Today,
despite our problems in this fallen
world, we can know—all of us, not just
aristocrats—what it means to live in a
civil society. We can know comforts
previously unheard of, which,
ungratefully, sadly enough, we often
confuse with necessities. And we
can know a healthier, more fulfilling,
and longer life. Where did that come
from? Not the philosophers. Or
evolution. But the Christian faith.

It’s interesting to see how much of
what James writes is already in the
Old Testament, notably in the book of
Proverbs, which is inspired wisdom
literature. I’d say it’s also interesting
to consider how what James teaches
applies across the board, that is, to
you and me as individuals, but also
to the corporate body, the church,
whether it’s our particular church or
the worldwide church. Finally, I’d say
biblical teaching like James’s, insofar
as it’s been adopted over the centuries
of Christianity, first in the West, but
now in nations and communities
all over the world, has made a vast
impact on societies.
Have you ever wondered why
people don’t constantly shoot off
their mouths and get into fights?
Or where the cliché “money can’t
buy you happiness” came from?
Or why we sense there’s a time to
stop talking about good things and
start doing them? Or why we have
a sense of social obligation to treat
everyone with respect as a fellow
human being? Do you think we just
“evolved” into these? If evolution is
really about natural selection, survival
of the fittest, it seems hardly likely
that we’d develop these positive social
trademarks to survive. Wouldn’t we
instead pursue cruelty, self-interest
only, and sweep aside anyone and
anything that got in our way to ensure
we’re at the top of the heap?

If we think we can continue to enjoy
the benefits of Christianity—the good
society—without Christianity, we’re
deceived. Many people think that this
is somehow possible. It’s like saying
that branch over there is part of the
vine because even though it’s broken
off, well, we scotch-taped it back on.
But the reality is, even though the
leaves may still be green, for now,
it’s only a matter of time before that
branch withers and dies.
We can’t have the fruit without the
root, which is Christ. And, as James
tells us, and I hope to further show,
it works the other way around as
well: We can’t say we have the root
if we don’t also have the fruit either.
Without the faith all our good works
are really dead. They mean nothing
to God, only to us and maybe some
people we’re trying to impress. But
without good works, we can’t say
we have any faith either. The branch
is a fruit-bearing branch only if it’s
organically connected to the vine,
not scotch-taped to it. I hope to be
looking at how that’s so in the next
issue.

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

May/June 2020 | 31

Respect

Mrs.
Annemarieke
Ryskamp

What Is Respect?

My Webster dictionary from 1989 defines respect as “the
special esteem or consideration in which one holds
another person.” Compare this with the Google definition
(taken from the New Oxford American Dictionary): “A
feeling of deep admiration for someone, elicited by their
abilities, qualities or achievements.”
Even at first glance you can see two major differences
between the definitions which reflect the subtle changes in
our society.
First, in 1989 the subject person
was the one who had the special
esteem, and it need not be elicited
by someone else. Second, respect
is purely a feeling now and not a
disposition. This makes it fleeting,
like all feelings—short, passing
impressions.
Considering that Christians want
to live by the Word of God, we need
to see what his definition is and
live by it. We also need to be aware
that modern twists in the meaning
of words not infiltrate into our use,
or worse, our lives and attitude. As
it says in the book of James (1:27,
English Standard Version), to “keep
oneself unstained from the world.”

Respect for God
The Bible uses different words to
express different aspects of respect
for God. We frequently see words as
obedience, love, honor, kindness,
fear, awe. The best definition of
our respectful attitude towards
God is given by Jesus when
he summarizes the law for the
Pharisees: “You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your
mind. This is the great and first
commandment. And a second is
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like it: You shall love your neighbor
as yourself” (Matt. 22:37–39).
Here we see right away that respect
is a matter of heart, soul, and mind
and not a fleeting emotion. Also,
respect is expressed as love, which
it is many times throughout the
Bible.
John Piper discusses four kinds of
respect that are to be found in one
verse, namely, 1 Peter 2:17: “Honor
everyone. Love the brotherhood.
Fear God. Honor the emperor.”
First we need to show respect to
everyone simply because they are
human and made in the image of
God just like ourselves. Besides,
anyone is a potential brother or
sister. Second, there is a special
kind of love and affection that
exists between Christian brothers
and sisters. Third, there is a unique
kind of respect and reverence
and submission that we owe
God, our Creator and Sustainer
and Redeemer. Finally, there is a
peculiar honor that we must pay
to those whom God put in civil
authority over us.
When we hear and see what
society is blaring at us, we notice
that together with the notion of
a godhead or religion, also the

showing of respect is disappearing.
This is a logical consequence of
the evolutionistic worldview that
humans are in essence not different
from any virus or clumps of cells
that exist in nature. The only
honor that still makes sense is a
fleeting feeling of admiration when
someone else does something
exceptional.
When respect disappears, the words
to express it also become obsolete.
You can see it, for example, in the
Dutch language, where there is
a formal pronoun (U) to address
people showing respect. My father
used this still for his parents, but I
didn’t. I used it for my aunts and
uncles, but the generation after me
didn’t do that anymore. The use of
the formal pronoun has become
rare.
So, how is the respect situation in
your family?

Respect in the Family
As we saw already, love, respect and
obedience are three sides of the
same coin (yes, I know . . . ). This
brings us straight back to the Ten
Commandments in Exodus 20. In
Exodus 20:12 we read: “Honor your
father and your mother, that your
days may be long in the land that
the Lord your God is giving you.”
As Paul says in Ephesians 6:2, this
is the first commandment with a
promise, “that it may go well with
you and that you may live long
in the land.” Especially grownups should take this command to
heart and not take the risk of being
disobedient to God.
How do we teach our little children
respect? A helpful book is Tedd
Tripp’s Shepherding a Child’s

Heart. We find in this book that
the most important lesson for a
small child to learn is that he or she
is an individual under authority.
Children must learn that they have
been made for God, and he has the
right to rule them. Submission to
God’s authority may seem distant
and theoretical. Mom and Dad,
however, are present. Submission
to parents means honoring and
obeying them, which are the two
main elements of what Tripp calls
respect. In an atmosphere of honor
and obedience, the child stays safe
and can receive the blessings God
wants to give.

your children with respect. This is
different from trying to be their best
friend. You are still in authority over
them.

• Be willing to talk and come
alongside, to have genuine
interest and not be distracted
when you talk.

Advice for Teaching Respect

• Be open yourself and work on
your relationship with them.

• Teach by example: apologize to
your children.

And then they reach the teenage
years, and their bodies go through
puberty, and you really want to lead
them safely through these years, in
which peer pressure is mounting
and they seem to know everything
better. So here are a few more
pointers.

Respect cannot be demanded, but
must to be taught by training and
by example. The parents need to
be honorable in their conduct and
demeanor. They need to show
respect to each other and show in
words and actions what respect
is. Children are superb observers
of their caretakers, so as parents
you want to be their examples
and primary caretakers. This
means you teach them manners
(which is a major challenge) as
an outward show of respect, you
explain why you do what you do
(age appropriately), and you treat

• Teach manners the oldfashioned way. This is important
for both boys and girls so they
know how to behave in each
other’s company.

• Have a good talk telling them
what their bodies are going
through, and what consequences
that may have for relating to the
opposite sex.

• Be intergenerational. There is a
lot to learn from grandparents
and older people in the church.

• For both boys and girls, it is
crucial that the father has this talk
too.

• Talk truth. Always. Call sin out for
what it is: sin. Usually there’s an
underlying heart issue.

• Teach girls how to dress to the
glory of God. Show them there’s a
disconnect between their hearts
and the outside when they do not
dress to the glory of God.

In one of our mentor group
meetings we discussed the difficult
question of how to teach respect. I
would like to share with you some
of the best ideas.
• As the parents, be a good
example. Children watch you and
notice everything.

• Teach attitudes: do you swear
because everybody does it?

• Tell them to remember “whose
you are.”
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• And Dad needs to tell his
daughter what her body can do
to men.
• Boys and girls need to treat
each other with respect. Marital
submission does not apply.
The boy needs to hear from a
christian man in his life how to
treat a girl with respect.

For Teens
Douglas Wilson, Future Men.
Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2001.
Focus on the Family, Parent’s Guide
to Teen Health: Raising Physically
and Emotionally Healthy Teens.
Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House
Publishers, 1997.

• Yes, there is freedom in Christ,
but you still want to obey him
out of love, and the Bible is clear
about what Christ wants from
you. Read your Bible!

Jill Savage and Pam Farrel, Got
Teens? Time-Tested Answers
for Moms of Teens and Tweens.
Minneapolis, MN: Harvest House
Publishers, 2005.

More helpful books are mentioned
in the references below.

Paul David Tripp, Age of
Opportunity; A Biblical Guide to
Parenting Teens. Phillipsburg, NJ:
P&R, 2001.

We can see how important this
subject of respect is in our daily
lives, our interaction with society,
and the raising of our children. For
all of us it is of crucial importance
that we stay in God’s Word and
read it as often as we can. Only
then will we be knowing God and
knowing what he wants from us
in order to bless us more, showing
steadfast love to thousands of
those who love him (Ex. 20:6).

John Piper, “How Do We Respect
Others While Rejecting Their False
Beliefs?” Episode 1238, August 17,
2018.
Tedd Tripp, Shepherding a Child’s
Heart. Wapwallopen, PA: Shepherd
Press, 1995.
Paul David Tripp, Parenting:
14 Gospel Principles That Can
Radically Change Your Family.
Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016.
Elyse M. Fitzpatrick and Jessica
Thompson, Give Them Grace:
Dazzling Your Kids with the Love
of Jesus. Wheaton, IL: Crossway,
2011.
Ginger Hubbard, “Don’t Make Me
Count to Three!” A Mom’s Look
at Heart-Oriented Discipline.
Wapwallopen, PA: Shepherd Press,
2003.
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“The fear of the Lord is the beginning
of knowledge.” —Proverbs 1:7

We’re Looking for a…
PRIMARY SCHOOL TEACHER
We’re looking for an enthusiastic, committed teacher, who is going
to LOVE inspiring and motivating young children to learn new skills,
new abilities, and expand their tiny minds with all the greatness of
God, His creation, and His Word. We also want this super enthusiastic
teacher to educate them, teach them to read and write and do math,
and generally be an Educational Superhero.
Our ideal candidate is a Christian of the Reformed persuasion, a
committed church goer, and has high personal and professional
standards.
Our school is a private, parent-controlled independent school, in
Upper Hutt, New Zealand. We currently have a roll of 24 students and
offer education to children from Christian families from years 1-12.
Due to our fantastically low student to teacher ratio (5-10 students
per teacher), we offer opportunity for quality one-on-one instruction,
and opportunities for teachers to nurture Christian character and
build meaningful educational relationships with students.
If you are interested in being part of a thriving and vibrant
educational community, and would like more information on this
position, we would love to hear from you.
Please contact the school board chairman:
Geoff Doyle
board@silverstreamchristianschool.nz
Phone: 04 9707659
Address: 8 Blue Mountains Road, Silverstream, Upper Hutt.

Meeting with God:

Confession and Forgiveness in Worship

Mr. Michael R.
Kearney

Our Worship, chapters 18–20, 22–23
“Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another,” said the apostle
James, “that you may be healed” (James 5:16, English Standard Version).
Few Protestants would deny that confession ought to be a regular practice of
the Christian life, yet few evangelical churches today would identify corporate
confession as a central element of their weekly worship service. Nevertheless,
Abraham Kuyper contends that the Reformed liturgy ought to include time for
the people of God to confess their sins together and to remind one another of
the promise of forgiveness in Christ. This article will review five chapters from
Our Worship in which Kuyper makes a biblical and historical case for the place of
corporate confession.

The Why of Corporate
Confession and Absolution
Kuyper laments that in his day “the
whole idea that the congregation was
to confess its sins, intentionally and
publicly, has been eroded,” and he
gives three main reasons (128–29).
First, as congregations lost an
awareness of the holy presence of God
in worship (a theme we addressed
in the last installment of this series),
the felt need for a time of confession
decreased. Second, the influence of
English and Scottish pietism in the
Netherlands encouraged the dismissal
of anything “liturgical,” which included
the formula for a corporate prayer
of confession that had historically
been part of the Dutch liturgy.
Third, ministers began to shirk their
responsibility to offer confession on
behalf of the congregation during the
prayers of the service. These factors,
and perhaps others, resulted in a
prevailing belief that “the confession
and the forgiveness of our sins were
purely matters between God and
our conscience,” and they led to the
gradual disappearance of a service of
reconciliation from worship (148).

But isn’t it true that confession and
forgiveness are, in fact, purely matters
between God and our conscience?
Wouldn’t it defile the purity of the
gospel to assign the responsibility of
pronouncing forgiveness to a minister
or another church member, rather than
to Christ? Jesus often pronounced
forgiveness on individuals during his
earthly ministry without requiring a
confession. Moreover, there is no
direct evidence that the apostolic
church regularly practiced confession
and absolution in worship (152).
While the Old Testament stressed
the responsibility of the priest (and in
certain instances the king and other
individuals in intercessory roles) to
confess the sins of Israel (Lev. 16:21;
2 Chron. 7:14; Ezra 9; Neh. 9; Dan. 9),
the core of the New Testament is the
once-for-all atonement made for sins
by Jesus, the great High Priest (Heb.
9–10). So why, indeed, should New
Testament believers still practice
public confession of their sins, and
why should this confession occur as
a particular component of worship?

Scriptures teach the necessity of
confessing our sins before men. This is
manifest not only in the apostle John’s
commands for believers to confess and
to intercede for one another’s sins (1
John 1:8–9, 5:16), but also in the public
admissions of guilt found throughout
the Psalms (e.g., Pss. 30; 32; 51; 69;
119:176). The Heidelberg Catechism
speaks of the “dying-away of the old
self,” and ongoing, specific, direct
confession of sins against God and
against one another is a primary way in
which believers put this into practice.1
But second, and more controversially,
Kuyper stresses the biblical origins of
the idea that forgiveness is pronounced
by men. Many Protestant churches
have shunned this authoritative
pronouncement of pardon, commonly
called absolution, due to its Roman
Catholic overtones.2 Although the
Roman church has distorted and

Kuyper provides two general
principles that help us answer
these questions. First, the
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exploited the practice of absolution,
its core is gospel truth. Jesus’s
commission to the apostles in John’s
Gospel emphasizes their authority to
pronounce divine forgiveness: “If you
forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven
them; if you withhold forgiveness
from any, it is withheld” (John 20:23).
James speaks specifically of the elders’
authority to forgive sins (James 5:15).
Kuyper also points to the Heidelberg
Catechism’s defense of absolution,3
and he concludes that anyone who
denies the role of the church’s leaders
in confession and forgiveness “goes
against Holy Scripture, against Jesus,
and against his apostles” (149).

The How of Corporate
Confession and Absolution
Nevertheless, there remains a crucial
distinction between a Roman Catholic
view of confession and absolution and
a Reformed view. The Roman church
privatizes confession as an interaction
between the congregant and the
priest, with the priest empowered to
pronounce an authoritative and final
forgiveness of sins. The Reformed
church publicizes confession
and absolution: it makes a public
announcement of God’s promise of
forgiveness in Jesus Christ, while
recognizing that this must be “offered
conditionally” since the efficacy of such
a proclamation depends upon each
individual’s spiritual state before God
(151).
Thus, in order to understand absolution
from a Reformed perspective, it
is necessary to understand the
church’s sacred task of proclamation.
The Heidelberg Catechism places
absolution under its discussion of
preaching as one of the “keys of the
kingdom”: “The kingdom of heaven is
opened by proclaiming and publicly
declaring to all believers, each and
every one, that, as often as they accept
the gospel promise in true faith, God,
because of Christ’s merit, truly forgives
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all their sins.”4 The phrase “as often
as” indicates that the proclamation of
the gospel serves as a call to selfexamination. Only God can weigh the
truly repentant heart and remove its
sin. And because worship is a public
event, the church must operate under
the assumption that visitors and
even members may be present who
are not walking with the Lord and
whose sins may not be forgiven in this
pronouncement. So the absolution
also comes with a warning: those who
do not turn away from their sins are
storing up wrath for themselves on
the day of judgment (150). The church
does not bear the responsibility to
discern the hearts of the worshipers,
but it does bear the responsibility to
issue such a call for confession and
an assurance of pardon, to comfort
believers and to drive unbelievers to
repentance.

The What of Corporate
Confession and Absolution
Given Kuyper’s defense and explanation
of confession and absolution, what
should these elements look like in
a Reformed worship service? If the
liturgy begins with the awareness of
the presence of God, that awareness
should immediately propel us to
our knees in recognition of our own
unworthiness and sin. So confession
and absolution belong immediately
after God’s greeting (136). This portion
of the service consists of three basic
movements: (1) a brief exhortation
calling to mind one’s sins, (2) a
common confession of sin, and (3) a
declaration of forgiveness for those
who have sincerely repented (153).
The exhortation to confession and
the absolution are pronounced by the
minister, speaking as the representative
of God. The congregation’s confession
“may be spoken either by the minister
as representative of the congregation,
or by the congregation itself. In the
latter case the congregation may sing

it or recite it” (136). If the minister is to
speak the confession, Kuyper prefers
that he use a form prayer, but one
that is easy for the congregation to
understand (138). If the congregation
is to utter the confession, Kuyper
prefers that it be sung. But whatever
form the confession takes, it should be
simple, solemn, and direct, driving the
congregation to inward contemplation
(138–40).

Confessing Sin, Confessing
Christ
What happens next? Recall the
double meaning inherent in the word
confession: a confession of sins is
also a confession of faith. These two
movements of the heart operate in
tandem. We confess our sins to God
because we believe that he alone is
willing and able to forgive us (Isa. 6:5;
Luke 5:8). Paul told the Corinthians
that the proclamation of the gospel
in corporate worship, by the power of
the Spirit, can drive an unbeliever to a
confession of repentance and belief:
“the secrets of his heart are disclosed,”
and, “falling on his face, he will worship
God and declare that God is really
among you” (1 Cor. 14:25). Like the
father of the afflicted boy in Mark’s
Gospel, we can simultaneously cry
out “I believe!” and “Help my unbelief!”
(Mark 9:24). So, in worship, it is only
natural that a confession of sin should
be followed by a confession of faith in
the words of the Apostles’ Creed.
Kuyper says, “Public and communal
confession of faith is the act of
accepting absolution” (155). Again,
the confession of faith is a call for
self-examination (155–56). The creed
says, “I believe,” not “We believe.” When
a congregant states that he believes
in the “forgiveness of sins,” he must be
able to affirm that God has forgiven
his particular sins. This, individually
and collectively, is the congregation’s
“Amen” to the absolution (156). The
congregation should utter the creed

together, preferably either as a chant or
in a metrical setting (158). Together, the
confession of sin and the confession
of faith prepare the congregation to
hear God’s Word preached and commit
anew to a life of grateful obedience.

What about the Law?
Note that until now we have omitted
one of the most characteristic elements
of Dutch Reformed worship: the
reading of the Ten Commandments.
This is not because the Decalogue
is unimportant; on the contrary, its
placement in worship is extremely
significant, and Kuyper suggests three
possible functions corresponding with
three possible placements (131–32).
First, the Ten Commandments can
comprise a devotional Scripture

reading unconnected to the liturgy,
and if so, they should be read by a lay
reader before worship begins. Second,
the Ten Commandments can call the
congregation to confession, and if so,
they should be read right before the
prayer of confession and absolution.
Third, the Ten Commandments can
spur the forgiven congregation to a
life of Christlike service, and if so, they
belong either after the confession of
faith or at the very end of the service,
when believers are ready to go back out
into the world (134–35). Kuyper prefers
this last placement of the law as the
most suitable for Christian worship.
Kuyper’s discussion of confession,
absolution, the creed, and the law
supports his broader case for “liturgical

awareness.” Unless we recognize that
confession and absolution are the
means which God has provided for
believers to experience the assurance
of his forgiveness and for unbelievers
to hear the proclamation of the gospel,
our worship will be monotonous and
spiritually empty (154). Neglecting
corporate confession can both lure
congregants into self-righteousness
and encourage an attitude of perpetual
insecurity about salvation. However,
awareness of the spiritual implications
of confession and absolution should
drive us to hear and speak these
habitual words of repentance,
absolution, and faith with renewed joy
and vigor each week as we consider
the greatness of the salvation that is
ours in Christ.
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. How do you practice the Bible’s commands to confess your sins? How are confessing
to God, confessing to another individual, and confessing in corporate worship distinct
activities, and how do they feel different from one another?
2. When are the Ten Commandments read (if at all) in your church’s worship service? What
does their placement communicate about their role in the Christian life?
3. How can we guard against monotony when worship includes fixed components such as
the reading of the Ten Commandments or the Apostles’ Creed?
4. How can confession and absolution help to illuminate the meaning of the sacraments
(baptism and the Lord’s Supper)?
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1 Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s
Day 33, Q&A 89.
2 Around 1930 the Christian
Reformed Church aborted an
attempt to add absolution to
the denominational liturgy,
although many congregations
did eventually add what came
to be known as an “assurance
of pardon.” Report of Liturgical
Committee, in Psalter Hymnal
Supplement, with Liturgical
Studies and Forms (Grand
Rapids: Board of Publications of
the Christian Reformed Church,
1974), 94–99.
3 Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s
Day 31, Q&A 84.
4 Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s
Day 31, Q&A 84.

In a remote area in India, statistically unreached by the gospel of
Jesus Christ, Preeti learned about Jesus from a friend. Without
access to Christian media, she eagerly awaited Sundays to hear
her pastor read Scripture. Although she occasionally had access
to a Bible, she could not read well enough to understand what
she was reading.
When Preeti received a Talking Bible, she was overjoyed!
Excitedly she explains, “Not only can I hear Scripture, but just as a
friend of mine shared Jesus with me, I can now share about Jesus
with people who need to hear about Him and His love.” With her
Talking Bible, Preeti is sharing the Good News with as many
people as she can.
Your partnership with Talking Bibles gives non-readers the
chance to learn about God’s love and grace. And it gives them a
tool to share the Good News with others. Please, give a gift
today, and give the gift of God’s Word.
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Jesus tells us that “no one knows the day or the hour of his
return, not the angels, nor the Son, only the Father” (Matt.
24:36). Therefore, we are to pray, prepare, and watch for his
return. It is the purpose of The Unknown Hour—Biblical Signs,
Warnings, Hope and Peace to assist its readers in preparing
for the end times and Christ’s return by providing a Bible
study which looks at the signs of the times through the light
of biblical history and prophecy. In doing so, its lessons cover
a wide range of related topics (signs) including the need for
the flood, Israel’s unfaithfulness, the Great Commission,
false prophets, totalitarian governments, and the beasts of
Revelation 13. All of the lessons are based solely on the Word.
They recognize God’s assurance of his continued grace, of
his promise to sustain us now and in the future, and the
affirmation of his promise of an eternal reward with him
for being faithful servants. In addition to background Bible
passages, each lesson in The Unknown Hour—Biblical Signs,
Warnings, Hope and Peace contains many questions based on
supporting Bible references, as well as provocative discussion
suggestions to guide you in your study.

