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Love Came Down
to Suffer: Why the
Nativity Should Include
a Dragon
Mrs. Vanessa
Le

Silent night! Holy night!
All is calm, all is bright . . .
I trust that most of you are
familiar with this Christmas
carol. While I have nothing
against singing “Silent Night,”
I think that this carol, as well
as almost all other Christmas
carols, misses one of the main
points of the incarnation: Jesus
came into this world as a lowly
and suffering Servant.
Having been raised in a godly
Reformed household, I grew
up very familiar with the Bible.
Thus, when I’m reading Bible
stories with my children, I’m
always on the alert for the notso-accurate versions of them.
It’s one of my pet peeves. I
have no problem with retelling
the Bible stories in a simple
version for my children. I do
have a problem with inserting
our own ideas into what is
recorded for us in the pages of
Scripture.

“What do you understand by
the word ‘suffered’?
That during his whole life on
earth, but especially at the
end, Christ sustained in body
and soul the anger of God
against the whole human
race.” H.C. Q&A 37
The point of the birth
narratives is to show how
much the baby Jesus
suffered.

So let’s take a closer look at
the Christmas story. What
is written down for us in the
Bible, and what are we adding
or subtracting? And why does
it matter?
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A Donkey, a Manger, and a
Dragon
First, where do we read of Mary
riding a donkey on the way to
Bethlehem? Joseph and Mary
were extremely poor. They had to
bring the poor man’s sacrifice to
the temple for the ritual cleansing
after Jesus was born: “a pair of
turtledoves, or two young pigeons”
(Luke 2:24, New King James
Version). A donkey was a costly
mode of travel; it seems highly
unlikely that Joseph and Mary had
enough money to own a donkey.
Walking the ninety miles from
Nazareth to Bethlehem on foot
(while nine months pregnant) could
hardly have been an enjoyable
experience. We don’t know if
someone offered to let Mary ride
for awhile, but Mary and Joseph
were dependent on the mercy of
others for their comfort.
Second, we know that Jesus was
born in a manger. But there is
no record of where the manger
was. Was it a cozy, warm stable,
generously offered by the
innkeeper? If any of you have
visited a third-world country, then
you know that most animals there
do not have the luxury of cozy,
warm stables. The necessity of
placing the baby Jesus in a manger
emphasizes that he was lowly and
desolate.
Third, where is the dragon? We
have an explicit recording of the
dragon that was waiting for Jesus’
birth: “Now a great sign appeared
in heaven: a woman clothed with
the sun, with the moon under her
feet, and on her head a garland
of twelve stars. Then being with
child, she cried out in labor and
in pain to give birth. And another
sign appeared in heaven: behold,
a great, fiery red dragon having
seven heads and ten horns, and
seven diadems on his heads. His tail
drew a third of the stars of heaven
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and threw them to the earth. And
the dragon stood before the woman
who was ready to give birth, to
devour her Child as soon as it was
born” (Rev. 12:1–4). We know that
the dragon was not a literal beast.
The dragon is symbolic of Satan
and the enemies of Christ—and
there was one, namely Herod, who
was waiting to kill Jesus as soon as
he heard of Jesus’ birth. The danger
immediately present at Jesus’ birth
is a sobering thought.
What’s the point of all this? Why not
allow our children (and us) to feel
happy, good thoughts at Christmas
as we contemplate Jesus’ coming
to give “on earth peace, goodwill
toward men” (Luke 2:14)?

What’s the Point of the
Narrative?
The Bible doesn’t just present us
with happy and good thoughts
about peace on earth and goodwill
toward men. The whole point of the
Christmas story (in both Matthew
and Luke) is to emphasize how
Jesus was born to the poorest of
the poor, to the lowest of the lowly.
We think, “Wow, the angels told
the shepherds about his birth!
Isn’t that amazing?” But the point
of the story is that no one knew
about Jesus’ birth except for the
scum of society. We think, “Wow,
that generous innkeeper pointed
out the stable for Mary since she
was obviously having her baby,”
whereas the point of the story is
the brutality of his birth. I know
I am not alone in saying that the
birth of my first baby was brutal.
Imagine that, compounded by a
street filled with throngs of people
and no place to lay your head. Then,
add in the picture of the dragon
standing before Mary, waiting to
devour the baby Jesus. The true
story of Christmas is not just the
feel-good, emotional “love came
down at Christmas.” The true story
of Christmas is empowering and

wonderful. Let’s not shy away from
it.

Christ’s Humiliation Began at
His Birth
We read in Philippians 2:7–9
that Jesus “made Himself of no
reputation, taking the form of a
bondservant, and coming in the
likeness of men. And being found in
appearance as a man, He humbled
Himself and became obedient to
the point of death, even the death
of the cross.” Christ’s humiliation
began at his birth. G. I. Williamson,
in his commentary on the
Heidelberg Catechism, says, “And
who can understand the magnitude
of the self-abasement involved? All
men, to a greater or lesser extent,
experience suffering. Yet, for us,
it is not a matter of choice. . . . But
with Jesus it was not so. He came
into the human race by his own
choice (though, of course, also by
God’s sovereign will) and he did it
in order that he might deal with the
cause of our alienation from God.”1
The Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 37
says, “What do you understand by
the word ‘suffered’? That during his
whole life on earth, but especially
at the end, Christ sustained in body
and soul the anger of God against
the whole human race.”2 Think with
me, for a minute, about the phrase
“during his whole life on earth.” This
phrase does not exempt his birth.
The point of the birth narratives
is to show how much the baby
Jesus suffered. This suffering was
foretold by Isaiah the prophet:
He is despised and rejected by men,
A Man of sorrows and acquainted
with grief . . .
Surely He has borne our griefs
And carried our sorrows;
Yet we esteemed Him stricken,
Smitten by God, and afflicted.
—Isaiah 53:3–4

Jesus Speaks the Language
of Suffering
How does an emphasis on Christ’s
suffering—even at his birth—help
us? When we are united to Christ by
faith, this is not a romantic notion
of sweet babies and singing angels.
In his outstanding book Union with
Christ, Rankin Wilbourne says, “In
Christ, we have with us one who
has moved into our neighborhood,
as it were. He is able to sympathize
with us in every way because he
too speaks the language of sorrow
and loss.”3 How beautiful. I have a
Savior who suffered, who identifies
with my sufferings. I have a Savior
who is “God of God, Light of Light,
very God of very God, begotten,
not made, being of one substance
with the Father, by whom all things
were made; who for us and for our
salvation came down from heaven,
and was incarnate by the Holy
Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was
made man.”4 Because he suffered
with me, I no longer suffer alone.
I am no longer poor alone. God
chooses to use the weak things
of this world to put to shame the
things that are mighty. That is
certainly the case with the birth of
Christ! I have hope—I am weak, but
God uses weak vessels for his glory.
As I reflect on the words of “Silent
Night,” I wonder: How silent was
the dragon as he threw a third of
the stars to the earth? How calm

was everything as the dragon
stood before the woman, waiting
to devour her Child? Was the
infant tender and mild considering
the lowly and degrading
circumstances?
Yes, I can and I will rejoice at
Christmas. Not because of a
picture-perfect entrance into the
world, but because the eternal
Son of God gave up his throne to
become a man. All heaven rejoices
to see Jesus give up the glory that
he had from before the foundation
of the world. To see him bear our
griefs and carry our sorrows. To see
him stricken, smitten by God and
afflicted. Not only at the crucifixion
but throughout his life, he was a
suffering servant, a humble and
lowly Savior. He has identified with
us, his suffering people. Through
his suffering, he learned patience.
Through his suffering, he teaches
us patience. He teaches us to
identify with him, and with him
to rise from the dead. He is our
Mediator. He is the dragon slayer!
Love is more beautiful in the face
of adversity. And this Love is my
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, who
“though He was rich, yet for your
sakes He became poor, that you
through His poverty might become
rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). Because he
suffered for me, and died for me,
and rose for me, now I can rejoice
in him and in my sure hope of glory.

“Christ the Savior is born.” The
best gift ever given, having learned
patience through his sufferings,
is now reigning in heaven. After I
have suffered a little while, I will
reign with him through all eternity.
The dragon will be cast into outer
darkness. What a glorious future.
What a glorious hope.
Can I sing “Silent Night”? Yes, I can.
But as I sing, I’ll be remembering
that Love came down to suffer.

1. G. I. Williamson, The Heidelberg
Catechism: A Study Guide (Phillipsburg,
NJ: P&R, 1993), 70.
2. The Heidelberg Catechism (Grand
Rapids: Faith Alive Christian Resources,
1988).
3. Rankin Wilbourne, Union with
Christ: The Way to Know and Enjoy God
(Colorado Springs, OC: David C. Cook,
2018), 254.
4. The Nicene Creed, in The Trinity
Hymnal (Suwanee, GA: Great
Commission Publications, 2008), 846.

Mrs. Vanessa Le
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age five and under. She enjoys
reading, playing the piano, studying
theology, and generally being
Mommy. She is a member of
Orlando Reformed Presbyterian
Church in Orlando, FL.

“We see, at the same time, what sort of beginning the life of the Son of God
had, and in what cradle he was placed. Such was his condition at his birth,
because he had taken upon him our flesh for this purpose, that he might
“empty himself” (Phil 2:7) on our account. When he was thrown into a stable,
and placed in a manger, and a lodging refused him among men, it was that
heaven might be opened to us, not as a temporary lodging, but as our eternal
country and inheritance, and that angels might receive us into their abode.”
– John Calvin, Harmony of the Evangelists, on Luke 2:1-7
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Is It All for Nothing?

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?
How long will you hide your face from me?
—Psalms 13:1, ESV
O God, the nations have come into your inheritance;
they have defiled your holy temple;
they have laid Jerusalem in ruins.
They have given the bodies of your servants
to the birds of the heavens for food,
the flesh of your faithful to the beasts of the earth. . . .
How long, O Lord?
—Psalms 79:1–2, 5a
There was so much to do . . . so
many things that Christ had called
me to do. It would take more pain,
more loneliness. Maybe death. Why
was it so hard? Why? (Bruce Olson,
missionary to the Motilone Indians)
And about the ninth hour Jesus cried
out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli,
lema sabachthani?” that is, My God,
my God why have you forsaken me?”
(Matt. 27:46)
The empty silence of no heartbeat.
The chilling sight of cold body in
coffin. Nights so filled with pain,
sleep can find no room. Loneliness
so real, everything else seems false.
Husbands stolen by war, estranged
children, unjust bosses, hunger, cold.
Suffering is far too familiar a
companion. We all know the taste of
its bitter bite. For some, every meal
The Outlook | 6

seems served with suffering. These
people bury parents and children
alike, lose health and money, live
constantly with want. Others have
only sampled suffering. These
people know occasional illness
and times of want. But whether in
large or small proportions, all alike
have tasted suffering. And all have
wondered why.
Why me? Why this? Why now?
Why did the thief choose my
car? Why is my husband’s cancer
inoperable, while others celebrate
clear scans? Why did my daughter
choose now to stop talking to me?
I wasn’t ready for this. But ready or
not—and most often when and how
we least expect—we all will suffer.
King David spent much of his life
fleeing head hunters. The prophet

Mrs.
Elisabeth
Bloechl

Ezekiel was ridiculed and despised
for eating bread cooked over dung
and prophesying disaster. The
apostle Paul was within an inch of
his life many times, spent months
in prison, and survived shipwreck.
He wrote, referencing a psalm
written by the sons of Korah: “As
it is written, ‘For your sake we
are being killed all the day long;
we are regarded as sheep to be
slaughtered’” (Rom. 8:36).
Paul was one among the many who
knew what it was to suffer countless
hardships. Time would fail me to
tell of Martin Luther, Corrie ten
Boom, C. S. Lewis, Elisabeth Elliot,
Joni Eareckson Tada, Jackie Hill
Perry—who all suffered loss, illness,
loneliness, death—yet who all can
say with Paul, “No, in all these things
[various trials] we are more than
conquerors through him who loved
us” (Rom. 8:37).
How is that possible? How can these
people call themselves more than
conquerors? Isn’t suffering defeat?
In order to answer that we need to
look back to something Paul said
earlier in the same passage: “And we
know that for those who love God
all things work together for good,
for those who are called according
to his purpose. For those whom he
foreknew he also predestined to
be conformed to the image of his
Son, in order that he might be the
firstborn among many brothers. And
those whom he predestined he also
called, and those whom he called

“We rejoice in our sufferings,
knowing that suffering
produces endurance,
and endurance produces
character, and character
produces hope, and hope
does not put us to shame,
because God’s love has
been poured into our hearts
through the Holy Spirit who
has been given to us. ”
—Romans 5:3–5

he also justified, and those whom
he justified he also glorified” (Rom.
8:28–30).
Here Paul is telling us that everyone
who loves God—because, and only
because, God first loved us—can
know with certainty that God will
orchestrate everything in their
lives for their good. That good
is ultimately our glorification. As
suffering is part of the “everything,”
God will use it too for our good. “It
is for this reason that [Paul] states
that in connection with [various
hardships and forces] we are more
than conquerors.” For we (or rather
the Holy Spirit working in us) have
not only defeated the enemy, but
actually made it our helper.1
So we see that in the midst of
suffering, we are better than
conquerers because God uses
suffering to bring about good in our
lives.

But what good could come from
suffering? What good can come from
losing a child to cancer? What good
can come from filing bankruptcy?
What good can come from a fire
destroying your home?
Consider the words of Paul: “We
rejoice in our sufferings, knowing
that suffering produces endurance,
and endurance produces character,
and character produces hope, and
hope does not put us to shame,
because God’s love has been poured
into our hearts through the Holy
Spirit who has been given to us”
(Rom. 5:3–5). Paul makes it clear
that suffering brings with it many
good things. It builds endurance,
character, and hope. Even people
completely anti-Christian admit that
hard times make them stronger.
As Kelly Clarkson sang, “Whatever
doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.”
But without Christ, these hard times
may give us a thicker skin, but they
don’t produce any real and lasting
hope.

For we who believe in Jesus,
however, suffering strengthens our
hope. It brings hope because Jesus
suffered. Jesus was beaten beyond
recognition, publicly humiliated,
abused, spat upon, hung by bloodied
nails to a cross, forsaken by the
Father. He ran the rocky race before
us so that we may one day live with
him in glory (Heb. 12:2). Because our
lives are united to his, we can know
for certain that as he suffered and
rose again to glory, so will suffer
and rise to glory (Rom. 6:4). This
hope is not based on our own faulty
efforts or wishful thinking. This hope
stands solidly on our unchanging
and promise-keeping God (Ps.
145:13b). Therefore, sufferings show
us that no matter what trials we
face, no matter how ugly and painful
life gets, our life is hidden with
our Savior with whom we will live
forever—nothing can change that
(Rom. 8:38–39).2
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Through suffering, this reality takes
root. Because through suffering
God speaks to us most audibly and
shows himself most clearly. As C. S.
Lewis once wrote, “We can ignore
even pleasure. But pain insists upon
being attended to. God whispers
to us in our pleasures, speaks in
our conscience, but shouts in our
pains: it is his megaphone to rouse
a deaf world.”3 When God has our
attention he shows us himself. “The
deepest things that I have learned
in my own life have come from the
deepest suffering. And out of the
deepest waters and the hottest fires
have come the deepest things that I
know about God.”4
It is in seeing and hearing God
more closely and clearly that our
hope is renewed. Thus, suffering
produces the greatest good: a

GOOD
QUESTION

26

deeper knowledge of God. Yes, God the Father hears our groans and sees our
tears (even as he did those of his own Son, Jesus). God the Son knows what
heartache feels like as much as the lashes of a whip. And God the Holy Spirit
is near to us in the midst of suffering. So lift up your eyes to the hills, to God,
from where comes your help, on whom your hope rests. And as you look,
worship this God who can make something indescribably beautiful out of
suffering.
Suffering is my gain; I bow
To my heavenly Father’s will,
And receive it hushed and still:
Suffering is my worship now. (Johann Richter)
1. Much of this paragraph was inspired by

Mrs. Elisabeth Bloechl

2. I also owe some of my thinking on
suffering to Ryan Cavanaugh, Mission Church
(https://www.missionchurchopc.org/).

a member of Orthodox
Presbyterian Church Hammond, is
a house cleaner and aspiring writer
in Griffith, IN.

William Hendriksen, Romans, New Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1981).

3. C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain, rev. ed.
(New York : HarperOne, 2015).
4. Elisabeth Elliot, Suffering Is Never for
Nothing (Nashville : B&H Books, 2019)

WHAT IF THE FOUNDATIONS

ARE DESTROYED?

“If the foundations are destroyed, what can the righteous do?” With King David (Ps.
11:3) we wonder about the impact of injustice. But let’s not ask this question with
an Eeyore-like pessimism. As Matthew Henry says, Psalm 11 offers encouragement
when times are bad. So what can the righteous do if the foundations are destroyed?
1. Refuse to retreat. David is offended by the suggestion that he should flee trouble
(v. 10). Adversity demands courageous engagement not evacuation.
2. Believe in God’s rule. People have always opposed godliness. But the Lord remains
in his holy temple. “The Lord’s throne is in heaven” (v. 4).
3. See trials as tests. From heaven God “tests the sons of men” (v. 4). Will adversity
cause you to despair? Or will it spur you to say, “In the Lord I put my trust” (v. 1).
4. Expect God to achieve the victory. The righteous don’t have to worry; God will deal
with those who refuse to submit to his kind rule (v. 6).
5. Perceive God’s smiling face. God “beholds the upright” (v. 7). Let’s face genuine
threats firmly convinced that divine love is greater than human hatred.
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Thanksgiving or Thanksbeing

Rev. Derrick
Vander Meulen

you ever wondered what Thanksgiving Day is like for the
Have
unbeliever? For many, the day is spent much as we spend ours . . .

at first glance. They have the day off from work or school, as we do.
They eat a large meal with turkey and stuffing and enjoy gathering
with friends and family, as we do. Furthermore, like us, they have
much for which to be thankful. But then, whom do they thank, I
wonder? In fact, Thanksgiving Day for the unbeliever is precisely, but
no more than, what’s just been described: a day off for getting together
with friends and family and eating a lot. “Thanksbeing Day” might be
a better description of the unbeliever’s holiday. He might be thankful,
but he does not recognize the One to whom his thanks must be given.
Seems rather dull to me.

For you and me it is much more.
Certainly we are to be thankful,
but we must go beyond the state
of being to give expression of our
thankfulness. On a particularly
hot day this past summer I took
my children for a ride in our airconditioned minivan to a local
ice-cream parlor. If they had said
nothing about it, I still would have
known that they enjoyed the outing
and were thankful for it. But my
heart soared when they wrapped
their arms around me and said,
“Thank. you, Daddy.” It was good
to receive the expression of their
thanks. Likewise, Thanksgiving
Day is a day of giving thanks to

our God. It is not merely a day for
passive feelings of gratefulness,
but one to give active expression
of it. It is not simply being, it is
giving. Rightly understood, it is an
appropriate day for God’s people
to gather and worship him. As our
corporate worship each Sunday
ought to include the giving of our
thanks and gratitude to God, so our
Thanksgiving Day ought to be one of
corporate worship to God.
For what ought we give thanks?
We must recall that the day is a
national holiday and give thanks
for the blessings of living in our
country. George Washington,
the first president of the United
States, reminded all the citizens of
this in the first Thanksgiving Day
Proclamation in 1789:

Whereas it is the duty of all nations
to acknowledge the providence of
Almighty God, to obey His will, to be
grateful for His benefits, and humbly
implore His protection, aid and favor
. . . Now, therefore, I do recommend
and assign Thursday the 26th day of
November next, to be devoted by the
people of these states to the service
of that great and glorious Being,
who is the Beneficent Author of all
the good that was, that is, or that
will be; that we may then all unite
in rendering unto Him our sincere
and humble thanks for His kind care
and protection of the people of this
country, and for all the great and
various favors which He has been
pleased to confer upon us.
The psalmist, however, provides us
with the most important reasons of
all to give thanks to our God...
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Make a joyful noise to the
Lord, all the earth!

Serve the Lord with gladness!
come into his presence with
singing!
Know that the Lord he is God:
It is he who made us, and we
are his; we are his people, and
the sheep of his pasture.
Enter his gates with
thanksgiving, and his courts
with praise: Give thanks to
him; bless his name!
For the Lord is good; his
steadfast love endures forever:
and his faithfulness to all
generations.

P

—Psalm 100, ESV

The psalmist says we are to
“be thankful” (v. 4). This is the
prerequisite of our thanksgiving.
Notice the active verbs: “make,”
“serve,” “come,” “know,” “enter,” and
“bless.” Our thanksgiving must be
expressed in our worship, and indeed
in all of life.
After extending the call to worship,
the psalmist gives the reasons for
our worship and gratitude: because
the sovereign God has created us
and called us to be his own (v. 3).
Not only are we blessed with being,
but also with belonging. We must
thank God that we are his sheep,
and that he is our Shepherd. Jesus so
beautifully continues this metaphor
The Outlook | 10

when, speaking to the Pharisees
about his sheep, he says, “I came
that they may have life and have it
abundantly. I am the good shepherd.
The good shepherd lays down his life
for the sheep.” (John 10:10b–11).
This is our greatest reason for
thanksgiving. Jesus did not fail in his
purpose or the means of achieving
that purpose. He has indeed given
us life by giving his own. This is
truth, and this is mercy, and it is
because of these that the believer’s

Thanksgiving Day far surpasses
the dull thanksbeing day of the
unbeliever. There will never be a
moment when we, the sheep of God,
will have nothing for which to give
thanks, “for the Lord is good; his
mercy is everlasting; and his truth
endureth to all generations.” Praise
God with thanksgiving!
This article was originally published
in The Outlook vol. 44, issue 10
(1994).

Rev. Derrick Vander Meulen
was the pastor of the Eastmanville (MI) Reformed Bible Church when this
article was written. He is now pastor at Coram Deo Reformation Church (URC)
in Littleton, Colorado.

Bible Studies on Jonah

Rev. William
Boekestein

Praying with Jonah (Jon. 2:1–5)

J

onah’s prayer from the belly of the
fish is one of the hidden jewels of
Scripture. Most commentators refer to
Jonah’s prayer as a psalm. And it’s true
that the prayer fits the pattern of other
biblical psalms. More than that, Jonah’s
psalm draws heavily from particular
thoughts and phrases in the Psalter.
But Jonah’s psalm is unique. It is one of
the most contextualized prayers in the
Bible. Very few of the psalms suggest a
specific context. In general the psalms
“are composed not for a particular
moment, but for all moments.”1 We
don’t have to know exactly what was
happening to the psalmist in order to
be moved by the psalm. But context
can help. This prayer is nestled in the
center of a gripping historical narrative.
It uniquely links a compelling prayer
to a clear circumstance. And so it gives
one of the most concrete examples of
prayer in the midst of the powerful
trials believers face. It helps us answer
this vital question of all Christian
disciples: How can I learn to pray
(Luke 11:1), especially when I am in
trouble?
The question’s first answer has to do
with how Jonah clearly learned to pray.

Pray the Psalms2
Jonah’s prayer shows that he was steeped in the spirituality
of the psalms. His initial cry to God and the Lord’s answer is
nearly cut and pasted from Psalm 120:1. His drowning in the
heart of the sea (Jon. 2:3) harmonizes with Psalm 88:6 (New
King James Version): “You have laid me in the lowest pit, in
darkness, in the depths.” To describe how God’s waves passed
over him he could quote Psalm 42:7. Like David—writing in
Psalm 31:22—Jonah felt that he had been cast out of God’s
sight. Also, like David, he believed he would again see God’s
temple (cf. Jon. 2:4 and Ps. 5:7). David sang of the waters
coming up to his neck (Ps. 69:1). Jonah felt the water surround
him, even to his soul; the deep closed around him (Jon. 2:5).
The rest of Jonah’s psalm contains further proof that the Psalter
had been his primary prayer book.
The psalms are so well suited to the challenges of life that
Jonah “could not have expressed his thoughts and feelings any
better in words of his own.”3 If we think that prayer is more
authentic if it isn’t influenced by others we should listen to
the historic church. Martin Luther made this remark on the
German Psalter: “For indeed the truth is, that everything that a
pious heart can desire to ask in prayer, it here finds Psalms and
words to match, so aptly and sweetly, that no man—no, nor all
the men in the world—shall be able to devise forms of words
so good and devout.”4 If you struggle to express yourself in
prayer, you too need the psalms. The psalms teach us to pray.5
But we have to use the psalms properly.
It is surprisingly possible to love the psalms, read the psalms,
and sing the psalms and not pray like the psalmists. Calvin
can say that in the psalms the Holy Spirit has “drawn to life all
the griefs, sorrows, fears, doubts, hopes, cares, perplexities, in
short, all the . . . emotions with which the minds of men are
wont to be agitated.”6 But to pray like the psalmists we need to
personalize the language that is being modeled for us or the
emotions denoted by the words remain outside of us.
We should use the psalms as actual prayers. But following the
advice of the Westminster Larger Catechism we should also
use the psalms as “pattern[s], according to which we are to
make other prayers.”7 The Christian’s calling is to “appropriate”
the prayer of the psalms “to such an extent that it becomes
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In that tight place
Jonah was hopeful
for deliverance. “I will
sacrifice to You with the
voice of thanksgiving;
I will pay what I have
vowed.” Jonah is
confident because he
knows God’s character.
“Salvation is of the Lord.”
He knows that God is a
saving God, that salvation
is his business. He also
prays with confidence
because he is aware that
God is acting.

his own sacred reading, so that this
continual meditation may at last
impregnate your soul and form it . .
. to its own image.” The worshipper
“no longer recites it as the work
of the prophet but as though he
were himself the author, and as
his personal prayer.”8 “A thorough
immersion in the Psalms is the
primary way that Christians acquire
fluency in the personal, intimate,
honest, earthy language of prayer
and take our place in the great
company of our praying ancestors.”9
Fluency is important; prayer is more
than learning the right rules or
memorizing beautiful phrases. It is
the natural language of the heart.
Jonah’s prayer, like the other
psalms, is a model prayer. It
could be memorized and prayed.
But it must be internalized and
reproduced. The psalms assure us
that God understands our emotions
better than we do and that God is
more than able to handle the full
outpouring of everything we could
think and feel.10 They, therefore, give
us license to imitate the pathos of the
psalms in our own contexts.
So how does this particular psalm
teach us to pray?
Pray Honestly
What Stephen King says about
writing applies also to prayer: be real
or don’t bother. “The key to writing
good dialogue is honesty.”11 True,
right? No one wants to read a story
that seems disingenuous, that is
unbelievable, whose characters seem
one-dimensional. Likewise, God
doesn’t want to hear showy prayers
that fail to reveal the real us.
Sincerity is one of the most obvious
attributes of Jonah’s prayer. He is
honest about his affliction (Jon.
2:1). He admits the justice of God’s
discipline (2:3). He reveals his inner
conflict between feelings of rejection
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and hope (2:4). He truly meant what
he prayed.
Jonah was finally ready to be honest
because God had humbled him.
By contrast, impersonal prayers
might be signs of a calloused
heart. Sin “induces hardness and
insensibility of heart. It seals up the
heart and lips from God. It tends
to produce coldness, artificiality,
distance, and estrangement of
feeling in the believer towards his
Father in heaven. There is a sort
of proud shame that dislikes to
come to the point; it rather deals in
vague generalities.”12 Ambiguous
and abstract expressions are traits
of dishonest, powerless prayer.
Pretention and superficiality mock
the reality of prayer as dialogue with
the living God. But Jonah was past
that. Affliction shatters formality; in
the state of humility prayer becomes
real.
God disciplines us to break down
our façades and induce us to cry out
to him with all our hearts (Ps. 62:8).
Jesus taught his disciples to pray with
“heartfelt longing.”13 It is right for us
to make plain to God in prayer that
we are sad, scared, angry, regretful,
embarrassed, uncertain, or otherwise
agitated. We can’t hide the truth
from him anyway. Jonah teaches this
lesson about prayer: “Come to it any
way but lightly.”14 Jonah prayed like
a man who knew that he was in real
trouble and that God was greater
than his problems.
Have we grown accustomed to
vague, safe, even artificial prayers?
Especially in public prayers are
we more concerned to preserve
our dignity than to plead for help
with what matters most to us? As
a guest preacher I once asked the
congregation for prayer requests. A
small boy raised his hand and said,
“My daddy doesn’t have a job.” He
wasn’t embarrassed about that fact.
He didn’t shy away from vulnerability

The floods had overwhelmed him, God’s waves had
passed over him, waters surrounded him (v. 3), the
deep closed in about him (v. 5), weeds were wrapped
around his head. He felt he was nearing the bottom
of the sea (v. 6). Verse 4 tells us about a prayer he
offered up while he was sinking: “I have been cast out
of Your sight; yet I will look again toward Your holy
temple.”

because of what people might think
about his dad’s unemployment. He
found himself in a crisis that only
God could correct. So he came to
prayer honestly.
The psalms teach us the art of
honest prayer by helping us redirect
complaints. Our complaints are
evidence of our weightiest felt needs.
Too often we voice our complaints in
the wrong direction. We complain to
people when we should be telling our
problems to God.
But to pray honestly we must have
the confidence that God cares about
our problems and welcomes our
honesty. How can we come to him as
“sinners, poor and wretched, weak
and wounded, sick and sore” unless
Jesus “ready stands to save [us], full
of pity, love and power”?15
Pray Confidently
To understand Jonah’s confidence
in God it helps to see two prayers in
this chapter.
The main prayer is the one which
Jonah offered up from the belly of
the fish. In that tight place Jonah
was hopeful for deliverance. “I will
sacrifice to You with the voice of
thanksgiving; I will pay what I have
vowed” (v. 9). Jonah is confident
because he knows God’s character.
“Salvation is of the Lord” (v. 9). He
knows that God is a saving God,
that salvation is his business. He also
prays with confidence because he is
aware that God is acting. He knows

that he was not swallowed by the
fish accidentally. He doesn’t know
his future exactly. But he knows
that God is acting on his behalf. We
can share Jonah’s confidence in the
God who is always working out our
salvation (Phil. 2:12–13).
What may not be immediately
obvious is that within this prayer,
Jonah records what he had
previously prayed when he was
drowning in the water. He paints the
scene wonderfully: the floods had
overwhelmed him, God’s waves had
passed over him, waters surrounded
him (v. 3), the deep closed in about
him (v. 5), weeds were wrapped
around his head. He felt he was
nearing the bottom of the sea (v. 6).
Verse 4 tells us about a prayer he
offered up while he was sinking: “I
have been cast out of Your sight; yet
I will look again toward Your holy
temple.” As he was drowning, with
apparently no possibility of rescue,
he declared his assurance that he
would again be satisfied by God’s
presence. Critics allege that Jonah’s
prayer must have been written by
someone after the entire ordeal and
inserted into the narrative since “it
is not easy to see its suitability to the
fearful position in which the prophet
is supposed to utter it.”16 But that is
the point! Jonah had come to believe
that God is as able to care for him
on solid ground or in the swirling
sea. God promises to bless prayers
that confidently boast in the Lord
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(Ps. 34:2). Jonah’s prayer gives us the
courage to pray boldly. God heard
Jonah’s voice (2:2), answered his cries
(2:2), and brought up his life from
the pit (2:6).
New Testament Christians have even
more reason to pray with confidence.
Jonah knew less than we do that God
meets all our needs in Christ (Phil.
4:19). God “did not spare His own
Son, but delivered Him up for us
all” (Rom. 8:32). Paul’s point, tersely
stated: “God is for us” (v. 31). God
is biased toward us. He is infinitely
more favorably disposed toward his
children than even the best human
father (Luke 11:11). In the context of
prayer Jesus says, “If you then, being
evil, know how to give good gifts to
your children, how much more” will
your heavenly Father answer your
prayers? (Luke 11:13). What is Paul’s
takeaway for confident prayer? It is
inconceivable that God will not now
with Christ “freely give us all things”
(Rom. 8:32).
Jonah knew less than we do that the
Spirit has been poured out to help
God’s children pray. The Spirit gives
us confidence to believe that God is
for us so that we might approach his
throne of grace with boldness (Heb.
4:16). He also enables us to pray
always “in the Spirit” (Eph. 6:18); the
Spirit helps us pray. More than that,
he offers prayers in our stead when
we can’t find words to pray, when
we might not know we are praying
(Rom. 8:26–27). Be encouraged:
“Many of us pray far more than we
think we are praying.”17
If you are in Christ, you can see in
Jonah a faint reflection of how God is
working salvation inside and outside
of you even during times of trouble.
Because of this work you can pray
honestly and confidently, knowing
that in Christ, the answer to prayers
according to God’s will are always yes
(2 Cor. 1:20).
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Questions
1. Why is Jonah’s prayer a hidden jewel of Scripture?
2. Why are psalms essential to the praying Christian?
3. How can we gain fluency in psalm-like prayer?
4. Show evidence of Jonah’s honesty in prayer. Is this hard for you?
5. How are prayer and complaining both similar and dissimilar?
6. Why can we pray with confidence precisely when we are in trouble?
7. How could it be that “many of us pray far more than we think we are
praying”?
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Help! I’m Struggling with the
Doctrine of Predestination

T

he doctrine of predestination is the teaching that before the
creation of the world God decided the everlasting destiny of
each individual person that he would make. God’s choice to save
certain sinners by grace is called election, and his choice to damn
certain sinners as they deserve is reprobation. Predestination is part
of God’s decree, his eternal purpose in which he decided all that will
take place, ordaining everything for the manifestation of his glory.

If you have ever struggled with this doctrine, then you are not alone. A
brilliant young man named Jonathan Edwards once wrestled with what
he then viewed as “a horrible doctrine,” though he later became fully
satisfied with it and found himself overwhelmed with the sweet beauty of
“the King eternal” (1 Tim. 1:17). There are a variety of reasons why people
have found it difficult to accept the idea that God predestines some to
heaven and others to hell. As we will see, each of these reasons starts with a
biblical truth about predestination and draws from it a false inference that
leads to experiential struggles of faith.
Divisive, Unbiblical Speculation?
The doctrine of predestination is not the central theme of the Bible; the
center is Christ and salvation through repentance and faith in him (Luke
24:44–47; 2 Tim. 3:15). Furthermore, debates about predestination have
sometimes divided Christians and even split churches. Therefore, people
might conclude that it is a doctrine best avoided.

Dr. Joel
Beeke and
Mr. Paul M.
Smalley

Christians might reason, “It’s best to
avoid talking about predestination.
We can’t understand such deep
theological questions. Let’s just stick
to what the Bible says. Christians
need to stop arguing about theology
and tell the world about Jesus.”
Such reasoning leads people to fear
predestination and to avoid studying
what God’s Word says about it.
The King Who Does Not
Care?
The doctrine of predestination
portrays God as an absolute monarch
who does his will in all creation (Ps.
135:6) and determines the eternal
destiny of each person (Rom. 9:22–
23), not because of anything good
or bad they have done (v. 11). Some
people may think that this doctrine
implies that God does not care
about people or justice. God, it is
said, damns to hell countless people
regardless of whether they choose to

In the end, however,
we must bow before
God’s sovereignty.
When people accuse
God of injustice
because of his
predestination, Paul
replies, “Hath not the
potter power over
the clay?”
—Rom. 9:21
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live righteous or wicked lives.
Consequently, it is possible to
wrestle with doubts that the God of
predestination is a good and loving
Lord. Why wouldn’t he choose to
save everyone, if he has the power
to do so? Such doubts could cause a
person to have difficulty praying to
God or rejoicing in his love. Worse
yet, someone might consider the
God of predestination to be more of
a demon than a divine Savior, and
thus might reject him.
Fatalism with No Place for
Human Choice and Effort?
According to the doctrine of
predestination, it is God’s will, not
man’s will, that controls all things
in history (Deut. 4:35; Eph. 1:11),
including the individual history of
each person (Acts 13:48; Rom. 8:30).
People sometimes infer that absolute
predestination implies fatalism: our
choices are an illusion and our efforts
to change ourselves and our world
are futile.
Fatalism destroys motivation.
Someone might say, “I have no need
to repent of my sins and trust in
Christ. If God has predestined me
to salvation, then I will be saved
regardless of what I do.” Similarly,
why should believers strive against
sin and labor to grow in holiness,
when all is predestined? Someone
else might argue, “We should not
exert ourselves with calling sinners
to Christ. God will surely save his
elect.” The poisonous fruit of fatalism
is spiritual deadness and backsliding
into sin, much to the dishonor of the
gospel.
Uncertainty That
Undermines Assurance of
Salvation?
The doctrine of predestination
teaches that everyone who is
saved was chosen by God before
the foundation of the world (Eph.
1:4; 2 Thess. 2:13). People might
conclude that no one can know for
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sure whether he is saved and will
go to heaven. They might reason as
follows: Only God’s chosen ones will
be saved. God’s decree of election is
hidden in his eternal plan. Therefore,
it is impossible to know if you are
saved, unless you receive a special
sign from God.
Consequently, some Christians
who believe in predestination may
suffer greatly from anxiety over their
eternal destiny. They might seek
assurance in mystical experiences or
a legalistic pursuit of perfection. Or
they might despair.
What horrible struggles people can
experience over the doctrine of
predestination! However, each one of
these struggles is based on a wrong
understanding of what the Bible
teaches about God’s predestination
of his saints. The biblical doctrine
nurtures humility, peace, and hope in
Christ. Let us return to each of these
points and see how this is so.
Predestination a Major
Biblical Teaching about
Salvation by Grace Alone
While it is true that predestination
is not the central theme of the Holy
Scriptures, it is a major biblical
doctrine, not a human speculation.
We find references to predestination
and election unto salvation
throughout the New Testament
(Matt. 22:14; 24:22, 24, 31; Mark
4:11–12; Luke 10:21–22; 18:7; John
15:16, 19; Acts 4:28; 13:48; Rom.
8:29–30, 33; 9:6–23; 11:5, 7, 28; 16:13;
1 Cor. 1:27–28; Gal. 1:15; Eph. 1:4–5;
Col. 3:12; 1 Thess. 1:4; 2 Thess. 2:13;
2 Tim. 2:10; Titus 1:1; James 2:5; 1
Pet. 1:2; 2:9; 2 Pet. 1:10; 2 John 1, 13;
Rev. 17:14). The Holy Spirit was not
ashamed of this doctrine when he
inspired God’s Word; neither should
we be ashamed of it.
Predestination is an important
feature of the larger doctrine of
salvation by grace alone (Rom.
11:5–6). It makes clear that God

saves by his power, wisdom, and
righteousness, not man’s. If a loving
and gentle teaching of grace alone
results in offending people—and we
must be gracious in how we present
the doctrines of grace—then we may
not retreat from this doctrine to
please men, because it is essential to
show salvation is for the glory of God
alone.
Predestination by the Father
of Our Lord Jesus Christ
The God of predestination is truly
the sovereign King, but he is also
the loving and righteous Father,
who “predestinated us unto the
adoption of children” (Eph. 1:5).
Predestination is an act of infinite
fatherly love to freely take outsiders
into his family forever. God’s election
of people apart from any merit of
their own directs salvation “to the
praise of the glory of his grace” (v. 6).
However, it does not mean that God
is indifferent to justice. Far from it!
For he predestined his chosen ones
to salvation “by Jesus Christ” (v.
5), requiring that Christ satisfy his
justice by “redemption through his
blood” (v. 7).
It is true that we do not understand
why God has chosen some and not
others. However, “Why didn’t God
choose to save everyone?” is the
wrong question to ask. In light of
man’s heinous rebellion against his
Maker, it is better to ask, “Why didn’t
God damn everyone to hell?” The
amazing truth is not that God damns
sinners to hell, but that he saves
sinners to himself. Election is the
friend—not the enemy—of sinners,
for without it no one would be saved.
In the end, however, we must bow
before God’s sovereignty. When
people accuse God of injustice
because of his predestination, Paul
replies, “Hath not the potter power
over the clay?” (Rom. 9:21). The
Creator has the right to do what he
pleases with his creatures.

Predestination Executed
through Human Choices and
Efforts
For those who struggle with
predestination because they
think that it implies fatalism, we
acknowledge that God’s will controls
all of history, but we also assert that
God executes his decree through
means, including real human
decisions and works. Paul says, “God
hath from the beginning chosen you
to salvation through sanctification
of the Spirit and belief of the truth:
whereunto he called you by our
gospel” (2 Thess. 2:13). The means by
which God brings about the salvation
of his elect include preaching the
gospel, faith, and holiness by the
Holy Spirit.
Predestination does not drain
human choices of meaning; rather,
predestination infuses human
choices with eternal meaning. Paul
is able to suffer persecution and
imprisonment with confidence
in God’s predestination, saying,
“I endure all things for the elect’s
sakes, that they may also obtain the
salvation which is in Christ Jesus
with eternal glory” (2 Tim. 2:10). We
can rejoice when people turn to the
Lord, for the power of the gospel to
produce enduring faith, love, and
hope demonstrates their “election

of God” (1 Thess. 1:3). Every step of
Christian obedience is undergirded
by God’s sovereign purpose, for “he
hath chosen us . . . that we should be
holy” (Eph. 1:4). The armies of the
Lamb overcome this world, for they
are “called, and chosen, and faithful”
(Rev. 17:14).
Predestination Securing
Assurance Now and Forever
The doctrine of predestination does
teach that only God’s elect will be
saved. However, it does not teach
that it is impossible to know for
certain whether we are saved. Rather,
God’s execution of predestination
in history permits the believer to
“to make your calling and election
sure” by walking in growing faith and
godliness (2 Pet. 1:10).
Paul explains that predestination
initiates a golden chain of events that
are bound together in the purpose
of God: “whom he did predestinate,
them he also called: and whom he
called, them he also justified: and
whom he justified, them he also
glorified” (Rom. 8:30). If God has
effectually “called” a person through
the gospel and “justified” him
through faith, then he can know
that God predestined him to be
“glorified” with Christ. He can see
the practical effect of this calling in
his love for God (v. 28), confirming

his election by the fruit of the Spirit.
Therefore, while we understand
why people would struggle with
the doctrine of predestination and
sympathize with them, a Spiritilluminated faith in this doctrine
leads God’s children to embrace
God’s Word, obey God’s will, and
rejoice in the hope of God’s glory
through Jesus Christ our Lord. For
this reason, we should strive to know
with accuracy and clarity all that
God has revealed about this precious
truth and teach it to others.
Dr. Joel R. Beeke
is president and professor of
systematic theology and homiletics
at Puritan Reformed Theological
Seminary, and a pastor of the Heritage
Reformed congregation in Grand
Rapids, MI.

Mr. Paul M. Smalley
is faculty teaching assistant to
Dr. Beeke at Puritan Reformed
Theological Seminary.
For further study on God’s decree and
predestination, see Joel R. Beeke and
Paul M. Smalley, Reformed Systematic
Theology, volume 1, chapters 48–51,
pages 957–1057.

“When the sky is overcast with dense clouds, and a violent tempest
arises, the darkness which is present to our eye, and the thunder
which strikes our ears, and stupefies all our senses with terror,
makes us imagine that every thing is thrown into confusion,
though the firmament itself all continues quiet and serene. In
the same way, when tumultuous aspect of human affairs unfits
us for judging, we should still hold that God, in the pure light
of His justice and wisdom, keeps all these commotions in due
subordination, and conducts them to their proper end.”
– John Calvin (Institutes of the Christian Religion)
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Meeting with God: Sacraments
and Ceremonies in Worship

Our Worship, chapters 32–39

What is the highest point of Christian worship? Ask today’s
evangelical megachurches and you might get a variety of
answers: altar calls, faith-healing demonstrations, amped-up
praise-and-worship sessions, or perhaps the offering. Many
Reformed folk would scoff at such ideas, claiming instead that
only the sermon, the preached Word of God, ought to be held in
highest honor.
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Abraham Kuyper offers an answer
that might startle both parties. “The
worship service reaches its highest
point,” he says, “in the celebration
of the Lord’s Supper” (261). The
sacrament offers the most tangible
representation of the covenant of
grace and provides the highest
expression of the church’s unity. The
Lord’s Table is Kuyper’s starting point
for discussing not only the sacraments
but also the whole spectrum of

ecclesiastical ceremonies. Ordination,
profession of faith, excommunication,
readmission, and even marriage all
revolve around the observance of this
communal sacramental tradition. In
this final article on the Dutch Reformed
liturgy, we will see how Kuyper’s
theology of the Lord’s Supper colors
his approach to the church’s entire life
together.
Discussing sacraments and
ceremonies together does not imply
that these two categories possess
equal standing. The Reformed
confessions present the two
sacraments—baptism and the Lord’s
Supper—as “signs and seals” which
God instituted and through which he
communicates the spiritual realities
of the faith.1 Kuyper never departs
from this theological foundation, but
he brings a particular focus to the
combined role of sacraments and
ceremonies in providing tangible
expressions of the Christian faith
(216–20). The ecclesiastical
ceremonies support the sacraments
through actions that reveal Christ’s rule
and reign within the body of believers.
Kuyper begins with a discussion of
baptism.

Baptism: Cleansing,
Conversion, and Being Born
Again
Baptism is the gate that provides
access to the Lord’s Table (300). It
is impossible to consider baptism
without acknowledging the unique
“confessional stamp” which the
sacrament acquires in the Reformed
church (221). In particular, Kuyper
highlights the following.
Baptism symbolizes the washing away
of sins.
Baptism portrays a spiritual reality
which God works in the true
believer’s heart. For this reason,
baptism by immersion is the most
accurate portrayal of the washing

of regeneration. Unfortunately, the
northern European climate proves
unfavorable for immersion in a natural
body of water, and Kuyper thinks that
a Baptist sanctuary design “calls up
the image of a bathroom” (223)—so
baptism by sprinkling was a practical
necessity for most Reformed churches
in that time and place.
Baptism symbolizes conversion.
We cannot escape the observation that
all of the biblical examples of baptism,
both by John and by the apostles,
involved active adult converts (224).
Even in the case of household
baptisms, which presumably included
children, the event that precipitated
the sacrament was the conversion
of the family head to Christianity
(Acts 16:15; 1 Cor. 1:16). Hence, the
Reformed church’s predominant form
of baptism—namely, of infants born
into already-believing households—is
something of which we have no direct
scriptural examples.
Kuyper does not make this argument
as a credobaptist. Rather, he calls for a
better articulation of the distinction in
function and form between adult and
infant baptism. Whereas adult baptism
emphasizes conversion (after the will
has already been activated), infant
baptism emphasizes being born again
(prior to any active choice on the part
of the child). These instances highlight
different facets of the same scriptural
truth. So the Reformed church ought
to maintain distinct liturgical forms
for three different categories of
baptism: new adult converts; infants of
believers; and adult believers who were
raised in a Christian home but failed to
be baptized as infants (227).2
Like circumcision, infant baptism seals
children of believers as participants in
the covenant of grace. However, unlike
circumcision, infant baptism does not
privilege a particular nation or race as
the recipient of God’s favor (228). Even

Reformed churches may thoughtlessly
tie baptism to ethnic heritage or to
membership in a particular family.
This is a grave error with disastrous
consequences for evangelistic
proclamation.
Because of its covenantal implications,
infant baptism must take place in the
assembled congregation. Convert
baptism, although it too belongs in
worship, requires action only from the
baptizer and the person to be baptized
(225; Acts 8:36–38). However, since the
child is passive in infant baptism, the
parents and congregation must make
public vows to oversee his or her spiritual
instruction (229).3
This theological background prepares
Kuyper for some tedious excursions
into the baptismal furnishings and
customs of Dutch churches, from
which I will merely extract the
following principles: baptism should
occur in a place within the sanctuary
where the whole congregation can
see (231); the sermon on baptism
days should be kept short (233);
baptism should be conducted from
a font which remains fixed at the
front of the sanctuary, rather than a
removable bowl (234); and it should
be announced by the reading of
the appropriate liturgical form and
followed by a prayer of thanksgiving
(236–43).

The Lord’s Supper: Joining
Christ at the Table
As stated earlier, baptism is the gate
to the Lord’s Supper. In conversion
baptism, the new member should
immediately proceed to the Lord’s
Table. In infant baptism, a more
gradual transition must take place: “A
child is carried to the baptismal font
but later has to walk personally to
the Lord’s Table” (250). Historically,
this led to the practice of catechetical
instruction and a public profession
of faith before covenant children
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could be admitted to communion.
Kuyper urges greater attention to this
crucial period of transition through
Christian education in family, school,
and church. He warns that children
must not be pushed past their spiritual
maturity, yet he states, “Making
profession of faith early instead of
late strengthens the fellowship of the
church” (257). Profession of faith tests
the discernment and genuineness of
young members who wish to share in
the fellowship of the table.
The Lord’s Supper occurs at a table, not
an altar.
Kuyper identifies “the craving for the
altar” as a natural outgrowth of the
recognition of our unworthiness to
appear before God (265). The idea
of an altar satisfies our desire to
bring a sacrifice which will satisfy the
requirements of his holiness. Yet this
notion gradually shifted to the Roman
Catholic idea of the Mass, which
elevated the sacrament to become a
real re-crucifixion of the Lord Jesus
Christ.4 In response, the Reformers
rightly taught that Christ’s one true
sacrifice had already been offered.
Hence, the table replaced the altar. But
the Lord’s Supper is not merely a meal;
it remains a most holy sacrament in
which Christ truly feeds souls with his
broken body and shed blood (267).
The Lord’s Supper is a communal event.
Kuyper cites two passages where
Christ points to the ultimate
consummation of the Lord’s Supper:
the wedding feast around his table in
his kingdom (269; Matt. 26:29; Luke
22:29–30). The notion of the assembly
of believers is inescapable, even in the
present observation of this sacrament.
The Lord’s Supper is a feast, and you
cannot feast alone. In the sacrament,
Christ serves his people with a visible,
tangible foretaste of the fundamental
unity which they will share in the life
to come (269–70). Three implications
follow from this: the best way to
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observe the sacrament would be for
the congregation to come forward and
sit around the table together (268);5
those who are eligible to partake must
not be absent from the table, and
those who are ineligible must not be
admitted; and the person responsible
for supervising the table is the minister
of the Word and sacrament, who has
been entrusted with this task by way
of Christ’s command to the apostles
(271–75).
The Lord’s Supper ought to be observed
regularly.
How regularly, of course, is the tricky
question. Kuyper favors four to six
times per year, a typical frequency for
the Dutch churches of his time (277).
More important than determining
a congregation’s schedule of
observance, however, is the regularity
and readiness with which the individual
believer should approach the table.
Generally, believers should observe the
Lord’s Supper as often as it is offered,
without relying too much on their
current mood (278). Moreover, Kuyper
proposes that the sacrament should
occur in a worship service specially
formatted for that purpose, rather
than being appended to the end of a
regular preaching service (279–80).6
This further emphasizes the character
of a meal and allows all congregants
in a large church to be served within a
reasonable timeframe (281).

Church Ceremonies:
Honoring the Table
If the Lord’s Table is the central
element of Christian worship, how
do the other ceremonies of the
church affirm its centrality? Kuyper
addresses this question by devoting
the final chapters of his book to
excommunication and readmission,
ordination, and marriage.

Excommunication and readmission
are purifying and restorative practices
which honor the Lord’s Table
(289–99). Think of a misbehaving child
at a family meal who is temporarily
sent to his room. Such discipline
says: If your actions have hurt the
household, you may not participate
again in family fellowship until you
have repented. Restoration is not
discipline’s byproduct but rather
its goal. In the same way, church
discipline calls wandering church
members to self-examination with
the ultimate goal of restoration to full
fellowship.
The forms for excommunication and
readmission are formal declarations
of the officers of the church, in
submission to Christ and by his
authority. As such, their use should
coincide with the observance of the
Lord’s Supper. These ecclesiastical
actions must take place in corporate
worship because they concern the
entire assembly. Excommunication
and readmission should serve as
an impetus for prayer and selfexamination on the part of all.
Ordination to church office concerns
the preparation and administration of
the Lord’s Table
(300–311). It is Christ who, “through
the office of the minister, prepares his
table in the midst of the congregation”
(301). Because of the different
responsibilities that the various
ecclesiastical offices entail, the Dutch
Reformed liturgy maintains separate
forms for the ordination of ministers
and the ordination of office bearers.7
Kuyper warns against prejudices that
treat ministers as spiritually superior
to elders and elders as spiritually
superior to deacons, trends he traces
in the liturgical forms of his day.
Ordination is neither a sacrament nor
a human invention, but a real event in
which Christ commissions someone to
sacred service. As a liturgical activity,

it belongs in the context of a worship
service and is conducted under the
authority of the church council.
Marriage offers a foretaste of the
wedding supper of the Lamb
(312–15). As the Reformed church
has historically affirmed, marriage is
not a sacrament. Yet it does partially
resemble the sacraments insofar
as it presents a physical token of a
spiritual reality. Marriage, as Kuyper
elaborates, is both a civic and a
spiritual institution, for it confirms both
the legality of a wedding under the
law of the land and the permissibility
of two persons uniting in a spiritual
bond. So, although marriage is “a
family matter,” it is incomplete “until
it has been sanctioned and confirmed
in the church by the minister” (314).
Kuyper claims that the wedding should
constitute its own worship service:
“the congregation should have free
entrance to the service; the church
council should be represented; and
an offering designated for the poor
should be received” (315).8
In just such a way, marriage prefigures
the final reality to which the Lord’s
Supper ultimately points: the joyful
union of Jesus and his bride, the
church, forever. And by concluding
with a discussion of marriage, Kuyper
brings his entire discussion of liturgy
to a triumphant cadence. As we
participate in the weekly activities
of corporate worship, we learn how
to adorn ourselves as Christ’s bride.
God’s eternal plan to dwell with his
people forever is the promise of the
gospel, and the assembly of believers
opens a regular space and time for
us to encounter beautiful foretastes
of the things to come. Week by week,
the rhythmic patterns of corporate
worship teach us how to recognize
God’s voice, how to love and serve him
more deeply, and how to long for the
final revelation of the one true church,
united and victorious.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. How many adult baptisms or household baptisms have you witnessed? How
do they feel different liturgically from infant baptisms?
2. What encouraged you to take the step of publicly professing your faith? How
can we as church members encourage young people in this direction?
3. What visual cues in your sanctuary emphasize that the Lord’s Supper takes
place at a table rather than an altar?
4. How is the Lord’s Supper a foretaste of the wedding supper of the Lamb?
5. How can we modify our personal and communal observance of the sacrament
to savor this foretaste?
6. How does Kuyper’s discussion of liturgy focus our attention on the gospel?

1 Belgic Confession Article 33; Heidelberg
Catechism Lord’s Day 25, Q&A 66.
2 Note that only the first two kinds of
forms are included in Forms and Prayers
of the United Reformed Churches in North
America. However, two forms for household
or family baptism are also included, in
contrast to earlier editions of the Christian
Reformed Church Psalter Hymnal.
3 Both of these vows are present in the
forms for the baptism of infants in Forms
and Prayers of the United Reformed
Churches in North America.
4 Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 30, Q&A
80.
5 The typical practice in Kuyper’s day was
for Reformed churches to have congregants
sit at a row of tables at the front of the
church to receive the Lord’s Supper. This
required multiple seatings and took up
considerable time. Nevertheless, because
of the beautiful picture it provides, Kuyper
encourages churches to continue in such a
practice. He suggests offering numbers to
communicants at the beginning of worship
to indicate which seating they should attend
(270–71).

6 Kuyper proposes a general outline of such
a communion service: votum, reading of
the law, prayer for grace, Scripture reading,
song, and Apostles’ Creed, followed by
the reading of the form for communion
(283–88).
7 This reflects the “three-office” view of
church government rather than the “twooffice” view. See Alan D. Strange, “Do the
Minister and the Elder Hold the Same
Office?,” Ordained Servant Online (December
2013), https://opc.org/os.html?article_
id=393&issue_id=90. But Kuyper admits that
the three-office view is more of a historical
than a theological development (307).
8 Note that the Church Order of the United
Reformed Churches in North America
specifically requires baptism and public
profession of faith to occur in a corporate
worship service (Articles 41–43), whereas
it merely states that marriage is to occur
“under the regulation of the Consistory, with
the use of the appropriate liturgical form”
(Article 48). Whether this constitutes an
official worship service is left unanswered.

Mr. Michael R. Kearney
is a graduate student and research assistant in the Department
of Communication and Rhetorical Studies at Duquesne University
in Pittsburgh. He is a member of Covenant Fellowship Reformed
Presbyterian Church (RPCNA) in Wilkinsburg, PA.
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What Does It Mean to Be Reformed?
Education

O

ver the past year we have
been looking at some of the
distinctives of being a Reformed
believer. These distinctives are
rooted in the Scriptures, in history,
and in our practice. It is important
to evaluate our distinctives and
practices from time to time to make
sure that they are pleasing to the
Lord and rooted in his Word. I hope
this series of articles has helped
you do that. We have seen what it
means to be Reformed in terms of
the home, worship, the kingdom,
salvation, evangelism, and work.
Today we look at education.
Ironically, I am writing this at a
time where national governments
have turned every parent into a
homeschooling parent. With these
new joys and difficulties, people
might be reflecting on the role of
Christian education.1 What I hope
to lay out is the rationale behind
Christian education. But first, a bit of
history.
A Bit of History
Beginning around 1890, a shift
began to take place in the mind
of the Reformed believers in the
Netherlands. Prior to this, the
Christian schools were parochial
or church-run schools. In many
villages, where the church was
central to all activity, the elementary
school was connected to the church.
This began to be challenged,
especially in the mind of theologian
Dr. Abraham Kuyper. He began to
emphasize what he called “sphere
sovereignty.” This teaching focused
on the principle that each particular
sphere of life has its own authority.
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All of life is under the authority
of Christ, but each sphere has its
own unique authority. The church,
home, and school should all support
common truths, though each should
remain distinct in their own spheres.2
The fruit of this teaching is the
parent-governed elementary school.
This teaching of Kuyper was taken
by his followers to North America.
The followers of Kuyper found
themselves joining the Christian
Reformed Church (CRC), which
was more of a Dutch denomination
than the Reformed Church of
America (RCA), which had begun
in the early half of the seventeenth
century. Members of the RCA have
traditionally sent their children to
the public school, whereas members
of the CRC, and now the URCNA,
have emphasized the Christian
school.
In the early twentieth century, when
men like John Dewey (1859–1952)
emphasized the secular nature of
public education, many Reformed
believers were that much more
suspicious of public schools and
their philosophy of education. This
solidified them in their resolve
to seek to establish Christian day
schools wherever churches were
planted. As immigrants from the
Netherlands continued to arrive in
North America, they brought with
them their emphasis on parent-run
day schools.
Interestingly, where I pastor
in Canada, there are Catholic
schools and public schools that are
fully funded by the government.
Historically, the public schools have
been Protestant, and Catholic schools

Rev. Steve
Swets

were obviously Catholic; therefore,
this was written into the educational
charter in Canada. The Kuyperian
influence came to Canada as well,
and my children are recipients of that
in a parent-run day school.
Reasons for Christian
Education
The Sovereignty of God
God created the heavens and the
earth and all that is in them. As the
Creator, he has cared for what he
created. His hand of providence
guides all that comes to pass.
Through redemptive history, we see
God leading and guiding his people
in grace. When God concluded the
creation, he saw that it was very
good. Man was the crown of his
creation. Man was the only creature
created in the image of God. It was
with Adam that God walked in
covenant fellowship and communion
in the garden.
As an image bearer of God, Adam
was to fill and subdue the earth.
He was to have dominion over the
rest of creation. How was he, and
his descendants, to do that? When
we study the Scriptures, we read in
Psalm 36:9, “In your light we see
light.” In Proverbs 1:7 we learn that
the fear of the Lord is the beginning
of wisdom. We begin to develop a
picture that understanding the world
around us happens in a far greater
and deeper way when one has bowed
the knee to God. God sanctifies the
minds of his people so that they
might exercise godly dominion in
this world.
The great astronomer Johannes
Kepler said regarding his work in

Even though
students might
not understand
the nuances of
the principle
of Reformed
education,
teachers must
understand this,
and it must be
their conviction
as well.

astronomy, “I was merely thinking
God’s thoughts after Him. Since
we astronomers are priests of
the highest God in regard to the
book of nature, it benefits us to be
thoughtful, not of the glory of our
minds, but rather, above all else,
of the glory of God.”3 For Kepler,
faith was seeking understanding.
Faith in God moves the believer to
a deeper understanding of reality.
This has been emphasized in the
history of the church by men like
Augustine (354–430) and Anselm of
Canterbury (1033–1109).
These are some of the underlying
principles that must govern
education: a recognition of the
creator/creature distinction, the
dominion mandate of Genesis, faith
seeking understanding. This all falls
under God’s sovereignty. In each
area of the curriculum, this must be
emphasized. Connected to this is
Christ’s lordship.
Christ’s Lordship
The Lord Jesus Christ has been given
all authority in heaven and on earth

(Matt. 28:18). This emphasis upon
his lordship keeps the believer from
singling out certain areas of life in
which Christ is to be central (e.g., the
spiritual life). Proper education must
emphasize Christ’s lordship over
our minds and how we understand
economics, reality, and science.
Christ has lordship over our bodies,
and we are then to care for them.
Physical education is an important
area of the curriculum, along with
nutrition, regarding our own selfcare.

moral expectations laid upon anyone
with any real authority. If God is
not on the throne, then man is on
the throne. To teach ethics in light
of Darwinian naturalism is a fool’s
errand. It would become a subjective,
culturally irrelevant mess.

One can take the principle of Christ’s
lordship and apply it to each arena
or field of study.4 It is the role of the
teacher to impress upon the minds of
students how to apply this principle
in real world settings. They do this in
light of the Scriptures.

The covenant is an extremely
important concept when it comes to
Christian education. The primary
responsibility of the education of
children is given to parents. Neither
the state/government nor the school
is given the authority in Scripture to
educate children. This is the role of
the parents. The importance of the
covenant then is how parents view
and treat their children.

Imagine, for instance, trying to teach
ethics without using the Scriptures
and recognizing Christ’s relation to
the law, virtue, and vice. It seems like
it would be impossible. A secular
teacher could teach about the history
of ethics, but there could be no

Even though students might not
understand the nuances of the
principle of Reformed education,
teachers must understand this, and it
must be their conviction as well.
Covenant

Children are to be nurtured in the
covenant. Covenant children belong
to the Lord; he claims as much in
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their baptisms. God entrusts these
children to believing parents. It is
then the responsibility of parents
to guide and direct their children
so that they might rightly respond
to the covenant of grace. The
question might then arise, if it is the
responsibility of parents to teach
children the things of the Lord,
then shouldn’t all Christian parents
homeschool their children? Though
homeschooling is a valid form of
Christian education and one that
has become more popular in the last
twenty-five years, it is not the only
option for believing parents.
Believing parents who establish,
support, and govern Christian day
schools do so with the understanding
that teachers at Christian school
are in loco parentis (in the place of
parents). Parents do not pass off the
responsibility of the education of
their children to others. However,
they might use the school as an aid in
the education of their children. This
is why it is so extremely important
for parents to be intimately involved
in the life of the school. Not only
should they be board members, but
also they must support the teachers
in the classroom.

The church, home, and school should
all be saying the same thing. Each
sphere should support what the other
one is teaching. This three-legged
stool will lay a solid foundation for
children to grow up in the covenant
and then live as faithful kingdom
citizens.

distinguishes between the seed of
the woman (and those in him) and
the seed of the serpent. This spiritual
battle will not end until the Lord
Jesus Christ returns to pronounce the
final victory and put an end to the
fighting in the final judgment (Rev.
20).

The covenant relationship must
recognize the distinction between the
children of believers and the children
of unbelievers. Though they might
act very similar, it is only to covenant
children that covenant promises
are given. All children must told
that they must repent and believe
in Christ. Those in the covenant are
told that in the garden of Christian
nurture, speaking from within
the church, whereas the children
of unbelievers are told that as the
objects of evangelism. Taking God’s
Word seriously and understanding
the covenant will enable parents to
step up to their covenantal calling in
their involvement in the education of
their children.

In terms of education, the antithesis
recognizes the fact that there is no
neutrality. There are no bare facts.
All things have a context. Whether
it is in science or mathematics, the
answers to questions are still rooted
in a context. Both a public and a
Christian school can teach that two
plus two equals four. Both would be
correct. However, in the Christian
school only will the students be
taught that the reason why is because
math and order is a reflection of
God’s own perfect and ordered
nature. When God created space,
time, and matter, he did so perfectly
and consistently. How do we know
that in one hundred years from
now two plus two will still equal
four? Because God has ordered all
things when he created the laws of
logic. Cornelius Van Til puts it well
regarding the motivating factor of
education: “For the non-Christian,
this is faith in man himself, but for
the consistent Christian position
it is faith in the triune God of the
Scriptures.”5

Antithesis
The antithesis refers to the battle
taking place in the world around
us. It began in Genesis 3, and it
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In terms of the covenant and
antithesis, I have heard the argument
that often times the students at
Christian schools are no better
behaved than students at public
schools. I hope that this is not the
case, though I don’t disbelieve the
accusations at times. The reason I
wouldn’t pull my children out of
a Christian school and send them
to a public school is because the
principles of education are different.
I could list many other benefits that
are good, though not necessarily
principles of education (e.g., having
the same worldview of the other
parents whose children attend

the school; or of teachers who are
committed to honor the Lord’s Day).
These benefits help support the
principles by showing the fruit of a
consistent Christian worldview.
Calling
Calling, or vocation, plays a
prominent role in how we view our
work. As each Christian holds the
office of believer, each is called to
particular tasks in life. The calling of
students is to be a student. Education
is not simply a means to an end.
Students do not merely work their
way from grade to grade so that
some day they can graduate and then
find a job and make money for their
whole life. As a student, their job is
academic. They do not get paid for it,
but it is nonetheless their calling.
Parents and teachers ought to
impress this truth upon the students.
A student should not study for a
math test so that she can feel good
about her ability to answer all of the
questions correctly on a test. There is
more to it than that. She should try
her best because God calls her to love
him with her mind. He gives gifts
and abilities which are to be nurtured
and used in his kingdom.
For instance, I have a daughter who
is very much like me. She has a
tendency to rush through her work.
We have to remind her to slow down,
double check her work, to make sure
she is doing her best (and not just her

fastest). When I say these things to
her, it reminds me of my childhood.
I always wanted to be the first one
done. So, why am I repeating to her
what my parents told me? Because
God wants us to do our best. He
wants us to hone our skills that he
has blessed us with. He wants us
to work hard in order to bring him
glory. At the end of the day (or of the
test) we can say, “Thank you, Lord,
for your guiding hand.” This is our
calling.
Conclusion
We have a treasure in our Christian
schools. Let us thank God for that.
Many of our schools have given
up their Reformed emphasis,
and this should be lamented. In
seeking greater enrollment, the
lowest common denominator of
Christianity oftentimes wins out.
Let us hold fast to the principles
of Reformed Christian education,
whether in the home or in the day
school. Soli Deo gloria.

understanding of what it means to
live as sanctified Christian in this
world, applying the Word of God to
all of our lives. May God move each
of us to greater devotion to him.
1 When I refer to Christian education, I am
referring to the parent-governed Christian
day school or to Christians who homeschool
their children.
2 A number of secondary sources go into
further detail on this subject. See T. Van Der
Kooy, The Distinctives of a Christian School
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1925), or N. H.
Beversluis, Christian Philosophy of Education
(Grand Rapids: National Union of Christian
Schools, 1971).
3 “Thinking God’s Thoughts, “May 23, 2014,
Faith Seeking Understanding,” https://faithseeking-understanding.org/tag/thinkinggods-thoughts-after-him/. This emphasis
was later taken up by Dr. Cornelius Van Til.
A helpful study on this subject is Cornelius
Van Til, Essays on Christian Education
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1971).
4 To see how this applies on a larger scale,
see Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism
(Grand Rapids: Associated Publishers and
Authors, n.d.).
5 Van Til, Essays on Christian Education, 82.

A Closing Remark
In writing these articles, I wanted to
avoid pride and self congratulation
for our churches. I wrote these with
the prayer that we might grow in
our devotion to the Lord and his
Word. I understand that there are
Reformed and Presbyterian believers
who would hold slightly different
opinions. That is okay. What I
sought to lay out is the historic
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To Be Perfect

T

Mrs.
Annemarieke
Ryskamp

he documentary Free Solo
is about rock climber Alex
Honnold, who climbs the 3,200foot sheer granite face of El Capitan
in Yosemite National Park without
any ropes. And he lived to tell it.
Why would anyone do something
so difficult and dangerous? In an
interview he said, “If you’re seeking
perfection, free soloing is as close as
you can get. And it does feel good to
feel perfect, for a brief moment.”

These are high numbers, and what
makes it worse is that a majority of
the teens also think that there is not
enough attention for their problems.
The adults in general seem to ignore
them.

More and more teenagers and young
adults feel the pressure to be perfect.
Mounting pressures lead to stress
and anxiety. This article wants to
touch the surface of why that is,
and how a godly view of perfection
can help young people to be rightly
perfect as their heavenly Father is
perfect (Matt. 5:48).

Parental pressure that expresses
itself in helicopter parenting. The
parent(s) are always hovering over
their child, in order to make sure
the child achieves what usually is
the ambition of the parent. There is
pressure on the child to be distinctive
(stand out from the crowd), or to be
overly competitive. The goal usually
is that the child goes to an excellent
college and will achieve economic
success in life.

Statistics
In a Pew research survey of US teens
ages thirteen to seventeen, conducted
September 17 to November 25, 2018,
on the top of the list of problems
that teens see among their peers
are anxiety and depression. Seventy
percent saw it as a major problem
and 26 percent as a minor problem.
Another survey, conducted in June
2020 by 4-h, finds that seven in ten
teens are struggling with mental
health issues. More than half of those
surveyed shared that the pandemic
has increased their feelings of
loneliness, with 64 percent believing
it will have a lasting impact on their
mental health. According to the
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), more than one
quarter of young adults in the United
States contemplated committing
suicide during June 2020.
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Roots of Pressure to Be
Perfect
There are several broad fields of
reasons why the pressures are
increasing.

A second source of pressure is living
on social media. The pressure is to
keep up a perfect profile and to come
across as somebody perfect by the
peers’ standard. Also well known is
the bullying that can take place. This
is being exacerbated by the fact that
the child is never separated from it.
It used to be that you went home
and left school behind and with it
all its problems. Now you take all
the problems home with you, and it
continues without ever letting off.
The students who want to go to
college have another set of pressures
that have increased over the past
ten to twenty years. The families are
more cost-conscious, and although
conquering the SAT is less of an
issue, the problem is more to get

the students to think about what
they want in life. Students are more
rudderless than ever before, says
one counselor. Without much help
they can’t clarify their thoughts and
then get overwhelmed by the college
search. The expectation is that the
kids architect their own values in
order to set some goals or values for
themselves. This is an impossible task
for an eighteen-year-old, unless they
were at an early age already pointed
to “the Way, the Truth and the Life.”
Another source of pressure is that
they need to have a high school
experience that looks attractive to
college admissions officers. This
means that already in ninth grade
the student needs to start working
on such a positive high school
experience. That’s at a time when
boys especially are not ready for this
kind of seriousness. Maybe that’s
one of the reasons there are more
girls applying for college and being
admitted.
This high-pressure mentality is
leading to a lot of anxiety, not only
for Ivy League schools anymore, but
even for community colleges. This
is why college counseling has grown
rapidly over the last twenty years.
Societal pressures are becoming
all-compassing. The student or
child needs to stay healthy mentally
even when the family structure is
falling apart (divorce), or frightening
news abounds about a pandemic,
or climate change, or racism, or
gender issues. The brainwashing
in the public school system should
not be underestimated. It starts in
kindergarten and can create a lot of
anxiety in children, and even more
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About social media.
In a very good article
with the title “What
Happens If You Stop
Being Bored?,” Justin
Poythress tells us that
the average human
attention span has fallen
from twelve seconds
in the year 2000 down
to eight seconds. Also,
teenagers on average
are consuming around
eight hours of media per
day. Despite all the bad
consequences, it doesn’t
look like we will cut
down on screen time
anytime soon.
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Although Christians
have put in a lot of
effort, our work is
needed more than
ever. If we have a better
understanding of the
dynamics going on
around our youth, all
of us will be better
equipped to do our
parts in helping a next
generation flourish
instead of becoming
ever more anxious. So
here are some thoughts.
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stress when it conflicts
with the faith learned at
home.

–Phil 3:14 ESV

imagined celebrity. Everything revolves around you in this digital world. We can be perfect
in this world. Clearly this has all the traits of an idol, and the idol is self. There is no time
left to think or pray to God.
When you force yourself to sit in your boredom, you realize that the world continues to
go by. You have to reckon with the scads of people who don’t know you and who don’t
care about you. This opens the door to contemplate the beautiful “otherness” of the world
outside. And that there is still a Being who is intimately interested in your well-being.

One of the great losses
of the social media age
is boredom. What have
we lost if we are never
bored anymore?

Also, we lose the time to be creative. When bored, we need to come up with an idea of our
own. This needs to start at a young age, so the flexible brain can expand with creative ideas.
Some children are more creative than others, but when playing together, they can learn
from each other and develop in a positive way. At a later stage they will be better equipped
to think about their future.

First, we’ve lost humility.
When you immerse
yourself in a world of
apps and entertainment
that are all tailor-made
around you, it turns you
into a demi-god. At the
least, it makes you an

Being bored opens the door to the rest of the world: nature, animals, heavens, and the God
who created all that. If you never look up from your screen, you are not aware of the nondigital world. The same is true for the other people in your life, who may not live in your
digital world but who surround you anyway. You miss out on life experience and getting to
know people, which will likely increase your anxiety if you have to deal with new things.
Boredom opens the door for us to contemplate rather than consume; to reflect instead of
rushing. So take your (grand)children out, let them play, show them the beautiful world,
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and tell them that God created it
all. Also, set a good example by
not always looking at your phone
yourself.

thought. It is not up to you to achieve
perfection, because you will be
perfect in his eyes when God looks at
you in his Son.

About human nature. A major
reason why anxiety and depression
have increased so much in our young
people is the loss of the right vision
for human nature. Ever since the
Enlightenment in the eighteenth
century, humanity has tried to
sideline God. By now we are left
with a very thin layer of reality in
which God plays no role, humans
know everything, and nature,
including humanity, is just a big
cosmic coincidence. Hence the idea
that human nature can be improved
by humans themselves, if only they
support the correct political system.
Our rights don’t come from our
Creator but are given to us by man.
Our main focus point is ourselves
and/or our idols such as sports or
entertainment.

About talking with young people
about perfection. We Christians
have a great responsibility to teach
anyone who comes near to us the
right way of thinking. The right view
on human nature is that we are to
serve and love the God of creation
and his son who loved us so much
that he was willing to sacrifice
himself for us. Our goal should be to
teach the younger generation to live
according to the following, as Paul
says in Philippians 3:12–15 (English
Standard Version): “Not that I have
already obtained this or am already
perfect, but I press on to make it my
own, because Christ Jesus has made
me his own. . . . I press on toward
the goal for the prize of the upward
call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those
of us who are mature think this
way, and if in anything you think
otherwise, God will reveal that also
to you.”

These idols ultimately are going to
crush you, and you are left in mental
disarray. The values, the morality,
the feelings, are all fake by definition
and exist only to provide an image of
yourself for the outside world. That’s
why a student counselor can say, “A
lot of the students are like a house
of cards, and you pull out one card,
and the whole house falls down.”
That’s why real perfection is never
achieved and is a fleeting emotion,
like the solo climber in the beginning
described.
Here we can bring comfort by
explaining the biblical view of
human nature. An important point
is that we are all sinful by nature, and
therefore we will always fall short of
perfection. God is aware of it: For he
knows our frame; he remembers that
we are dust (Ps. 103:14). We don’t
have to strive for perfection where
God is involved. God knows you
even better than you know yourself
(Ps. 139), and that is a comforting

The Outlook | 28

We can lessen the anxiety and
depression of youngsters by pointing
out the flaws in their thinking (like
how flimsy the evolution theory is),
by referring to our life experience
(like how old the climate scare is)
and referring to our faith in an
almighty God, who will take care of
every individual because he loves
you.
We need to understand and teach
that we are responsible people. We do
have the capability to effect changes
in the world. We also need to accept
our weakness and vulnerability,
and courageously take our suffering
upon us, and then work to change
our world, obeying the command of
Jesus repeated in all four Gospels: If
anyone would come after me, let him
deny himself and take up his cross
and follow me (Matt.16:24). Jesus
said that in doing this, we would find
his yoke easy and his burden light,

and he promised that we would “find
rest for your souls.” This is the way
out of the stress and into the light—
fearing God rather than man (Luke
12:4–5). “Stop regarding man in
whose nostrils is breath, for of what
account is he?” (Isa. 2:22).
At the same time, apart from Jesus,
no one is perfect. But God so loved
the world that he gave his one and
only Son to die for us (John 3:16).
Therefore God must love imperfect
people. God’s love for you is bigger
than your mistakes. You don’t have
to be perfect, not even for a fleeting
moment, but know that God, when
he looks at you in his Son Jesus, will
see you as perfect anyway.
Credit goes to my son Sam. From his
extensive work with young people
came his idea for this article, and
he provided me with most of the
sources.
Anthony Hennen. “Across Colleges of All
Types, Student Anxiety Is a Growing Issue.”
www.jamesgmartin.center.
Justin Poythress. “What Happens If You Stop
Being Bored?” www.reformation21.0rg.
“New Survey Finds 7 in 10 Teens Are
Struggling with Mental Health,” June 17,
2020. 4-h.org
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Themes in Works, Salvation, and the
James: Tongue

W

e come to that part of
James’s epistle over
which a considerable amount
of ink has been spilt. In fact,
during the Reformation, there
was so much of a boggle over
his teaching here that Martin
Luther wanted to remove
James’s epistle from the
scriptural canon. James asks
his readers a question: Wasn’t
Abraham justified by works
when he offered up his son
Isaac on the altar (Jas. 2:21)?
He also asks, Wasn’t Rahab
the prostitute justified by
works when she received the
messengers and sent them out
by another way (Jas. 2:25)?
Taken in isolation, these verses
sound as though salvation
through our Lord Jesus
Christ is by works, and not
by faith. We need, however,
to look at the entire passage
in which this teaching occurs
to get a full understanding
of it. James repeats the Old
Testament teaching that
Abraham believed God and
that this was counted to him
as righteousness (Jas. 2:23).
But James emphasizes that
this belief in God was shown
in Abraham’s willingness
to tangibly obey God (Jas.
2:22). Otherwise, how is this
belief different from mere
intellectual assent to the
doctrines of Christianity, and
nothing more (Jas. 2:19)?
He writes, “You see that a
person is justified by works

WE ARE

SAVED BY

GRACE
ALONE
THROUGH

FAITH
ALONE
IN THE

FINISHED
WORK
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ALONE
........
BUT THE
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EXPRESSED OUT OF SUCH
CAN

CAN NEVER
BE ALONE.
ON THIS, THE

JESUS, THE
APOSTLE PAUL, AND
JAMES
LORD

AGREE

and not by faith alone” (Jas. 2:24,
English Standard Version). That
verse made Luther grind his
teeth. It seems to run counter
to almost all of the rest of the
New Testament, especially the
apostle Paul’s letters, where we
read repeatedly of the sovereign
grace of God working through
and past our unbelief so that
it expresses itself in our faith.
“While we were still sinners,
Christ died for us,” Paul wrote
(Rom. 5:8). That means, among
other things, that there could
be no prerequisite of works
whatsoever for salvation. Then
how could James say there is? He
doesn’t.
The key is when James writes
the following: “You see that
faith was active along with his
works, and faith was completed
by his works” (Jas. 2:22). This
is how Abraham showed
that he believed God. What
is James saying? Simply that
faith without works is dead.
Doesn’t Paul say the same
thing, although differently? Our
obedience is never the ground
of our salvation in Christ,
but our salvation in Christ,
expressed through our faith, is
the ground—in fact it must be
the ground—of our obedience.
Otherwise we have reason to
question whether we are saved
and have faith at all. Where
Paul is interested in showing
the groundlessness of works
for salvation, even though he
continually calls the church
to works keeping with their
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When we compare James and Paul, we have reason to marvel at
diversity in the unity of the faith, or if you prefer, unity of faith and
diversity of approach. As different as their approaches are, both begin
with faith and move toward works. Their approaches differ, but at
bottom their teaching is the same.

newfound faith, James is interested
in showing the groundlessness
of a professed faith that has no
accompanying works to show that
faith is there.
Audience Matters
Both letter writers are homed in on
their readerships. For James, writing
to Hebrew Christians with a legacy
of worshipping the one, true God, he
emphasizes the life-changing nature
of true faith. They can’t continue
living as they had been, with the
same behaviors and attitudes. This,
after all, is a major theme of James.
And with this the Lord Jesus concurs,
when he says that ye shall know
them—that is, Christians—by their
fruit (Matt. 7:20). If this is so, then
it’s no wonder that James is calling
for this fruit from among his Hebrew
Christian readers, as Paul does
from among his Gentile Christian
readers—after Paul explains salvation
by the sovereign grace of God
expressed through faith in Jesus
Christ.
Abraham was not sinless. His lying
to Abimelech and his running ahead
of God to try to implement God’s
promise on his own terms by going
in to Hagar show that. Likewise,
Rahab’s job description before
meeting the Hebrew spies obviously
shows her not to be sinless. James
earlier writes that one, single sin
is enough to disqualify someone
from the kingdom of God, and
yet Abraham and Rahab are held
up as exemplars of both faith and
works. So we know salvation is not
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by works. If it were, Abraham and
Rahab would be disqualified. And
yet salvation without works isn’t a
possibility either, as both Abraham
and Rahab also show in their
obedience to God. That’s what James
is saying.
We are saved by grace alone through
faith alone in the finished work of
our Lord Jesus Christ alone, but the
faith expressed out of such grace can
never be alone. On this, the Lord
Jesus, the apostle Paul, and James
agree. When we compare James and
Paul, we have reason to marvel at
diversity in the unity of the faith,
or if you prefer, unity of faith and
diversity of approach. As different as
their approaches are, both begin with
faith and move toward works. Their
approaches differ, but at bottom their
teaching is the same.
Reading James in context shows that
he’s not a Christian teacher of works
as opposed to faith, but of works
because of faith. And though James’s
approach differs from the apostle
Paul’s—as his audience also does—
the teaching of both is the same.
The works-and-faith relationship in
James, especially when compared
with how it’s explained by Paul in
his letters, is considered by many
as the nexus of James’s epistle:
How faith and works work is an
important subject for anyone going
to the Scriptures to understand
God’s workings of salvation among
humankind. For James, however, his
focus seems to be less on doctrinal
teaching than on Christian behavior,
which, we’ll see, is not separate from
doctrinal teaching, but a result of it.

James and the Tongue
As we’d already seen, James is
concerned with these first-century
Christians’ behavior—their anger,
their boasting, their rampant
wickedness (as he names it), their
partiality and love of money and
position, and later, their selfish
ambition, bitter jealousy, and
worldliness. What do all of these
have in common? They show
themselves via speech or the tongue.
The Proverbs largely co-relate moral
foolishness with an unbridled
tongue, teaching even that the use
of our tongues leads to our lot in life
(Prov. 13:3). James’s audience would
have been familiar with this teaching
in the Proverbs.
The Lord Jesus said that out of the
fullness of the heart, the mouth
speaks (Luke 6:45). What we say,
about whom or what, and even
how we say it reveals where our
hearts are. This has always been
the case, but it seems all the more
pointed today when publicly and in
an age of split-second media, we’re
instantly dropped into the drama of
a culture of complaint—now even
of violence—exercising a rhetoric of
grievance or hate, and are expected
to join in. Fingers always point,
blame and accusations fly, and the
volley’s returned—on and on it goes,
a cycle of spewed invective.
There is a place for critical inquiry
and analysis that takes in the whole
picture of a society and its history,
instead of only pieces that seem to

advance a particular political agenda.
And we need to affirm always what
the world seems to increasingly
deny: that we are fallen creatures in a
fallen world in need of rescue. That’s
why Jesus came. We do not have in
ourselves what it takes to right the
world. And because we don’t, if we
try to right it based on our own sense
of self-righteousness, we’re assured
not only of failure but also of causing
even more damage.
There is also a place for judicial acts
based on law and right judgment.
This is what government is for, and
if the basis for right judgment is the
law of God, that will only benefit a
society. To want to throw off God’s
law as a restraint since it only gets
in the way of people having more
freedom is among the greatest of
lies perpetrated today. It’s to call evil
good, and good evil. Observance of
God’s law leads to order, peace, and
social righteousness; throwing it off
doesn’t lead to freedom, but slavery,

chaos, strife, and social wickedness—
for which there’s ample proof.
What about Us?
Are we then to remain silent for fear
of joining in the culture of complaint
or adding our words to the rhetoric
of grievance and hate? Regardless
of the side from which invective
flies, it’s the Word of God that’s
the standard for righteousness and
judgment, not only of the content
of what’s purveyed, but how it’s
purveyed as well. And yet, even with
this, we must be careful with our
declarations atop our high horse,
which is as susceptible to stumbling
and tripping, and throwing us out
of the saddle, as those we so easily
and popularly declaim. A rush to
judgment is no better than sitting on
the sidelines and remaining silent,
making no judgment when we’re
called upon to do so.

James teaches us much about the
tongue, which I’ll consider in greater
detail in future articles. Meanwhile,
think of the opposite of some of the
bad-mouthed habits he calls out:
instead of anger, peaceableness and
prayer; instead of boasting, honest
commendation of others; instead
of partiality, love without cultural
boundaries; instead of love of money,
generosity, mercy, and trust in God’s
provision. Instead of jockeying
for position, trusting God, and
becoming last in order to be first,
even like Christ.

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.
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The Ultimate Act
of Jealousy

Of necessity, we had also refreshed our understanding of
jealousy. Our culture continues to confuse jealousy with envy
and thus considers jealousy to be a horrible sin. Shakespearean
plays often cite jealousy as the prelude to tragedy, disaster, and
death. Reading through the early church fathers, I encountered
Clement of Rome (ca. AD 96), who claimed that Adam and
Eve “conceived an unrighteous and ungodly jealousy, through
which also death entered the world.”1 Clement found jealousy
to be a cardinal sin and the primary contributor to the fall.
That mentality is still present and prevalent today.

conveys a sense of passionate
emotion, of belonging, of
powerful possession...

Against such a background,
it may seem strange and
even misguided to claim that
Christ’s death on the cross is
an ultimate act of jealousy.
Most pastors and theologians
would much prefer that we

describe the crucifixion as an
ultimate act of love. I would not
quarrel with such a statement,
but I would want to insist that
Jealousy is a more powerful,
more emotive word than is love.
Love conveys a sense of approval,
of kindness, of affection. Love
demonstrates a feeling of doing
something because you meet my
approval standards. By contrast,
Jealousy conveys a sense of
passionate emotion, of belonging,
of powerful possession, of intense
desire to protect a personal
belonging. Jealousy conveys a
sense of willingness to die for you
because you are mine. I cannot
and will not lose you. I do not
approve of what you are doing.
In fact, what you are doing and
continue to do is evil. I know
that you cannot save yourself;

BY CONTRAST

n the previous article we made the argument that the
primary reason why God sent his own Son to earth was to
“preach repentance.” We argued there that “primary” referred
to sequence or timing, but not to significance. We intimated
then that Christ’s offering himself on the cross was of greater
significance that was his preaching repentance. Without the
death on the cross there could be no salvation from sin. Jesus
Christ had to die and be raised again in order to save his
chosen people from their sins.

JEAL USY
O

I

What bothers me is that some
of our leading theologians
seem to have no awareness of
or appreciation for the fact that
God tells us that his name is
Jealous. Books on systematic
theology or on homiletics
should at least make mention
of this important concept. It
is almost as though the word
jealousy is a dirty word that
should never cross their lips or
escape from their computers.
However, what the Bible
emphasizes we should not
ignore.

Jealousy is a more powerful, more
emotive word than is love. Love
conveys a sense of approval,
of kindness, of affection. Love
demonstrates a feeling of doing
something because you meet my
approval standards.

Dr. Norman
De Jong
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therefore, I will be crucified as the
only way to save you. I will be your
substitute. I will take your place.
There is no other way. I love you so
much. I will go the ultimate mile
because you belong to me!
Jesus and his disciples preached
repentance faithfully. Some folks did
pretend to repent, sometimes as the
easiest route to free fish or a loaf of
bread, sometimes as a cure for an
illness or injury. On Palm Sunday
they lined the road into Jerusalem
because they hoped for an overthrow
of Rome. But four days later, they
chanted, “Crucify him! Crucify him!”
outside of Pilate’s court. In the face of
such orchestrated hostility, Jesus said,
in effect, “You are still my people. I
am still your God.” Even though you
want to see me hang on this cursed
tree, I will voluntarily choose to die
for you. I choose to save you from
your horrible, twisted, distorted
selves. You cannot save yourselves.

We need to ponder the question:
Why did these chosen people, so
loved by God, not repent? Why
would they not respond positively to
Jesus’ most poignant message? Why
not say, “I am truly sorry. I beg your
forgiveness”?
Simply put, they did not want to
repent. They loved what they loved.
The story of Rachel comes to mind.
When Jacob decides to move back
to Canaan, Rachel steals her father
Laban’s idols. She hides them in
her saddle bag and then prevents
detection by fabricating a clever
lie (see Gen. 31:32–35). The same
kind of attitude is displayed by the
Jews who were left in Jerusalem
after the first invasion by King
Nebuchadnezzar. For generations,
God had warned his people about
his brooding anger against idolatry.
Nebuchadnezzar came with powerful
destruction as God’s punishing
agent, but the remnant continued
to worship a variety of idols, many

within the temple itself (see Ezek.
8:1–18).
For most of the seventy years of the
Babylonian captivity, God’s special
people continued in a variety of
sins. God had promised to bring
them back to Jerusalem after those
seventy years, but he would not take
them back in their sinful, rebellious
condition. To take them back without
their having repented would be a
disgrace to his holy name. For the
sake of his holy name (Ezek. 36:20–
23). God the Holy Spirit promises, “I
will give you a new heart, and a new
spirit I will put within you. And I will
remove the heart of stone from your
flesh and give you a heart of flesh.
And I will put my Spirit within you
and cause you to walk in my statutes”
(Ezek. 36:26–27, English Standard
Version).
In a very real sense, human beings,
in and of themselves, cannot

TELL HIS WONDERS

a new series of beautifully illustrated Bible story books for ages 7–10
written by Nathan J. Langerak
illustrated by Michael Welply
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repent. Paul makes that point clear
in his letter to the Ephesians. He
reminds them, “You were dead in
the trespasses and sins in which you
once walked. . . . For by grace you
have been saved through faith. And
this is not your own doing. It is the
gift of God, not a result of works, so
that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:1,
8–9). That same inability to repent
is powerfully illustrated in the story
of Pentecost. Without waiting for
the apostle Peter to issue a call for
repentance, the Holy Spirit goes to
work, filling thousands of listeners
with that same Holy Spirit and
making them receptive to the gospel.
Peter follows that amazing event with
a sterling call for repentance (Acts
2:38), “so those who received his
word were baptized, and there were
added that day about three thousand
souls” (Acts 2:41). The Holy Spirit’s
power and presence guaranteed that
there would be repentance.
When we scan the book of
Revelation, we see repeated calls
for repentance. Jesus Christ comes
to five of the seven churches with
clarion calls for repentance. Only
Smyrna and Philadelphia are spared
that sharp rebuke for their sins.
When the seven angels poured out
the seven bowls of the wrath of God,
the recipients of those warnings
“cursed the name of God who had
the power over these plagues. They
did not repent” (Rev. 16:9). That is
followed by people who “gnawed
their tongues in anguish and cursed
the God of heaven for their pain
and sores. They did not repent of
their deeds” (Rev. 16:10–11), That
mentality, displayed so graphically
in the book of Revelation is acutely
prevalent in our society today. It is
not uncommon to hear men and
women and children cursing God

when difficulties come into their
lives. That does not represent passive
behavior, but willfulness. They are
consciously, deliberately displaying
their hatred for God, for his law, and
for his people.
The Larger Catechism articulates this
doctrine so pointedly when it asks,
Q. 27. What misery did the fall bring
upon mankind?
A. The fall brought upon mankind
the loss of communion with God, his
displeasure and curse; so as we are
by nature children of wrath, bond
slaves to Satan, and justly liable to all
punishments in this world, and that
which is to come.
The Heidelberg Catechism asks a
similar but shorter question:
Q. 8. But are we so corrupt that we
are totally unable to do any good and
inclined to all evil?
A. Yes, unless we are born again by
the Spirit of God.
The point is simple and precise: We
do not have a free will. We cannot
save ourselves. We cannot repent.
Apart from the grace of God, we
will suffer eternal death in hell.
God himself has to intervene. Jesus
Christ does not scan the crowds
of humanity and pick out the
ones who had chosen to believe.
He does not embrace the idea
of divine foreknowledge, as did
the followers of Jacob Arminius.
Quite the contrary. At the time of
the crucifixion, Jesus Christ was
surrounded by “church people” who
were demanding his crucifixion
because he had supposedly
committed blasphemy. Against that
display of hatred and anger, the
Lord marched steadily up that hill.

His people were not pretty. They
were vicious and ugly. They spewed
hatred. But they were his people.
He had promised his Father that
he would suffer and die in order to
save them. His death was motivated
by intense jealousy. He had to die
because they would not and could
not repent. They were his people.
But where does that leave us?
Do we marvel at his love and do
nothing? Do we conclude that there
is no point to preaching repentance
because of an impossibility of
getting results? That should never
be our response. We are called to
be God’s ambassadors. We, like
the apostles, are called to preach
repentance. We need to confront sin
and rebelliousness, no matter where
or when it occurs. We, especially
as parents and as pastors need
to confront sin even when such
confrontation brings rebuttal and
persecution.
If we preach repentance, do not
expect praise and adoration. Quite
the opposite. Expect resistance
and hostility. Expect rebuttal
and persecution. Do it because
repentance is a necessary precursor
to salvation. Without repentance,
there is no salvation. Do it because
you love your neighbor. Do it
because God loves you.
1 David L. Smith, With Willful Intent: A
Theology of Sin (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books,
1994), 20–21.

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

For this reason Reformed Fellowship
asked Mr. Gaylord Haan and Rev.
Jerome Julien to edit and revise
Rev. Henry Vander Kam’s Bible study
book, which they did in an excellent
way.
The title The Unknown Hour is
derived from Jesus’ words in
Matthew 24:36, where he discusses
his return and when that will be: “But
concerning that day and hour no
one knows, not even the angels of
heaven, nor the Son, but the Father
only,” and his subsequent warning:
“Watch therefore, for you know
neither the day nor the hour” (Matt.
25:13).

The Unknown Hour: Biblical Signs,
Warnings, Hope, and Peace, edited
by Gaylord Haan and Jerome Julien.
Grand Rapids: Reformed Fellowship,
2020. Paperback. 201 pages. $18.95.
In Matthew 16:2–3 (English Standard
Version) Jesus had this to say: “When
it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair
weather, for the sky is red.’ And in
the morning, ‘It will be stormy today,
for the sky is red and threatening.’
You know how to interpret the
appearance of the sky, but you
cannot interpret the signs of the
times.”
Jesus was speaking to the Pharisees
and Sadducees and called them
“an evil and adulterous generation,”
so we don’t want to belong to that
group of people. It is therefore our
responsibility to prepare ourselves
for Christ’s return by searching
the Scriptures to interpret and
understand the signs of our times.

The Outlook | 36

The book has twenty-seven chapters
dealing with the signs of the times,
all short and to the point. Each
study starts with Scripture readings,
followed by a couple of pages of
introduction and explanation. Then
more Scripture passages follow
with well thought-through questions
and finally a few thought-provoking
discussion points.

studies can be done individually or
in a group. I think this book is best
suited for group study, because of
the excellent discussion questions
and for help with the occasional
confusing question. There is no
answer key, because the purpose of
the book is to draw us into the Word
in order for the Holy Spirit to give us
the insights in what we should know.
In our turbulent times a Bible study
like this is more needed than ever,
and there could not be one better
and more timely than this superb
book.
Review by Mrs. Annemarieke
Ryskamp. She attends Dutton United
Reformed Church, MI.
............................................................

The time of Christ’s return has been
the object of much speculation ever
since his ascension. However, we
cannot speculate with Scripture, and
the editors are successful in avoiding
just that. They let the Bible speak for
itself and devote the first two lessons
to the topic of (mis)interpretation.
The subtitle of the book tells us that
not only the signs and warnings of
the times are discussed, but also the
hope and peace that can be found
abundantly for the believer.
In the book the Bible studies are
followed by many useful charts,
maps, and explanations of terms.
This is a helpful reference as one
goes through the Bible studies. The

The Christian’s True Identity: What
It Means to Be in Christ, Jonathan
Landry Cruse. Grand Rapids:
Reformation Heritage Books, 2019.
155 pages. Paperback. $14.00.

Also available from Reformed
Fellowship, $10.99.
Who am I? This compelling question
not only nags at each of us but
also begins Jonathan Cruse’s The
Christian’s True Identity. For ages
people have been asking this
question, and it is a timely query
today when many in our culture tie
their whole identity to one aspect
of themselves (like their “sexual
orientation”) and even believe a
person can reshape everything about
themselves, including their sex.
The answer is found in God’s Word,
and The Christian’s True Identity
explores ten of the Bible’s “in Christ”
passages, showing that our union
with Christ is a fundamental anchor
for each of our distinct individual
identities.
Cruse’s book is therefore distinctly
theological, but, written by a pastor,
it is also immensely practical. For
example, noting that if we bind our
identity to something in flux, like
job performance or a relationship,
“we will find ourselves constantly
disoriented, lost, and unfulfilled” (6).
We put our sense of self on shifting
sand. By contrast, “By faith, the Holy
Spirit brings us into a union with
Jesus that is personal, real, vital
(life-giving), and unbreakable . . . In
Him we are kept secure and made
truly alive. This is the Christian’s true
identity. It is an identity that the world
cannot offer and with which the world
cannot compete” (11, 15). Cruse will
go on to develop this theme with
the reminder that “Jesus Christ is the
same yesterday, today, and forever”
(Heb. 13:8).
With clear and winsome style, Cruse
explains classic—and difficult—
doctrines, such as election and the
atonement simply. The Christian’s
True Identity brings out, for example,
the implications of adoption, that
neglected doctrine that is not only
legal but also relational. “Prayer,”
Cruse rightly points out, “is a direct

benefit of our adoption” (68).
Today, during the pandemic
lockdown and its aftershocks, as well
as recent protests related to George
Floyd’s death, Cruse’s observations
about community in the chapter “One
in Him” seem especially prescient.
After expressing our need to be
among the people of God, Cruse
asks, “Where would the church be if
it were all young people? How could
it function if it were made up of only
white-collar professionals? What kind
of message would we be preaching
if we all came from the same
background, social standing, and
cultural experiences? We wouldn’t
be preaching the gospel—that is for
sure” (89).
This work prompts further thought,
and I found it both spiritually
challenging and comforting. The
ending to “New in Him” hits home
with all of us: we are often too at
home in the “old creation” and do not
long for or appreciate “new creation.”
Likewise, I found the chapter
“Secure in Him” particularly rich and
encouraging. Our souls are secure in
Jesus, the Rock of our firm foundation,
who never changes, and who holds
onto us with a mighty grasp, even
when our grip on him falters.
One of the clear strengths of the
book is its biblical foundation.
Hardly a page goes by without a
Scripture reference. Cruse does not
seem interested in giving us mere
human wisdom, but instead, “thus
says the Lord.” This strengthens
his case and deters dissent. Hardly
anything in book can be seen to
be controversial, and Cruse cites
numerous exegetes and theologians
from history and the present day to
shed light on the subject matter. It is
always refreshing to be able to give
a book like this to someone and not
have to give any cautions.
This short book can be read in an
afternoon and should be engaged by
readers of all levels. My only criticism

is minor, stemming from what more
could have been said—I wish Cruse
had led us through more of the faulty
ways we identify ourselves and
the identity struggles particular to
today. Furthermore, how does our
union with Christ affect our distinct
gifts, personalities, and vocations?
Perhaps, however, this is one of the
marks of a good book—it prompts
readers to ask further questions and
helps to formulate them.
Cruse has pinpointed one of the
pressing issues of our day, identity,
and provided much food for thought
and nourishment for the soul from
the Word of God. Pastor Cruse has
built a trust with his solid exposition
here, and readers will be looking for
more from his pen. Anticipating more
good work from Cruse, pick up The
Christian’s True Identity.
Review by Rev. Andrew J.
Miller, pastor of Bethel Reformed
Presbyterian Church (OPC) in
Fredericksburg, VA.
............................................................

Little Lights series. Catherine
Mackenzie. Fearn, Ross-shire,
Scotland: Christian Focus
Publications, 2016. Hardbound.
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$37.99 (each set; price varies by
vendor).
My children and I love to read books.
So when I heard about a Christian
biography series for young children,
I was immediately interested.
Catherine Mackenzie has done an
excellent job with the Little Lights
series. Box set 1 includes books
about Amy Carmichael, Hudson
Taylor, Corrie ten Boom, George
Muller, and Helen Roseveare. Box set
2 includes David Livingstone, John
Calvin, Martin Luther, Eric Liddell, and
Mary Slessor. Our family has several
criteria for what qualifies as a good
book that we will recommend to
others. The Little Lights series meets
all of these criteria.
The books are simple, yet engaging.
These twenty-two-page books are
short enough to keep my two-anda-half-year old interested, and yet
long enough and interesting enough
that I don’t get bored reading them
multiple times.
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The illustrations are appropriate and
realistic. I can’t stand illustrations,
especially in biographies, that are
cartoonish and unrealistic. The
illustrations in Little Lights are pretty
and engaging. Each spread of two
pages includes an illustration under
the main text, and then the opposite
page has a full-page illustration and a
simple line of text summarizing what
the opposite page was about.
The gospel is clearly presented.
Each book has a good summary of
the gospel, although not all aspects
are included in each book, as well
as an important aspect of how it
was acted upon by the hero of the
story. Simple and age-appropriate,
the stories are also powerful. Helen
Roseveare marvels at God supplying
a hot water bottle (to the middle of
Africa) on the day she needed it to
keep a newborn baby alive. David
Livingstone knows that God is with
him even through death, so he is

not afraid of lions and the other
dangers he faced. Amy Carmichael
sees how God not answering her
prayer for blue eyes was equipping
her for saving Indian babies. Mary
Slessor’s bravery enables her to hit
a hippopotamus on the head with a
frying pan, as well as charge straight
into battle lines to stop a war from
starting.
My children ask me to read these
books again and again. I allow my
children to be the judges of almost
every book we read. When they
bring these books to me on their own
accord, I know that they’re worth
recommending. The target audience
is ages four to seven, but I think
these books would be a wonderful
starting point for an older audience
as well.
Reviewed by Mrs. Vanessa Le.

She is a member of Orlando Reformed
Presbyterian Church in Orlando, FL.

Mark S. Hoekstra, President
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Reflection&Appreciation

The year 2020 is coming to an end, an unusual
year that we no doubt will all remember.
Reformed Fellowship too endured its own
difficulties. There were canceled board
meetings due to the pandemic, also affecting
the chairman, while some meetings were held
by Zoom, and The Outlook editor suffered
a debilitating back injury. Through all this,
The Outlook continued to come to you the
subscribers and readers around the world.
We here take some time to reflect and to give
thanks.
The success of The Outlook depends on the
subscribers. The Reformed Fellowship board
and staff greatly appreciate and are thankful
for every subscriber in a day when normally
periodical subscriptions are on a decline.

In order to produce a good publication it
is necessary to have writers. It is always
encouraging to have so many willing to write
articles that the readers enjoy and that are a
blessing to them. This is a great encouragement
to those of us at Reformed Fellowship.

Behind the scenes, appreciated is Linda
Triemstra Cook, who for a number of years
continues to do all the proofreading for
Reformed Fellowship. Also greatly appreciated
is Jeff Steenholdt, who for many years
continues to do a tremendous amount of work
in the production process, in graphics, layout,
and cover design, which is equally appreciated
by the readers.
Acknowledgment and appreciation continually
goes to the dedication and hard work of our
editor, Dan VanDyke. Finally, a thank you
for the sacrifice and diligence of a volunteer
board of directors who make all of these things
possible.
Above all, thanksgiving is given to God alone
to whose honor and glory these things are
done, in dependence on him as every issue is
produced. Thank you to all!
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