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Little things mean a lot. Have you 
been taught that by your parents? 
I hope you have. Little things like 
an encouraging word, an offering 
of congratulations, stepping out 
to help someone without being 
asked or noticed. If a family 
practices this, it’s generally a 
happy family. The same can be 
said of a neighborhood, even a 
society.

James refers to three little things 
that have a large-scale effect: a 
horse’s bridle, a ship’s rudder, and 
a small cooking fire—all images 
drawn from the common life of 
James’s day. They’re so common, 
in fact, that they’re easy to take 
for granted, and yet each has an 
enormous influence compared 
with its size; in most cases, each 
of these things isn’t even noticed 
and yet each can determine a 
significant outcome.

A horse’s bridle is a small piece 
of equipment compared with the 
size and strength of the animal 
it’s meant to direct. Imagine 
trying to get a horse to respond 
to take you in a certain direction 
without it. The same can be said 
of the rudder of a ship—it’s a 
tiny instrument, not even noticed 
since it’s below the water line. 
And yet, if the weather is calm 
or if it’s stormy, that little rudder 
guides the ship’s direction and 
so its ultimate destination. A 
small cooking fire serves several 
purposes in an encampment: by it 
campers cook, warm themselves, 

and are able to see. When the 
campers move on, the fire’s to 
be doused. But if it’s not doused 
thoroughly, we know what can 
happen: a forest fire.

Small things mean a lot. 
Sometimes we don’t consider 
small things important because 
they’re, well, small. But Christians 
know, or should know, the all-
encompassing nature of new life 
in Christ. There isn’t anything the 
Lord Jesus Christ doesn’t touch. 
This doesn’t mean we walk around 
with a list of rules strapped to 
our backs, but it does mean that 
if Christ gave himself for you 
on Calvary’s cross, taking your 
sins onto himself and enduring a 
suffering we can’t even begin to 
imagine in order to pay for those 
sins, then your whole life has been 
affected—from the smallest thing 
to the largest.

Mr. Gerry Wisz

THE TONGUE, LIKE THAT 
SMALL FIRE, CAN BRING 
LIGHT AND WARMTH, OR 
IF LEFT UNATTENDED AND 
UNCONTROLLED, CAN RAGE 
INTO A FIRE THAT DESTROYS 
ALL IN ITS PATH...

...HE DISCOVERED 
THAT IT WAS HIS 
HEART, NOT HIS 

TONGUE, THAT 
WAS CAUSING THE 

TROUBLE

Themes in James: 
The Tongue and How Little 
Things Mean a Lot 

Jan/Feb 2021 | 3



Tiny Yet Powerful
The tongue, James is saying, is a 
small thing when compared with 
the rest of us: Aren’t our hands 
and feet more important and more 
prominent? What about our brains? 
The tongue, like the horse’s bridle, 
guides the direction of the life. 
The tongue, like the ship’s rudder, 
isn’t even seen, and so is easy to 
miss as important, and yet it’s the 
chief determiner of whether the 
ship will make it to port or get lost. 
And it’s to be held steady and on 
course, regardless of the weather. 
The tongue, like that small fire, can 
bring light and warmth, or if left 
unattended and uncontrolled, can 
rage into a fire that destroys all in 
its path.

In each of these cases, we see that 
the tongue and the instruments it’s 
compared with—a horse’s bridle, a 
ship’s rudder, and a small cooking 
fire—has tremendous influence for 
either good or evil. But it doesn’t 
act alone or by itself: a rider pulls 
the horse’s bridle to the left or the 
right; a helmsman is at the rudder 
ensuring the ship is on course; the 
last camper thoroughly douses the 
cooking fire before joining his party 
hiking up the mountain. We are to 
take control of these instruments 
to ensure their good effect, and so 
it is with the tongue.

How to do that? To read James 
on this is to wonder if there is a 
solution, a foolproof one anyway. 
He tells his readers that man has 
been given dominion by God, his 
maker, and even in a fallen world, 
has been able to exercise that 
dominion: “every kind of beast and 
bird, of reptile and sea creature, 
can be tamed and has been tamed 
by mankind, but no human being 
can tame the tongue,” he writes. “It 
is a restless evil, a deadly poison” 
(James 3:7–8, English Standard 
Version).

Before coming to a solution, we 
need to recognize the symptoms 
to identify the disease, and James 
gives us these as well. Earlier, 
James writes of the double-minded 
man, someone who, because of this 
condition, should not expect God 
to answer his prayers. Here James 
refers to a double-mouthed man. 
A popular expression is talking out 
of both sides of one’s mouth. This 
person blesses God, and likely his 
friends, but curses others whether 
they are brethren or simply anyone 
else, who is made in the likeness 
of God. The inconsistency of this 
as a lifestyle, as a way of regularly 
behaving, is pointed out by James 
as an identity crisis. New wine in 
old wineskins. One must make up 
one’s mind whether one is a fig 
tree or a grapevine, whether a salt 
or fresh water pond.

One or the Other
Can both salt water and fresh 
water stream from the same 
source? James asks (3:11). Can a 
fig tree bear olives or a grapevine 
produce figs (3:12)? That’s not 
going to happen. James is referring 
to the use of the tongue: that it 
will show only what the source 
of its speech—the heart—is. Here 
he teaches nothing different 
from what the Lord Jesus does in 
Matthew 12 and Luke 6: It’s out of 
the abundance of the heart that 
the mouth speaks.

That’s what James is aiming for, 
the heart. He provides plenty of 
examples, bad ones, and then 
points his readers to where the 
problem resides, ultimately not 
with the tongue, but the heart. 
For good fruit to be produced in 
speech, it’s the heart that needs 
to change first. Then the speech 
will follow. Where the apostle Paul 
refers to the fruit of the Spirit and 
keeping in step with the Spirit so 
that we no longer live according to 
the promptings of the natural man 
or the flesh (Gal. 5:25), James—
steeped as he is in Old Testament 
wisdom literature—refers to 

wisdom and the meekness or 
gentleness of wisdom (3:13). But 
they are one and the same.

Meekness or gentleness here 
doesn’t necessarily mean being 
a wallflower or a doormat; it 
refers not just to the mannerism 
of behavior, but the motive for 
behavior that works itself out into 
mannerism. That’s why it leads 
to good works. The meekness of 
wisdom isn’t motivated out of 
fear, but love. It operates from 
the broadened landscape of 
God and neighbor rather than 
only the narrow place of the self. 
The meekness of wisdom isn’t 
expressed in silence either. David 
tried this in Psalm 39: afraid of the 
wrong or evil use of his tongue, 
he kept it tightly sealed inside 
his mouth. But that only made 
his heart burn within him. He 
discovered that it was his heart, 
not his tongue, that was causing 
the trouble. In fact, Psalm 39 shows 
that what David uncovers is that 
it was God who had silenced him, 
just so David could discover where 
the root of his problem was.

There are two kinds of wisdom, 
James tells us. The first is the 
one the world commends, the 
one of the natural man or the 
flesh. It’s earthly, unspiritual, even 
demonic, that is, coaxed and lit 
as though it’s a fuse, through the 
temptation of evil spirits. Among 
its hallmarks, James tells us, are 
bitter jealousy and selfish ambition 
(3:14)—there it is again: the self 
and its magnification instead of 
magnifying God and loving one’s 
neighbor.

Evil, Good, and How They 
Grow
Attendant to these, James tells us, 
are disorder and every vile practice, 
and no wonder: the unspiritual 
competition among a collection 
of selves ensures nothing gets 
done together as a group, since 
every “me-first” self is insisting 
instead on his or her own way. We 
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often see this in the workplace, 
but at times also in the family 
and, yes, the church. Wherever 
it is, its source is not the wisdom 
from above that James commends 
(3:17).

What is this other wisdom, the 
wisdom that’s from above, as 
James calls it? This, remember, is 
the wisdom James tells his readers 
to ask for earlier in his letter, 
assuring them that if they ask for 
this wisdom by faith, that God will 
grant it to them. Surely the same 
can be said for us who are in Christ 
today. What a wonderful promise! 
This wisdom, James says, is first 
of all pure—not sullied, double-
minded. or double-tongued. That’s 
how it comes to us from above—as 
pure.

And it has its effects among us. 
What are the telltale signs? It’s 
peaceable, gentle, open to reason, 
full of mercy and good fruits, 
impartial, and sincere (3:17). To get 
a spiritual handle on these, think of 
their opposites: warring agendas, 
strife, refusal to listen, seeking 
always one’s pound of flesh (and 
maliciously at that), taking sides 
based on prejudices, and lying 
while smiling people in the face. 
Sounds like hell, doesn’t it? Aspects 
of hell can often be seen on earth.

But so can aspects of the glory 
of God’s kingdom. We are to be 
different, acting not out of fear, 
hate, timidity, or cowardice, but 
out of assurance, love, humble 
self-knowledge, and confidence 
because of the Captain we follow, 
who’s already assured the victory, 
Jesus Christ. He has given us a 

spirit of power, of love, and self-
control, as the apostle told Timothy 
(2 Tim. 1:7). That’s the wisdom of 
meekness or gentleness, which is 
indeed quite powerful in a world 
of disarray, confusion, and self-
centered destruction. This also has 
vast implications for sharing this 
good news with others, as James 
also tells us, but that will have to 
wait until next time.

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.

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

To order please visit rfpa.org or call 616-457-5970. 
Use BIBLESTORY at checkout for free shipping!

HIS FRIENDS AND SERVANTS

Now available! Old Testament stories of God’s 
faithfulness to his covenant friends and servants, 
including Abraham, Jacob, and Daniel.

JEHOVAH’S MIGHTY ACTS

Now available! Old Testament stories of 
salvation and might, including the creation of the 
world, the worldwide flood, and God raising up 
Moses to deliver Israel from Egypt.



You know what it is like to travel in a circle. It is never a good sign when you begin seeing 
landmarks for a second time on the same trip. After a bunch of lost time and effort you have 
to start off again from the same spot.

Jonah had a similar experience, but he had gotten lost on purpose. Jonah tried to say no to 
God. He tried to take a shortcut to a peaceful conscience. His intended journey away from 
God’s presence had brought him right back to the eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. But 
Jonah was no longer the same man he had been. He was beginning to learn that the best place 
to be is the intersection of God’s revealed will and a ready and willing disposition.

TO NINEVEH

Rev. William Boekestein

Bible Studies on Jonah 
Let’s Try That Again (Jon. 3:1–4)

JONAH WAS BEGINNING 
TO LEARN THAT THE 
BEST PLACE TO BE IS THE 
INTERSECTION OF GOD’S 
REVEALED WILL AND A 
READY AND WILLING 
DISPOSITION
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Near the end of his prayer from the 
fish Jonah made a bold commitment: 
“I will pay what I have vowed” (2:9, 
New King James Version). As he 
rubbed sand and salt water from 
his stunned eyes, and stared at the 
Phoenician coast from which he had 
previously fled, this prayer became 
tangible. Two things happen at this 
point in the story to reveal God’s 
relentless commitment to use his 
redeemed people for the redemption 
of the world.

A Second Call (3:1–2)
“Now the word of the Lord came 
to Jonah the second time” (3:1). 
God hadn’t given up on his plan to 
save Nineveh, and he hadn’t given 
up on his plan to use Jonah. Jonah 
had committed treason against 
the God of heaven, who made the 
sea and the dry land, who is the 
King of kings and Lord of lords. In 
military terms, he was a deserter. 
But instead of court martialing him, 
God recommissioned him! God 
disciplined his prophet to equip 
him for future success. Because God 
is gracious he is a God of second 
chances.

But God isn’t simply allowing Jonah 
to try again, which would be a decent 
thing to do. In fact, he has entirely 
forgiven him; he has given him a 
clean slate. God doesn’t hold grudges 
against the children he has forgiven 
in Christ. We shouldn’t see God here 
as a stubborn master who insists 
that his servant finally do what he 
had earlier refused; we should see 
a forgiving lover opening his arms 
again after he has been betrayed.

Because of God’s grace, Jonah isn’t 
disqualified from service because of 
his failure. He is more qualified! His 
failure proved that God’s mission 
doesn’t depend on human zeal or 
skill; God could have found a better 
prophet. He could have worked 
alone. But the all-powerful God is 
pleased to use flawed people to fulfill 
his plans.

The very feelings of disqualification 
can be the beginnings of greater 
faithfulness. In what ways do you 
feel unequal to your callings? How 
do you want to glorify God better 
but feel that you always come short? 
Because of God’s grace believers can 
say with Paul, “I will rather boast 
in my infirmities, that the power 
of Christ may rest upon me” (2 
Cor. 12:9). Our incompetency isn’t 
a problem for God. He uses our 
ineptitude to help us rest in his all-
sufficient grace. When we walk with 
a limp, like Jacob did after wrestling 
with God, it is hard for us to pretend 
greatness. That’s good because 
God wants to use weak people in 
parenting, friendship, evangelism; 
in all our callings. Because of who 
God is we can say, “When I am weak, 
then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). God 
allows us to fail so that we can try 
again less dependent on ourselves, 
more reliant on him.

Jonah’s second call is similar to 
the first with just a few important 
differences. First, this time Jonah is 
expressly told: preach to Nineveh 
“the message that I tell you” (v. 2). 
This was implied in the first call, but 
now God clearly spells it out. The 
message is the Lord’s. Jonah was 
just the messenger. So are we. One 
of the strongest threats to personal 
witnessing is fear over what we 
should say. Here’s Jesus’ message to 
his disciples: “Do not worry about 
how or what you should speak” 
(Matt. 10:19). Simply be willing to 
speak. Engage opportunities. Trust 
in the Lord. And he will give you 
the words to say. “It is not you who 
speak, but the Spirit of your Father 
who speaks in you” (v. 20).

And as we’ll see, it is okay if your 
message isn’t eloquent. Jonah’s 
wasn’t. Jonah’s message was blunt 
and awkward. In witnessing we don’t 
have to be polished speakers. Any 
Christian can say something like 
what Jonah said. A good modern 
equivalent might go like this: “God 

doesn’t delight in punishing sinners. 
He does delight in saving them. 
Turn from sin, trust in Jesus and 
experience God’s delight.” What you 
end up saying will be better than 
that when God gives you a message 
to speak. Anyway, the power of 
conversion belongs to God’s grace 
not our eloquence.

Second, God doesn’t repeat his 
earlier rationale for the mission. 
God doesn’t mention the people’s 
wickedness. He isn’t implying that 
the people were no longer wicked. 
God is teaching Jonah. If he will not 
preach against the people because 
of their wickedness, perhaps he will 
for other reasons, such as the value 
of their souls and the honor of God’s 
name.

Of course, God does not need to 
give any reasons for his commands. 
One call is enough; two is gracious. 
It is as if God is saying here, “Don’t 
tempt me, just go!” When God gives 
us second chances to obey we should 
thank him for his mercy and submit 
to his will without delay.

A Submissive Messenger, 
Sort of (3:3)
Without any pomp or fanfare we 
are told that Jonah “arose and went 
to Nineveh.” With all his faults, in 
going to Nineveh Jonah sets a clear 
example for us.

Believers must go to where the 
people are who need to hear the 
gospel. Of course the church must 
be a place to which unbelievers can 
come. We must invite the world to 
“come and see the works of God” 
(Ps. 66:5). Yes, we should be praying 
for the lost to come to the church. 
Yes, we should expect God to 
answer these prayers. Yes, we must 
be welcoming and hospitable when 
they do come. But why should we 
expect the lost to always come to 
us? Shouldn’t we also go to them? 
Should Israel expect the entire city 
of Nineveh to travel to Jerusalem to 
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learn about God? How unreasonable! 
God does mercifully draw 
unbelievers into the church. But 
Jonah is our pattern for going out.1

Jesus later elaborated Jonah’s call. 
He told the church, “Go into all the 
world and preach the gospel to every 
creature” (Mark 16:15; Matt. 28:19). 
The Great Commission isn’t simply a 
spur to foreign missions. It expresses 
God’s expectation that his people 
imitate Christ in seeking the lost. 
Jesus came to seek and save the lost 
(Luke 19:10). He sent his disciples 
into the world even as the Father 
sent him into the world (John 17:18). 
There was no other way. Zacchaeus 
is a parable of the universal human 
condition. Zacchaeus couldn’t get to 
Jesus; Jesus had to come to him. Jesus 
comes to people through the witness 
of believers. God’s people are his 
missionaries. This means Christians 
and the churches they form must 
focus on moving outward and 
engaging the world with the message 
with which God has entrusted us. 
Jonathan Leeman gets to the point: 
“Now that Christendom has come to 
an end, the church must recognize 
that it’s no longer chaplain to the 
culture.”2 The culture no longer takes 
its cues from the ambiguous morality 
of American Christianity. The church 
no longer has a captive audience. 
Christians need to go out and win an 
audience for Christ through genuine 
participation in the lives of their 
neighbors.

When Jonah arose and went to 
Nineveh he did the right thing. 
Let’s follow him! In fact, let’s do 
better. Jonah obeyed out of duty, 
not out of shared motives with 
God. We learn from the closing 
chapter that he was on mission only 
in the most threadbare sense of 
the term. He participated in God’s 
mission grudgingly, out of a sense 
of compulsion. Duty is important; 
duty got Jonah to Nineveh. He 

was compelled to obey out of a 
healthy fear of God’s power. He 
was motivated by dread of ill 
consequence.

But Jonah did not share God’s pity 
for lost souls; he wasn’t interested 
in seeing God’s kingdom come to 
the world. We might ask, “What 
does it matter? After all, he did go.” 
Yes, he went. But he didn’t share in 
the joy of being used by God. He 
went, by all appearance, as a slave 
not as a son. When the Son of God 
came to earth he did so with sober 
enthusiasm (Heb. 10:7). Jesus was 
powerfully aware of the challenges 
of his mission. But do you know 
that he came willingly? Do you 
know that he didn’t die for sinners 
grudgingly? Christ eagerly assumed 
human nature. He deliberately bore 
the penalty our sins had earned 
(Phil. 2:5–8) so that he could do 
the holy will of the triune God (Ps. 
40:6–8; cf. Heb. 10:5–10) and lay 
down his life for his friends (John 
15:13). Each of the three persons of 
the Trinity wanted me to be saved. 
For some mysterious reason I am 
precious to God. Isn’t God’s heart for 
the mission essential to the beauty 
of the mission? Jonah missed this. 
The tragedy of obeying God’s will 
only out of a sense of duty—the 
duty of evangelism or anything 
else—is that you miss out on the joy 
of participating with God. Duty is 
important because it can sometimes 
override our feelings, but duty 
usually fails to reorient our feelings. 
Only the good news can do that. 
“True education”—true recovery of 
God-like knowledge—“is learning to 
love the right things.”3

How can we cultivate joy in the 
fulfillment of our duty? First, we can 
admit our lack of joy when we should 
be joyful. Jonah might have noted 
that participating in God’s mission 
ought to have brought joy but instead 
evoked resentment. We might note 
similar emotional discrepancies over 
good thinks like going to church, 

singing in worship, participating 
in church fellowship opportunities, 
evangelizing our neighbors, loving 
our family members, going to work. 
We should find joy in these things. 
Do we? Something powerful happens 
when we admit that our hearts are 
out of tune with God’s. We put our 
hearts on notice. We stop making 
excuses and we begin looking to God 
to retune us.

Second, we can ask God for help. 
Lord, I don’t want to simply go 
through the motions. I don’t want to 
always clench my teeth as I submit to 
your will. I want to enjoy following 
you! In the context of evangelism 
David prayed to God, “restore to 
me the joy of your salvation . . . and 
sinners shall be converted to you” 
(Ps. 51:12–13). In asking for God 
to establish the work of his hands 
Moses pleaded with God: “Satisfy 
us early with your mercy, that we 
may rejoice and be glad all our 
days! Make us glad according to the 
days in which You have afflicted us” 
(Ps. 90:14–17). As we look to Jesus 
we will endure our cross, despise 
the shame, and finish our work 
profoundly moved by joy (Heb. 12:2).

Still, for our sake I’m glad Jonah 
found it hard to go. Even after his 
hard lesson at sea he retained ample 
arguments for why someone else 
should go, or why the Ninevites 
weren’t worthy recipients of 
God’s kindness. When he arrived 
in Nineveh his suspicions were 
confirmed. He saw people who 
looked different from him. He 
heard a strange language. He was 
out of place in a foreign culture. 
But more than that, the overt sin 
he witnessed as he walked through 
Nineveh probably reinforced all his 
reasons why God was wasting his 
time with these people. Obedience is 
hard even when you are committed. 
Evangelism, in particular, requires 
painful incarnation. Confronting 
unbelief isn’t comfortable for any 
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Christian. “There are no easy places 
today to which God sends His 
servants to preach.”4

But Christians aren’t beholden to the 
offer of temporary ease. We trust in 
a God who promises eternal comfort 
after a brief time of hard, painful, 
but rewarding work. We follow a 
Savior who has blazed the path for us 
and now prays for our success in his 
mission.

Questions
1. Recount some of the times when God gave you second chances.

2. How can feelings of disqualification be the beginning of greater 
faithfulness?

3. How does Matthew 10:19–20 comfort you?

4. Make a case for Christians going into the world with the gospel rather than 
merely waiting for the world to come to us.

5. Compare and contrast dutiful obedience and gospel-motivated obedience.

6. Why is it important to be honest with God about our reluctance to obey his 
will?

7. Reconcile the fact that Scripture both commands joy (Phil. 3:1) and teaches 
us to request joy (Ps. 51:12).

1 “In light of the imminent dispersion 
of Israel by Assyria and the worsening 
disobedience of Israel that rendered her 
testimony to the Gentiles increasingly 
ineffective . . . Jonah is presenting an early 
argument for a shift in Israel’s involvement 
with the nations around her.” While the full 
transition from a centripetal to a centrifugal 
approach to missions would be realized only 
in the New Testament, Jonah prepares a 
soon-to-be exiled people to go into the world 
preaching a gospel to people for whom there 
was no longer a centralized place of worship 

4 Steve Lawson, “The Power of Biblical 
Preaching: An Expository Study of Jonah 3:1–
10,” Bibliotheca Sacra 158 (July–September 
2001): 334.

to which they might be attracted. Daniel 
Timmer, “Jonah and Mission: Missiological 
Dichotomy, Biblical Theology, and the Via 
Tertia,” Westminster Theological Journal 70 
(2008): 172.

2 Jonathan Leeman, “What in the World Is 
the Missional Church?,” 9Marks, March 1, 
2010, https://www.9marks.org/article/what-
world-missional-church.

3 Hannah Anderson, Made for More: An 
Invitation to Live in God’s Image (Chicago: 
Moody Publishers, 2014), 97.

Aside from God’s direct commands (Col. 3:16; James 5:13) and a rich example from the Bible  
(1 Cor. 14:26) and church history, why should we use this inspired book to worship God?

Psalms personalize the Christian faith.  The psalms are replete with first and second-person pronouns 
(over 2,000 examples!). Psalms help us address not merely “the Lord” but “my God” (57 times!). We 
do not merely affirm God’s trustworthiness; we declare to him that we trust him (Ps. 25:2).

Psalms expand our consciousness.  Some worship music—old and new—conforms to our current 
or desired experiences. But psalms challenge us; helping us fight when we would rather coast (Ps. 
144:1) and lament though we would rather rejoice (Ps. 143:3-4). In a host of other ways, psalms 
stretch us beyond our current preferences and comfort levels.

Psalms help us know and love Jesus.  The psalms prophetically point to Jesus (Luke 24:44; Acts 
2:34-35,13:35), our suffering Savior (Ps. 129:3) and conquering King (Ps. 47 47). The psalms assure 
us that in Christ God sympathizes with our suffering, rules over suffering for our good, and will one 
day fully rescue us from suffering.

GOOD 
QUESTION

62

WHY SHOULD I  

SING THE PSALMS?
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Crumbling Foundations

Are you afraid?

Do you agonize over what will happen if you never get your job back? Does 
thinking about your children’s future frighten you? Do you lock and gate 
your storefront hoping to deter rioters and looters? Do you fear what will 
become of us if stronger countries take advantage of our weakened state? 
Do you dread the thought that things may never return to normal?

Times like these—times of upheaval—undress us, revealing our deepest 
fears. Times of upheaval remind us that the control we think we have is 
an illusion. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones describes this reality well: “We all want 
to make our plans for life and living. But when we think we have made 
our perfect plans, something suddenly happens, our whole world begins 
to shake and to quake.”1 When our plans are set and all is going well, we 
think we are in control and undefeatable. But we are living through an 
earthquake. And as our foundations crumble, we see how powerless we 
are, and it terrifies us.

It is not so much this powerlessness that frightens us. Rather, it is the 
result. If we are unable to stop the world from falling down around us, 
what is to hinder it from falling on and killing us, along with those we 
love? In short, we dread death. One pastor captures our fear of morality 
well. “We . . . fear losing our loved ones. We fear separation from or 
pain coming to our loved ones. We are reminded frequently of our own 
morality.”2 In other words, under our current economic and social fears is 
a deeper fear of death and its accompanying pain. This fear plunders our 
peace.

Medicated Hearts

The world promotes many means of 
reacquiring our stolen peace. Some 
tell us if we distribute all goods to all 
equally, we will eliminate conflicts 
and replace them with peace. Others 
claim that if we can escape into our 
meditating mind, we will discover 
tranquility. Yet others claim peace is 
found only by escaping into nature.3 
Still others preach peace through 

Tylenol for a broken arm. The pain 
goes away temporarily, but when 
it wears off your arm is still broken 
and you are in worse pain. It is plain 
then, as Lloyd-Jones says, that 
“anything that merely gives us relief 
from unpleasant symptoms is not 
enough. What we should always 
be interested in, in every realm, is 
health.”4 And in this case, it is our 
heart that’s sick.

New Hearts

Lloyd-Jones argues that the only 
way to health is through a quiet 
heart. Indeed, he writes, “the 
greatest need of men and women 
in this world is the need of what 
is called a quiet heart, the claim of 
the gospel is not only that it can 
give us a quiet heart, but also that 
nothing else can do it.”5 It is through 
believing this gospel that we find a 
quiet heart in the midst of a chaotic 
world. For the gospel offers us a new 
heart. We need a new heart because 
ours are bent toward every kind of 
evil. And a heart chasing evil cannot 
also chase peace. Peace and evil are 
magnets with like poles. But when 
we believe on Christ, he takes our 
evil deeds upon himself. He takes 
away our wicked hearts and replaces 
them with hearts that rest quietly in 
his finished work.

But we can rest in Christ’s work 
only if we know the God behind the 
work. In fact, Lloyd-Jones says if we 
do not have a quiet heart, we must 
ask ourselves if we know the One 

doing good works, or getting an 
education, or traveling the world.

But nothing the world offers will 
give us lasting peace, because 
none of these solutions addresses 
our hearts. What happens after 
everyone has equal goods? Will it 
take away the greed and deceit in 
our hearts? Will I leave my troubled 
heart in the peaceful meadow? 
These man-made solutions to a 
troubled heart are all like taking 
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who gives it. “If you do not have a 
quiet heart, the real reason is that 
you do not know the person who 
says, ‘Believe also in me.’”6 To know 
a person is more than knowing they 
exist. It is more than knowing their 
name and occupation. To know 
a person is know their character, 
loves, what they believe, how they 
act. And to know the Lord is also to 
entrust your life to him. This is what 
it means to know our Lord.

Knowing God

When we know God like this, we 
find a quiet heart. And as we walk 
with him through the years and 
get to know him more, our hearts 
grow even more peaceful. We learn 
through experience that this Jesus 

is forever faithful, utterly sovereign, 
and perfectly good. Let’s take a little 
time to explore how each of these 
characteristics of God gives us a 
quiet heart in a chaotic world.

Faithful

The Psalmist wrote, “I have been 
young, and now am old, yet I have 
not seen the righteous forsaken or 
his children begging for bread” 
(Ps. 37:25, English Standard 
Version). In another place he 
wrote, “The Lord is a stronghold 
for the oppressed, a stronghold in 
times of trouble. And those who 
know your name put their trust 
in you, for you, O Lord, have not 
forsaken those who seek you” 
(Ps. 9:9–10). In other words, those 

who have entrusted their lives to 
God, he will never forsake. God 
has promised to complete the 
work he started in us until we are 
with him in glory (Phil. 1:6). The 
longer we walk alongside God, 
getting to know him, the more 
deeply we will grasp this reality.

When we face trouble, we find him 
“our refuge and strength, a very 
present help in trouble” (Ps. 46:1). 
When the threat of death surrounds 
us, we will concur with Paul that “I 
am sure that neither death nor life, 
nor angels nor rulers, nor things 
present nor things to come, nor 
powers, nor height nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation, will be 
able to separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 
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8:38–39). Life spent in knowing God 
more makes us sure of his faithful 
love because we also know that 
“if we are faithless, he remains 
faithful—for he cannot deny 
himself” (2 Tim. 2:13).

Sovereign

But God is not only forever faithful, 
he also is utterly sovereign. This is 
important. If God were faithful but 
helpless to change anything, we 
could find temporary comfort but 
no lasting peace. A child finds peace 
at night in knowing not only that 
their parents are sleeping in the next 
room, but also that if a thief comes 
in, the parents know how to protect 
her from him. So too, we find peace 
in knowing that God is not only with 
us but also powerful to protect us. 
Lloyd-Jones explains it like this: “The 
secret of the quiet heart ultimately is 
to believe in God, then I must believe 
in addition that nothing happens 
apart from him and that he is able 
to do everything, that nothing is too 
hard for the Lord.”7

In the day-to-day, this means that 
God not only watches over each of 
his children; he also holds together 
the universe. He was not surprised 
by COVID-19. The rioting and unrest 
did not catch him off guard. Rather, 
he allowed and permitted these, 
and every event. After all, he is the 
God who told the waters at creation, 
“Thus far shall you come, and no 
further” (Job 38:11). And he is the 
God who used a forced marriage and 
treacherous brothers as a means of 
saving an entire nations (Esth. 4:14; 
Gen. 50:20). Though we, with our 
limited view, cannot understand 
why God allows chaos and confusion 
and heartache, we can find peace in 
knowing that none of it is outside 
of his control. But if God were only 
sovereign and faithful but lacked 

goodness, he would be as terrifying 
as the Roman Fates. We can find 
peace in the sovereignty and 
faithfulness of God only when it is 
also wedded with his goodness.

Good

Nowhere do we see God’s goodness 
more clearly portrayed than at 
the cross. Indeed, the cross unites 
his goodness, sovereignty, and 
faithfulness. Before God spoke 
the moon and stars into light, he 
determined to save his children 
through the death of the Son on a 
cross (Eph. 1:3–14). He was faithful 
to fulfill his promise, a promise he 
repeated throughout the Bible (Gen. 
3:14–15; 17; Ezek. 36:26). Not only 
was he faithful, but in his power, 
Jesus conquered death and the devil 
by rising again from the dead (1 Cor 
15:55; Col. 2:15). For this reason, as 
one pastor writes, “The resurrection 
of Jesus truly takes away all the fears 
that are related to death. Whether it 
is the fear of the present evil age, of 
not having enough time, or of losing 
our loved ones, the resurrection 
provides the perspective and the 
understanding to be free of these 
fears.”8 This statement rings true 
because what we fear most is pain 
and death. Through the resurrection, 
Jesus conquered both of these. Yes, 
we will still endure pain, but we 
endure it through the help of One 
who both sympathizes and delights 
to help (Heb. 4:15). Yes, we will die. 
But is death but a glorious reunion 
with our good, sovereign, and 
faithful God?

We find that the answer to 
our anxious hearts during this 
tumultuous time is to know God. 
This begins by entrusting our life to 
him; believing the gospel. Then, the 
more we grow in our understanding 
of his goodness, sovereignty, and 
faithfulness, the more our peace 

grows. You will find that “the 
peace of God, which surpasses 
all understanding, will guard your 
hearts and your minds in Christ 
Jesus” (Phil. 4:7). Indeed, so great is 
the peace that comes from knowing 
God that no storm from within or 
without can quake our quiet heart. 
David knew God like that—may we 
all. May we all be able to say with 
David:

God is our refuge and strength,

a very present help in trouble.

Therefore we will not fear though 
the earth gives way,

though the mountains be moved 
into the heart of the sea,

though its waters roar and foam,

though the mountains tremble at 
its swelling. Selah. (Ps. 46:1–3)

1 Much of this article is inspired by D. Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones, Let Not Your Heart Be Troubled 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), 17.

2 Z. Bulut Yasar, “Blessing from an Empty 
Tomb,” New Horizons, April 2020, https://
opc.org/nh.html?article_id=1018 (accessed 
September 7, 2020).

3 Robert Puff, “How to Find Inner Peace: 
Being in Nature Fosters Stillness and Silence,” 
Psychology Today, October 30, 2017, https://
www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/
meditation-modern-life/201710/how-find-inner-
peace (accessed September 7, 2020).

4 Lloyd-Jones, Let Not Your Heart Be Troubled, 
31.

5 Ibid., 15.

6 Ibid., 51.

7 Ibid., 36.

8 Yasar, “Empty Tomb.” 
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“If we live in the Spirit, let us also 
walk in the Spirit” (Gal. 5:25).

Depending on when you are 
reading this, you may have already 
broken most or all of the resolutions 
you set for the new year. The old 
joke is that resolutions are made to 
be broken. And yet, we smile at that 
line somewhat reservedly. We do 
feel that we would like this year 
to be better than the last. But this 
really begs the question . . . why? 
Why strive to do good in the new 
year? Or, more generally, why do 
good at all? The Bible addresses 
this question head-on, giving three 
solid answers. We should do good 
for God’s sake, for our neighbor’s 
sake, and for our own sake.

Doing Good for God’s Sake

It’s no surprise that the primary 
reason for doing good has to do 
with God, but not in the way many 
people tend to think. No good that 
we do could possibly earn God’s 
favor. God saves sinners based on 
his graciousness, that is, based on 
his sovereign good pleasure. He 
does not save sinners because of 
their good deeds (Eph. 2:8). In fact, 
the Bible teaches that no one can 
do real good in God’s sight until that 
person has trusted in Christ and 
repented of his sins (Rom. 14:23). 
But if we don’t do good to catch 
God’s saving attention, then why 
bother?

To Demonstrate Our 
Thankfulness to Him

First of all, Christians do good 
because they have grateful hearts 
for who God is and for what he 

has done for them. Consider an 
illustration from an ordinary parent-
child relationship. Why do children 
do good toward their parents?

First, because of all the good their 
parents have already done for them. 
Think of all the sacrifices a parent 
makes for a child. Before a child 
enters kindergarten his parents 
had provided almost 5,500 meals. 
Before the child turned age three, 
his parents had changed nearly 
5,000 diapers. These actions 
warrant gratitude.

But we must also love our parents 
because of what they are to us. They 
are merciful, kind, just, and wise. In 
the best situation, their character 
warrants our respect. In a similar 
way, Christian duty is a proper 
expression of gratitude to God.

The Ten Commandments illustrate 
this point well. God’s introduction to 
his law is “I am the Lord your God, 
who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of bondage” 
(Ex. 20:1). Then he gives Israel a 
summary of his will for their lives; the 
good that they are commanded to 
do is in response to his salvation.

The same point is made in Psalm 
116:12. “What shall I render unto the 
Lord for all his benefits toward me?” 
The answer: “Be obedient.” You 
are obligated to do good in light of 
God’s mercies, as an expression of 
gratitude (Rom. 12:1).

That He Might Be Praised  
through Us

We tend to compartmentalize 
worship as something that happens 
in church. But the Bible teaches us 

that we do good so that through our 
entire lives God will be praised. This 
happens in two main ways.

First, our good works praise 
God directly. God is praised as his 
children are renewed by the Holy 
Spirit. He causes them to become 
more like Christ by honoring God 
and his will. Christ teaches that his 
Father is glorified as we bear much 
fruit (John 15:8).

Second, the life of an obedient 
Christian results in the praise of God 
indirectly through others who see 
this obedience. Jesus said, “Let your 
light so shine before men, that they 
may see your good works and glorify 
your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:16; 
cf. 1 Pet. 2:12). God is praised when 
others notice the way a Christian’s 
life matches his walk. Conversely, 
he is mocked when our lives are 
incongruent with our profession. 
Doesn’t this ring true in the life of 
an earthly parent-child relationship 
as well? Is your life an instrument of 
God’s praise?

Doing Good for Our  
Neighbor’s Sake

We have seen that God is glorified 
through the impact our good works 
will have on others. In fact, there is 
the possibility that through our godly 
living our neighbors may be won 
over to Christ.

You’ve heard that Christianity 
is sometimes taught and 
sometimes caught. The point is 
that, notwithstanding our duty 
to speak about Christ, God can use 
our right living as a means to convert 
others. The apostle Peter reminds us 
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that people are watching our conduct 
(1 Pet. 3:1–2). Christians are being 
scrutinized at home, on the job site, 
in our cars, and in our recreation. The 
way people view Christians matters a 
great deal.

In the public high school that I 
attended, it was frequently observed 
that at the same party there would 
be drunkards and drug users from 
the public school as well as from a 
prominent local Christian school. This 
was noticed by my peers. We asked 
ourselves, “What’s the difference 
between a Christian and anybody 
else?”

I’ve been on construction job sites 
with foul-mouthed, angry men—who 
are also well known to be Christian 
leaders. I’ve heard people say, 
“That’s a Christian man? I’m not 
interested.”

What do our neighbors see in our 
lives? Do they see hope? Do they see 
joy? Do they see a human being who 
strives for obedience and godliness 
even under pressure? Do they see 
love? These are the attributes that 
God can use to soften the hearts of 
our neighbors. We must do good, not 
only for God’s sake, but also for our 
neighbor’s sake.

The final answer to the question, 
“Why do good?” has to do with 
yourself.

Doing Good for Our Own Sake

The third reason for doing good 
centers on the issue of assurance 
of salvation, or, perhaps, the lack 
thereof.

Good Works and Assurance

The Bible teaches three primary 
means of assurance.

First, believers gain assurance by 
embracing and dwelling on the 
promises of God. Jesus’ promise that 
“the one who comes to me I will by 
no means cast out” (John 6:37) is 
more reliable than death or taxes. We 
take personal comfort that God will 
keep the promises he has made to 
repentant sinners.

Second, there is a more mystical 
means of assurance, namely, the 
witness of the Holy Spirit to our 
spirits. Without using words, the 
Spirit’s internal testimony tells those 
in whom he dwells that they are 
God’s children (Rom. 8:16).

Third, and the point in focus, is 
that good works are a means of 
assurance. Jesus said that you 
will know a tree by its fruit (Matt. 
7:16–17). If you happen upon a tree 

in an orchard that has lush foliage 
and beautiful fruit, you may have 
confidence that the tree is good. On 
the other hand, if you happen upon 
another tree with sparse foliage and 
poor fruit, you may rightly conclude 
that the tree is bad. Far from good 
works being proof that we have 
merited anything from God, they 
rather serve as an external evidence 
of God’s internal work in our lives.

Interestingly, all three means of 
assurance are interconnected. The 
promises of God, which are not 
conditioned on our good works, 
always contain a human action that 
God works in us (Phil. 2:13). When 
Paul teaches on the Spirit’s assuring 
witness, he does so in the context 
of the freedom that believers have 
from sin and unto holiness, both of 
which result from the gift of God’s 
salvation. The Spirit does not give 
personal assuring testimony to 
anyone apart from holiness and a 
life of good works. This means that 
a lack of good works is a reason for 
great concern.

A Warning to the Unrepentant

First Corinthians 6:9–10 and Galatians 
5:19–21 emphasize that without a 
conversion from sinful acts to good 
deeds, no one will enter the kingdom 
of God. Without good works, no one 
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can be saved. This is the other side 
of the “assurance coin.”

If you are presently living in 
unrepentant sin, you have no biblical 
grounds to conclude that you are 
saved. But, please notice that this 
does not mean that you cannot be 
saved. Through the gospel, God 
takes hold of unchaste persons, 
idolaters, adulterers, and the like and 
transforms them. Paul says this is 
what some of you were (1 Cor. 6:11). 
The gospel takes hold of people 
where they are but does not leave 
them there.

A Need for Balance

We need to keep a scriptural and 
theological balance in examining 
our works as a means of assurance. 
On the one hand, we each need to 
examine our lives to see if we are 
practicing righteousness. The Bible 
says, “Whoever does not practice 
righteousness is not of God” (1 John 
3:10b). Still, we know that “in this 
life, even the holiest have only a 
small beginning” of the obedience 
that God requires (Heidelberg 
Catechism, Q&A 114). We are not to 
look for perfect fruit in us but rather 
for fruit that is a true reflection of the 
character of God which has been 
worked in us by the Holy Spirit.

The Good Works of God

If I pour a gallon of water into an 
eight-ounce glass it must overflow. 
So it is with good works. If God has 
poured out his Spirit upon you, then 
you will overflow with good works. 
You can’t help it! Jesus said, “He 
who abides in Me, and I in him, bears 
much fruit” (John 15:5). The Spirit of 
Christ is renewing believers to be like 
himself (Gal. 5:22–25).

An exercise of the Spirit will 
necessarily result in fruit. Such a life is 
an expression of gratitude to the Lord 
and gives praise to God. This fruit is a 
fruit of the Spirit. That is, it is not only 
performed by the Spirit through us 
but is also a reflection of the Spirit in 
us. Christian good works give praise 
to God because they point to his 
character.

This same work of God provides 
comfort to believers. Are you loving? 
Are you joyful? Are you peaceful? 
Are you longsuffering? These are not 
natural human attributes! If, trusting 

in God’s promises, these attributes 
describe you, then you can be 
confident of the Spirit’s work in you.

Finally, imagine what your neighbors 
would think if you lived this way. 
Imagine if you began to be truly kind. 
Imagine if you began to demonstrate 
true goodness. What if you were 
the most faithful person they knew? 
Or what if you had a gentle spirit or 
exhibited true self-control?. To say 
the least, curiosity would be piqued 
by the person who lived like this in 
our culture.

So don’t feel bad if you’ve already 
broken your resolution to wake 
up every morning with a two-mile 
jog followed by a regimen of fifty 
pushups. Don’t fret if you gave up 
saturated fats for only two days. 
But do realize that we have many 
reasons for doing eternally valuable 
good works in the coming year. We 
also have a God who will abundantly 
work that good in those who turn to 
him.

Rev. William Boekestein
is the pastor of Immanuel Fellowship Reformed Church in Kalamazoo, MI.

This New Year’s article is from  Volume 61, Issue 1, 2011, when 
Rev. Boekestein was the pastor of Covenant Reformed Church (URCNA) in 
Carbondale, PA. 

Jan/Feb 2021 | 15



In Genesis 1 we see how God created 
the heavens and the earth and all 
that’s in it. The big picture is that 
God created order out of chaos, and 
after doing that, he gave everything a 
name so as to know and define each 
new element, and to give it a place in 
the created order.

Adam and Eve he made in his 
image, which means they were living 
beings and had some of the same 
responsibility as their maker, in their 
own, limited environment, which 
was the garden. They were to name 
the animals and give them a place in 
their orderly environment. This is the 
way God works, and as long as we 
stay obedient to him, we live happy 
lives in an orderly environment that 
we maintain, all to the glory of him 
who made it so.

Enter Satan. He is the enemy of 
God and will counteract everything 
that God has created, down to the 
smallest detail. He is not creative, 
so he lets God do the good creation 
work and then swoops in to mess 
it up. These words already explain 
what his greatest goal is for creation 
and humanity: to create chaos where 
God created order. And because God 
created life, the devil is after death. 
His is a kingdom of death.

In Genesis 3 we see how Satan 
entered the beautiful order of 
creation and humanity and 
succeeded in messing up the 
relationship between Adam and Eve 
and their maker. Because the beauty 
and happiness of the garden were 
dependent on the first people to stay 
obedient to God, not only was the 

relationship spoiled, but also they 
were thrown out of the garden. In 
modern words you could say that 
systemic sin had entered the world. 
On top of this, everything was now 
subject to death.

These are still the underlying 
problems of today. God did not 
abandon his creation, as we can 
read throughout the Bible. He is 

ever so loving and patient to bless 
us the moment we show the least 
inclination to draw closer to him. In 
his love he provided the ultimate way 
out of chaos and death, by sending 
his son Jesus to die for our sins and 
then to overcome death. Jesus calls 
himself “the way, the truth, and the 
life,” and the only way to come to the 
Father is through him. When we take 
that path, we will enter eternal life, 
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which means we will never have to 
be afraid of death anymore.

In the meantime, God’s enemy is 
working overtime to get and keep us 
away from Jesus and the Father. And 
it seems he has been quite successful, 
especially lately. Chaos and death are 
running rampant and have pervaded 

our culture to a very high degree. 
Even when we as Christians know 
the way out, it is still extremely 
difficult to distinguish between the 
elements in our culture that are still 
God-honoring or those that are 
God-hating in disguise. Yet, it’s our 
responsibility to do so. As Paul says 
in Romans 12:2 (English Standard 

Version), “Do not be conformed 
to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewal of your mind, that 
by testing you may discern what is 
the will of God, what is good and 
acceptable and perfect.” We need to 
be extremely wary of what comes to 
us through the media and internet 
and even other people.

So how do we know where the Satan is involved?
1. If there is chaos involved (riots, laws being ignored, bad stuff that is happening in your own life)

2. If it’s trying to diminish your relationship with Jesus (saying that all religions lead to God, or busyness that keeps 
you from your time in prayer and Bible reading)

3. If there’s hate involved (real racism, or unforgiveness within your family)

4. Where the goal is death instead of life (abortion, euthanasia, addictions, anger)

5. If it’s accepted behavior, even though it goes against God’s instructions (homosexuality or porn)

6. If it’s humanistic in nature, which means that we can solve the problem without God’s help (climate change, or 
your own problems)

7. If you are considered of more importance than anyone else, including God (you are told you deserve the good 
things, and you are a victim if things don’t work out)

8. If the temptation implies that you know better than God, similar to what happened to Adam and Eve (“God is 
love” and therefore permits everything, or better interpretations of God’s word, the Bible)

9. If the word sin is never mentioned and ignored (nothing is your own fault).

10. If there’s an attempt to scare you or make you afraid (God never wants you to be afraid)

11. If lies or lying is involved

12. If new meaning is given to words and concepts. God spoke and created through language. God’s word is in our 
language. It shows how important it is to describe ideas in words. A favorite trick of the devil is to use words of 
which the idea is well known, yet change the meaning so people are being misled. (We see this happening, for 
example, with words like love, peace, sin) 

How do we fight the chaos and the temptations, and how do we bring 
some order back into our lives? The main point about creating order is to 
start small. When God created Adam and Eve, he put them in a garden. 
He didn’t let them loose on the whole earth. That happened only after the 
fall, when chaos had entered the world. God wants us to start in our own 
domain, and we should let him take care of the rest of the world. Start by 
cleaning up your own room, so to speak. Jesus said the same when asked 
why good people were killed (Luke 13:1–5). His answer was, “Unless you 
repent, you will all likewise perish.: Start with yourself.

The second main point is to keep yourself safely in the truth and peace of 
Jesus. He says in John 16:13 that the Spirit of truth will guide you into all the 
truth. Read everything Jesus told his disciples, as they lived in a society quite 
similar to ours. And then you’ll also read his comforting words in John 16:33: 
“I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world 
you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.”

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp
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For Their 

70th 
Anniversary, 
Reformed 
Fellowship Will 
Publish a New 
Book for the 
Occasion

Especially on February 21, 2021, we can look back and recount God’s faithfulness and 
blessings over the past seventy years on Reformed Fellowship and its publication, The 
Outlook. It was on that date in 1951 that a group of men organized Reformed Fellowship 
with a goal to also publish a Reformed journal.

Calvin Theological Seminary had been publishing a theological journal, and as 1950 
approached, some Christian Reformed ministers and laymen became concerned about 
some things they were reading in that journal. To counter that which was seen as contrary 
to Scripture, Reformed Fellowship was organized by ten ministers and two laymen. They 
chose the name Torch and Trumpet for their new publication. The Scripture verse chosen 
for the publication was Judges 7:20, “And the three companies blew the trumpets . . . 
and held the torches in their left hands, and the trumpets in their right hands . . . and they 
cried, The sword of Jehovah and of Gideon.” Most of the men who organized Reformed 
Fellowship have gone home to glory, but their legacy continues by the grace of God. 
Seventy years later there are new concerns, false teachings, and heresies to be defended 
with the timeless truths of God’s Word as set forth in the Reformed confessions and 
creeds.

In early 2000, the name Torch and Trumpet was changed to The Outlook. The verse was 
changed to Jude 3, “Exhorting you to contend earnestly for the faith which was once 
for all delivered to the saints.” The stated purpose of Reformed Fellowship is “to study 
the Reformed faith and to develop its implications as it relates to all of human life and 
activity; to disseminate and defend the Reformed faith in opposition to all errors, heresies 
and trends of thought hostile to the development of a full-orbed and fully committed 
Christian life; to encourage and promote respect for the Reformed tradition by all lawful 
means; to publish Reformed periodicals and literature” (Reformed Fellowship Articles of 
Incorporation, Article 2).

In keeping with the purpose of publishing Reformed literature, in later years books and 
Bible study books also began to be published, and that practice continues now. For this 
seventieth anniversary, Reformed Fellowship is excited to announce a new book being 
published featuring articles gleaned from The Outlook throughout those seventy years. A 
name for the book hasn’t been determined yet, but watch for it soon.

In the twenty-first century there is a need to defend the faith just as much or more as 
there was seventy years ago. May God continue to bless Reformed Fellowship to do so 
vigorously even as our forefathers did under God’s blessings. Reformed Fellowship could 
not have survived without the prayers and loyal support of its members and all supporters. 
May it all be to God’s honor and glory alone.

Mr. Myron Rau 
is past president of the Reformed Fellowship board.

TH
RFI 1

951–
2021

 A
N

N
IV

ERSARY

The Outlook | 18



While I was 
preparing last year’s 
series on liturgy, 
a paragraph in 
Abraham Kuyper’s 
Our Worship caught 
my attention for an 
entirely different 
reason. Kuyper 
writes:

Here Kuyper reemphasizes the point made in my last article: among all our 
liturgical activities, the table fellowship of the assembly of believers offers the 
clearest foretaste of the coming kingdom of heaven. But he does more. Kuyper 
also reads relationships among believers as flowing out naturally from the union 
that each individually enjoys with Christ. This is radically countercultural. Here 
I want to try to understand how and why.

The word “individual” means that you or I, as distinct persons before God, 
cannot be divided into smaller constituent parts. I am indivisible, as are you. 
But it also works in reverse: you and I cannot merge and become one person. 
There are only three experiences in this world which come close to bridging 

It is not until individual believers gather together around one table and 
eat of the same bread and drink from the same cup that they enjoy the 
unity of the mystical body of the Lord. . . . Whoever partakes of the Lord’s 
Supper together with people who are neither family members nor friends, 
confesses by this act that he belongs to the same fellowship, and this very 
idea of fellowship points to Christ. You do not join them, nor do they join 
you, but Christ is the one who unites the hearts of all and who, through 
the sacrament, gives expression to the unity of his mystical body.1

that fundamental interpersonal gap, 
giving us access to the inner life of 
another human being. The first and 
most obvious union is the physical 
relationship of marriage, in which 
the two become one flesh (Gen. 
1:24). But there is a second kind of 
union, no less real than its bodily 
counterpart: the power of speech, 
through which my inner thoughts 
and ideas find expression through my 
mouth and enter into the ears and 
mind of another.2 And there is a third 
kind of union, known only to the 
child of God: the mystical operation 
of the Spirit when we approach the 
Lord’s table and Christ feeds us with 
his body and blood (John 6:52–59).3

Mr. Michael R. Kearney

Friendship: A Foretaste of 
Forever Fellowship

Friend-
ship
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None of these experiences of 
interpersonal intimacy are ultimate. 
They are given to us as pictures 
and foretastes of a heavenly reality 
which gathers them all together: the 
marriage supper of the Lamb, who 
is the Word made flesh (John 1; Eph. 
5; Rev. 21). That union with Christ 
and one another will be more joyous 
than marriage, more profound than 
speech, and more satisfying than any 
earthly meal. But for now, if we wish 
to understand earthly relationships 
with fellow believers, we must 
begin with reference to the future 
fulfillment toward which they point.

Friendships Are United in 
Christ
Union with Christ is the key doctrine 
of the Christian life.4 It is certainly 
a key doctrine of the Heidelberg 
Catechism, which begins with the 
assertion that we are not our own, 
but belong body and soul, in life and 
in death, to our Savior. And if we are 
united with him, we are necessarily 
united with one another. This union—
not only with Jesus but also with our 
brothers and sisters—is at profound 
odds with our natural state, “passing 
our days in malice and envy, hated 
by others and hating one another” 
(Titus 3:3, English Standard Version). 
Although converted, we still require 
a process of gradual instruction and 
preparation for the spiritual intimacy 
we will someday enjoy forever. 
Marriage, friendship, and the Lord’s 
Supper are temporary institutions that 
serve just such a purpose.

Moreover, the first two kinds of 
earthly interpersonal relationships 
make sense only in light of the 
third. Marriage and friendship 
find their highest expression only 
within the visible communion of 
Christ. Marriage ceremonies, after 
all, traditionally take place in the 
church. And Paul’s command to the 
Corinthians not to be “unequally 
yoked” with unbelievers certainly 
refers to interpersonal associations 

beyond marriage as well (2 Cor. 6:14). 
Friendship, though less ceremonious 
than marriage, is no less at home in 
the assembly of believers; even the 
word “companion” means “the one 
with whom you break bread.” The 
institutional church is the native 
ground of Christian marriage and 
Christian friendship.

This is not to say that we should 
expect to develop equally deep and 
intimate relationships with every 
fellow church member. Congregations 
that attempt to promote such an 
environment tend to go off the rails 
alarmingly. The freedom of the 
church lies precisely in the fact that it 
does not require mutual feeling as a 
ground for membership. The church 
does not demand liking, only love. 
Nevertheless, among the members 
of the body of Christ to whom we 
find ourselves united, a select few 
closer relationships ought naturally to 
develop.

Such friendships will not develop, 
however, unless we know how 
to cultivate them. Rev. William 
Boekestein recently introduced this 
topic to the pages of The Outlook in 
an all-too-short article.5 Pressing 
further into the ideas he raised is my 
reason for writing.

Friendships Are Rooted in the 
Church
Unfortunately, discussions of 
Christian friendship frequently 
come up against two major obstacles. 
The first is the tendency to frame 
discussions of interpersonal 
relationships primarily in terms 
of dating, romance, and marriage. 
Countless Christian authors 
have rightly argued that the 
hypersexualization of Western culture 
is eroding the institutions of marriage 
and the family. What fewer have 
noted is the collateral damage of this 
hypersexualization, which undercuts 
the possibility of deep and intimate 
friendships that are not romantic or 
sexual in nature. C. S. Lewis predicted 

the disastrous consequences of a post-
Freudian worldview upon Christian 
friendship in 1960, and time has 
proven him tragically correct.6 Our 
society is starved for friendships 
which, although non-sexual, are 
no less real, physical, intimate, or 
life-giving than marriage. This is a 
powerful opportunity for a strong 
Reformed and Christian witness in 
the area of friendship.

The second obstacle, more subtle, 
is that a therapeutic lens of self-
fulfillment may dull and distort our 
view of friendship.7 Like romance, 
friendship becomes a casual pastime 
to which we resort for personal 
benefit. Having buddies to play 
games and eat pizza with on a Friday 
night may be useful for combating 
loneliness. Having a few hundred or 
even a few thousand social media 
connections can boost self-esteem. 
Yet if friendship is no more than this, 
we have settled for much too little. 
Lewis suggested that friendships were 
underappreciated in his day because 
authentic examples were so rare.8 And 
as long as Christians are publishing 
relationship advice that sounds much 
the same as secular pop-psychology 
books, it seems that the church must 
continue to struggle for glimpses of 
the deep and genuine interpersonal 
relationships to which the Scriptures 
so clearly call us. Christian friendship 
does not exist merely for your 
pleasure; it exists for the flourishing of 
the church.

In sum, Christian friendship has 
a specific context and a specific 
purpose. It grows from the soil of 
the institutional church; it is the 
ligaments that bind the body of Christ 
together “so that it builds itself up 
in love” (Eph. 4:16). Its purpose is 
mutual sanctification: “Iron sharpens 
iron, and one man sharpens another” 
(Prov. 27:17). While friendships 
among and with unbelievers may be 
pleasant and satisfying, friendship 
among Christians calls us into much 
higher country.
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Friendships Are Sustained by 
the Word
Human appetites are beautiful things. 
Although the Scriptures speak 
of appetites gone awry, they also 
celebrate passionate desires for what 
is truly good and beautiful. “Blessed 
are those who hunger and thirst 
for righteousness, for they shall be 
satisfied” (Matt. 5:6). “Rejoice in the 
wife of your youth . . . be intoxicated 
always in her love” (Prov. 5:18–19). 
Just as marriage and the Lord’s Supper 
exist to satisfy particular physical 
and spiritual appetites, there is a 
specific appetite that characterizes 
Christian friendship. This appetite, 
I submit to you, is for the word. The 
Word of God, together with the lesser 
human words that echo, expound, 
and interpret it, is the vital force that 
sustains Christian friendship.

Popular culture is accustomed to 
using the word “platonic” to describe 
non-sexual relationships. Today, 
this often implies a degradation. In 
the time of Plato (who never used 
the word himself), it implied an 
exaltation. This pagan philosopher 
comprehended something of the 
dignity and majesty of pure friendship 
founded upon the truth of the spoken 
word.9 Lewis pictured romantic 
lovers as staring into one another’s 
eyes, but he pictured friends standing 
shoulder to shoulder, contemplating 
an object of shared affection.10 For 
believing friends, the ultimate objects 
of love are Christ, his church, and 
the glorious truth of the gospel. That 
common vision fills friendship with 
boundless joy.

Words of life permeate Christian 
friendship. On rare occasions, they 
may come in the form of spoken 
vows, not unlike the promises of 
marriage; David and Jonathan present 
at least one biblically sanctioned 
example of a covenanted friendship 
(1 Sam. 18:3). But even friendships 
which are less official are nevertheless 
characterized by earnest and intimate 

conversation about wise living on 
earth in preparation for joyful living 
in heaven. “The sweetness of a friend 
comes from his earnest counsel” 
(Prov. 27:9). This is anything but 
small talk. It is talk too large for this 
world to contain.

For here is the crown jewel in the 
case for a reevaluation of Christian 
friendship. The Scriptures announce 
the abolishment of marriage in the 
coming kingdom. They say nothing 
about the abolishment of friendship. 
Jesus, speaking to his disciples—a 
motley crew of friends, but friends 
nonetheless—stated, “I assign to 
you, as my Father assigned to me, a 
kingdom, that you may eat and drink 
at my table” (Luke 22:29). Christian 
friendship thus prepares us for an 
otherworldly kind of fellowship 
which will go on for all eternity in 
the presence of our greatest Friend 
and Savior. As Lewis says, our friends 
“are, like all beauties, derived from 
Him, and then, in a good Friendship, 
increased by Him through the 
Friendship itself, so that it is His 
instrument for creating as well as for 
revealing. At this feast it is He who 
has spread the board and it is He who 
has chosen the guests.”11

The Lamb’s wedding supper is 
coming. For now, we have only the 
hors d’oeuvres. May we make good 
use of the time to become acquainted 
with some of our everlasting 
tablemates.

1. Abraham Kuyper, Our Worship, ed. 
Harry Boonstra (1911; repr., Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2009), 269.
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Regnery Co., 1953), 26; and Jacques Ellul, The 
Humiliation of the Word, trans. Joyce Main 
Hanks (1981; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
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Lord’s Day 28, Question & Answer 75.
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Orlando: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1991), 
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Connecting through Scripture to God, Others, 
the Natural World, and Yourself (Pittsburgh: 
Crown & Covenant Publications, 2019), 278.
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Interpersonal Communication?,” Journal of 
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23–28; “Therapeutic Communication: 
A Moral Cul de Sac,” in The Dilemma of 
Anabaptist Piety: Strengthening or Straining 
the Bonds of Community?, edited by Stephen 
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What is contentment? Now, 
before you read on to see what my 
definition is, please take a moment 
to think of (and/or write) your 
own definition. Now that you have 
a definition (you did think of a 
definition, right?) let’s talk about 
contentment. Consider Matthew 
6:19–21 (English Standard Version): 
“Do not lay up for yourselves 
treasures on earth, where moth and 
rust destroy and where thieves break 
in and steal; but lay up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven, where neither 
moth nor rust destroys and where 
thieves do not break in and steal. For 
where your treasure is, there your 
heart will be also.” As a child I often 
wondered about this passage. How 
exactly do you lay up treasures in 
heaven? Is it by being a missionary, 
by pursuing ministry opportunities? 
Does this verse mean that the 
regular work that we do—such as 
changing diapers, washing dishes, 
doing the laundry—has no eternal 
value? What is treasure in heaven, 
anyway? I heard one speaker say 
that our crown in heaven is based 
on how many souls we have won for 
Christ. By that standard, Noah does 
not have a very big crown. What 
then is the measure of our treasure 
in heaven?

But One Thing I Lack
It was a beautiful day. I was taking 
the children out for our daily walk. 
As my family grows, there are 
inevitable growing pains. In this 
case, three children could no longer 
fit in a stroller meant for two. We 

had tried to make do for a while, 
stuffing them into various (un)
comfortable positions, but it was 
obvious that now was the time for 
the oldest child to walk. Being all 
of three years old, he was perfectly 
capable of walking. There was one 
problem: he did not want to walk. 
And he was protesting. I told him he 
could go ahead and cry, but we were 
going on a walk and he was going 
with us. And so, for the entire walk, 
he walked along crying at the top 
of his lungs. He had so many good 
things that day—sunny skies, good 
health, eyes to see, ears to hear, legs 
to walk with, and the company of 
his mom and siblings. What more 
could he want? And yet, the one 
thing denied—a ride in the stroller—
caused him an exorbitant amount of 
grief and sorrow. It ruined the whole 
walk for him.

How often I am like a little child! I 
look at my life and see so many of 
God’s blessings—food to eat, clothes 
to wear, a house, a car, a husband, 
children—the list goes on and on. 
And yet I nitpick and find the one 
thing I don’t like (or more than one 
thing). Oftentimes it is something 
small. I wish I could have slept for 
more than two hours in a row last 
night! Other times it is something 
not so small. I wish I could have slept 
for more than two hours in a row any 
night in the past three months! And 
yet my focus is like that of a little 
child. I look at the one thing I am not 
given, and complain about it until 
it ruins my whole day . . . my whole 

week . . . my whole month. If I could 
learn a lesson from my children, it 
would be that contentment is often a 
choice. I can choose to dwell on what 
I don’t have, or I can choose to dwell 
on what I do have.

What or Who?
Contentment is often defined as 
being happy with what you have. 
And, as I have just described, this 
definition is true in one sense. 
Yet perhaps the part that we as 
Christians miss is the “who” of 
contentment. In the case with my 
son’s refusal to walk, he could have 
focused on the “what you have” of a 
beautiful day and physical strength. 
Or, he could have focused on the far 
more significant “who you have” of 
being with his mom and siblings. 
For us as believers, having Christ as 
our portion is the ground for true 
contentment. On any given day, I 
can list numerous physical blessings 
that God has given me. However, for 
many Christians, because of illness 
or persecution or poverty, such 
physical blessings are not theirs. True 
contentment is being happy with 
having Jesus Christ as our portion.

Suffering and Prison, or 
Freedom and Comfort?
Consider for a moment the life 
of Marie Durand.1 Born into a 
French Protestant household in 
1711, Marie’s parents taught her 
biblical truths even though it was 
illegal. She was arrested the day 
before her nineteenth birthday 
simply because her brother was a 

Mrs. Vanessa Le

On Commitment:  
Who Exactly Is Our Treasure? 
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Protestant minister. Newly engaged, she and her 
fiancé were both arrested and sent to different 
prisons. Although her fiancé was released after 
twenty years in prison, he was exiled from the 
country and Marie never saw him again. The 
Tower of Constance, where Marie was held 
prisoner, had an open hole in the ceiling and 
in the walls for windows, so the tower was 
either flooded or very humid. The firewood 
was wet, causing thick smoke to fill the room. 
The prisoners were often sick with malaria, 
rheumatism, and other illnesses. Marie was 
not released until the age of fifty-seven, after 
she had spent thirty-eight years in prison. Even 
after she was released, Marie had to deal with 
many troubles. Her cousins had taken over her farm 
and property, and she had to pay them a lot of money 
to get it back. By modern standards, Marie’s life was a 
complete failure. Yet though she was frequently given the 
option to renounce her faith and go free, she knew that God 
was her portion, even in prison, and she chose suffering and 
prison with him rather than freedom and comfort without him.

Many Christians even today languish in prison, sickness, deprivation, 
loneliness, darkness, and forced labor. If my contentment is merely “be 
happy with what you have,” it will fail me in my darkest hour. However, if my 
contentment is “be happy with who you have,” then it can sustain me.

Do You Know Your God?
Now we get to the obvious question, “Whom do I have?” Modern American 
Christianity says, “I love you, Jesus!” Yet how many know much about Jesus? 
Let me rephrase that. How much do you know about God, Jesus, and the 
Holy Spirit? The Bible teaches us to meditate on God, on his Word, and on 
his wonderful works. An excellent example of this meditation is Psalm 18. 
Written by David, Psalm 18 starts with, “I love you, O Lord,” but it doesn’t 

end there. David teaches us to meditate on the Lord 
with eleven character qualities of God listed 

in the first three verses. Then, as the 
psalm progresses, each section 

contains even more in-depth 
meditation—way more 

than I am in the habit of 
doing! David wants 

us to delight in God 
even in the midst 

of our trials. So 
often our response 
to trials is, “Lord, 
please deliver me—as 
soon as possible!” 

However, immediate deliverance 
is often not God’s plan. Rather, he 
comes to us in our trials and shows 
us his sufficiency. In Psalm 18, as 
in many other psalms, David takes 
his time and lists many facets of 
each aspect of God’s character. 
For example, verse 13 starts with 
“The Lord also thundered in the 
heavens.” David then writes at least 
eleven (depending on 
how you count) more 
details about what the 
thundering was like and 
what the results were. 
I fear that many of us 
either downplay who 
God is, or we never 

Tower of Constance 
in France
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think deeply about him. If we do not 
spend time thinking about God, we 
should not be surprised that trials so 
quickly shake our faith. Do we know 
who our God is? Being content with 
Christ as our portion means that we 
need to value him above all else, and 
we cannot do that if we do not know 
who he is.

If you have never meditated before, 
or if the idea of Christian meditation 
is new to you, I would encourage you 
to start with the Psalms. The Psalms 
are filled with meditations about 
God’s character and works. They take 
the time to explore fully things that 
we tend to skip over. Try memorizing 
a psalm, and take a verse or concept 
each day that you can come back 
to and think about when you are 
working or eating or resting. Also, 
use things that you see each day to 
turn your thoughts toward God and 
heaven. Seeing the ocean can remind 
you of God’s great power and his 
eternity.

Here is a recent meditation I had 
about eternity. Thinking about 
eternity helps me to see my own 
frailty and how soon I will be gone 
and forgotten like those who have 
gone before. In light of that, how can 
I complain about the cross that I have 
to bear? Maybe my cross is just the 
stupidity of others in my life making 

my own life difficult. I am highly 
annoyed that I have to deal with 
these difficulties; perhaps this is an 
indication that I am putting myself 
first? Maybe the people around me 
aren’t being that stupid; they just 
aren’t putting my preferences first 
(i.e., they are not making me their 
personal idol). Which means that I 
have made myself my own personal 
idol and I need to repent.

I may have the opportunity to 
hear many sermons or read many 
Christian books. However, if I never 
think about spiritual things and 
apply them to my life, all my hearing 
and reading is in vain. The Puritan 
James Ussher said, “One hour spent 
thus [in meditation] is worth more 
than a thousand sermons, and this 
is no debasing of the word, but an 
honor unto it.”2 Meditation should 
always spur us on to growth in grace 
and godliness.

Heaven’s Chief Treasure
Biblically, storing up our treasure in 
heaven means that we are developing 
our love for God. Because God 
is heaven’s chief joy, the more we 
delight in him now, the more delight 
we will have in heaven. We can turn 
our thoughts to God no matter what 
our occupation is. No matter what 
our circumstance. No matter what 
trials we endure. No matter what 
kind of death we have to die.

Are you content? Do you have Christ 
as your portion? Christ endured the 
darkest moment of abandonment 
that is possible on this earth. And 
he endured it for me. He promises 
to be with me in the seasons of joy 
as well as grief, on the sunny days 
as well as the days when the light 
is darkened by the clouds. He will 
never leave me nor forsake me. His 
death and resurrection guarantee my 
own. And so I can say with Paul, “I 
have learned in whatever situation I 
am to be content. . . . I have received 
full payment, and more. I am well 
supplied” (Phil. 4:11, 18).

1. The following information is taken from 
Simonetta Carr, Marie Durand (Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2015).

2. James Ussher, Meditation, 43, as quoted in 
David W. Saxton, God’s Battle Plan for the 
Mind (Grand Rapis: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2015), 6.

Mrs. Vanessa Le
is a wife and mom to four children 
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.

When I look at myself, I don’t know 
how I can be saved. But when I look at 
Christ, I don’t see how I can be lost.

  – Martin Luther
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Almost every letter that Reformed 
Fellowship receives from inmates tells 
us that they really appreciate receiving 
The Outlook and that they read the issues 
and pass them on to others. Out of that 
Reformed Fellowship sometimes make 
other contacts.

A reply was sent offering advice and Reformed biblical 
support. Reformed Fellowship receives requests like this 
for books, and books are sent out of a donations fund from 
Reformed Fellowship supporters.

I’ve been speaking with [another inmate that Reformed Fellowship is 

corresponding with in the same facility] and he has been sharing TULIP 

with me, trying to increase
 my understanding of the reformer’s belief. During 

our studies today he quoted from a book called But for the Grace of God 

by Cornelis P. Venema. There is another book I would like to have which I 

believe is called Jesu
s and the Feast.

I would like to have these two books if possible
, and do you have a 

suggested reading plan 
that would help me in my studies? I meant by reading 

material or scriptural studies. I believe that I’ve somewhat got the total 

depravity down. I’m still struggling with can a person lose t
heir salvation. I 

do believe that those that are truly called by God will not lose their salvation; 

however, I struggle with certain verses that deal with people walking away or 

denying Jesus.

I need to take a stan
ce and I’m sure of that but it hasn’t been totally 

revealed in my spirit that I can explain it. This is my issue. I’m still 

searching for biblical truth. Pray with me that God reveals it to me. Thank 

you for your time!

One inmate receiving The Outlook simply states,  

“I want to thank you for writing to me and sending 
me The Outlook magazine. I read every issue.”
Following is a letter to Reformed Fellowship from an inmate. 
Bracketed material is Reformed Fellowship editing for the sake of 
privacy.

Another inmate states, 

“Can you believe that we have been 
corresponding since July 2015?”

Mr. Myron Rau 
is past president of the 
Reformed Fellowship board.

Mr. Myron Rau

Reformed Fellowship Contacts 
with Prison Inmates
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Mr. Gaylord Haan | Rev. Jerome Julien

The Unknown Hour
Growing Doctrinal Laxity

Scriptural Preparation
2 Timothy 4:1–5

Psalm 106:34–39 

Lesson Commentary
The signs of the times will be 
seen both within and without the 
Church. As the Scriptures foretold, 
an unbelieving world of lawlessness 
will finally lead to a complete, visible 
collapse of the social structure of 
society. Likewise, these signs of 
change will be unmistakably found 
within the Church.

Paul exhorts Timothy to preach the 
Word of God faithfully and in all its 
fullness at every opportunity, because 
he was not only fully capable but 
also duty bound to do so. Today, 
too, every opportunity must be 
used to preach the Word faithfully 
because there will be a time in the 
future when it will no longer be 
able to be preached and received. 
Sound doctrine is what the soul 
needs to live and grow. Paul points 
out that during the last days men 
will not endure sound doctrine and 
preaching; thus it will fall on deaf 
ears. These will be days when even 
confessing Christians will not desire 
to hear sound doctrine because their 
souls have become sick, causing 
them to rebel at this needed diet. 
Therefore, we need to feed our souls 
now. We must nourish them while 
we can. Followers who receive and 
believe sound doctrine will then be 
fortified against the coming epidemic 
of spiritual sickness when it makes 
its appearance. At that time men 
will have “itching” ears. They will 
determine for themselves what they 
want to hear. They will desire more 

and more entertainment in worship. 
To them preaching will need only to 
be pleasing to their emotions. This is 
the hallmark of superficiality. Their 
mindset will not allow them to be 
challenged. They will not allow their 
hearts to be affected, and they will 
only let their senses be “tickled.” To 
obtain what they desire, men will 
follow teachers who conform to 
their own lusts, because mankind 
by nature quickly tires with the 
waning popularity of their present 
teachers. They will then seek new 
entertainers with new ideas who 
strive to measure up to the standards 
which they themselves have set up in 
their desire to be entertained rather 
than to hear the true preaching of the 
Word and sound doctrine. The writer 
of Hebrews sums up this danger by 
saying, “Do not be carried about with 
various and strange doctrines. For it 
is good that the heart be established 
by grace, not with foods which have 
not profited those who have been 
occupied with them” (Heb. 13:9).

Furthermore, when people cannot 
endure sound doctrine, they will 
turn away from the truth, the Word 
of God. However, a question arises, 
since man was created with an 
inborn need for religion, how will 
this need be satisfied without the 
truth and the Holy Spirit? Sadly, 
instead of returning to sound 
doctrine, man will turn away from 
the truth and turn toward idolatry 
and fables. This is false religion, 
and it is the enemy of true religion. 
Thus continues the sad story of the 
ages for much of humanity. These 
phenomena have been seen in the 
history of the Church again and 
again. Look once more at the Old 

Testament historical record of Israel’s 
up-and-down cycles of true and 
false worship along with the acts 
and deeds that accompanied them. 
Remember also, sound doctrine 
was already being neglected in the 
later days of the apostles. Think 
about Paul’s many warnings to the 
Church and to Timothy. Think also 
about the reasons that the various 
Church councils were called over 
the centuries as well as during the 
time preceding, during, and after the 
Reformation.

Then, too, let no one be so bold as 
to say that our present day is free 
from the evil of relaxed doctrine 
and false religion. Look only to 
the offshoots from the present-day 
Church. Are they doctrinally pure? 
Doctrinal laxity grows and becomes 
more palatable because doctrinal 
purity does not have the glamor of 
feel-good entertainment. Then the 
question becomes, how long will they 
exist? Certainly there are still many 
believers who desire to feed on the 
“strong meat” of Scripture, but their 
number is decreasing. Could this be 
a reason for the decline in Church 
membership and in attendance in 
the United States over the last fifty 
years?1

The desire for religious 
entertainment is on the rise. But 
questions naturally follow. They 
promote the need for introspection 
and evaluation. Just how far we have 
succumbed to this desire is difficult 
to gauge. What is the reason that 
entertainers claim more success, or 
larger numbers of followers, than 

1. See the charts about Church attendance and 
membership in the appendix.
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those who proclaim the “everlasting 
gospel”? What is the reason that 
sects and cults can grow by seeming 
leaps and bounds? Can this be 
because they seem to satisfy man 
based only on an appeal to man’s 
concept of personal innate worth 
without the need for rebirth, self-
denial, and belonging to Christ 
in body and soul for time and for 
eternity?

Let us always be faithful followers of 
the everlasting Lamb of God!

Searching Scripture
2 Timothy 4:1–4

1. For what reasons does Paul charge 
Timothy to preach the Word?

2. What is “sound doctrine”? (2 Tim. 
4:3–4; 1 Tim. 1:10–11)

3. What is unsound doctrine? (2 
Tim. 4:3–4)

4. Calvin calls “fables” (2 Tim. 1:4) 
useless imagination by which 
the simplicity of the gospel is 
corrupted. Give examples of what 
this means.

5. How is this gospel to be 
proclaimed? (2 Tim. 4:2)

6. What do the words in this 
text mean in relationship to 2 
Thessalonians 2:9–12?

Psalm 106:34–39

1. What happened in Israel when it 
departed from God’s truth? (Ps. 
106:34–39)

2. How might we apply this in terms 
of today’s lifestyle?

1 Samuel 15:10–16:13

1. A crisis came to Israel because of 
sin and the kingship of Saul. What 
does Samuel say to Saul after Saul 
tried to explain what took place in 
the battle with the Amalekites? (1 
Sam. 15:19–23)

2. What does the Lord say to Samuel 
when he is to choose a king from 
among Jesse’s sons? (1 Sam. 16:7)

3. What does this passage have to 
say about true worship versus false 
worship?

Jeremiah 19:4–15; Ezekiel 16:15–34

1. What happened when Israel 
sought to worship in the way of 
unbelief? (Jer. 19)

2. What went along with Israel’s 
departure from God’s way of 
worship? (Ezek. 16; 1 Kings 
11:1–9)

For Discussion
1. Why are entertainers able to claim 

more followers?

2. How and why do cults and sects 
develop?

3. Give examples of present-day cults 
and sects.

4. How can sound doctrine (i.e., 
biblical and confessional teaching) 
also be practical?

5. Why is it difficult for many to 
become followers of the Lord?

—DO NOT— 
be carried about 
WITH VARIOUS 

–and– 
STRANGE DOCTRINES

Hebrews13:9a
P

This article is a selected lesson from 
the upcoming book The Unknown 
Hour, that is available from 
Reformed Fellowship.

Edited by 

Mr. Gaylord Haan, a retired Christian 
school teacher and counselor and a 
member of Bethel United Reformed 
Church of Jenison, MI.
and

Rev. Jerome Julien, a retired minister 
in the URCNA who serves on the board 
of Reformed Fellowship. He and his 
wife, Reita, live in Hudsonville, MI, and 
are members of Walker URC in Grand 
Rapids, MI.
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The Devil’s 
Decoys

Mr. Gaylord Haan | Rev. Jerome Julien

Scriptural Preparation
Revelation 13:11–18

James 3:13–18

Lesson Commentary
We have established that the beast 
pictured in Revelation 13:1–10 
symbolizes the authoritarian power 
to be found at the end of time. 
However, many questions remain. 
For example: How could anyone 
obtain so much power so quickly? 
What kind of force would be needed 
to subjugate the millions of people 
who inhabit the world? Why are men 
not able to see that this beast will 
lead them into ruin? The remainder 
of Revelation 13 shows the answer to 
these questions and others.

The Unknown Hour
The Beast Out of the Earth 

John watched the first beast come 
up out of the sea. Now he sees a 
second beast. But this new beast 
comes up out of the earth. Is it 
possible to compare this creature 
with the preceding wild beast? It 
does not have the outward look of 
monstrous cruelty which the first 
beast had. Instead, this one looks 
innocent. Rather than having ten 
horns like the first beast, this beast 
has only two horns which resemble 
those of a lamb. From its outward 
appearance there is no need to be 
afraid of it. But his appearance is 
deceiving, for John hears it speak. 
It’s the voice of the dragon, the devil 
(Rev. 12:9). The beast is betrayed by 
his speech. Indeed, it’s Satan in a new 

garb. This beast is the false prophet 
of Revelation 13:13–14. Its function 
is to persuade men, not to battle 
with them with swords. He is the 
representative of all false religions 
and is thus Satan’s ally. Notice how 
the devil repeats the same theme of 
deception throughout all of history: 
to Adam and Eve, to Lot, to Israel, to 
the Pharisees, to the New Testament 
Church, and even to us. The two 
beasts pictured in this chapter will 
work together because they have the 
same ultimate goal in mind. They 
both are enemies of Christ and of His 
people.

The false prophet will deceive and 
exercise all of the authority of the 
first beast and is its prophet. He 
will demand that all men, including 
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Christians, worship the first beast, 
worship the state, and worship 
power. In doing so, he proclaims 
the state to be god. In addition, 
to establish and demonstrate his 
credibility, the new beast performs 
pseudo-miracles and causes fire to 
come down out of the heavens. To 
make devotion more real, he causes 
an image of the first beast to be made 
and commands all of mankind to 
worship it.1 He also seems to give 
life to the image so that it speaks. 
What power! Who would not stand 
in awe of the power of this second 
beast? It appears as though he is god, 
but he is not. It is no wonder that he 
demands death for all who refuse to 
bow down and worship the image 
of the first beast. Once more, does 
this not remind you of the story of 
Nebuchadnezzar, his idol, and his 
threats?

The false prophet is not satisfied with 
the religious veneration given to the 
first beast; he wants more. In true 
authoritarian fashion he lays claim 
to all of life. He extols the values 
of humanism and materialism as 
the focus for our existence. Having 
caused men to worship the beast, he 
now demands complete allegiance 
in the economic realm. No one may 
conduct any business without first 
having the mark of the beast. This 
mark is to be placed either on the 
right hand or on the forehead of 
everyone. Notice the significance 
of the places where the mark is 
placed. The right hand is, for most 
people, their hand of power and 
strength. The forehead represents 
the mind. Together they represent 
total devotion and service to the 
beast. Notice also that the beast has 
usurped the Christians’ mark of 
devotion and faithfulness to God by 
replacing it with a mark of his own 
for his followers (Rev. 14:1). With 
this action the beast has claimed 

1. This could very well be a reference to the 
worship of the Roman emperors who, in the 
later part of the first century AD, proclaimed 
themselves to be god.

and put his stamp on everyone’s life. 
That mark is a number, 666. The 
number represents man three times 
over. But no matter how many 6s are 
added, he cannot use number 7. It 
belongs to God! The false prophet 
has demanded and acquired total 
allegiance from his subjects who 
have submitted to him with devotion. 
It’s a complete revolt against God. 
But remember, he is not God, as he 
claims. He is still a man. Therefore, 
he will not succeed. He will fall short 
in the end.

Indeed, this paints a dark picture for 
the future of the Church. It appears 
as though the devil himself has been 
able to usurp the Lord’s throne. Yet, 
there are some glimmerings of light. 
We need to remember, as we read 
in this chapter, that “it was given 
him” (the devil) to do certain things. 
God permitted the beasts to do the 
things recorded here. The beasts 
thought they were in control, but 
they were not. They tried to imitate 
the Lamb, but they were not the 
Lamb. Although they were powerful 
imposters, in the end they will be 
defeated by the Lamb. We must 
remember the Lamb’s promise found 
in Matthew 16:18, “I will build My 
Church, and the gates of Hades shall 
not prevail against it.” The Almighty 
God still reigns!

Searching Scripture

Revelation 13:11–18

1. Describe the relationship between 
the beast of the earth and the beast 
of the sea. (vv. 12, 14–15)

2. What does verse 11 tell us about 
this beast?

3. How is it related to Matthew 7:15 
and Revelation 11:7; 19:20?

4. What else do you learn about him 
from verse 13 and 1 Kings 18:38?

5. What do you find in these verses 
that indicates that this beast has a 
definite religious task?

6. What do you understand by “the 
name of the beast, or the number 
of his name”?

7. Why would one commentator 
speak of the beast as a parody of 
Christ, and another speak of the 
fire from heaven (v. 13) as a parody 
of the Holy Spirit?

James 3:13–18

How do these words from James 
fit together with the visions in 
Revelation 13:1–18?

For Discussion
1. Why does Satan clothe himself as 

a lamb?

2. Why does Satan represent himself 
as an angel of light?

3. Explain the significance of the 
signs performed by the beast.

4. How can it be that both Christ 
and the false prophet can claim 
submission in all of our life?

5. What examples from both the 
Old and New Testaments can you 
cite that the “mark of the beast” 
does not necessarily need to be an 
actual visual mark?

This article is a selected lesson from 
the upcoming book The Unknown 
Hour, that is available from 
Reformed Fellowship.

Edited by 

Mr. Gaylord Haan, a retired Christian 
school teacher and counselor and a 
member of Bethel United Reformed 
Church of Jenison, MI.
and

Rev. Jerome Julien, a retired minister 
in the URCNA who serves on the board 
of Reformed Fellowship. He and his 
wife, Reita, live in Hudsonville, MI, and 
are members of Walker URC in Grand 
Rapids, MI.
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The Reformed theology of grace, 
as articulated in the Canons of 
Dort, informed and influenced the 
spirituality of the Puritans. These 
Canons of Dort, also called the Five 
Articles against the Remonstrants, 
consist of doctrinal statements 
adopted by the Synod of Dort in 
1618–1619 against the Five Articles 
of the Remonstrants (conditional 
election based on foreseen faith, 
universal atonement, partial 
depravity of man, resistible grace, 
and the possibility of lapsing from 
grace). In response to these five 
articles, the delegates at the Synod of 
Dort issued what came to be known 
as the five points of Calvinism or 
doctrines of grace (unconditional 
election, limited atonement, total 
depravity, irresistible grace, and 
perseverance of the saints). These 
doctrines highlight the sovereign 
and gracious work of God in 
salvation (see The Doctrines of Grace 
by James Montgomery Boice and 
Philip Ryken).

For the Reformed, grace is a favor 
that God sovereignly and freely 
bestows on those who do not deserve 
it; in fact, they deserve the opposite. 
Grace rests on God’s eternal election 
without foreseen faith, its ground 
is the person and finished work 
of Christ, and its efficient cause is 
the Holy Spirit. With this grace, 
man is given the ability to repent 
and believe. And as a recipient of 
God’s unwavering favor, man will 
persevere until the end. While there 
is significant diversity among the 
Puritan heirs of this Reformed view 
of grace (e.g., there were strong 
Calvinists like Thomas Goodwin, 
moderate Calvinists like Richard 
Baxter, and even Arminians like John 
Goodwin), these doctrines of grace 
are the broad lines of the Puritan 
understanding of grace, which 
affected their spirituality in various 
ways. What follows are at least five 
effects that the Reformed theology of 
grace had on Puritan spirituality in 
general.

First, with the Reformed emphasis 
on the unconditional election and 
sovereign giving of grace, Puritan 
spirituality flowed from God’s work 
and not the product of mere human 
effort. On the flip side, it saw the 
human depravity that not only did 
not merit God’s favor but merited 
his condemnation. That the Puritans 
adopted the Calvinistic view on 
depravity and grace is clear in the 
Westminster Confession, in which 
the Puritan divines maintain that 
man by his fall has totally lost his 
ability to choose any spiritual good 
for his salvation. Their emphasis 
on total depravity underlined the 
necessity of God’s sovereign grace 
in salvation. Hence, as Randall 
Gleason and Kelly Kapic have noted, 
the spirituality of the Puritans was 
“predominantly Augustinian” in its 
emphasis on human depravity and 
sovereign grace (see The Devoted 
Life , which they edited). Yet this 
Reformed emphasis on election, 
depravity, and grace did not stop the 

Reformed Theology of
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and Its Influence on

PURITAN SPIRITUALITY
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Puritans from freely and sincerely 
offering the gospel to all sinners. 
In their preaching and writing they 
called sinners to repentance and 
faith (see, for instance, John Bunyan’s 
Come and Welcome to Jesus Christ).

Second, the spirituality of the 
Puritans was shaped by their 
understanding of grace as grounded 
in the person and finished work of 
Christ. Because Christ is the basis 
of grace, union and communion 
with him is often foregrounded, and 
meditating on Christ is one way this 
manifests in spirituality. Thus, the 
Puritans wrote lengthy meditations 
on Christ. Take, for example, Samuel 
Rutherford’s collection of letters in 
The Loveliness of Christ and Thomas 
Goodwin’s The Heart of Christ in 
Heaven toward Sinners on Earth. 
Likewise, with this view of grace, the 
Puritans avoided exalting excessively 
the physical humanity of the Savior, 
as seen in certain strains of Roman 
Catholicism with its emphasis on 
the Eucharist. Instead the Puritans 
recognized it was Christ himself who 
worked salvation and thus whom the 
heart must love and adore.

Third, Puritan spirituality viewed 
the Holy Spirit’s work in the soul 
as the effectual work of grace. 
Despite our deadness in sin, the 
Spirit regenerated us, planting the 
seed out of which a life of grace 
would bloom. Indeed, the need for 
regeneration by the Spirit became 
a dominant theme in Puritan 
spirituality. To illustrate this, Thomas 
Goodwin, author of The Work of the 
Holy Spirit in Our Salvation, once 
said that at regeneration the Spirit 
quickened, enabled, and inclined the 
soul so as to believe and repent. The 
Puritans believed that all spirituality 
resulted from the Spirit’s prior work 
in the soul. It is immediately upon 
regeneration that man becomes a 
cooperator with the Spirit, yet this 
is always in response to the Spirit’s 
work. Thus, the Puritans stressed the 

Spirit’s role not only in conversion 
but also in sanctification. To give an 
example, they emphasized the role 
of the Spirit in prayer, realizing that 
apart from the Spirit we cannot pray 
in such a way pleasing to God (see 
Bunyan’s I Will Pray with the Spirit).

Fourth, the Reformed emphasis 
on the Father’s electing work, 
Christ’s redeeming work, and the 
Spirit’s sanctifying work is another 
hallmark of Puritan spirituality. This 
trinitarian emphasis is clearly seen in 
John Owen’s Communion with God, 
a work that is not really about prayer 
but about the doctrine of the Trinity. 
Owen teaches the Christian that a life 
of spirituality is about communing 
with each one of the members of the 
Trinity in the proper way, each one 
being the object of our adoration, 
affection, and prayer. As Rutherford 
expressed it, “I do not know which 
person of the trinity I love the most, 
but this I know, I love each of them 
and I need them all.”

Finally, and closely related to the 
emphasis on God’s sovereign, 
gracious, and definitive work, is 
the fact that man can be assured of 
his faith and that he will persevere 
until the end by God’s preserving 
grace. The Puritans spent a lot of 
time on assurance of faith, on its 
objective grounds and its subjective 
marks. They attempted to balance 
a firm trust in what God has done 
and is doing, without becoming 
presumptuous, while also identifying 
the subjective marks without causing 
those subjective feelings in the soul 
to become the reason for assurance 
of faith. For instance, according to 
Joel Beeke in Living for God’s Glory, 

the delegates at the Synod of Dort 
recognized that Arminian theology 
threatened the believer’s eternal 
security and assurance in God’s 
sovereign grace. Why? Because 
according to the Remonstrants 
one can lose one’s salvation. By 
understanding the Reformed 
theology of grace, the Puritans could 
enjoy assurance of faith because they 
knew that God would preserve them 
for eternity.

Some historians such as David 
Bebbington think that the Puritans 
held the position that assurance is 
rare. This, Bebbington argues, is in 
contrast to the evangelical belief 
which maintains that assurance is 
normal (see his Evangelicalism in 
Modern Britain). Scholars such as 
Beeke and Michael Haykin have 
challenged Bebbington’s view and 
convincingly argue that the Puritans 
practiced and taught assurance 
of faith (see Beeke’s Quest for Full 
Assurance and Haykin’s coedited 
book The Advent of Evangelicalism). 
That the Puritans preached and 
taught assurance of salvation is clear. 
For example, Baxter exhorted his 
congregation not to sit down without 
assurance, meaning they should not 
rest until they were assured of God’s 
saving grace in their lives. Thomas 
Brooks expressed his assurance of 
faith this way: “I am wholly His . . . 
I am eternally His.” “To all who love 
Christ sincerely,” said William Pinke, 
“God presently gives an everlasting 
assurance of salvation.”

Rev. Brian G. Najapfour  
has been a minister of the gospel since 2001 and has served both 
in the Philippines and in the United States. He is the author of 
several books, including  

. He blogs at biblicalspiritualitypress.org.
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The Unknown Hour: Biblical Signs Warnings, 
Hope and Peace, edited by Gaylord Haan 
and Jerome Julien. Grand Rapids: Reformed 
Fellowship, 2020. Paperback. 248 pages. $18.95.

It is far easier to fill a bookshelf with hyperbolic 
predictions and conspiracy theories about the 
end of the world from ostensibly Christian authors 
than it is to locate a levelheaded, thoughtful, and 
relevant Reformed resource that summarizes the 
Bible’s teaching about the end times. But such 
studies do exist, and The Unknown Hour is one of 
them. This Reformed Fellowship study is a revision 
of Rev. Henry Vander Kam’s unpublished Bible 
study The Signs of the Times.

Although directed primarily toward a churched 
audience, this book’s simple explanation 

of scriptural principles may hold interest for the curious 
nonbeliever as well. Addressing contemporary themes such 
as materialism, immorality, and fear, The Unknown Hour points 
readers to the course of redemptive history, the warnings of 
imminent judgment on the wicked, and the Lord’s unfailing 
promises to his church.

Along the way, the authors helpfully introduce a variety of 
topics that generate controversy in Christian discussions 
of the end times, such as views of the millennium, the 
identity of the Antichrist, and the continued significance of 
the nation of Israel. Because of the book’s brevity, these 
discussions sometimes leave the reader wishing for a 
deeper and more nuanced treatment of such issues. The 
particular interpretations articulated in The Unknown Hour 
are not universally accepted, even within Reformed circles. 
Nevertheless, this is meant to be a primer on scriptural 
eschatology, not a definitive and comprehensive doctrinal 
statement.

As a primer, The Unknown Hour’s most significant 
accomplishment is that of connecting eschatology’s future 
focus with its very present point. The study opens by quoting 
Jesus’ invocation of the “sign of the prophet Jonah” against 
the Pharisees (Matt. 16). Jonah’s commission was to preach 
judgment to Nineveh, a city of abominable paganism that 
nevertheless repented and turned to God. As it relates to the 
end times, the sign of Jonah proclaims that there is still time 
to repent and cry out to the Lord, whose mercy is unfailing. 
The poignant call at the end of Revelation, “Let the one who 
is thirsty come; let the one who desires take the water of life 
without price” (Rev. 22:17, English Standard Version), resounds 
underneath each chapter of this study.

The Unknown Hour imparts sobriety and strength in 
tumultuous times. Because its message is firmly rooted in the 
eternal relevance of the Scriptures, this study is both timely 
and timeless. Ultimately, its end-times message issues a call 
not to consternation but to comfort.
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What Are the Odds? From Crack Addict to CEO,  
Mike Lindell. Chaska, MN: Lindell Publishing, 2019. 
Paperback. 325 pages. $19.99.

Mike Lindell is quite familiar to us from his My Pillow 
television infomercials. Behind the inventor of this pillow 
is a most interesting story which he shares in this book. 
Dr. Ben Carson writes on the foreword, “What Are the 
Odds? is a testimonial about the power of a dream. It is 
about a man who went about as far down as a human 
being can go, but came out clean and sober on the other 
side. It’s a story about failure, success, humility, courage-
and ultimate hope.”

On the first page of the book Lindell says, “In this life we 
all experience moments, sometimes so unique or unusual 
that we pause to say, Wow . . . what are the odds that 
could happen? And if something like that happens again, 
maybe we say it’s just coincidence.” Lindell goes on to 
say, “How many once-in-a-lifetime events do we attribute 
to simple chance before we believe that perhaps it’s 
something more? At what point do you ask yourself, is it 
all just luck or have I experienced a miracle?”

Mike Lindell’s parents divorced, and he grew up with 
his mother and stepfather. Early on he did kids’ kind of 
gambling, eventually leading into drugs and alcohol and 

a life of big-time casino gambling. Always being good 
with numbers, he was later a successful casino card 
counter. Trying crack cocaine once, he became a crack 
addict. Working on inventing My Pillow, he started 
his small business in a shed while owning a bar in his 
home town in Minnesota. He always needed crack to 
keep going, while trying to hide his severe addiction 
from his family and others.

Mike had countless bad and even life-threatening 
experiences. He often lost thousands of dollars from 
gambling and drugs, but each time he came out 
unbelievably successful. He was always amazed at 
his escapes, and from his gambling vocabulary would 
ask himself, what are the odds? After almost losing his 
growing My Pillow enterprise, he lost the bar and his 
marriage.

Mike remembered Sunday school as a boy. His sister 
was a Christian and while trying to counsel him told 
him that someday he would do great things. Other 
Christians, including a friend of his sister, also had an 
influence in his life. After running from God for so long 
and finding himself at the bottom, at age fifty-five, he 
was convicted and his life completely changed. Mike 
says, “It had all become clear. All the close calls, all the 
impossible coincidences, all the time I asked myself, 
what are the odds? That was Jesus, waving His arms 
and saying, ‘I AM HERE.’”

As his sister had predicted, Mike is now influencing 
many, including young people. He also influences 
people through his foundation. He dedicated his book 
to those looking for hope. The book ends with quoting 
Proverbs 3:5–6: “Trust in the Lord with your heart, and 
lean not on your own understanding; In all your ways 
acknowledge him, and he shall direct your paths.”

This book is one that is hard to put down. The 
descriptions, however, of some of the spiritual 
experiences are a little different from what some of us 
are accustomed to. The book is loaded with photos of 
Mike’s life and experiences.

Mr. Myron Rau

Book  
Review

Mr. Myron Rau 
is past president of the Reformed Fellowship board.
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Jehovah’s Mighty Acts, Nathan J. Langerak. 
Jenison, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 
2019. 100 pages, hardbound. $24.95.

Both of these volumes are in a new set of Bible 
stories entitled Tell His Wonders, a title that comes 
from Psalm 78:4. Each volume is beautifully illustrated 
by Michael Welply from France. Together they give 
us sixty-one stories covering material from Genesis 
1 through Daniel. According to each volume they are 
for children ages 7–10, though probably they would 
be better for children of the older end of these ages.

These stories are well-written and have been 
well-chosen. Twenty-five alone are about sections 
in Genesis. In the preface to the second volume 
Langerak writes, “The book is part of a series of Bible 
story books entitled Tell His Wonders. The series 

intends to cover a selection of the main events 
of the Old and New Testament history. The entire 
series aims to be covenantal. . . . These wonders 
fill the pages of the Bible, culminating in the great 
wonder of grace in the incarnations Jesus Christ.”

While the author does not develop questions for 
each story, the parent using these stories will be 
able to give questions to the young hearers. These 
are valuable books for reading and discussing 
God’s way with the children God has given us. 
Perhaps this practice is fading away. Let us not let 
this happen. Blessed are the people whose God is 
the Lord. Highly recommended.

His Friends and Servants, Nathan J. Langerak. 
Jenison, MI: Reformed Free Publishing 
Association, 2020. 95 pages, hardbound. $24.95.

Rev. Jerome Julien

Book  
Reviews
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Marian’s Big Book of Bible Stories, 
Marian Schooland. Neerlandia, AB: 
Inheritance Publications, 2016.  
351 pages. Paperback. $19.95.

Most of us need no introduction 
to this book. Many can remember 
it from our days of reading Bible 
stories; others, from listening to 
Dad or Mom. This is a republication 
of this often-used volume. For 
those unacquainted with this book, 
there are more than two hundred 
Bible stories from the Old and New 
Testaments. They are short but to 
the point. There are a few pictures 
of Jesus in the book, if that makes 
a difference to you. However, if 
you do use it, you will find that your 
children will learn the history of 
redemption.

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.

This is a small book, but one with 
a powerful message. Perhaps 
these ten chapters were originally 
a series of sermons preached to 
his congregation in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan. As he writes about the 
Christian union with Christ, chosen 
in Christ, pardoned, righteous, 
adopted, secure in him, and alive 
in him, the reader is given a picture 
of what it is to be a Christian. Each 
point is the stroke of an artist giving 
us the beautiful picture of a child 
of God. Being a Christian is not 
being a member of a club or just 
a way of distinguishing ourselves 
from others around us. It is a living 
relationship with Christ having its 
source in God by his grace. 

For those who wish to study more 
about the Christian life, each 
chapter is concluded by a series of 
questions. 

The Path of Life: Blessedness in 
the Seasons of Lament, J. Stephen 
Yuille. Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2019. Paperback, 
224 pages. $9.00 (sale).

If you haven’t read or studied 
Psalm 119 lately, you have here a 
devotional approach on this longest 
chapter in the Bible. The author is 
the vice president of academics 
at Heritage College and Seminary, 
Cambridge, Ontario. He begins with 
an introduction and background to 
this psalm, has a short devotional 
on each of the sections of the 
psalm, and concludes with a 
bibliography of volumes on this 
psalm. It is a delightful read which 
will make the reader meditate on 
the truths of Scripture.

Rev. Jerome Julien
is a retired minister in the URCNA 
living in Hudsonville, MI, and serves 
on the board of Reformed Fellowship. 
He and his wife, Reita, are members 
of Walker URC in Grand Rapids, MI.
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Read Psalm 49:11–15
Truly no man can ransom another or 
give to God the price of his life. (Ps. 
49:7)

How much is your life worth to you?

Once, when Julius Caesar was a 
young man, some pirates captured 
him and took him to a little island 
called Pharmacusa. They told him 
that they were going to demand 
twenty talents of gold as ransom 
money before they would set him 
free. Julius Caesar was not the kind 

of person to be easily intimidated. He 
said, “Go ahead and ask for ransom 
money, but you’d better demand fifty 
talents of gold because I am worth 
a lot more than twenty talents!” 
Obviously, he thought quite highly of 
himself.

But what about you? Do you think 
you are worth as much as Julius 
Caesar? Perhaps you hesitate because 
somehow it does not feel right to put 
a dollar figure on human life. Isn’t life 
worth more than money? In fact, it 
becomes even more difficult when we 
ask how much it costs for someone to 
be ransomed from death and instead 
to live on forever. Yet that is the topic 

that the sons of Korah sing about in 
this psalm.

One part of the answer is perfectly 
clear: “No man can ransom another 
or give to God the price of his life . . 
. that he should live on forever and 
never see the pit” (vv. 7, 9). In other 
words, even a multibillionaire cannot 
pay his way into the eternal house 
not made by human hands (2 Cor. 
5.1). Whenever man tries to ransom 
himself or someone else from death 
the end result is an absolute failure.

There is a different result, though, 
when the direction is reversed and 
the ransom comes from God to man 
rather than from man to God. In 
verse 15 we confess, “But God will 
ransom my soul from the power 
of Sheol.” That raises the question, 
“How will God do this?” The full 
answer comes in 1 Peter 1:18–19. 
where we read: “You were ransomed 
. . . with the precious blood of Christ, 
like that of a lamb without blemish 
or spot.” Blood, not money, is God’s 
way to ransom us, and not just any 
blood either—only the blood of the 
unique Lamb of God will suffice.

Pause for a moment and consider 
how much it cost God’s only begotten 
Son to ransom your life from eternal 
death. The more you meditate on 
that truth the more thankful you 
should become.

Christ’s Psalms, Our Psalms:
The Ransom for Your Life Is Costly 
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Read Psalm 49:14–20
For when he dies he will carry 
nothing away; his glory will not go 
down after him (Ps. 49:17)

Here is an unsettling, yet nonetheless 
true, fact. Your house, your car, 
your bank account, your business, 
your ATV, your furniture, your 
photo albums . . . yes, even your 
smartphone: you cannot take any of 
these things along with you when 
you die.

Of course some people still try to do 
so. Many centuries ago the pharaohs 
in Egypt had all kinds of precious 
things put in their pyramids so 
that they could enjoy them on their 
journey through the afterlife.

Such attempts are feeble and futile. 
The truth is you cannot take material 
things along with you when your 
soul and body separate at death. The 
sons of Korah teach us this in verse 
17, and the preacher-king confirms 
the same truth in Ecclesiastes 2:20–
21. He writes that at death “a person 
who has toiled with wisdom and 
knowledge must leave everything to 
be enjoyed by someone who did not 
toil for it.”

Indeed, death reveals how weak 
money and material possessions 
are. “Money makes the world go 
around,” so they say. From a certain 

perspective that seems to be true. As 
a society we have even used money 
to pay for research that put men 
on the moon. You might think that 
there is nothing that money cannot 
buy—at least until you stand at the 
graveside. As soon as you walk into 
a cemetery, money instantly loses its 
power. Row upon row of gravestones 
rest above the bodies of people who 
worked, made money, and bought all 
kinds of different things. Yet when 
they died none of them could take 
along any of that material “glory,” as 
the sons of Korah call it (v. 17).

Take a look around you right now. 
What kinds of things do you see that 
belong to you? Think about your 
bank account. How much money 
have you saved up? And more 

importantly: how much value do you 
put on all these things? Use them 
wisely, especially to advance God’s 
kingdom. But remember that you 
cannot take them with you when you 
die.

As our Savior Jesus Christ taught us, 
“Lay up for yourselves treasures in 
heaven, where neither moth nor rust 
destroys and where thieves do not 
break in and steal. For where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be 
also” (Matt. 6:20–21).

Jason Van Vliet

Christ’s Psalms, Our Psalms:
You Can’t Take It with You 

Christ’s Psalms, Our Psalms:  
Daily Meditations for 
Individuals & Families

Little Angels Press, 2018  
Edited by Peter Holtvlüwer

Hard cover, 381 pages

To order please visit:  
www.reformedfellowship.net 

You may also order by calling 
Reformed Fellowship at 
616.532.8510

$21.00
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SHARE “For the first time, he was able to listen directly to the words of God.”

Kushbu was beaten by her father for going to church. He hated that she 
was a Christian. It dishonored the family. And in her culture, anything 
that dishonors the family requires punishment. Khushbu tried to tell her 
father about her faith but he would not listen. She continued to pray for 
him.

WWhen Khushbu received a Talking Bible, she took it home and started 
listening. When her father came home, he was curious and started 
listening too. Eventually, he asked if he could keep it overnight to listen 
more. “For the first time, he was able to listen directly to the words of 
God. When I returned, he accepted Jesus was God and wanted to be 
baptized,” said Khushbu.

GGod’s powerful spoken Word can open closed hearts and minds. It can 
reach past fear and hatred. It can break the barriers of superstition and 
illiteracy. It can give the hope and promise of salvation to the lost and 
hurting.

Give the gift of a Talking Bible today.

A Bible for Those
Who Can’t Read

Mark S. Hoekstra, President
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Biblical Signs, Warnings, Hope and Peace
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the
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1 The Importance of the Signs of 
the Times

2 The Danger of Misinterpretation

3 The Beginning of Sorrows

4 Persecution, False Teachers, and 
the Church

5 Life Before the Flood

6 Pagan Attempts at One World 
Government 

7 The Consequences of 
Materialism and Pragmatism 

8 Lawlessness as a Way of Life

9 Growing Doctrinal Laxity

10 Israel’s Return to the Homeland

11 The Mission Task of the Church

12 The Salvation of Israel

13 Mission Doors are Closing

14 The Antichristian Spirit in the 
World

15 The Nature of Anti-Trinitarian 
Theology

16 The Beast Out of the Sea

17 The Evil of Authoritarianism

18 The Beast Out of the Earth

19 The End of Division Between 
Nations

20 The Attack by the False 
Teachers, a False Church, and a 
World Government

21 Falling Away from God

22 The Man of Sin

23 Preparation for the End Times

24 The Antichrist Arrives with the 
Great Tribulation

25 Jesus’ Prophecy for Jerusalem 
and the Future

26 The Church’s Prayer for Christ’s 
Return

27 The Reward for the Faithful

Addressing contemporary themes such as materialism, 
immorality, and fear, The Unknown Hour points readers to the 
course of redemptive history and the Lord’s unfailing promises 
to his Church. It imparts sobriety and strength in tumultuous 
times. Firmly rooted in the eternal relevance of the Scriptures, 
this study is both timely and timeless. Its end times message 
issues a call to comfort, not to consternation.  

–Michael R. Kearney, Outlook contributor 
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Paperback, 248 pages, containing 27 lessons, 
each with an accompanying illustration, charts, 
maps, diagramed views of the millennium and 
a glossary of symbolic numbers, emperors, 
rulers, and terms used in the book.


