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Speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord, 
giving thanks always for all things unto God and the Father 
in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ; submitting yourselves 
one to another in the fear of God. (Eph. 5:19–21, KJV)

Home schooling in today’s world 
is an animated and divisive topic. It 
seems that the world attaches itself 
to what should be spiritual and uses 
it to satisfy their own desires and 
supposed needs. This is not to say 
that all should be discarded, but let 
us look at the only and complete 
obligation our Creator created us 
for. God created the world for his 
own glory. It was the whole duty of 
man. Man’s wants were not part of 
the equation. Man’s wants and God’s 
wants at creation were one.

This Spirit-driven home school 
curriculum has the most necessary 
subject that must be learned shall 
there ever be an advancement or 
graduation from it. That lesson is 
holiness (Lev. 19:2). God cannot be 
seen without it. To be able to grasp 
its depth from our side is impossible. 
Why? God’s requirements for holiness 
and ours are not on the same level. 
God set the bar, and that bar must be 
met. With that in mind, God himself 

and his love. There can be no true 
happiness without it. The love of 
God drives everything (1 Cor. 13). 
But graduate his people will. In this 
home school the teacher not only 
begins but also has promised to 
finish what he has begun, ending in 
his own glory. “Seeing then that all 
these things shall be dissolved, what 
manner of persons ought ye to be in 
all holy conversation and godliness, 
looking for and hasting unto the 
coming of the day of God, wherein 
the heavens being on fire shall be 
dissolved, and the elements shall 
melt with fervent heat? Nevertheless 
we, according to his promise, look 
for new heavens and a new earth, 
wherein dwelleth righteousness” (2 
Peter 3:11–13).

Good and upright is Jehovah in His 
dealings evermore.

Sinners are by Him instructed in the 
way untrod before.

He will ever guide the meek in His 
judgments true and holy;

Teach His ways to those who seek 
with a contrite heart and lowly.

—Psalter 415, verse 4, based on 
Psalm 25

HOMESCHOOLING

says, “Every one of them is gone 
back: they are altogether become 
filthy; there is none that doeth good, 
no, not one” (Ps. 53:3). The subject 
that must be learned must be taught 
outside of ourselves. Unholy ones 
cannot teach themselves holiness. 
Here in this life the heart of the child 
of God is more and more filled with 
a desire to be holy, but that will be 
completed at our last breath. “So 
when this corruptible shall have put 
on incorruption, and this mortal shall 
have put on immortality, then shall 
be brought to pass the saying that 
is written, Death is swallowed up in 
victory. O death, where is thy sting? O 
grave, where is thy victory? The sting 
of death is sin; and the strength of 
sin is the law. But thanks be to God, 
which giveth us the victory through 
our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 15:54–
57).

Without the knowledge of sin, 
holiness is not known as the only 
thing that will conform us to Christ 

Link to words and music:  

https://tinyurl.com/unue8n7s
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Dr. Brendan LooyengaDr. Jeff Doll

Is Reformed Biblical Counseling 
For or Against Psychology?

Many within the sphere of biblical 
counseling wrestle with the 

value and place of psychology. Some 
say there is no value or place for it. 
Others oppose such a rigid stance. 
They believe there is both value 
and a place for psychology when it 
is properly defined, clarified, and 
qualified. The authors of this article 
are among those who take such a 
position. This article attempts to 
accomplish the three aforementioned 
objectives as a means to help 
believers understand the proper 
alignment of psychology with the 
practice of biblical counseling.

Psychology Defined
One of the reasons there is so much 
division on this topic has to do with 
the fact that there are a number of 
different definitions of psychology 
with which biblical counselors are 
interacting today. Some adhere 
to more of a traditional Christian 
definition, which defines psychology 
as “the doctrine of the soul.”1 This 
definition limits the Christian 
counselor’s focus to the realm of 
special revelation (Scripture) and 
rightly understands that the soul is 
the spiritual component of man’s 
being. The only place wherein a 
comprehensive doctrine of the soul 
can be derived is the Bible. It is 
hoped that anyone who counsels 
under the heading of “biblical 
counselor” would agree with this 
basic precept.2 Any approach to 
counseling that fails to acknowledge 
the primacy of Scripture, even if it is 
based on otherwise Christian tenets, 

cannot properly be described as 
biblical counseling.

It is critically important that biblical 
counselors have not only a biblical 
understanding of the human soul, 
but also how the Fall has affected it. 
The primary aspect of this doctrine 
relevant to this discussion is that our 
first parents’ fall into sin ushered in 
spiritual death to all of mankind. 
Every person born since the Fall, 
Christ excepted, is conceived and 
born spiritually dead, and therefore 
must be born again (John 3:6–7).3 
The process of regeneration (new 
birth) performed by the Holy Spirit 
is directly connected to the gospel. 
Counseling solidly grounded in 
Scripture views the gospel as the 
only solution to man’s problems, in 
association with the chief end for 
which he was created—glorifying 
God and enjoying him.4 Every 
biblical counselor who truly believes 
the gospel is the ultimate solution 
to man’s problems in this vein, 
believes there is value in possessing 
an understanding of the “doctrine 
of the soul”; thus, such a counselor 
sees the value of psychology from the 
standpoint by which psychology has 
been traditionally defined.

When most people speak about 
psychology today, however, the 
traditional Christian definition is 
not what they are thinking about. 
Theirs is more along the lines of 
viewing psychology as an academic 
discipline, which includes the study 
of various topics including—but not 
limited to—states of consciousness, 
motivation and learning, intelligence 

and personality assessment, styles 
of emotional and interpersonal 
expressiveness, human development 
across the span of life, coping and 
adjustment, mental illness and 
physical health, and organizational 
and human factors in work settings, 
to name a few.5 In truth, this list of 
topics largely circumscribes what 
most people would call modern 
secular psychology. All biblical 
counselors should rightly be 
concerned about the field of secular 
psychology, mainly because God is 
left out of its philosophies in favor of 
a purely naturalistic and materialistic 
view of humanity.

Concerns with Secular 
Psychology
In its purely naturalistic and 
materialistic model, secular 
psychology does not view human 
beings as creatures with a body 
and a soul. The body alone, and 
particularly the brain, is the focal 
point of modern psychology. 
The brain in secular psychology’s 
philosophical model is the system 
which receives, coordinates, 
integrates, and influences all the 
activity of all the parts of the body. 
Such a model might have the 
potential of being a sound one if 
man were an animal—but he is not. 
As an image bearer of God,6 who 
is a spiritual being, man possesses 
both a body and a soul. In the 
secular model, the brain is not 
correctly viewed as the bodily organ 
which mediates between the soul 
and body. This model is, therefore, 
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severely deficient relative to a biblical 
understanding of psychology.

Despite this deficiency, we can gain 
important insights from the field of 
secular psychology when it employs 
valid scientific methods to approach 
a given question about the 
brain the mind/brain and its 
function. Note here that 
the validity of science 
as an approach to 
problem-solving 
is based on the 
premise that 
there are 
numerous 
physical laws 
revealed by 
God in the 
creation 
that are 
universally 
binding 
and remain 
constant 
in the time 
frames we 
are able to 
observe. This 
premise holds true, 
for example, when 
the same experimental 
procedure is performed 
many times (optimally by 
different people) and yields the same 
results. This property—known as 
reproducibility—is a key hallmark 
of valid science. Biblical counselors 
should not be “science deniers” by 
default. As Christians, we may accept 
the results of valid, reproducible 
science when it is performed 
ethically with the goal of uncovering 
correct facts about the creation. The 
data of valid science are not to be 
denied out of hand.

But simply obtaining data is not 
the end of the scientific process of 
research, because interpretation 
of the results must be done by 
the authors of any study. This is 
primarily where secular psychology 
(and many other sciences) will 

naturally diverge from biblical 
counseling. This is because 
interpretation is always done in the 
context of a broader worldview. 

If one’s worldview is purely 
naturalistic and materialistic, then 
interpretations of the data from a 
study of the brain or behavior will 
not include any concept of a soul. 
In contrast, if one operates from a 
biblically Christian worldview, then 
interpretations of data from the same 
study of brain or behavior must 
include a notion of the soul because 
they are conceived in concordance 
with the authority of Scripture. 
To state this another way: human 
experimentation and observation 
of the creation is insufficient to 
provide a complete understanding 
of God’s general revelation if it 
is not corrected by the authority 

of special revelation.7 In fact, a 
proper understanding of the Fall 
and its effects on the human mind 
indicates that the natural propensity 
of unregenerate humanity is to 
suppress the truth when it points to 

God.8 This is a potential problem 
in any field of science where 

interpretations of the data 
may conflict with the 

account of Scripture.

Along with being 
concerned 

about modern 
psychology 
from a 
theological 
point 
of view, 
Reformed 
biblical 
counselors 
should also 

be concerned 
about it from 

a scientific 
standpoint. 

Recent studies 
indicate that the 

reproducibility factor 
in the fields of secular 

psychology and sociology 
are shockingly poor.9 It is 

difficult to know precisely why 
this is the case, except to say that 
these fields tend to rely more on 
subjective answers to questions and 
observable behavior rather than 
objective measurements of physical 
quantities. While not necessarily 
invalid as an approach to science, 
these subjective methods are far 
more prone to being influenced by 
investigators’ worldviews, personal 
biases, and agendas. When these 
opportunities for error are added 
to cases of outright scientific 
fraud (falsifying data, statistical 
manipulation, data suppression), 
an entire field of study can become 
undermined with false premises and 
incorrect assumptions.

May/June 2021 | 5



Poor science ultimately factors 
into the therapeutic practices 
utilized in modern clinical 
psychology. When descriptions 
of various mental conditions and/
or therapeutic interventions are 
built upon error instead of true 
knowledge, the effects of sin and the 
Fall are amplified, not minimized, 
in patients. Note that much of 
the failure of modern psychology 
to correctly diagnose and treat 
maladies of the mind stems from a 
failure to acknowledge the existence 
of a Spiritual Domain and effects 
of sin. In its attempt to redefine 
and treat all mental, emotional, or 
psychological problems in their 
connection to the Mental, Bodily, 
or Social Domains alone,10 many 
of these problems are exacerbated, 
not alleviated. While not denying 
that some mental, emotional, 
or psychological problems have 
their origin within the mental and 
bodily domains, biblical counselors 
must never exclude the possibility 
of dysfunction in the Spiritual 
Domain, regardless of whether it is 
the primary or secondary source 
of distress. Furthermore, there is 
always a spiritual component to all 
counseling-related problems that 
must be addressed, regardless of the 
domain in which they originate.

At a bare minimum, we should 
expect professional organizations 
of secular psychology to hold 
their participant investigators 
and clinicians accountable to 
doing valid science. Inasmuch 
that organizations such as the 
Association of Psychological 
Science (APS) are striving to do 
that, we can be thankful for the 
information provided by studies 
they support. But we ought never 
to accept these studies without a 
critical and skeptical eye to the study 
design, statistical evaluation, and 
interpretation. Reformed biblical 
counselors are encouraged to read 

some of the journals sponsored by 
APS to check their scientific validity, 
as well as to keep up with what is 
happening in the field of psychology. 
Extreme caution and discernment 
are advised as one interacts with 
these works, in recognition of the 
subtlety and craftiness of Satan, who 
is an expert at distorting and twisting 
true knowledge in whichever realm 
it is revealed or context wherein it is 
discussed.

The Place and Usefulness of 
Psychology Clarified

While there are some who desire 
to limit the knowledge they use 
in their practice of counseling 
to that revealed in the realm of 
special revelation, there are others 
who believe there is great value in 
some of the “counseling-related” 
knowledge God allows mankind to 
discover in the realm of nature via 
science.11 The temptation to retreat 
from the counseling-related sciences 
(medicine, psychology, sociology) 
and focus our attention only on the 
soul in our practice of counseling is 
great, especially in light of the large 
number of errors being propagated 
within them. But retreating is 
problematic for a couple of reasons.

First, as Reformed believers we are at 
pains to stress that God’s sovereignty 
embraces every aspect of human 
existence. God is sovereign not only 
over the work of his elect children 
but also over the work of those who 
labor to deny his glory with all their 
might. We lay hold of the convictions 
of our Reformed forefathers who 
maintained that God can and does 
use the efforts of ungodly men and 
women to discover true knowledge 
revealed in the realm of general 
revelation:

In the reading of profane 
authors, the admirable light of 
truth displayed in them should 
remind us that the human 
mind, however much fallen 

and perverted from its original 
integrity, is still adorned and 
invested with admirable gifts 
from its Creator. If we reflect 
that the Spirit of God is the 
only fountain of truth, we will 
be careful, as we would avoid 
offering insult to Him, not 
to reject or condemn truth 
wherever it appears. . . . If the 
Lord has been pleased to assist 
us by the work and ministry 
of the ungodly in physics, 
dialectics, mathematics, and 
other similar sciences, let us 
avail ourselves of it.12

We can and must avail ourselves of 
the knowledge God has allowed both 
believer and unbeliever to discover in 
nature. Placed in its proper context 
with a view to God’s glory, this 
knowledge has benefits we would 
be foolish to reject if we rightly 
understand his providential hand 
guiding the efforts of man.

Second, when we retreat from the 
broader world and spend all of our 
time in our holy huddles, we fail 
to have the effect of salt and light 
in the world which God gave us 
to possess.13 To be sure, we must 
maintain clear boundaries as we 
take our places within the field and 
interact with the sciences, never 
allowing ourselves to mix God’s 
truth with worldly philosophies 
lest we lose our saltiness. We are 
not, however, to fashion our lives 
after hermits who were known for 
withdrawing from society. We are 
to be in the world, but not of it, in 
every sense—including efforts in the 
sciences.

Third, as Reformed believers we 
confess, as did Abraham Kuyper, 
that “there is not a square inch in 
the whole domain of our human 
existence over which Christ, Who 
is Sovereign over all, does not cry, 
Mine!”14 As part of the inheritance 
given to Adam at the beginning of 
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time, the sciences now rightfully 
belong to Christ, who is the second 
Adam and eternal representative 
Head of creation. In him are found 
all of the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge (Col. 2:3). A Reformed 
understanding of Christ’s lordship 
also implies that members of Christ’s 
body ought to be working in fields of 
science wherein knowledge is being 
actively suppressed when it points to 
a conclusion that is not convenient 
for the secular worldview. Their 
active discovery and articulation 
of knowledge from these fields 
ministers truth to redeemed 
believers, and serves as a witness to 
those who remain lost in sin. Now is 
not the time for Christians to retreat! 
It is time for them to continue 
serving as instruments that God can 
use to instruct and develop sound 
lines of inquiry, which will efficiently 
and effectively guide research and—
by God’s grace—yield profitable 
results.

May we never be accused of 
suppressing the truth of Scripture or 
the knowledge discovered via science 
out of a fear of man, regardless of 
whether such people are unbelievers 
or professing Christians. To be sure, 
we will likely be mocked, scorned, 
and misrepresented by the former, 
and perhaps misunderstood by the 
latter as we seek to effectively apply 
God’s glorious knowledge revealed 
in both realms of revelation to his 
suffering children in our counseling. 
Let us, however, not shrink back. 
Instead, let us keep our eyes fixed 

on Jesus, seeking to please him by 
patiently and charitably enduring 
reproaches of others for God’s 
glory and the good of his suffering 
children.

1. Psychology. noun [Gr. soul, and discourse.] A 
discourse or treatise on the human soul; or the 
doctrine of the nature and properties of the soul. 
American Dictionary of the English Language, 
Noah Webster, 1828, online edition.

2. The term “precept” as used in this article 
should be understood as a general rule intended 
to regulate thinking and one’s associated 
counseling practice.

3. “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and 
that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not 
marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born 
again’” (New King James Version).

4. “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to 
enjoy Him forever.” Westminster Shorter 
Catechism, Answer 1.

5. The topics listed are among those cited by R. 
E. Butman in an entry entitled “Psychology and 
Christianity,” Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 
2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 
965ff.

6. The doctrine of the “image of God” (imago 
Dei) is one of the most intensely debated 
concepts in Christian theology. For the purpose 
of this article we take a traditionally Reformed 
view of this doctrine, which states that man, as 
a creature, was created with the capacities of 
soul and body to live in intimate communion 
with a holy and righteous God. This is to say 
that he, as a creature, was endowed with unique 
spiritual, mental, emotional, social, and physical 
capacities to most fully communicate with 
God and to reflect his care for the creation and 
love for his chosen people. These capacities 
(sometimes called the “wider image”) allow 
regenerated people to reflect God by formally 
bearing his image (sometimes called the 
“narrow image”), which the apostle Paul defines 
as true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness 
(Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10).

7. “Orthodox Christianity utilizes the 
theological term ‘General Revelation’ when 
speaking of natural revelation. It refers to 
God making Himself known in creation, 

providentially orchestrated history, and 
conscience” (i.e., in conjunction with God’s 
moral law). Millard J. Erickson, Christian 
Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985), 154.

8. The effect of the Fall on the human mind is 
often referred to as the noetic effects of the Fall. 
The classic reference to the truth that the totally 
depraved human mind will actively suppress 
truth found in creation is Romans 1:18–23.

9. Recent studies where attempts were made to 
estimate the reproducibility of psychological 
science indicated that as many as 68 percent 
of all published studies with “statistically 
significant” effects could not be reproduced in 
another setting. See John Bohannon, “Many 
Psychology Papers Fail Replication Test,” Science 
(August 28, 2015), vol. 349, issue 6251, 910–11, 
aac4716. doi: 10.1126/science.aac4716; https://
science.sciencemag.org/content/349/6251/910.

10. These domains are part of the Internal 
Dominant Domains (IDD) in IRBC’s 
philosophical model of counseling. “The IDD’s 
are the permanent, inseparable components of 
a human being. They are the Spiritual, Mental, 
Emotional, Social, and Bodily Domains[.” Jeff 
Doll, The DPTM I: V.R. 2 (Grand Rapids: IRBC, 
2019), 32.

11. By using the term “nature” we refer to the 
physical creation, which is the realm in which 
God is pleased to reveal himself by general 
revelation.

12. John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian 
Religion, vol. 3 (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation 
Society, 1846).

13. “You are the salt of the earth, but if the 
salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be 
restored? It is no longer good for anything 
except to be thrown out and trampled under 
people’s feet. You are the light of the world. 
A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do 
people light a lamp and put it under a basket, 
but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the 
house. In the same way, let your light shine 
before others, so that they may see your good 
works and give glory to your Father who is 
in heaven” (Matt. 5:13–16, English Standard 
Version).

14. Quote from Kuyper’s inaugural address 
at the dedication of the Free University, in 
Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader, ed. 
James D. Bratt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
488.
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Dr. Norman De Jong

Should We Pray 
Imprecatory Prayers? 

I had been pondering this matter for some time. Out of curiosity I decided to ask 
that of some house guests who stopped by. When I asked the question, I got the most 
puzzled looks: “What is an imprecatory prayer?” Not a clue! I raised the same question 
to a later visitor. The same response: not a clue! These senior citizens, church members 
all their lives, had not heard the word imprecatory before. A totally new concept.

As a senior myself, I have to admit that I had 
not considered the matter until ten years ago. 
We were visiting a grandson in Knoxville, 
Tennessee, where he was doing graduate 
study. One Sunday evening we chose to attend 
a fairly large Southern Baptist church near 
campus. The parking lot was huge, but the 
crowd was small. After preliminaries, the 
pastor introduced his message: “Some of you 
know that I am becoming more comfortable 
with the Reformed faith. I know that bothers 
some here, but tonight I want to preach about 
‘imprecatory prayers.’ I want to use Psalm 139 
as my text.”

I listened carefully and later complimented 
him on a faithful exegesis of Scripture. This 
was new to me, even though I had been raised 
in a solid Bible-preaching church. Even my 
seminary training had not covered this matter. 
Ever since then I have read the Psalms with 
heightened interest.

Psalm 139 is a favorite of many pastors, 
especially in January when the abortion 
issue dominates many agendas. Psalm 139 
is powerful testimony to the fact that our 
sovereign God is the source of every life and 
forms every little body during that gestation 
period. It is awesome. I marvel at the miracle 
of birth. As a pastor, I need to pray for every 
pregnancy in the congregation. I want to 
rejoice at every birth. Praise God!

But that is not the whole of Psalm 139 (English Standard 
Version). Read on:

Oh that you would slay the wicked, O God!

O men of blood, depart from me!

They speak against you with wicked intent;

Your enemies take your name in vain.

Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord?

And do I not loathe those who rise up against you?

I hate them with complete hatred; I count them my enemies.

Search me, O God, and know my heart!

Try me and know my thoughts!

See if there be any grievous way in me,

And lead me in the way everlasting!

This is an imprecatory prayer. The psalmist is asking God to slay 
the wicked. He expresses genuine hatred for the enemies of God. 
Should he do that? Should he not just pray for their salvation?

If we read in other places, we find the psalmist demanding: “O 
God, break the teeth in their mouths; tear out the fangs of the 
young lions, O Lord! Let them vanish like water that runs away; 
when he aims his arrows, let them be blunted. Let them be like the 
snail that dissolves into slime, like the stillborn child who never 
sees the sun” (Ps. 58:6–8). An equally final plea appears later: 
“Let them be blotted out of the book of the living; let them not be 
enrolled among the righteous” (Ps. 69:28).

Should we as pastors preach on those parts of such psalms? 
Should we pray that kind of prayer? Should we preach a plea for 
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repentance? The answer to the basic 
question should be a resounding yes. 
It should be required of us because 
it comes as a direct command 
from Jesus Christ himself. Listen 
to the second petition of the Lord’s 
Prayer: “Pray then like this: . . . ‘Your 
kingdom come, your will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven’” (Matt. 
6:9–10). Such a command may seem 
vague and leave us scratching our 
heads. What does that have to do 
with imprecatory prayers? Listen to 
the Heidelberg Catechism; it gives us 
great clarity:

Q. 123: Which is the second 
petition?

A. “Thy kingdom come,” that 
is, rule us so by Thy Word and 
Spirit, that we may submit 
ourselves more and more to 
Thee; preserve and increase Thy 
church; destroy the works of 
the devil, and all violence which 
would exalt itself against Thee; 
and also, all wicked counsels 
devised against Thy holy 

Word; till the perfection of Thy 
kingdom take place, wherein 
Thou shalt be all in all. 

The Larger Catechism gives us a 
similar command: “Pray that the 
kingdom of sin and Satan may be 
destroyed, the gospel promulgated 
throughout the world” (Westminster 
Larger Catechism, Q. 191).

What does that mean in our world 
today? How do we respond?

There is obviously the positive aspect 
to this prayer. We should pray for 
the growth and purity of the church. 
We should pray for the expansion of 
mission efforts, both domestic and 
foreign. We should pray for Christian 
schools at every level. We should 
pray for strong families. We should 
pray for sinners to repent. This part 
is easy and already a part of our 
worship experience. Carry on!

There is also the negative side, 
but that, I fear, has too often been 
ignored. We need to pray fervently 
that God would destroy the works 
of evil and the kingdom of Satan. 

We should ask God to shut down 
every abortion clinic in the world. 
We should ask God to wipe off the 
internet those porn sites that we 
can easily watch. We should plead 
with God to overrule all the hatred 
being generated against the church 
and against his Word. We should 
ask God for our national, state, and 
local leaders to honor his Word and 
promote freedom of religion. We 
should include houses of prostitution 
and gambling casinos. Evil and 
corruption are everywhere. There are 
no shortages.

As we become more familiar with 
the Psalms, we recognize that the 
antithesis is the dominant theme in 
almost every psalm. Starting with 
Psalm 1, we see the stark contrast 
between the righteous and the 
wicked. The righteous “is like a tree 
planted by streams of water.” The 
wicked “are like the chaff that the 
wind drives away.” The Lord is the 
one who protects and nourishes 
the righteous. It is the enemies of 

It is the enemies of 
the psalmists who are 
always their enemies. 
Satan himself does not 
play a key role, but his 
minions, his agents are 
the ones who persecute 
and harass the 
psalmist. They are his 
enemies because they 
are enemies of God.
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play a key role, but his minions, his 
agents are the ones who persecute 
and harass the psalmist. They are his 
enemies because they are enemies 
of God.

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

Frequently the psalmist will make 
declaratory statements about the way 
God is protecting him and providing 
for all his needs. In numerous 
places, though, he will petition God 
to punish, control, or destroy his 
enemies. He does not pretend or 
threaten that he himself can effect 

them and you will not be surprised. 
Many of these cited were written by 
David, a man after God’s own heart 
and a clear type of Jesus Christ.

We live in a time when fear 
dominates much of our culture. 
Millions and millions of people 
worldwide live in mortal fear. It is 
not fear of God or his sovereign 
power. It is fear of a virus that 
might attack our bodies. It is fear of 
state, county, and local government 
officials who pretend to make 
laws that control too much of our 
behavior. Some of those “executive 
orders” are patently absurd. Some of 
them are self-contradictory. Some of 
them are so nonsensical they make 
us scratch our heads.

How do we respond? Quietly 
comply? Silently seethe under our 
breath? Complain to our neighbors? 
Sing their praises because they are 
“saving us” from the pandemic?

None of the above. If we do nothing, 
we are condoning them. If we quietly 
comply, we become complicit with 
them. We should not be silent. 
We need to plead with God, the 
righteous Judge of the earth, to 
demonstrate his power. We need to 
petition him so that he would rain 
justice on the wicked. We need to 
avoid vague generalities, asking only 
for good to prosper. We need the 
courage to pray for specific justice 
against specific evil, just as David did 
in the Psalms.

It is fear of a virus that 
might attack our bodies. 

It is fear of state, county, 
and local government 

officials who pretend to 
make laws that control too 

much of our behavior. 

Some of those “executive 
orders” are patently absurd. 

Some of them are self-
contradictory. 

Some of them are so 
nonsensical they make us 

scratch our heads.

How do we respond?

justice. He asks God to do that for 
his sake but also for the sake of all 
the righteous. God is the one who 
executes justice on the wicked.

The answer to our opening question 
should be a resounding, universal 
yes. The book of Psalms especially 
has numerous examples:

Psalm 5:4–10 “Make them bear 
their guilt, O God” (v. 10)

Psalm 7:9–14 “O let the evil of 
the wicked come to an end” (v. 9)

Psalm 11:4–7 “Let him rain 
coals on the wicked” (v. 6)

Psalm 21:8–13  
“You will make them as a 
blazing oven when you appear” 
(v. 9)

Psalm 28:3–5 “Give to them 
according to the evil of their 
deeds” (v. 4)

Psalm 31:17–18 “Let the wicked 
be put to shame; let them go . . . 
to Sheol” (v. 17)

Psalm 35:1–8, 26 “Let them 
be clothed with shame and 
dishonor” (v. 26)

Psalm 58:6–9 “Let them be like 
the snail that dissolves into 
slime” (v. 8)

Psalm 59:11–13 “Consume 
them in their wrath, . . . till they 
are no more” (v. 13)

Psalm 69:22–28 “Pour out your 
indignation upon them” (v. 24)

All of these are examples of 
imprecatory prayers. If we have read 
through the Psalms carefully, this 
should not surprise us. The Psalms 
are full of examples. When you read 
through the rest of the book, look for 

I more fear what is within me than what comes from without.
—Martin Luther
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    s parents in the twenty-first century, we get  
bombarded from all sides on how to raise our kids. 
“Do this, don’t do that.” In the secular world, it’s 
often about the physical circumstances: make sure 
they have at least one sibling but no more than 
two; make sure you live in a three-bedroom, two-
bathroom house on a cul-de-sac, etc. etc.

In Christian circles, there are often other, more 
subtle lists of things to do: “Do make sure you pray 
with them every time you discipline.” “Don’t allow 
them to get away with disobedience. Ever.”

Although so many of these things are important 
and necessary for spiritual growth and godliness, I 
sometimes wonder, Who exactly is the Savior? Even 
in many Christian parenting books, there is this list 
of things that you, as a Christian parent, should do. 
Then there is a list of Bible promises for those who 
are faithful to their calling. And although the gospel 
is there, it feels a lot like a list of rules to me. “Do 
this, don’t do that.”
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Education Is Not the Savior
I am passionate about home 
schooling. I was home schooled, 
and I view it as one of the greatest 
gifts my parents gave to me. I loved 
it and do not have any complaints 
or regrets. I love teaching, and I am 
so excited about home schooling 
my four children. As I begin the 
homeschooling journey with them, 
however, I have noticed a trend in 
the homeschool community that 
bothers me. It goes something like 
this: “Do this educating thing the 
right way, and you are guaranteed 
the results you want. Guaranteed a 
good relationship with your kids. 
Guaranteed to pass on your faith. 
Guaranteed that they will become 
successful adults.” This attitude is a 
flat-out lie. Home schooling is not 
the Savior.

Home schooling is not the sole 
culprit. There is this subtle 
“education-is-the-Savior” idea 
hidden behind any educational 
decision. Of course, education is 
an important part of our children’s 
lives. It’s an important part that we, 
as parents, have to decide for them 
for much of their lives. It’s a decision 
that we can and should feel strongly 
about. Often, though, a materialistic 
goal creeps in: “Let’s send our kids to 
this academically strong school, so 
that . . . they can be really smart . . . 
they can get a good job . . . they can 
make a lot of money . . . they can be 
happy.” And I wonder: Who exactly 
is the Savior?

Are We Perfected by the 
Flesh?
I notice that as a mom, I want 
to do my best. I understand the 
tremendous influence I have on these 
little lives. So, I give myself almost no 
grace. By the end of every day, there 
is something I could have done better 
or differently. My life could become 
a big long list of “if onlys.” And when 

I sin—which I do, every day—I beat 
myself up over it. “I should have been 
a better example.” “How are my kids 
ever going to get it right when I can’t 
even model it correctly?” I act as if I 
have been saved by grace, yet have to 
be a good mom on my own.

Didn’t Paul address this attitude in 
Galatians 3: “O foolish Galatians! 
Who has bewitched you? . . . Are 
you so foolish? Having begun by the 
Spirit, are you now being perfected 
by the flesh?” I used to think this 
chapter was only referencing the 
Jews who were going back to the 
ceremonial law to be saved. But now 
I realize that it is equally applicable 
to any method, any works, that we 
use in an attempt to save ourselves.

Salvation Then and Now
Growing up in a Christian home, I 
never questioned that I was saved by 
grace through faith. However, there 
were certain things that I thought 
sheer hard work would achieve. A 
good marriage was, I thought, based 
on how good a spouse you were. 
A good mom, I thought, would be 
measured by . . . well, by how good 
a mom you were. And the results 
would be straightforward, right? Be a 
good mom and raise godly children 
and you will be friends with them 
throughout life. Be a bad mom, and 
your kids will walk away from the 
faith and away from you.

Of course, justification is an act 
of God’s free grace. Sanctification, 
however, is both God’s free grace 
and our efforts. We cannot just try to 
get away with the bare minimum of 
obedience to God’s commands. Being 
a good spouse and a good mom is 
very important! However, as soon as 
we start relying on our obedience too 
much, we run into problems.

Lessons from Ketchup
There are many, many things from 
my childhood I have forgotten. 
However, some moments stand 
out clearly. I remember the time 

I dropped the ketchup bottle on 
my grandma’s porch steps on our 
way to Sunday morning church. 
I’m assuming, based on my mom’s 
reaction, that the bottle did not 
remain intact. But I have no memory 
of the mess. However, what I do 
remember crystal clearly is my 
mom coming to me afterwards and 
apologizing for her response.

In my own experience as a mom, 
confessing my sin to my children is 
one of the most beautiful things. In 
that act, I am free to admit I failed. I 
am free to acknowledge the depths 
of my inability to save myself or 
them. I can point them to my Savior 
and press upon them the utmost 
importance of them taking him as 
their Savior, too. In my Savior’s eyes, 
I am precious. I am perfect and 
complete, lacking nothing, because 
he already perfectly obeyed for me.

Self-Sufficiency
I think that one of my biggest idols 
is self-sufficiency. I want to know 
that I’ve got this. One of my biggest 
frustrations is when I know that I’m 
sinning. “I know better!” I think. Part 
of these desires is good—I should 
long for holiness, and I should be 
dissatisfied with sin in my life.

But what am I teaching my children? 
“Be like me—perfect all the time.” 
“Make sure that you blame any sins 
on your physical circumstances or 
all the annoying people around you.” 
Really? My kids are with me so much 
of the time, there is no fooling them. 
They probably know my sins even 
better than I do.

What if, instead of me focusing on 
being the perfect example, I spent 
more time pointing my children to 
Christ? Robert Murray M’Cheyne 
famously said, “For every look at 
yourself, take ten looks at Christ.” 
Am I doing that with my children? 
Am I allowing them to see my faults, 
which are forgiven, redeemed, and 
transformed by the blood of Christ? 
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They need to see the work of Christ 
in my life. Do I let them in on the 
struggle? Or do I pretend that I’m 
always right? I must commit to 
teaching my children from an early 
age what it looks like to walk in step 
with the Spirit.

My oldest son is very sensitive, 
and he is quick to pick up on my 
emotions. When I am frustrated or 
sinning, he often says, “Mommy, why 
are you being like that?” My initial 
reaction is to blame someone else. 
And the excuses are readily available: 
Because you are sinning or because 
the baby woke me up during the 
night. Yet how much more beautiful 
would it be if I said, “You’re right. I 
am sinning, and I am sorry. I need 
Jesus to save me. Will you pray for 
me?”

Preach the Gospel to 
Yourself Every Day
An important aspect of the gospel 
is how it impacts our everyday life. 
“Jesus died to save me from my 

sins” is not a one-time event. This is 
every day. Every sin is covered. But 
how is this put into practice in our 
lives as parents? Here’s an example: 
My toddler wakes me up at 2 a.m. 
I am angry. How does the perfect 
righteousness and blood of Christ 
help me in that moment? The anger 
can quickly breed more anger: “You 
woke me up in the middle of the 
night, and now I’m sinning!” First, 
take a step back. Remember that 
the sin of being angry has already 
been covered by Christ’s perfect 
righteousness. He already paid the 
penalty. I am already forgiven. I don’t 
have to keep on sinning! Christ has 
already obeyed perfectly for me. Now 
I can go and live in that obedience. 
I don’t have to blame my toddler for 
my sin. I am forgiven and free—free 
to obey, free to move past the anger, 
free to love.

In all my life as a parent, I am free to 
obey, knowing that God blesses those 
who serve him and trust him. Each 
day, I am free to rediscover, with my 

children, the grace and forgiveness 
that only comes from having Jesus as 
my Savior. I can imperfectly parent 
with the knowledge that God saves, 
not me. Knowing that he is my Lord, 
and no matter what he chooses to 
do with my precious children, I can 
trust him. I (and my children) are 
saved by grace. By Jesus. Because he 
is exactly the Savior that we all need.

This article was previously published by the 
Reformed Presbyterian Witness (September/
October 2019) under the title “Parenting 
Beyond Lists.”

The Bible has hard words about the last days. ‘‘Scoffers will come in the last days with scoffing, 
following their own sinful desires” and doubting God’s promises (2 Peter 3:3, 4). “In the last 
days there will come times of difficulty.” Paul then describes the terrible sinfulness of those days 
(2 Tim. 3:1-9).

It is easy to look at contemporary culture and feel certain that we are in these last days, near 
the top of an exponential godlessness curve. But can we assume that we have recently entered a 
brand new age of wickedness?

In “these last days” God has also given the full revelation of God in Christ (Heb. 1:1-4). Peter 
believed that Joel’s prophesy about “the last days” was at least partly fulfilled during his famous 
Pentecost sermon 2,000 years ago. The Spirit is poured out in these last days so that “everyone 
who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2:16-21).

In these last days—the entire age from Christ’s first to final coming— 
we will face trouble. But we should take heart: Christ has  
overcome the world (John 16:33).

GOOD 
QUESTION

77
ARE WE LIVING
IN THE LAST DAYS?  
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Bible Studies on Jonah 
God’s Catechism (Jonah 4:1–11)

Throughout this story it is hard to 
admire Jonah. But not until the 

last chapter do we sense the depth of 
his problems. “Though Jonah hardly 
comes across as a hero anywhere 
in the book, he appears especially 
selfish, petty, temperamental, and 
even downright foolish” in the end.1 
It is finally clear just how “malformed 
his non-missionary theology is.”2

By contrast, God shows himself 
to be a master teacher. The final 
chapter is organized around three 
divine questions. The first two are 
set-up questions. Both times God 
asks Jonah if he has any right to 
rage over God’s providence. The 
first time Jonah refuses to answer. 
When God repeats the question 
Jonah’s ridiculous answer spreads the 
backdrop for God’s main lesson. God 
doesn’t record Jonah’s response to his 
final question. The question is clearly 
more for us than for him.

God’s questions draw an angry, 
narrow-minded, misdirected believer 
into a painful but fruitful dialogue 
with the Almighty. It is Jonah’s time 
to hear what God said to Job: “I will 
question you, and you shall answer 
Me” (Job 38:3, New King James 
Version). Jonah does. His answer 
isn’t pretty. But the encounter is one 
of those painfully real moments 
that can change a life. Jonah is no 
longer running from God. He’s no 
longer trying to hide truth from 
God. He is no longer maintaining a 
façade. He now wrestles with God, 
an act of genuine piety. Jonah “made 
God his counsellor; honestly and 
unreservedly he unbosomed himself 

to God; his whole case and his whole 
heart he laid open . . . He had no 
secret from God.” In the early part 
of the book, “agitated and alarmed, 
he fled from the Lord. Agitated and 
alarmed now again, he flees to the 
Lord.”3

This closing chapter challenges us 
to be honest with the God who 
invites us to a life of joyful, satisfying 
service.

An Unanswered Question 
(vv. 1–4)
Here’s God’s first question: Jonah, “Is 
it right for you to be angry?” (4:4). 
Jonah’s refusal to answer is absurd. 
Of course it wasn’t right! Jonah was 
exceedingly displeased and angry 
because “God relented from the 
disaster that He had said He would 
bring upon [the Ninevites], and He 
did not do it” (3:10). Jonah’s anger 
shows how dissonant his heart is 
from God’s; his silence shows that he 
isn’t yet ready to be honest. It is okay 
to ask, “What is wrong with Jonah?” 
as long as we understand that 
Scripture’s story is meant to reprove 
and correct us (2 Tim. 3:16). Here is 
a better question: “In what ways am I 
as mixed up as Jonah?”

One way we answer that question 
is to interrogate our anger as God 
interrogates Jonah’s. Anger is often a 
sign of an out-of-focus heart. James 
is right to caution us to be slow to 
anger “for the anger of man does not 
produce the righteousness that God 
requires” (Jas. 1:20, English Standard 
Version). Anger feels righteous 
because by it we defend our heart’s 

dearest treasures. Anger is a window 
into the treasure chest of the soul. 
And rash, selfish, dangerous anger 
is a sign that we are not treasuring 
what God treasures. Ironically, in 
his anger Jonah confesses God to 
be “slow to anger” (4:2, New King 
James Version). Explosive, impulsive, 
vindictive anger is not godlike. God 
wants Jonah to reevaluate what he 
loves. Are you right to be angry, 
Jonah? Is your anger defending what 
is good, noble, and true? The fact 
that Jonah eventually authored this 
book, filled as it is with his terrible 
failures, suggests that he finally came 
to realize his faulty frame of mind. 
He was not right to be angry. From 
our safe vantage point we can see 
what God’s question revealed.

Jonah’s anger over God’s grace shows 
how imperfectly he knew God. 
When he saved the Ninevites God 
proved “that he loved the glory of 
his mercy more than of his justice, 
or his own declared threatening, 
and his own prophet’s credit.”4 Here 
is a hard truth that we must keep 
learning about God: God loves 
mercy more than we do. God’s mercy 
is broader, less discriminating than 
ours is. For Jonah revival had come 
to the wrong people. God’s covenant 
people needed revival; until that 
happened Jonah didn’t care about 
outsiders. Jonah didn’t rejoice with 
the angels over a whole city coming 
to faith (Luke 15:10) because he 
undervalued the people God saved. 
Jonah “manifests the worst sort of 
provincialism,” a provincialism that 
kept him from rightly knowing God.5 
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To identify those more deserving of 
mercy is to misunderstand mercy. 
God loves to treat sinners contrary 
to what they deserve. Until we love 
that about him we will share Jonah’s 
misunderstanding about God.

Jonah’s anger over God’s grace shows 
how imperfectly he knew himself. 
Jonah could not celebrate the 
salvation of the city because he could 
not say, “I am Nineveh.” He could 
not swallow this truth: The Ninevites 
“share in God’s grace with me” (Phil. 
1:7, New International Version). 
Jonah knew God’s grace from his 
study of Scripture (Ps. 103:7–8) 6 and 
recent firsthand experience. “But 
there was the long journey across the 
desert, and man’s memory is short.”7 
Jonah did not see himself as a debtor 
to mercy alone. I wonder if he had 
stopped singing about God’s amazing 
grace. Was he no longer reminding 

himself that “grace has brought me 
safe thus far, and grace will lead me 
home”? In his parable of the lost son 
(Luke 15:11–32) Jesus warns that 
self-righteous anger is a sign that 
the beauty of grace is threatened by 
the appeal of merit. Unlike these 
prodigal Ninevites Jonah had always 
served God. He saw himself in a 
different, more worthy class than 
them. How could he rejoice in their 
salvation?

As Jonah fumed in unrighteous 
anger, God simply asked him a 
question: “Have you any right to be 
angry?” Jonah clenched his teeth, 
refusing to answer. Instead he left the 
city angrier than ever.

A Mis-answered Question 
(vv. 5–9)
Jonah retained hope that God would 
destroy the city. For a second time 

Jonah quit his call. He refused to 
rejoice with the city over God’s 
deliverance. He declined to disciple 
the repentant Ninevites. As James 
Boice notes, Jonah became a 
spectator of a world that made him 
uncomfortable.8

But God had not quit on Jonah. He 
was bringing him to a life-changing 
crisis point. God tested Jonah by 
providing a plant for shade. Then, 
just as quickly, he removed it from 
him. The plant withered under the 
blazing sun and vehement east wind. 
Jonah, exposed to the brutal desert 
elements, “became faint, and he 
begged with all his soul to die” (4:8, 
New American Standard Bible). 
Jonah experienced a nightmarish 
taste of hell. Compare Jonah’s 
experience with that of the rich man 
in Jesus’ parable in Luke 16. Jonah 
felt tormented as if surrounded by 

But God had not quit on 
Jonah. He was bringing 
him to a life-changing 
crisis point. God tested 
Jonah by providing a 
plant for shade. Then, 
just as quickly, he 
removed it from him. The 
plant withered under 
the blazing sun and 
vehement east wind. 
Jonah, exposed to the 
brutal desert elements, 
“became faint, and he 
begged with all his soul 
to die.” 
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flames. He hated what had become of 
his life. The only thing he could think 
of was leaving that place. Here’s what 
Jonah couldn’t see: the torment that 
made his life not worth living was 
exactly what he hoped would happen 
to Nineveh! He had a front-row seat 
to what he wished would be a repeat 
of God’s judgment against Sodom 
and Gomorrah. Would Jonah’s 
descent into a temporary personal 
hell move his sympathies for the lost?

As Jonah declared his death wish 
God came to him with a second 
question: “Is it right for you to be 
angry about the plant?” (4:9, New 
King James Version). This time Jonah 
blurted out an answer: “It is right 
for me to be angry, even to death!” 
God touched a nerve. He provoked 
Jonah to admit something: he was 
angry over the plant’s destruction 
because he valued it. God is adjusting 
Jonah’s value system. The fact that 
120,000 Ninevite people might have 
perished was a meaningless data 
point for Jonah. By contrast the plant 
mattered to Jonah because it served 
his interests. But God has a different 
value system. On a far greater scale 
than that plant “Nineveh had great 
intrinsic worth in spite of its many 
objectionable characteristics.”9 Here 
is God’s question to everyone who 
overvalues things that serve us: what 
are people worth? How do divine 
image bearers rate on your value 
scale? A person “can become greatly 
concerned and disturbed when that 
which directly affects him is touched 
by the finger of providence; but he 
can be utterly indifferent, even hard 
to that which may be of infinitely 
greater value when this does not 
affect him.”10

If the lives of community members 
are perceived to be less valuable 
than the lives of church members 

the church will prioritize covenant 
nurture to the exclusion of 
community outreach. John Calvin, 
responding to this problem, wrote, 
“How difficult it is to perform the 
duty of seeking the good of our 
neighbor! Unless you leave of all 
thought of yourself, and in a manner 
cease to be yourself, you will never 
accomplish it. How can you exhibit 
. . . charity . . . unless you renounce 
yourself, and become wholly devoted 
to others?”11 Jonah wasn’t ready for 
this.

God addressed Jonah’s foolish 
outburst with one last question.

A Lingering Question (vv. 
10–11)
“Is it not right to have compassion 
on the lost?” The obvious answer is 
yes. But God communicates much 
more than a single answer to a 
single question. He teaches powerful 
principles about our care for the lost 
and about our understanding of God 
himself.

Unbelievers Are Lost

Those who live in God’s world 
without the guiding of his word 
and Spirit “cannot discern between 
their right hand and their left 
hand” (4:11). It is not that they are 
unintelligent or incompetent, only 
that they are “wandering through 
life aimlessly, not knowing the right 
perspective on the simplest things of 
life.”12 God wants us to see behind the 
façade of confident unbelief and feel 
the sense of despair provoked by the 
reality of being lost. Paul, likewise, 
describes non-Christians in terms 
of homelessness. They are aliens, 
strangers. They have “no hope” and 
are “without God in the world” (Eph. 
2:12).

Worse, they are headed for eternal 
condemnation if they do not repent. 
God subtly compares unbelievers 

with the plant that “perished in a 
night” (4:10). Like the plant, there 
is a worm that will eternally plague 
those who die without the covering 
of Christ’s righteousness (Mark 
9:44, 46, 48). Unbelievers have a 
never-dying soul which at the Day of 
Judgment will be reunited to never-
dying bodies. Did Jonah not care that 
there is an eternal hell reserved for 
those who die in their sins? Have we 
forgotten about hell?

Hell is a place of weeping and 
gnashing of teeth, totally devoid of 
joy and hope. Hell is a country in 
which no good thing ever happens 
to its citizens. If you have ever felt 
utter despair and acute depression 
then you understand something of 
what hell is like. If you have ever 
been consumed by unquenchable 
anger, if you have ever been betrayed, 
if you have ever felt alone, if you 
have ever lacked a sense of purpose, 
then you understand something of 
what unrepentant unbelievers will 
experience forever.

Jonah would have responded, “That’s 
their problem.” But God says, “No, 
it’s your problem.” Should we not 
have compassion for the lost and 
condemned? Should not their 
problem be ours? To answer those 
questions we look to God.

The Lord Is Compassionate and 
Gracious

Compassion is the “feeling which 
goes out toward one who is in 
trouble.”13 God’s compassion is more 
than feeling. It is sacrificial action 
that rescues sinners from self-
destruction. God gave Jonah a bitter 
taste of hell under the scorching 
Middle Eastern sun. Because God 
loved the world his beloved Son fully 
descended into hell. Our problem 
became his. His righteousness 
became ours. He became the way for 
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the lost, truth for the confused, and 
life for the dead. We greatly offend 
God every day. But he remains 
compassionate and gracious.

What riches of kindness He 
lavished on us

His blood was the payment His 
life was the cost

We stood ’neath a debt we could 
never afford

Our sins they are many, His 
mercy is more

This is the message of Jonah.14

Good stories build up momentum 
toward the end. Some, like this one, 
ramp up tension and then suddenly 
break off. You might read the last 
words wondering if some pages were 
left out of your copy. But you think 
hard about how the book’s tension 
could resolve. By ending this book 
with a question God makes it echo 
through our minds as we ponder 
our response. God’s last question 
lingers to this day. “The audience 
is left with a choice: to copy Jonah’s 
‘embarrassing and ridiculous’ . . . 
hatred of his enemies, or to see the 
world as God sees it, a world greatly 
in need of mercy.”15

What do you choose?

Questions
1. Jonah ends with a dialogue between God and his prophet. What 
impressions of God and Jonah does this dialogue leave you with?

2. What should we think of Jonah’s anger? How is God’s focus on his 
anger helpful for our self-examination?

3. Why is unrighteous anger so deceitful and so dangerous?

4. How can we tell whether we value what God values?

5. Why should we think of unbelievers as lost?

6. How does God show his compassion to us?

7. Describe the choice the ending of Jonah presents to us.
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How Should We Then Live? 

Seeing how 
the world 
around us 

is developing, 
we can easily get 
discouraged. We 
are stepping into 
an era of injustice 
and hatred of 
truth. We become 
disappointed 
with our culture, 
where wickedness 
is becoming law 
now. We fear for 
our safety. We 
are praying for 
this country, but 
God doesn’t seem 
to listen. We are 
wondering how our 
children will have to 
live in this world. We 
hear about people 
getting depressed, 
and when we listen 
to the media, we get 

depressed too.
As it is extremely important that we as 
Christians maintain our faith, hope, and 
love in obedience to God, and our unity 
in Christ, I would like to share some 
biblical advice. Much of it was gleaned 
from sermons by Pastor John MacArthur 
from Grace Community Church in 
California, and I highly recommend you 
listen to his sermons on YouTube.

Exchanged Truth for a Lie
In Romans 1:28 Paul says that because 
the people didn’t see fit to acknowledge 
God, God gave them up to a debased 
mind to do what ought not to be done. 
Society then was very similar to ours 
today, and this first chapter of the letter 
to the Romans describes what God does 
with people who fall for the lie that 
they know better than God. You will 
recognize our time in every verse.

You may consider that all negative 
developments come faster than in Jesus’ 
time and are also more global. This 
should motivate you to study the signs 
of the times as mentioned by Jesus in 
Matthew 24. A great help is the Bible 
study book The Unknown Hour by 
Gaylord Haan and Jerome Julien. You 
will find studying the end times to be a 
joyful process, because you will realize 
how intensely God is involved with every 
detail of world history in general and 
your personal well-being in particular. 
His promise in Revelation 22:7 (English 
Standard Version) is, “Behold, I am 
coming soon.”

The important thing is your focus. How 
much time do you spend on following 

the media, as compared with reading 
your Bible and praying? It’s much better 
for your own peace of mind to follow 
God than to follow the news or politics. 
Make sure you maintain a healthy 
balance, because Satan is only too happy 
to keep you distracted away from God.

2020 Clarity
The good part about the year 2020 
was the clarity it gave to most of us of 
where we are standing concerning the 
things of the world. This applies to what 
governments and their agencies have in 
mind for people, as well as how people 
in our families and churches reacted to 
the circumstances. We may also have 
surprised ourselves on occasion. This 
means that we can and should be honest 
with ourselves and realize where our 
focus should be. We need to consider 
what our position is in this world and 
how we should live. When we read the 
Bible, we see there is nothing new under 
the sun, but the past year brought much 
wickedness to the surface, which makes 
it easier for us to see for ourselves where 
God wants us to be.

The question where God wants us to 
be is an easy one to answer: God wants 
you exactly where you are now. God 
made you the way you are and placed 
you where he wanted you to be. God 
is omnipotent, and nothing happens 
outside of his knowledge. You were 
created “for such a time as this” and for 
such a place as this. The same counts for 
every child you have or will have, for 
every family member, and every other 
Christian for that matter. “For we are his 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus 
for good works, which God prepared 
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beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).

Jesus in his high priestly prayer prayed for you (John 
17:15): “I do not ask that you take them out of the world, 
but that you keep them from the evil one.” That’s one 
reason to pray the Lord’s Prayer with intensity: to be 
delivered from the evil one.

Prince of This World
Satan is the prince of this world. The kingdom that we 
belong to is not of this world. There is no connection to 
the kingdoms of the world. Right now, nothing of Jesus’ 
kingdom is related to any part of fallen creation on this 

earth. It will change only when Jesus comes back to claim 
his kingdom (Rev. 11:15). Until then, Jesus’ kingdom is 
in the hearts of those who believe. Good advice for what 
our attitude should be is in 1 Peter 2:21, where it says 
that “for to this you have been called, because Christ also 
suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you 
might follow in his steps.” He set the example in utter 
humility and was obedient to the cross.

Another good summary of how our attitude should be 
can be found in Psalm 37:3–7.

Trust in the Lord, and do good;

dwell in the land and befriend faithfulness.

Delight yourself in the Lord,

and he will give you the desires of your heart.

Commit your way to the Lord;

trust in him, and he will act.

He will bring forth your righteousness as the light,

and your justice as the noonday.

Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him;

fret not yourself over the one who prospers in his way,

over the man who carries out evil devices.  

Reading this carefully will help you realize that God is 
in control of everything that is happening in this world. 
And he doesn’t want us to worry about it or be caught 
up in the fear that is being spread. Fear is being used 
by the evil one to have a hold over us, so being fearless 
makes us the devil’s enemy. This should not bother us, 
because in Jesus there is absolutely nothing that can 

FEAR is being used by the evil 
one to have a hold over us, so 
being FEARLESS makes us the 
devil’s enemy. This should not 

bother us, because in Jesus there 
is absolutely nothing that can 

separate us from the love of God. 

THE DEVIL’S POWER IS ONLY 
AN ILLUSION, AND WE SHOULD 

NEVER ACQUIESCE TO IT.
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separate us from the love of God 
(Rom. 8:38–39). The devil’s power is 
only an illusion, and we should never 
acquiesce to it.

Signed Up for Death
We didn’t come to win in this world. 
Like Jesus, we signed up for death. 
In John 15:20 Jesus is candid about 
it when he says, “If they persecuted 
me, they will also persecute you.” In 
Luke 9:23 Jesus told his disciples, “If 
anyone would come after me, let him 
deny himself and take up his cross 
daily and follow me.” If you think 
that is too heavy a burden, Jesus is 
encouraging you, saying that his yoke 
is easy and his burden is light (Matt. 
11:29–30). He can say that because 
he has overcome the world, and 
everyone who has been born of God 
overcomes the world (1 John 5:4).

Not only did we die in Christ to 
share in his resurrection, but also 
we need to die to self. This is the 
sanctification process in which we 
die to the passions and desires of 
the flesh. On this road the Holy 
Spirit is our constant strength and 
comfort. Our freedom is absolute 
and complete in the Spirit, and it 
will help us to not be affected by the 
world. Instead we live to the glory of 
God, displaying the fruit of the Spirit: 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self-control (Gal. 5:23–24).

Luminaries
We are luminaries in Satan’s dark 
kingdom. Jesus is the light, and 
the light has residence in us. Jesus 
says to us in Matthew 5:16, “In the 
same way, let your light shine before 
others, so that they may see your 
good works and give glory to your 
Father who is in heaven.” Realize, as 
Jesus did, that we are the only hope 
that this perverse generation has. 
More than ever before we need to 
proclaim the gospel to all the people 

who are walking around in darkness. 
Hold forth the word of life. Be ready 
at all times to share the gospel, and 
pray that you will be given the words 
when you talk to others.

As we can hear from our 
missionaries and church planters, 
interest in the gospel has skyrocketed 
during these times of fear and 
lockdown darkness. God is using 
this for his good purpose, and we 
should not lack in zeal or urgency to 
proclaim the hope that is in us.

We must be open to encouraging 
others too. When others are caught 
in fear, the believer should be ready 
to share the light that’s within us. 
We must be sincerely concerned 
about others. There is power in 
encouragement when coupled with 
the message of hope and salvation. It 
has the capacity to change lives, and 
we don’t know how little time there 
is left.

Obedience
We need to work out our own 
salvation with fear and trembling 
(Phil. 2:12), for it is God who works 
in us, both to will and to work for 
his good pleasure. This is ongoing: 
forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies ahead. 
We are forgiven every time we fail 
and repent. God is patient with 
us, and he is delighted with our 
obedience when it is the fruit of our 
delight in him.

How do we do that? By faith and by 
not complaining.

Remember how the Israelites 
in Egypt were spared from the 
plagues? God is protective of us and 
capable of sparing his children the 
consequences of his wrath on this 
world. Psalm 91 promises that you 
can find protection in the shelter of 
the Most High and in the shadow of 
the Almighty (v. 1). Even though a 
thousand may fall at your side, terror 
shall not come near you (v. 7). God’s 

favor can keep you safe. Do not lean 
on your own understanding, and 
turn away from evil. It will be healing 
to your flesh (Prov. 3:5, 7–8).

Paul tells Timothy (1 Tim. 2:1–4) 
that “supplications, prayers, 
intercessions, and thanksgivings be 
made for all people, for kings and all 
who are in high positions, that we 
may lead a peaceful and quiet life, 
godly and dignified in every way. 
This is good, and it is pleasing in the 
sight of God our Savior, who desires 
all people to be saved and to come 
to the knowledge of the truth.” This 
brings our focus again to our here 
and now, to do the works that God 
has prepared for us to do. He will 
protect us and make sure we can do 
the good works by placing them right 
in front of us. This is obedience that 
glorifies the Lord.

Also remember how the Israelites 
in the desert started to grumble 
and how unhappy that made God. 
If it looks like our prayers are not 
answered, we should realize that 
God’s will is different. We should not, 
like the Israelites, start complaining 
to God. Don’t argue with God about 
the situation, and don’t argue with 
God about his purpose for you. If 
you are complaining to God, you 
are saying that you don’t trust him 
enough for him to know what’s best 
for you. You assume you know better 
than God, and that puts you on the 
same level as the world, because the 
world is also about being better and 
wiser than God himself. Don’t break 
faith, don’t stop trusting God, but 
instead see him for the Rock he is. 
He is your protector, your shepherd, 
and he is full of grace toward you 
(Ps. 37). “Do all things without 
grumbling or disputing, that you may 
be blameless and innocent, children 
of God without blemish in the midst 
of a crooked and twisted generation, 
among whom you shine as lights in 
the world” (Phil. 2:14–15).
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Joy
So how should we then live? We hang 
on to the fact that for those who 
love God, all things work together 
for good (Rom. 8:28). We belong 
to Jesus’ everlasting and glorious 
kingdom, and we want to abide in his 
love. Only with his love abiding in us 
can we counter the hate of the world. 
This is the love Jesus talked about 
when he said, “As the Father has 
loved me, so have I loved you. Abide 
in my love” (John 15:9).

When we are confused by the 
many rapid changes in the world, 
we remain obedient to him. 

As Jesus said, “If you keep my 
commandments, you will abide 
in my love, just as I have kept my 
Father’s commandments and abide 
in his love” (John 15:10). You are 
chosen in Jesus for such a time and 
place like this “that you should go 
and bear fruit and that your fruit 
should abide” (John 15:16). Note the 
word “abide,” which shows that what 
you are dealing with is permanent, 
even eternal, as opposed to the world 
in which everything is temporary.

Instead of getting depressed, we will 
become joyful. As Jesus said in John 
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15:11, “These things I have spoken to 
you, that my joy may be in you, and 
that your joy may be full.”
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Preparing for 
Persecution

Ever More Alien
The snow softly and silently 
clothes the ground. The sight is 
mesmerizing and peaceful. A steady 
hum of cars passing my large living 
room windows is the only sound 
coming from outside. Inside, my 
laptop keys click lightly as I crunch 
on ice. My toddler is sleeping in 
her crib and my husband is away 
at school. All is serene. At this 
moment, it seems there is nothing 
evil or fearful in the world. Yet, 
when night shrouds these sights, 
it seems there is only the evil and 
fearful.

No more can we, as Christians, 
imagine that we belong to this world. 
We live in a land of sin. We are aliens 
and sojourners here. How can it be 
otherwise? How can we belong to 
this culture of death? This is the land 
that rips open pregnant women. 
In this place, the old and feeble are 
often eliminated.1 Here marriage is 
made into a mirage because sexual 
fulfillment is the highest aim. Many 
children are taught to forget history 
and despise our forefathers.2 As 
Christ’s new creation, we are called 
to protect and preserve life. Yet our 
culture more and more calls us to the 
opposite. We are ever more alien to 
the world.

Jesus’ Promise
Jesus promised that—as those living 
in yet apart from the world—the 
world would hate us. He says, “If the 
world hates you, know that it has 
hated me before it hated you. If you 
were of the world, the world would 
love you as its own; but because you 
are not of the world, but I chose you 
out of the world, therefore the world 
hates you. Remember the word that 
I said to you: ‘A servant is not greater 
than his master.’ If they persecuted 
me, they will also persecute you. If 
they kept my word, they will also 
keep yours” (John 15:18–20, English 
Standard Version).
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Jesus doesn’t hold back. He is clear 
that the world will not simply deride 
us on television or unfriend us on 
Facebook. The world will hate us. The 
fruit of its hate is persecution (John 
15:20). You may laugh and say, “Not 
here, not in America.” Your laughter 
is not entirely groundless. For many 
years, America was marked by a 
desire to adhere to biblical principles. 
Nor does the perennial presence 
of sinners and skeptics change our 
Christian heritage. However, we have 
all but abandoned that heritage. In 
its place is every form of worldliness. 
For comfort we compromise 
principle. We celebrate sin and scoff 
at holiness. Increasingly, those who 
denounce sin and strive for holiness 
risk losing their jobs or reputations. 
How long before our worldly culture 
decides this is not enough?

Perhaps the Lord will turn the hearts 
of the influencers as he does the 
tides. Perhaps our society will see the 
end to which it is running—death. 
Or perhaps not. Perhaps it will 
keep running headlong into sin and 
paganism and hatred of God. If so, 
the inevitable result is persecution 
of those who do not run beside 
them. History testifies to this. From 
Pharaoh’s harsh lordship to Hitler’s 
targeting of Christians to the ongoing 
attacks on Christians in other 
countries,3 the world persecutes us. 
Whether persecution is a certainty 
here we cannot know. Nevertheless, 
we must be ready if it does come.

There are two ways we can prepare 
for persecution. The two have 
significantly different outcomes. 
First, we can look to ourselves. 
Second, we can look to Christ. If 
we look to ourselves, we are quickly 
filled with fear and uncertainty. 
We consider our pluck, resolve, 
and courage. We wonder if we’ve 
memorized enough Scripture to see 
us through dark days. We scrutinize 
our personal history: have we stood 

unflinchingly for truth in the past? 
When we find ourselves wanting in 
any one point, our peace vanishes. 
Can we really believe that we—
drawing from our own feeble store 
of strength—will be more bold than 
Peter (Matt. 26:69–75)? No, if we 
want to prepare for persecution, we 
must look to Christ. We must look to 
him as our Savior, High Priest, and 
example.

Christ Our Savior
In John 15:19, Jesus tells his disciples 
that he has chosen them out of the 
world. As John Calvin says, the 
implication is “that they were a 
part of the world, and that it is only 
by the mercy of God that they are 
distinguished from the rest who 
perish.”4 Through his atoning work, 
Christ has rescued us from slavery 
to sin, death, and the devil (Col. 
2:1–5). When once we were able only 
to follow our worldly lusts, now we 
are able to serve God (1 Peter 2:24). 
This is because, at salvation, Christ 
gave us the Holy Spirit (Eph. 1:13). 
The Holy Spirit is our helper, giving 
us the grace we need to endure 
persecution (Matt. 10:19–20; John 
14:26). So, we must look first to 
Christ as Savior because without his 
saving work in us, we are helpless 
either to prepare for or to endure 
persecution. This means placing 
our hope firmly in the gospel, not 
anything we have done or will do 
(Gal. 3:1–3; 1 Peter 1:1–5).

When we consider this great gift 
of salvation, it changes our view of 
persecution. First, we realize that it 
is not really us the world hates but 
Christ in us (see, for example, Acts 
9:4). This is a source of comfort. 
For it assures us of our unity with 
Christ—our hope of salvation. 
Second, persecution becomes a 
privileged opportunity to share the 
good news of that salvation to those 
who are persecuting us. For, if Christ 
was willing and able to save us—who 

hated him—out of the world, what 
should stop him from doing the same 
for those who hate his followers? He 
did it for Paul (Acts 9).

Christ Our High Priest
Jesus is not only our Savior. He is 
also our High Priest. Hebrews 4:15–
16 reads, “For we do not have a high 
priest who is unable to sympathize 
with our weaknesses, but one who 
in every respect has been tempted as 
we are, yet without sin. Let us then 
with confidence draw near to the 
throne of grace, that we may receive 
mercy and find grace to help in time 
of need.”

Jesus became like us in every way. 
He was tempted as we were. This 
included the temptation to fear 
persecution or to buckle under its 
weight. Yet, he never gave in. What 
better Priest to call upon in our times 
of need? And what greater time of 
need will we have than during times 
of persecution? That said, we prepare 
for persecution not by waiting to call 
upon our High Priest in the darkest 
hour. Rather, we call upon him 
when we have any need. If we are 
accustomed to reaching out to him 
when we face small trials, it will be 
natural for us to do so when greater 
trials come. Indeed, that is what 
Christ himself did.

Christ Our Example
Christ knew from eternity that he 
would face persecution, torture, 
death. He knew that the world would 
hate him (John 15:20). As he is our 
primary example, we must consider 
how Jesus prepared for persecution. 
Nowhere do we see Jesus stockpiling 
emergency supplies or hiding in fear. 
Rather, his life on earth was marked 
by close communion with the Father. 
From his childhood, he wanted to 
be in the temple—his Father’s house 
(Luke 2:49). Many times we find him 
in solitary prayer with his Father 
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(Matt. 14:23; Mark 1:35; Luke 5:16; 
Heb. 5:7, etc.). Indeed, he spent the 
hours before his greatest trial of 
persecution and suffering in fervent 
prayer (Matt. 26:39–44). Not only did 
he talk with his Father, but also he 
spoke the words of his Father (John 
8:28; 12:49).

At first, Jesus’ example may feel like 
a source of discouragement. How 
can we ever hope to live in such close 
communion with God? We can’t—
not on this earth. However, because 
of the Holy Spirit’s work in us, we 
can live in increasing communion 
with God. The Holy Spirit will help 
us pray, even interceding for us when 
we don’t know what to say (Rom. 
8:26). And if the angels ministered 
to Jesus in his hour of need, we can 
be sure the Holy Spirit will do no 
less for us (Matt. 4:11; Luke 22:43). 
Furthermore, the Holy Spirit will 
give us the words to say in the face 
of persecution (Matt. 10:19–20). Our 

job is to live in communion with 
God—and even this, he enables us 
to do.

So, if your soul is troubled at the 
possibility of coming persecution, 
let these words comfort you. 
Persecution may come. We must 
prepare. But we have a God who has 
given us all we need to prepare. He 
has saved us from our slavery to sin. 
He sympathizes with and intercedes 
for us both before and during 
persecution. He offers the perfect 
example. No matter what may come, 
he will never leave us or forsake 
us. In the words of Paul, “For 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. 8:38–39).

1. This is not to imply that we are killing 
off our elderly and sickly. Rather, there is 
an increasing trend toward euthanasia; see 
Megan Brenan, “America’s Strong Support 
for Euthanasia Persists,” May 31, 2018, 
Gallup, https://news.gallup.com/poll/235145/
americans-strong-support-euthanasia-
persists.aspx. 

2. For example, the 1619 Project; see Lucas 
Morel, “A Review of the 1619 Project 
Curriculum,” December 15, 2020, The 
Heritage Foundation, https://www.heritage.
org/progressivism/report/review-the-1619-
project-curriculum. 

3. Persecution of Christians is the focus of 
this article, but under Hitler’s regime, six 
million Jews were killed.

4. Calvin’s Commentaries, John 15, Bible 
Hub, https://biblehub.com/commentaries/
calvin/john/15.htm. 

Churches are encouraged to apply for a seminary intern for the 
summer of 2021. Please contact Mid-America Reformed Seminary to 
let us know of your interest in having a seminary student serve in your 
congregation. Summer internships help to advance the training of 
godly men for gospel ministry. 

Church councils should contact Rev. Mark Vander Hart, Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary, 229 Seminary Drive, Dyer, IN 46311-1069. 

His email is the following: mvanderhart@midamerica.edu.  
Or call (219) 864-2400, ext. 408.

CHURCHES ARE  
ENCOURAGED...
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Mr. Gerry Wisz

Themes in James: 
Directions for Repentance and 
Avoiding Slander

Much of James’s letter 
is about calling out 
unchristian behavior among 

believers. Throughout most of 
it, we get the sense that they 
should know better, or at least 
that’s the tone James uses. But 
do they know better? Did they, 
but forgot, becoming distracted 
and preoccupied? It’s only toward 
the end of the letter that James 
issues his call to repentance. We 
see a series of active words in 
direct address: submit, resist, draw 
near, cleanse, purify, be wretched, 
mourn and weep.

James isn’t a logician like the apostle 
Paul. His approach is more associative, 
and we see that he even repeats himself 
in places for emphasis—though not with 
the exact same words. We know that 
repentance is a change of mind, but 
it’s not merely conceptual. It needn’t 
be dramatic, but whether it is or isn’t, 
it’s deep and drastic, so much so that it 
causes not just a mental turn, but a heart 
turn, which leads to a life turn.

How can the worldly, discontented 
Christians James writes to repent? 
He tells them: “Submit yourselves . . 
. to God” (Jas. 4:7, English Standard 
Version). Put aside yourself and your 
own ideas long enough to see your 
creatureliness and sinfulness before a 
holy, sovereign God. Next, “resist the 
devil, and he will flee from you” (4:7), 
as was true for Jesus in the wilderness. 
The devil doesn’t want to lose valuable 
territory he’s gained in your life, so he’ll 
fight for it. Fight back, James says. 
Learn to fight instead of going with 
the flow, if the flow is away from God. 

“Draw near to God” (4:8). He’s the 
one who can help you resist the devil. 
He’s even the one who enables you to 
submit. The promise is clear: Draw near 
to him, and he’ll draw near to you (4:8). 
That’s a promise to believe and act on, 
especially since we know God always 
keeps his promises.

Next James uses Old Testament 
imagery his Hebrew readers would be 
sure to recognize. As sinners, they are 
to cleanse their hands; and as double-
minded people, they are to purify their 
hearts (4:8). His instruction recalls Old 
Testament ceremonies, but James isn’t 
interested in external rituals. They need 
to wash their hands, indicating being 
cleansed of sinful actions they’ve taken, 
things they have done. They need also 
to rid their hearts of the impurities 
that cause them to be double-minded, 
to blur the antithesis. This comes by 
submitting to God, resisting the evil 
one, and drawing near to God as Father 
through the Lord Jesus—not once, but 
habitually.

Not a Checklist
The spiritual and psychological posture 
and activity of all this is not mechanical 
or scientifically objective, like walking 
through steps in a lab, although it may 
look like that at first. It’s not something 
we mark off as having done in our 
calendar and move on. To one degree 
or another it’s devastating, potentially 
very uncomfortable. It’s a kind of death 
that happens so we may be able to live.

That’s why James calls his readers to 
“mourn and weep,” to let their laughter 
be turned to mourning and their joy 
to gloom (4:9). Here James recalls 
Old Testament wisdom literature, to 

which his readers were no strangers. 
In Ecclesiastes 7, we’re told “it’s better 
to go to the house of mourning than 
to go to the house of feasting” (v. 2). 
“The heart of the wise is in the house 
of mourning,” we’re told (Eccl. 7:4). If 
anyone lacks wisdom and asks God, 
this very well may be where he’ll be led.

Is James a killjoy? We see him as that 
if we take what he says out of context. 
“Sorrow is better than laughter, for by 
sadness of face the heart is made glad,” 
Ecclesiastes tells us (7:3). That’s what 
James is saying. It’s God who turns 
our mourning into dancing, David says 
in Psalm 30. It’s God who loosens our 
sackcloth so we climb out of it, and it’s 
God who then clothes us with gladness 
(Ps. 30:11).

The instruction here may not be 
popular, but it’s certainly clear. Some 
of the best-known verses in Scripture 
that people have memorized are in 
this section of James, held onto tightly 
because they are the promises of God, 
and God always keeps his promises. 
Resist the devil, and he’ll flee (Jas. 4:7). 
Draw close to God, and he’ll respond 
(4:8). Humble yourself before God, 
and you’ll be exalted (4:10), just like 
the Lord Jesus was after he humbled 
himself even to the point of death on 
a cross, not for his sins, but for ours. 
God exalted him above all (Phil. 2:8–10). 
We likewise then, like little Christs, or 
Christians, are exalted by God when we 
humble ourselves before him.

Not a Killjoy
James is no killjoy, but a theologian 
of the heart as well as of actions, or 
what he refers to as works. The two 
are integrated, after all. James shows, 
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as David had in his day, that the result 
of repentance is God’s own exaltation. 
But he’s not done teaching his readers 
about Christian behavior. There’s a 
second wind, and we feel it in the final 
chapters of James, where he takes up 
how Christians are to treat each other, 
and where their confidence really needs 
to be. He also addresses the value of 
patience and steadfastness, especially 
in suffering, and the power of prayer 
and Spirit-led ministry among one 
another.

These are familiar themes in James. 
Earlier James was concerned about 
how his Christian readers used their 
tongues. Perhaps you’ve heard the term 
“cage-stage.” It refers to a relatively 
new Christian or someone new to 
the Reformed faith who’s come to an 
understanding of what it means to be 
righteous—not in himself but in Jesus 
Christ. That’s reason for excitement, 
to be sure. But often the excitement 
spills over into magnifying others’ 
shortcomings, seeing and talking 
about how perceptually people are 
not measuring up to what God says in 
the Bible. Meanwhile, the cage-stage 

Christian doesn’t see very clearly that 
he doesn’t measure up either, or much 
at all.

How can he? He has a plank in his eye 
that obstructs him from seeing clearly. 
Remember what the Lord says about 
that in the Gospels? He doesn’t say 
ignore your brother’s problems or sins. 
He says take the plank out of your 
own eye so you can truly help your 
brother with the speck in his (Matt. 7:5). 
There’s perspective for you! Whose eye 
problem is a bigger one? The answer is 
the one who’s looking around for faults, 
noticing specks—which are never hard 
to find—while he has a two-by-four 
jutting out of his eye and doesn’t notice 
it himself. It’s a comic picture, isn’t it? 
Someone zealous for correcting others 
who obviously stands in dire need of 
more correction than they. Sadly, for 
some this habit extends long past cage 
stage into old age.

What to Do?
Then how will anything get corrected, 
we may ask. Remember Jesus doesn’t 
say ignore the sins of others. Just don’t 
ignore your own in your zeal to correct 

others. Then you’ll know what to do 
and even how to do it, with the Spirit’s 
help. Restore them gently, the apostle 
Paul writes in his letter to the Galatian 
Christians, lest you too fall into sin (Gal. 
6:1).

And so to this, James adds his voice: 
“Do not speak evil against one another, 
brothers,” he writes (Jas. 4:11). Who’s 
the one that will dwell on God’s holy 
hill, the psalmist asks in Psalm 15: the 
one “who does not slander with his 
tongue and does no evil to his neighbor, 
nor takes up a reproach against his 
friend” (Ps. 15:3). James’s Hebrew 
Christian readers would have been 
familiar with Leviticus 19:16, with which 
James’s admonishment resonates: 
“You shall not go around as a slanderer 
among your people. I am the Lord.”

This may have to do with eating certain 
foods. Early Christians, including many 
Hebrews, rightly understood the Old 
Testament dietary laws as expelled 
under the new covenant, with Christ’s 
coming. The dietary laws were about 
holiness or separateness, which 
Christianity through the Holy Spirit had 
absorbed and more fully expanded. 
Some Hebrew Christians, maybe 
more than some, had not come to this 
place of acceptance yet. One can only 
imagine the internecine warfare and 
the caustic accusations. But remember 
who the Bible names the accuser of 
the brethren—the devil (Zech. 3:1; Rev. 
12:10).

James writes that to speak evil against 
a brother in Christ is to speak evil 
against the law and to stand as a judge, 
not only over one’s brother but also 
over the law (Jas. 4:11). What does he 
mean by this? Can we never call out 
what’s wrong in the church? After all, 
isn’t that what James is doing in his 
epistle? More next time.

We know that repentance is a change of mind, but 
it’s not merely conceptual. It needn’t be dramatic, but 

whether it is or isn’t, it’s deep and drastic,

 it causes not just a mental turn,

but a heart turn,
which leads to a

 life turn.
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Mr. Michael R. Kearney

A Friendship Forum:  
Young Voices in the Global Church

In recent issues of The Outlook I’ve described just a few of the edifying benefits of Christian 
friendship. Godly friends augment our faith, adjust our vision, and assist us through times of 
loneliness and discouragement in our individual pilgrimages. Through our friends, the Lord 
reveals his love and faithfulness to us.

Reflecting on the worldwide turmoil of the past year, I realized how I have been sustained 
again and again by Christian brothers whose energy and perseverance through difficulty set a 
challenge and example for my own walk. As an experimental new section in The Outlook, I asked 
three of my peers in various parts of the world to respond to the following prompt. The answers 
of these dear friends are below.
If you have any questions or reactions to this forum, please email me at mrkearney@optonline.net.

The Transcendence and 
Immanence of God
Mr. Nicholas Biancamano

The transcendence and immanence 
of God have been two doctrines 
of the Christian life that have 
provided deep comfort to my heart 
throughout this past year. There have 

been numerous moments where 
I was gripped with uncertainties 
and anxiety about the future. I 
was threatened with the loss of 
employment on a number of 
different occasions, and, being 
a relatively newly married man, 
questions and fears regarding the 
future abounded in my heart. 
Additionally, while I myself do not 
fall under the at-risk category, I 

worried for the health of my family 
members whose lives could very 
well be taken by the coronavirus. 
Yet the fact that God exists in a 
manner completely independent 
of the present circumstances of the 
day sustained me during all of the 
uncertainties surrounding 2020 and 
continues to sustain me to this day. 
While my employment status was 
unsteady, the Rock of my salvation 

Mr. Nicholas Biancamano Mr. Gert van Hoef Mr. Dawid A. Bodych

What doctrine of the Christian life has given you particular 
comfort in the uncertainty of this past year?{
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remained ever sure. Through every 
moment of wondering if everything 
would be okay for myself and for 
my family, I was struck by a deep-
seated recognition that my Father 
in heaven was accomplishing his 
perfect will for my life. In fact, he 
used this season of frailty to deepen 
my level of trust in his sovereign 
control over all things and to grow 
in my heart a level of contentment 
that is not dependent upon earthly 
circumstances.

Our sovereign Creator, Ruler, 
and Redeemer requires nothing 
from our hands (Acts 17:25). He 
is faithful to provide all that we 
stand in need of, and he delights 
in doing so (Phil. 4:19). The same 
God who communicated to Moses 
in the burning bush, “I AM WHO I 
AM,” is the all-sufficient Ruler who 
governs the world today. No matter 
the ills of the present moment—
personal, societal, or otherwise—
Christ remains seated at the right 
hand of the Father in heaven. We, 
as Christians, have a source of truth 
which does not originate within the 
CDC guidelines or our social media 

newsfeeds; it comes directly from the 
God of all truth and is revealed to us 
in Scripture. Here we find that there 
is an overarching plan of redemption 
that cannot be thwarted, as God 
exists outside of time, and his word 
does not return to him void (Isa. 
55:10–11). What comfort fills my 
heart and what peace penetrates the 
depths of my soul as I ponder this 
great plan of redemption and watch 
it unfold before my very eyes.

As I write about God’s 
transcendence, it is only fitting for 
me to reflect on his immanence as 
well. While God exists outside of 
his creation, he also takes an active 
and absolute role in determining the 
course of all things. He is with us on 
every mountain peak and in every 
valley of life—intimately involved 
in each and every detail of our lives. 
As the Heidelberg Catechism so 
succinctly states, “For all creatures 
are so completely in God’s hand that 
without his will they can neither 
move nor be moved.” God has not 
merely created the world, set things 
in motion, and then left us to our 
own devices; instead, he is near to 

his creatures (Ps. 139:7–12) and 
is actively guiding and directing 
the course of all history toward 
the ultimate consummation of 
his kingdom. At a predetermined 
moment in time, Christ will return 
to judge both the living and dead. 
This promise of final judgment and 
a second coming relieves me of 
all undue anxiety and skepticism 
and directs my heart to worship. 
I rest secure in the eternal truth 
that all things will be brought into 
submission under the authority of 
Jesus Christ.

Mr. Nicholas Biancamano 
lives with his wife, Rebecca, on Long 
Island, NY. He is a member of West 
Sayville Reformed Bible Church 
(URCNA).

Assurance of Salvation
Mr. Gert van Hoef

The Christian doctrine that has 
given me particular comfort in this 
past year is the assurance of grace 
and salvation. Before the year 2020, 
I didn’t know much about this 
precious truth. I learned when I 
started studying various confessions, 
like the Westminster Confession 
and the Canons of Dort. It was such 
a tremendous comfort for me to 
read about the inward evidences of 
God’s graces which are promised in 
the Scriptures. As the Westminster 
divines put it: “This certainty is an 
infallible assurance of faith, founded 
upon the divine truth of the promises 

of salvation, and the inward evidence 
of those graces unto which these 
promises are made” (Westminster 
Confession of Faith, art. 18, para. 2). 
I will not mention all the graces unto 
which the promises are made, but I 
have come to discern those saving 
graces in my inner man, which were 
wrought by the Holy Spirit. This has 
led me to a full assurance that I am, 
by grace, one of his sheep. He said, “I 
give them eternal life, and they will 
never perish, and no one will snatch 
them out of My hand” (John 10:28, 
New American Standard Bible).

I have no words to describe the great 
comfort and joy of this personal 
assurance. We all have to struggle 
with many temptations, but that 

inward sense of the assurance of 
his grace always lifts me up and 
strengthens me to persevere. Even 
though the world around us is quite 
restless at the moment, I can put 
my trust in God’s providential care 
for me. However, it’s not necessarily 
God’s providence that gives me the 
greatest comfort. I knew about his 
sovereignty and providence before 
2020, and I know that he is in control 
of everything that happens. Verses 
like “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to Me” (Matt. 
28:18) are wonderful and comforting. 
But the assurance of my salvation 
transcends them all, because that 
means that he is both almighty 
God and my loving Father, who 
witnesses with my spirit that I am his 
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Everyday Apocalypses
Mr. Dawid Bodych

How many ends of the world have we 
lived through? I would say the rough 
estimate of frightening, worldwide 
visions of doomsday per annum is 
at least two or three. Whether it’s 
a flaming meteorite, an enormous 
volcano, or a global, deadly 
pandemic, some of us say, “Well, it 
just makes sense that everything is 
going under since we have strayed so 
far from God.” Of course, there are 
also those that state on the contrary 
that every generation believes it lives 
in the final days and that everything 
will stay as it is. However, both 
the former and the latter are only 
somewhat right. We should stay 
prepared for the ultimate end and 
judgment, but what makes Christians 
to be on guard and alert is constant 
struggling with and rising from 

everyday apocalypses. We may live 
another day, or even for a century, 
but not everything will stay as it is—
in that we should rejoice.

The year 2020 was such a 
revolutionary and peculiar time that 
as I write these words, although it has 
come to an end in calendar terms, it 
still remains one of the most decisive 
determinants of our everyday life. 
Regardless of where we live, every 
one of us has felt its often devastating 
impact. Many have had to change 
their plans; many have lost their 
jobs or even their loved ones. I and 
my then fiancée, for instance, had to 
postpone our wedding—fortunately 
only for three months. On another 
personal note, my student fraternity 
could not celebrate the hundredth 
anniversary of its foundation, which 
has been several years in preparation. 
The well-known saying still persists: 
“If you want to make God laugh, 

just tell him your plans.” Fortunately, 
all crises, whether big or small, not 
only test our humility but also are an 
excellent occasion to see what has 
been hidden from us. For “there is 
nothing concealed that will not be 
disclosed, or hidden that will not 
be made known” (Matt. 10:26, New 
American Standard Bible).

To understand how we can more 
abundantly draw good from bad 
times, we should focus on two 
Greek words, apokálypsis and krísis, 
for these can have both fearful 
and regenerating connotations. 
Regarding the first, we often tend 
to bind it with purely eschatological 
matters. It may not be wrong to do 
so, but it often seems like reading 
only the last chapter of a book. Krísis 
is similarly understood as the end of 
something or a great turmoil but not 
as often as a start for something new. 
Nevertheless, both of these words 

beloved child, and that nothing can 
harm me without his will. Thus the 
apostle Paul said, “We know that for 
those who love God all things work 
together for good, for those who 
are called according to his purpose” 
(Rom. 8:28, English Standard 
Version). For me, loving God with a 
childlike faith in Jesus Christ is the 
secret to overcoming the world. And 
I believe that all genuine believers 
experience this in some measure, 
whereby they are not shaken and 
do not become desperate when 
the world is being turned upside 
down. It is because they are born of 
God, wherefore they overcome the 
world and get the victory by their 
faith in their Lord and their humble 
obedience to his commandments (1 
John 5:3–5).

I hope that the reader will be 
encouraged and comforted by 

reading this. Assurance of your 
salvation doesn’t come in a day. 
It’s why Peter said, “Be even more 
diligent to make your call and 
election sure, for if you do these 
things you will never stumble” (2 
Peter 1:10, New King James Version). 
And also the writer of Hebrews: “We 
desire that each one of you show the 
same diligence to the full assurance 
of hope until the end” (Heb. 6:11). 
Let us therefore “be diligent to be 
found by Him in peace, without spot 
and blameless” (2 Peter 3:14).

It’s yet uncertain what the remainder 
of the year 2021 will bring for us, but 
as long as we set our minds on the 
things above (Col. 3:1–2) and run 
with endurance the race that is set 
before us, while looking unto Jesus, 
the Author and Finisher of our faith 
(Heb. 12:1–2), we will continue to 
be transformed into his image from 
glory to glory (2 Cor. 3:18).

“He who overcomes shall inherit all 
things, and I will be his God and he 
shall be My son” (Rev. 21:7).

“And God will wipe away every tear 
from their eyes; there shall be no 
more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. 
There shall be no more pain, for the 
former things have passed away” 
(Rev. 21:4).

Mr. Gert van Hoef is a twenty-
six-year-old concert organist in 
Barneveld, The Netherlands.
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announce an event of judgment 
and uncovering. Whether or not we 
like it, these two, apokálypsis and 
krísis, are the daily bread of God’s 
people. Even as the destruction of 
the temple in AD 70, foretold by 
Jesus, was in some ways the end of 
the world for Jews, so the global 
coronavirus pandemic is the end of 
some things we were used to. When 
Jesus announces the tribulation, he 
commands his disciples to flee to the 
mountains when they see the coming 
judgment (Matt. 28:16). Because 
of these “ends” on our Christian 
pilgrimage, we constantly have to 
move our tents to different places. 
When our earthly dwelling becomes 
too comfortable and we prefer to stay 
where we are, we often riot like the 
Israelites: “Why is the Lord bringing 
us to this land only to let us fall by 
the sword? Our wives and children 
will be taken as plunder. Wouldn’t it 
be better for us to go back to Egypt?” 
(Num. 14:3, New International 
Version).

We die on a daily basis. Our 
“beloved” world dies in front of 
our eyes every day. But as wounds 
after a crucial operation, we rise to 
live better and to be closer to God. 
For Jesus has said, “Do not suppose 
that I have come to bring peace to 
the earth. I did not come to bring 
peace, but a sword” (Matt. 10:34). He 
is with us always, to the end of the 
age, changing the bad into good and 
glory into glory. This process of new 
creation that we as members of the 
church take part in cannot be instant 
or infinite. Indeed, we know how 
God’s holiness contrasts with our 

fallen nature and how stubborn we 
are to accept it. As the Israelites were 
blinded by God’s glory coming from 
Moses’ face, we still cannot bear the 
full revelation of his kingdom. Things 
are changing according to God’s 
plan. We might often be surprised by 
this process, but there is one thing 
that will not change. He is the Alpha 
and the Omega; everything leads 
to him—heaven and earth will pass 
away, but his words will never pass 
away (Mark 13:31).

Is the coronavirus pandemic the 
end? Absolutely yes and categorically 
no. Polish poet and Nobel laureate 
Wiesława Szymborska has written, 
“We know ourselves only as far as 
we’ve been tested.” It is the time to 
see what we still hide from ourselves 

and change it according to God’s 
image. With the help of God, that’s 
how we take part in the new creation.

Mr. Dawid A. Bodych is a 
Reformed Christian programmer 
and amateur student of theology in 
Poznań, Poland.
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Mr. Dave Vander Meer 

The Biblical Role of 
Government

During the spring of 
2020, Word & Deed 
was discussing how to 

interact with government 
officials in countries 
where persecution is real 
for our partners. How 
do we follow the Great 
Commission and Romans 
13:1? While we are not 
looking to engage directly 
government officials, we do 
have the possibility of being 
confronted by someone 
on one of our visits. The 
decision was made that we 
first had to study the biblical 
role of government, and 
then we would continue 
into specific strategies 
when dealing with hostile 
governments. As Christians, 
we know that Jesus is the 
ultimate authority over 
heaven and earth (Matt. 
28:18). Throughout history, 
Christians have had 
difficulties with the actions 
and decisions of human 
governments. Why do 
governments exist, where do 
they get their authority, and 

how are they to function?
Acts 17:26 (New King James Version) 
tells us where the nations come from: 
“And he [God] has made from one 
blood every nation of men to dwell 
on all the face of the earth, and has 
determined their preappointed 
times and the boundaries of their 
dwellings.” God made the nations, 
and with them came governments 
in a variety of forms. Romans 13:1 
can help us understand where 
governments get their authority: “Let 
every soul be subject to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority 
except from God and the authorities 
that exist are appointed by God.” 
Abraham Kuyper stated it this way: 
“All authority of the governments 
on the earth originates from the 
sovereignty of God alone.”1 God has 
delegated their authority to them 
(John 19:11). Whether they recognize 
it or not, governments are accountable 
to God (Rom. 2:15; 3:19; Rev. 1:5). 
God’s moral law is always in place. 
Justice practiced by the government 
has to be impartial (Lev. 19:15) and 
should not be practiced as mob justice 
(Ex. 23:1–3) or people’s genuine 
rights will be trampled upon. God 
has put governments in place for the 
good of man (Rom. 13:4a). “Because 
Christ, as Calvin proclaimed, is king 
over the whole earth, God’s glory, 
although it ‘glows in every part of the 
world, especially shines forth when 
legitimate government flourishes 
among mortals’ the power of the 
princes exists to promote God’s 
glory.”2 Chapter 23, Article 1 of the 
Westminster Confession also states 

that the civil magistrates are ordained 
“for [God’s] own glory.”

The functions of government are to 
be limited and specific. R. C. Sproul 
said, “The function of government 
is to restrain evil and to maintain, 
uphold, and protect the sanctity of 
life and of property.”3 According to 
Kuyper there are three spheres under 
God’s sovereignty: government, 
society, and church. However, the 
government will often enter into 
spheres that it was never intended 
to delve into. According to Greg 
Bahnsen,

The proper domain and divine 
calling of the state is that of civil 
justice, protecting its citizens 
against violence (whether in 
the form of foreign aggression, 
criminal assault, or economic 
fraud). That men may live 
together in tranquility and 
peace (I Tim. 2:2), the state 
has been empowered with “the 
sword” for the specific purpose 
(I Peter 2:14) of “avenging 
wrath” against those who do 
evil (Rom. 13:4), and “for 
the cause,” God says, taxes 
may be legitimately collected 
(Rom. 13:6). Beyond this the 
magistrate may not go . . . 
God’s word does not, however, 
authorize the civil ruler to be an 
agent of charitable benevolence, 
financial welfare, education, 
and mercy; nor does it grant 
the state the prerogative of 
promoting or enforcing the 
gospel, much less being a 
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“policeman of the world.” States 
which assume such functions 
take on a messianic complex, 
attempting to save men for the 
world in ways in which God 
never intended them.4

As Christians, we have duties to 
the government. One of our chief 
duties is to pray for our government 
leaders. The Belgic Confession of 
Faith, Article 36, says that we must 
be “praying for them that the Lord 
may be willing to lead them in all 
their ways.” Henry Meeter says,

Citizens must have esteem and 
reverence for the authorities as 
God’s ministers (I Peter 2:13–14; 
Titus 3:1). The Bible denounces 
all despisers of the state officials 
(II Peter 2:10; Jude 8). We also 
do this “for the Lord’s sake,” I 
Peter 2:13. He wants us to do 
this because of love for Him. 
Second . . . citizens must render 
obedience because government 
officials are the representatives 
of God’s authority in the sphere 
of government . . . A third 
duty is to render service to the 

government.5

According to Meeter, service includes 
voting, prayer for the government—
including hostile ones (1 Tim. 
2:1–3)—and military service during 
a time of war. When we render unto 
Caesar what is Caesar’s (Mark 12:17), 
we do so for Christ’s sake. As part of 
the Godhead, Jesus was the only one 
with authority to declare what was 
Caesar’s and what was not Caesar’s. 
As Christians we should be the best 
citizens on earth, but that does not 
mean that we should do so blindly.

Christians often struggle with how 
far their loyalties to and compliance 
with their government officials must 
go. A cursory reading of Romans 
13:1 would lead many to believe 
that government compliance should 
happen at all times and places. 
Many Christians stop at this point 
without much more thought. Sproul 
explains the difficulty: “The fact that 
some acts of civil disobedience are 
necessary complicates the whole 
matter of obedience to authority.”6 
John Calvin said, “How absurd 

would it be that in satisfying men 
you should incur the displeasure 
of him for whose sake you obey 
men themselves.”7 An example 
of this is found in Daniel 6. The 
whole country was commanded by 
the government to stop praying to 
anyone but King Darius. Daniel was 
civilly disobedient and continued to 
pray to God, so he was thrown into 
the lions’ den. After God spared him, 
Daniel said, “My God sent His angel 
and shut the lions’ mouths, so that 
they have not hurt me, because I was 
found innocent before Him; and also, 
O king, I have done no wrong before 
you” (Dan. 6:22). Daniel’s innocence 
before God superseded any law 
made by Darius—a law which 
Darius himself couldn’t break. By 
not listening to the law Daniel also 
had done no wrong against Darius. 
Interestingly, Daniel’s accusers were 
then thrown into the lions’ den 
and killed immediately. They told 
the truth but received judgment 
because Daniel’s true innocence 
was displayed by God sending an 
angel. First Peter 2:17b says, “Fear 
God. Honor the king.” There is a 
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connection that cannot be broken. 
One is superior, the other inferior. 
The king gets his honor only by God 
and his command. It is God who 
sanctions the authority of the king.

Many, if not most, governments 
in this world are opposed to 
Christianity. Some would even try 
to manipulate Romans 13:1 against 
Christians (I have seen this recently). 
But we also have to follow verses 
like that of the Great Commission 
(Matt. 28:18–20). How we are going 
to answer to governments that are 
hostile to Christians and the gospel? 
The Second Helvetic Confession, 
chapter 30, recognized this difficulty 
by saying, “If the magistrate is 
opposed to the Church, he can 
hinder and disturb it very much.” 
It goes against the grain of our 
thinking that God has established 
governments that are opposed to 
him and allows those governments 
to stand.

How do we follow Lord’s Day 
39? What is God’s will in the fifth 
commandment: “That I show honor, 
love, and faithfulness to . . . all those 
in authority over me; submit myself 
with proper obedience to all their 
good teaching and discipline; and 
also that I be patient with their 
failings for by their hand God wills 
to rule us”? Zacharius Ursinus, in 
his commentary on Lord’s Day 39, 
states that it is the office that we are 
honoring and not necessarily the 
wicked man. Office and person need 
to be separated; we can detest the 
wickedness of the man but honor 
the office because it is divinely 
appointed. How David treated Saul 
when he was pursuing him would 
be an example of this (1 Sam. 24). 
Ursinus then finishes with this 
thought: “It is manifest that we must 
obey them only in as far as they do 
not go beyond the proper limits of 
their office.”8 Whatever the office 
of authority bestowed on a person, 
God must be followed first. Peter 
and the apostles proclaimed this in 

Acts 5:29: “We ought to obey God 
rather than men.” This is also seen in 
Article 36 of the Belgic Confession of 
Faith, which states, “obey them [civil 
governments] in all things that are 
not in conflict with God’s Word.”

William Hendriksen in his 
commentary on Romans helps us 
understand the opening verses of 
Romans 13. When speaking about 
verse 1 he says,

The apostle, writing by 
inspiration, wants everyone 
to subject himself voluntarily 
to the then existing governing 
authorities. In the divine 
providence the Roman 
government of Paul’s day was 
such that within its boundaries 
compliance with the will of God 
and wholehearted consecration 
to him where possible . . . 
in the final analysis owed 
their [government officials] 
appointment and right to 
govern to God. It was by his will 
and in his providence that they 
had been appointed to maintain 
order, encourage well-doing, 
and punish wrongdoing.9

Governments owe their allegiance 
to God as the one who has put them 
in their particular place. “By me 
kings reign and rulers decree justice; 
by me princes rule, and nobles, all 
the judges of earth” (Prov. 8:15–16). 
There are standards and practices 
that governments are required to 
maintain. All rulers are obligated to 
submit to the rule of God (Ps. 2). In 
other words, we are not to follow the 
government blindly. We are like a 
soldier in war who is still accountable 
for following orders that go against 
God’s moral law.

Hendriksen continues this thought 
with his comments on Romans 
13:2–4: “Does this mean, then, that 
the apostle was urging unlimited 
compliance, a subjection so absolute 
that even when the command of 
the magistrate should be in direct 

conflict with God’s revealed will, it 
must nevertheless be obeyed? Of 
course not!”10 Examples of that can 
be easily cited, such as Hananiah, 
Mishael, and Azariah and their 
refusal to bow before the statue of the 
king (Dan. 3:16–18); the midwives 
saving the male children (Ex. 
1:15–21); and Daniel and the lions’ 
den (Dan. 6). Hendriksen goes on 
to say that the apostle Paul is talking 
about the ruler who is doing his 
good duty, approving good behavior, 
and punishing evil. “The apostle is 
not establishing a universally valid 
principle that opposing the authority 
and disobeying a command issued by 
a civil magistrate is always wrong.”11 
That is why Article 36 of the Belgic 
Confession of Faith has the qualifier 
to “obey them in all things that are 
not in conflict with God’s Word.”

We have established that there are 
times when we not only may but 
must disobey earthly authorities. 
“Whenever the earthly authorities 
command us to do something that 
God forbids, or forbids us from 
doing something God commands, 
it is our duty to disobey the earthly 
authorities. God’s authority is 
always higher than his delegated 
authorities.”12 The government 
official is there to be God’s minister 
to do good (Rom. 13:4a). He is 
therefore called by God not to hurt 
but to help. The state is not separated 
from God’s law and ethics. Someone 
may proclaim such a thing, but 
that doesn’t make it so. All people, 
including government leaders, will 
face judgment (Dan. 4:27; 2 Cor. 
5:10; Isa. 10:1).

Governments and their leaders will 
often insert themselves into the 
religion of their people. We have 
seen this in Communism, National 
Socialism, Nebuchadnezzar (Dan. 
3), Rome (the Caesars were to be 
worshipped), and many others, even 
today. These governments, while 
denying true religion, will promote 
themselves, trying to fill the void 
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of the true religious needs of the 
people. Those things that should be 
attributed to the church can and, 
history has shown, will be hijacked 
by the state. Governments that are 
run by false religious leaders will 
defend vigorously that religion 
because they are seen as an ally to 
their rule (e.g., Muslims, Hindus). 
Too many people in the Western 
world look to the government for the 
answers to their life problems, but 
this view is a trap. The more people 
want the government to solve their 
problems, the more the government 
is going to be involved in their lives 
dictating what they can and can’t do, 
believe, and think; governments will 
infringe on their liberties and usurp 
power that is not theirs.

There is an intrinsic danger for the 
Word & Deed staff and for some of 
our partners. History has shown that 
there is no guarantee of safety for 
missionaries and Christian workers, 
just as there was danger for the 
apostles. We have to recognize that 
persecution has been around since 
the beginning of the New Testament 
church. Government persecution 
is nothing new even though it may 
seem to be growing, but for many 
Christians around the world, it is 
an everyday reality. Persecution for 
our belief in Jesus Christ should 
be our expectation. “If the world 
hates you, you know that it hated 
Me before it hated you. If you were 
of the world, the world would love 
its own. Yet because you are not of 
the world, but I chose you out of 
the world, therefore the world hates 
you. Remember the word that I 
said to you: ‘A servant is not greater 
than his master’” (John 15:18–20a). 
Christians will be brought before 
councils, and family members will 
turn on each other (Matt. 10:17–23). 
But there is a peace in knowing that 
God is with you and will give you 
the words to speak (Luke 12:11–12). 
The church grew when persecution 
in Jerusalem made the people flee 

to other places. God uses these 
circumstances for his purposes.

Suffering in this life has a greater 
benefit eternally. “For our light 
affliction, which is but for a 
moment, is working for us a far 
more exceeding and eternal weight 
of glory, while we do not look at the 
things which are seen, but at the 
things which are not seen. For the 
things which are seen are temporary, 
but the things which are not seen are 
eternal” (2 Cor. 4:17–18). As hard as 
this may be to do, there is no need to 
worry; all things are in his hands (1 
Peter 3:14). God in his sovereignty 
and providence rules all the nations, 
and they shall all bow before him 
(Ps. 22:27–28), even the ones that are 
fighting against him.
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Rev. Jerome Julien

Book Reviews 

Romans  
J. V. Fesko, Lectio Continua 
series. Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2018. 441 pages. 
Hardbound. Price varies by 
vendor.

Another volume of this 
helpful series of expository 
commentaries on the New 
Testament has appeared. 
However, do not confuse this 
commentary with one that 
focuses on words or phrases in 
the text. Rather, it is in the form of 
sermons on the complete epistle 
to the Romans. There are fifty 

passages explained in sermonic 
form.

The author is an ordained 
minister in the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church and serves 
on the faculty of Westminster 
Seminary in California.

For the man in the pew, these 
chapters will be good reads at 
the end of the day. They will 
help us to be immersed in the 
Word. For the minister of the 
Word, these chapters will give 
good guidance in the “how” of 
expository preaching.

Unfolding Covenant History, vol. 
6: From Samuel to Solomon  
David J. Engelsma. Jenison, 
MI: Reformed Free Publishing 
Association, 2020. 208 pages. 
Hardback. $28.95.

Fifteen years is a long time to 
wait, but we finally have a new 
volume in this helpful series to 
place on our shelves and to use. 
This series is slowly growing to 
completion. The publisher has 
made this volume fit with the 
others with the exception of a 
few insignificant things. They will 
all look like a set when placed 
together.

The series, as you may recall, 
edited by Mark Hoeksema, is to 
give us insight into Old Testament 
history, especially as it points to 
the coming of Christ. This volume 
covers the work of Samuel and 
the first three kings of Israel 
(1 Samuel 1–1 Kings 11). Saul’s 

weakness and lack of submission to 
God is well explained and carefully 
related to Old Testament prophecy. 
While Saul was Israel’s choice, 
God’s choice for king was David. 
Through Saul, God’s judgment was 

seen. David, as we know, fell 
into sin. His later flaws, along 
with his adulterous activity, 
are well explained. Solomon’s 
life of faithfulness and later 
unfaithfulness are clearly laid out.

Professor Engelsma has done 
excellent work of getting all the 
pertinent interpretation into these 
200 pages. As these pages 
were opened through reading, 
it became apparent that there is 
much here for our use at home in 
family devotions and Bible study, 
and further that there are loads of 
ideas for preachers of the Word. 
Should you be among those who 
find points of disagreement, read 
on, for you will find material for 
preaching and teaching from a 
master teacher.

Thanks, Professor Engelsma! We 
eagerly anticipate the last several 
books in this series.

Highly recommended.
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Follow Me: Bible Stories for Young Children  
Liesbeth van Binsbergen. Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, n.d. 386 pages. Hardback. $30.00.

Are you looking for a new book of Bible stories 
for children, especially preschool children? Here 
is one to consider. There are 116 well-written and 
illustrated stories translated from the Dutch by 
Rev. Bartel Elshout and illustrated by Roel Otto. 
For those who might be interested, there are only 
a couple of illustrations which include the Lord 
Jesus. These are only sketchy and will not cause 
any difficulty.

The stories are short, contain at least one 
illustration, and usually have three questions that 
will call to the minds of our children the main parts 
of the story. You will find sixty-six Old Testament 
stories and fifty from the New Testament. The 
author writes in the preface, “I have attempted to 
highlight the scarlet thread of God’s redemptive 
history.”

This is a good volume to use as you begin to 
teach your children or grandchildren the story of 
redemption.

Theological-Practical Theology, 
vol. 1: Prolegomena  
Petrus van Mastricht. Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2018. 238 pages. 
Hardbound. $28.00.

The Dutch Reformed Translation 
Society and Reformation Heritage 
Books have worked together to 
bring to English-speaking people 
a volume, in fact, a set of books 
that has been available up to now 
only in Dutch.

While not everyone will find this 
set helpful, there will not be only 
a few who will enjoy Mastricht’s 
work. He (1630–1706) studied 
at Utrecht under Voetius and 
became his successor. Mastricht 
was a theologian of the Dutch 
Further Reformation (Nadere 
Reformatie). This means that 
he placed a heavy emphasis on 
experience, which was necessary 
in his day. While this is important, 
it can be overemphasized.

of theology and Scripture—and 
always the emphasis is on what 
the author calls “the Best Method 
of Preaching.”

The translation is done by Todd 
M. Roster of Queen’s University, 
Belfast. It is done in an easy-to-
read style. One young minister, 
who has assisted in editing, has 
said that reading this work has 
shaped his life.

Not every reader will agree that 
this set is helpful, most likely 
because of the style of writing 
during Mastricht’s time. Some 
might even say it is as dry as 
dust. However, here and there 
the patient reader will gain 
insights that he has not had 
before. Nevertheless, this volume 
has historical value. Long closed 
to the English reader, it is now 
available again—and for the first 
time in English.

This volume contains a fine 
biographical sketch of Mastricht—an 
oration given at Mastricht’s funeral by 
Henricus Pontanus. Following this is 
the author’s introduction to theology. 
This deals with the nature and method 
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Beginning at Moses:  
A Guide to Finding Christ in the 
Old Testament  
Michael P. V. Barrett. Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 1999, 2018. 322 pages. 
Paperback. $20.00.

Dr. Barrett, vice president for 
academic affairs, and professor 
of Old Testament at Puritan 
Reformed Theological Seminary 
in Grand Rapids, has produced 
a fine volume on Christ in the 
Old Testament. In his preface 
he writes, “Christ is the key that 
unlocks the meaning of the entire 
Bible; He is the central person 
and the unifying theme.” Then 

he refers to Luke 24:27. This must 
be considered today because so 
much “preaching” has become 
stories about some exemplary 
character, but not Christ.

Patiently and carefully our author 
encourages us to remember that 
preaching the Word involves 
preaching Christ. As he closes, 
he adds, “There is no relevant 
Christian message apart from 
Christ Himself.”

May this interesting volume mold 
the minds of the people in the pew 
as to what preaching is to be, and 
shape the minds of God’s faithful 
servants in the pulpit as they 
feed God’s people with truth of 
Scripture.

Puritan Heroes  
Glenda Faye Mathes and Joel R. Beeke. Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2018. 207 
pages. Hardback. $25.00.

“Who were the Puritans? Why are they heroes? 
Those may be your questions as you pick up this 
book.” So begins the preface. In the pages that 

follow are twenty-one short accounts of the lives of 
Richard Greenham, William Perkins, John Cotton, John 
Eliot, Richard Baxter, John Bunyan, Matthew Henry, 
Jonathan Edwards, and some other men who were 
well-known during the two hundred years that they 
were leaders in the Reformation movement in the 
British Isles and North America. The first chapter lays 
out in general who these followers of the Lord were 
and what they stood for, often in direct contradiction of 
what the world around them believed about them.

Each chapter is filled with pictures of these great 
leaders—photos, paintings, pictures of original 
publications. All of this makes this book interesting 
for our youth (for whom it was conceived), but also for 
older readers who certainly can profit from it.

Each biography focuses on the work the man of God 
did, and the characteristics of the person. It is a great 
addition to literature about the period—and a joy to 
read.

Included is a fine bibliography, and questions for each 
chapter.
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United Reformed Church in Grand Rapids, MI.

Christ’s Portrait of the Christian: 
An Exposition of the Beatitudes 
Bartel Elshout. Grand Rapids: 
Biblical Spirituality Press, 2019. 140 
pages. Paperback. $9.99.

Although some might not be 
comfortable with the way this is put, 
this is a delightful little book with 
much spiritual insight. The author 
gives solid biblical background for 
all that he says as he explains the 
seven Beatitudes. His application 
is solid. My intention was to give 
several quotes from this rich 
treatment, but I found so many that 
it was hard to pick and choose. 
Because these are sermons the 

brother preached, the reader 
will find that he often includes 
applicatory paragraphs that reflect 
the ways of his church affiliation: 
Heritage Reformed.

The title gives us an insight into 
what the author’s point is. Christ is 
painting a picture of a believer with 
each stroke in the Beatitudes. What 
a painting!

This volume is valuable for all of 
God’s children. As someone said, 
you will find it difficult to put this 
book down.

A Hearer of God’s Word: Ten 
Ways to Listen to Sermons Better 
Brian G. Najapfour. Grand Rapids: 
Reformed Fellowship, 2019. 99 
pages. Paperback. $9.99.

This is a book every believer needs 
to read. So often we take worship—
including the listening to sermons—
so casually. Though, perhaps we 
have been at it for many years, we 
often just think of it as “going to 
church,” a weekly (and for some, 
not that often) activity in which we 
should engage upon occasion. For 
some today, church attendance 
means going to a program, a 
religious outing, even religious 
entertainment.

It is said that many of our Reformed 
brethren down south used to speak 
of attending worship as “going to 
preaching.” They were going to 
listen to God as he spoke to his 
people. Certainly there is much 
more to worship, but they had a 
right understanding of it—God 
speaks. This is the reason why we 

attend worship every time a service 
is called. Sad to say, however, we 
often tune out the sermon for one 
reason or another. What an insult 
to God whom we say we love and 
serve.

Our author gives us ten short, 
thought-provoking chapters, which 
call upon us to meditate and apply 
how we ought to listen to sermons. 
Scripture is regularly called upon to 
make the point. There are also five 
appendices which are important, 
too. One is directed to those who 
“want” to criticize the ministers of 
the Word.

Every believer would do well to 
read and meditate on this book. 
How often do we discuss at home 
the sermons we hear? How often 
do our youth wonder why we 
attend worship? There is much 
material for us as we work through 
this subject. Better yet, get our 
youth to read and meditate on it.

We should be grateful that this 
practical book is available!
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Abigail is overjoyed to have access to God’s Word all the time.

“Your God is good,” say Abigail’s neighbors. “He is 
wonderful!” Since receiving her Talking Bible three months 
ago, Abigail and her neighbors listen to God’s Word as they 
work and are learning and growing in their faith every day!

““God gives us a lot of grace. Every time I listen to His Word, 
He gives me peace of mind,” Abigail says.

Abigail has also made a habit of listening to it with some 
of her unbelieving friends. They are always interested in 
listening to the Talking Bible.

Your gift will allow God’s Word to minister to new 
Christians and to reach new believers. Praise the Lord!

GiGive the gift of a Talking Bible today.



Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
8541 Vincent Ave S.E.
Alto, MI 49302-9744  
(877) 532-8510

URCNA 2020  
Directory 
Twenty-Fourth Annual Archive Edition of the directory 

of the United Reformed Churches in North America.

Printed by permission of URCNA Synod.

Ezra Nehemiah:  
The Return from Exile
Most are aware that Ezra and Nehemiah record the return(s) 
to the Promised Land, the rebuilding of the temple, and the 
fortification of the walls of Zion. But there is so much more 
packaged within these sacred pages.

No period of salvation history is more fascinating because 
the resettlement sets the stage for Christ’s advent in 
Bethlehem, promised in Eden.

This Bible study, by grace, will fortify your apprehension 
of Holy Scripture as you trust in Holy Spirit appropriation. 
Kudos to Dr. De Jong and Reformed Fellowship for 
delivering yet another priceless tool for rightly dividing the 
Word of truth.

— H. David Schuringa, Ph.D., Contributor
 Christian Renewal Magazine

Both books will be available 
in the bookstore in early May 
at reformedfellowship.net

Please browse through our other 
book selections and Bible Study 
Guides while you are visiting!


