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With God’s help, in 2001 I graduated from The Center 
for Biblical Studies Institute and Seminary in the 
Philippines. That same year I received a call to pastor 
the congregation where I previously did my internship. 
The year 2021 therefore marks my twentieth year in 
the ministry. Throughout my life as a pastor, I have 
collected reflections that I would like to share with 
my fellow ministers and with those who desire to be 
pastors someday. Here are twenty of those reflections.

1. Pastoring is a calling from 
God. Having a degree from a 
seminary is not a guarantee that you 
have this ministerial calling. Some 
graduate from the seminary but are 
not in the ministry, or do not stay 
long in the ministry, because they do 
not have the pastoral calling.

2. The God who has called 
you to the ministry will also 
provide for you. He will prepare 
you for the ministry. He will give you 
a congregation to serve and will 
sustain you throughout your life in 
the ministry.

3. Don’t accept a call to pastor 
a congregation unless you are 
convinced the Lord is calling 
you to serve that church. Why? 
Because when problems arise from 
that church, your strong conviction of 

God’s calling will encourage you to 
continue serving your congregation 
amid difficulties. You can say, “Lord, 
you have called me to serve you 
in this church, and I know you will 
sustain me.”

4. God resists the proud in the 
ministry. Thus, expect God to 
humble you. Sometimes he humbles 
his servants through infirmity. All 
accomplished pastors I know have 
a form of affliction that keeps them 
humble before God. At the end of 
the day, God will use the ministry to 
sanctify you. God’s main goal in your 
life is to conform you to the image of 
his Son Jesus Christ.

5. Your wife can be a great help 
to you in the ministry. If you are 
a pastor and not yet married and 

desire to get married, look prayerfully 
for a godly woman who will serve 
with you, not hinder you. If you were 
already married when you became a 
minister, help your wife understand 
the nature of the ministry and thank 
God for giving you a help mate.

6. Your family is your priority 
over your ministry. As Paul 
indicates in 1 Timothy 3:4–5 (English 
Standard Version), “He must 
manage his own household well, 
with all dignity keeping his children 
submissive, for if someone does 
not know how to manage his own 
household, how will he care for 
God’s church?” If you neglect your 
family, your congregation will suffer 
eventually.

7. Despite your busy schedule 
in the ministry, don’t forget to 
spend quality time with your 
wife. You can see each other every 
day but still have a sense of missing 
each other. That’s because you do 
not really spend quality time with 
her. Take her out. Do things together 
you both enjoy. Encourage and 
compliment her. Pray with her. Love 
her, as Christ loves the church.

Twenty 
Reflections 
from My 
Twenty Years 
of Experience 
as a Pastor 
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8. Equally important is to spend 
quality time with your children. 
Pray and play with them. Sometimes 
pastors’ children grow to resent the 
church and the ministry because 
their father was not there for them. 
I remember one pastor’s kid telling 
me how he would never want to 
become a pastor. I asked him why. 
He said, “When a member of our 
congregation needed my dad, he 
was there right away. But when I 
needed my dad, he barely had time 
to even listen to me.”

9. God has called you primarily 
to preach his Word and pray. 
Therefore, learn to delegate your 
other responsibilities to others, so 
that you can devote yourself to 
prayer and to the ministry of the 
word (Acts 6:2–4). Don’t think that 
you have to do everything. The truth 
is you can’t!

10. Because we now live in a 
distracted world, it becomes 
difficult for us to remain 
focused on our primary work. 
To find an extended period of 
uninterrupted time for sermon 
preparation and prayer is now 
challenging because of social media. 
And a time frequently interrupted 
results in shallowness. Consequently, 
the kind of sermon prepared in 
a distracted environment can be 
shallow. Therefore, we need to 
learn to guard our time from these 
electronic distractions. Our best 
energy should be used to pray and 
prepare sermons.

11. Don’t stop learning about 
your vocation. In the midst of 
your busy schedule, set aside 
time regularly to read books or 
articles that will help you become 
a better servant of the Lord. Attend 
pastors’ conferences where you can 
fellowship with and learn from like-
minded ministers about the ministry.

12. Don’t underestimate 
the wisdom of experienced 
ministers. Seek their advice 
and listen to them. They can save 
you from committing mistakes or 
making wrong decisions. Find an 
older pastor who can mentor and 

encourage you in the ministry. A 
young pastor has the tendency to 
think he knows a lot, but the longer 
you stay in the ministry, the more you 
will realize how little your knowledge 
is.

13. While not every pastor is 
called to writing ministry, some 
are. And if you sense God has 
given you the gift of writing, use and 
cultivate it for the church’s edification 
and God’s exaltation.

14. No matter how hard you try 
to serve your congregation, 
you will always have a member 
who will complain about your 
service. Remember you cannot 
please everyone in the church, and 
you are not to please people but 
God. Don’t let your critics stop you 
from doing the Lord’s work. Fix your 
eyes on Jesus.

15. When necessary, don’t be 
afraid to confront a member 
of your congregation who has 
offended you (Matt. 18:15). 
When the offense is not dealt with, 
it can become worse. Keeping 
your resentment to yourself is not 
good for your heart physically and 
spiritually. Don’t avoid confrontation, 
but deal with it in a Christ-like 
manner, trusting that God will bring 
reconciliation.

16. Don’t think God needs you 
in the ministry. The truth is you 
need him more than he needs 
you. His work can continue without 
your help. So be thankful to God if 
he is using you in the building up of 
his church. To be a minister is a great 
privilege from the Lord. Think about 
this: you are serving the Maker of 
heaven and earth.

17. While God has called you 
primarily to serve your local 
church, don’t lose sight of 
the universal church. Don’t be 

so focused on your congregation 
that you don’t care for other 
congregations. Pray for other 
churches. Occasionally, guest preach 
for other churches. It’s good both 
for you and your congregation that 
once in a while you preach for other 
churches and that other pastors 
preach for your congregation.

18. The condition of your body 
can affect the life of your 
congregation. If you are not 
healthy, you cannot function well in 
the ministry. Thus, don’t neglect your 
body. Eat well. Exercise regularly. Get 
enough sleep. At times ministry can 
be very stressful. Learn to rest and 
relax, or else you will burn out and 
cannot continue in the ministry.

19. Use your vacation wisely, 
not to work but to recharge. 
Remember your energy is limited 
and will eventually become 
depleted. Hence, use your vacation 
to revitalize. Don’t feel guilty to be 
away from your congregation for two 
weeks. In fact, your congregation 
will also benefit from your vacation, 
because when you return to them 
rejuvenated, you’ll be able to serve 
them better with freshness.

20. Pay careful attention 
to yourself. Realize your 
tendency to commit sins that 
can disqualify you from the 
ministry. “Therefore let anyone 
who thinks that he stands take 
heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). As 
you shepherd your congregation, 
shepherd your own soul. Don’t be 
so busy about the ministry that you 
neglect the One who has called you 
to the ministry. Spend regular time 
with God in prayer and in his Word.
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uring the course of my 
ministry, I have often been 
asked by elders a question about 
what might be termed “pastoral 
tenure.” The question often arises 
within the context of a church’s 
vacancy and its search for the 
names of ministers to whom the 
congregation might extend a 
call. In the course of their search 
for a new pastor, many search 
committees find that there are very 
few ministers who are willing to 
consider a call, even though they 
may have served their present 
congregation for a lengthy period 
of time. 

Assuming that pastors with extended experience in 
their present charge are among the likeliest candidates 
to serve effectively in their congregation, search 
committee members are frequently discouraged by 
the unwillingness of such ministers to be considered 
for a call. Sometimes in their pursuit of a new pastor, 
such search committees find themselves compelled to 
consider ministers from outside of the denomination. 
Or, even though their congregation is relatively large 
or judged to require the service of a more experienced 
pastor, they turn to the consideration of candidates for 
the ministry despite their relative inexperience.

When listening to the testimony of these elders, 
I have to acknowledge that their concerns have a 
measure of legitimacy. Having served on a search 
committee myself, I can remember only too well 
how difficult it was to identify potential ministers for 
our congregation. Few ministers were willing to be 
considered for a call among those whom we identified 
early in the process. Most of them did not want to be 
disturbed by the prospect of having to consider a call. 
Many of them, either implicitly or explicitly, argued 

A NEW BROOM 
SWEEPS CLEAN 

Dr. Cornelis P. Venema

Reflections on the Question of 
Pastoral Tenure (Part 1)
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that their work was not yet finished 
in their present charge. And among 
these, many gave the impression 
that they were convinced that they 
should stay in the present charge 
“for the long haul.” According to 
their testimony, a lengthy pastoral 
tenure in their present charge was 
more likely to prove fruitful and 
advantageous to the church than a 
shorter term of service.

The conviction that a longer term 
of service in a particular church is 
to be preferred, even regarded as 
normative, seems to be the prevailing 
opinion today. It is especially 
popular among ministers. But it 
also has advocates among church 
members. The problem with this 
conviction, however, is that it is 
often unexamined and assumed 
to be true. Frequently, little or 
no careful reflection takes place 
regarding the pros and cons of a 
lengthy pastoral term of service. 
For this reason, I am writing this 
(and a subsequent) article in the 
hope that it may stimulate more 
discussion and evaluation of the 
issue of pastoral tenure. My aim 
in writing these articles is not so 
much to provide a one-size-fits-
all answer to the question of the 
optimal length of a pastor’s term of 
service in a particular church. My 
aim is to encourage much greater 
transparency and critical reflection 
upon those considerations that may 
favor or oppose lengthy pastorates.

Longer Pastoral Tenure: The 
New Normal
Before I identify the arguments that 
may be mustered for and against 
more lengthy pastorates, I believe 
it will be helpful to recognize the 
change in practice that has occurred 
over the years among Reformed 
churches, especially the Christian 
Reformed Church (CRC) and the 
United Reformed Churches in North 
America (URCNA). The historical 
evidence that I have reviewed 

suggests that the contemporary 
practice of these churches represents 
what might be called a “new normal.” 
Whereas in the past ministers tended 
to move from one church to another 
after five to eight years of service in 
a congregation, today the average 
pastorate is likely to be two or more 
times as long. Indeed, it is a rarity 
to find ministers who would view 
five to eight years of service as much 
more than the beginning phase of 
their pastoral service.

Three Pieces of Evidence
If you were to ask, What evidence 
is there for the claim that longer 
pastorates are becoming the new 
normal among Reformed churches? 
I would be the first to acknowledge 
that I have not conducted an 
exhaustive search of the historical 
evidence. However, I have three 
lines of evidence that provide a fairly 
strong case for this claim.

The first piece of evidence is found 
in an interesting section of the sixth 
edition of J. L. Schaver’s The Polity 
of the Churches, revealingly entitled 
“Extremely Long Pastorates.”1 
Schaver’s work was regarded as a 
standard work on the church polity 
of the CRC and enjoyed the warm 
endorsement of two respected 
professors at Calvin Theological 
Seminary, D. H. Kromminga and 
Samuel Volbeda.

In his review of the length of 
pastorates in the CRC, Schaver 
provides a careful statistical analysis 
of past and present practice, 
observing that the trend in the late 
1940s was clearly toward more 
lengthy terms. The title for his 
summary of the evidence makes 
clear that Schaver was not a fan or 
an advocate of this trend. What is 
most remarkable about his analysis, 
however, is the evidence that he 
adduces to support his concern. 
For example, he notes that in the 
decade 1900–1909, 68% of CRC 
ministers served pastorates of 1 

to 4 years, 26% of 5 to 9 years, 5% 
of 10 to 14 years, and only 1% of 
15 to 19 years. He then provides 
similar statistical evidence for the 
following decades, concluding with 
the period 1940–1944. In the period 
contemporaneous with the writing of 
this section of his book, the statistics 
he cites show an unmistakable 
movement in the direction of longer 
pastorates: 33% of CRC ministers 
served pastorates of 1 to 4 years, 36% 
of 5 to 9 years, 19% of 10 to 14 years, 
9% of 15 to 19 years, and 3% of 20 to 
24 years. In the span of forty years, 
the length of pastorates in the CRC 
had grown considerably. Schaver’s 
analysis shows that the length of 
pastorates in the CRC had more than 
doubled in this period. Remarkably, 
the percentage of pastorates of more 
than 10 years had grown from 6% to 
28%. Undoubtedly, various factors 
may have contributed to the growth 
in pastoral tenure, among them a 
decline in the number of vacancies 
within the CRC. But none of these 
factors can adequately account for 
this rather dramatic change in the 
length of pastoral service in local 
churches.

After providing his compelling case 
for claiming that there was a clear 
trend in the direction of longer 
pastorates in the CRC, Schaver offers 
his own, unfavorable assessment of 
this trend:

The number of years that a 
minister remained in one place 
decades ago was at the time 
thought long enough. Since 
then the general atmosphere 
has changed but not in favor 
of longer pastorates. However, 
many churches and ministers 
must put up with a situation 
in which the average pastorate 
is about twice as long as it was 
years ago. Especially the many 
extremely long pastorates of 
our day, terminated frequently 
only by retirement or death, 
place a great strain upon many 
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a congregation and especially 
upon its minister. Even though 
there be no trouble between 
the minister and the church, 
long pastorates on the whole 
have more disadvantages than 
advantages.2

Though Schaver clearly shows his 
hand regarding the desirability of 
longer pastorates, he doesn’t provide 
any explanation for his negative 
assessment.

The second line of evidence that 
lends support to the claim that the 
trend is in the direction of longer 
pastorates derives from an analysis 
of the directory of the URCNA (2017 
edition). Based upon my unscientific 
review of the information in the 
directory, the average length of 
pastoral tenure in the URCNA is 
approximately thirteen years. If 
my rough calculation is correct, 
this suggests that the pattern 
Schaver observed in the 1940s has 
continued to the present day. What 
Schaver termed “extremely long 
pastorates” would be, by today’s 
standards, considered a relatively 
short pastorate. Or, to put the 
matter in a slightly different way, the 
length of pastorates has once again 
doubled since the period Schaver 
analyzed in his church polity book. 
However this change is evaluated, 
whether negatively or positively, it 
is undeniably a change. And it is a 
change that warrants our scrutiny 
and reflection.

I conclude with a third line of 
evidence that is, admittedly, 
anecdotal in nature. Readers of this 
article may be puzzled by its title, 
perhaps even suspicious that it tips 
my hand as to my opinion regarding 
the length of pastorates. I use this 
idiomatic expression, however, for a 
specific reason. I am what is known 
as a PK, that is, a preacher’s kid. My 
father was a minister in four different 
Reformed denominations (CRC, 
RCNZ, OPC, and URC) for a period 
of nearly sixty years. Throughout 

the course of his ministry, which 
included many different pastorates 
(some for only three or four years, 
others for five to ten years), he often 
quoted his respected professor, 
R. B. Kuiper. According to my 
father’s testimony, R.B, as he was 
affectionately known, often remarked 
to his students, “remember, men, 
a ‘new broom sweeps clean.’” 
According to R.B., an unduly 
long pastorate risks the likelihood 
that a minister’s fruitfulness and 
effectiveness would wane over 
time. What we today term “pastoral 
burnout” (which usually means a 
minister is losing his enthusiasm and 
vitality in his pastoral labors) would 
be diminished when ministers, 
like new brooms, took up the 
challenge of a new charge in another 
congregation. To guard against this 
prospect, R.B. would often give his 
students advice regarding their first 
and second pastorates. According 
to my father’s testimony, he would 
advise students, for example, to 
serve for a shorter period of time 
in their first charge and then make 
it their practice in a second charge 
to revise one older sermon per 
week and ordinarily write only one 
new sermon per week. The point 
of this advice was to encourage the 
students to adopt a pattern that 
would enable them to stay the course 
in the ministry, without losing their 
freshness, vitality, and enthusiasm 
along the way.

Now it is possible that this anecdotal 
evidence will not carry much weight 
for some. You may be inclined to 
respond by saying, “But that’s only 
one professor’s opinion, and it 
sounds like it was an easy way for 
your father to rationalize his own 
restlessness and inability to stay 
the course for an adequate amount 
of time.” While there may be some 
truth in this response, at least so 
far as my father’s purpose in citing 
R.B.’s quip, it overlooks the fact that 
Kuiper was the president of Calvin 

Theological Seminary at the time, 
and a highly respected professor of 
practical theology. In those days, 
Kuiper’s opinion carried more than 
a little weight. It reflected a general 
sentiment among the churches and 
ministers at the time. You might 
even say that it was a species of 
ecclesiastical wisdom that belonged 
to the church’s ethos in the period. 
Therefore, when I cite this anecdotal 
evidence, I cite it in order to confirm 
that a popular sentiment in the 
churches in a previous generation no 
longer has the traction it once did. 
In other words, it provides further 
evidence for suggesting that longer 
pastorates are a new normal. They 
represent a change from previous 
practice.

Conclusion
None of this historical evidence for 
a change in the length of pastoral 
tenure constitutes an argument for or 
against lengthy pastorates. I offer it 
only to establish the simple point that 
there has been a remarkable increase 
in their length, and this increase 
deserves further examination. 
Undoubtedly, there are reasons for 
the change, but I have not sought 
to identify them in this article. In 
my next article, I will endeavor 
to identify some of the factors or 
reasons that may help to explain 
this change. Once these factors and 
reasons are identified, we will be in 
a position to evaluate the pros and 
cons for shorter or more lengthy 
pastorates.

1. J. L. Schaver, The Polity of the Churches, 
vol. 2: Concerns Reformed Church Polity; The 
Christian Reformed Church (Grand Rapids: 
Kregel, 1961).

2. Schaver, 91.
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Mr. Michael R. Kearney

Friendship: 
Treachery and Treasure  

Friend-
ship

Friendship, as we have been 
considering in The Outlook this 

year, is a precious gift within the 
community of believers. Friendship 
offers a foretaste of the communion 
we will share with one another in 
the kingdom to come. It enables us 
to accept the risk of vulnerability. 
It offers the means for the Spirit to 
minister to us in seasons of weakness 
and trial through the wise words of a 
companion. It provides an alternative 
to a culture of narcissism, allowing 
us to glimpse our character and 
teaching us humility.

Christian friendship carries all 
these blessings. But Christians are 
still sinners—and this means that 
friendship in the community of 
believers may also be in some ways 
more dangerous and devastating 
than friendship outside the church. 

In Christian friendship the stakes are 
higher, the temptations are subtler, 
and the devil may be particularly 
active. I have chosen to write about 
Christian friendship here partly 
because it can be so elusive. Even 
within the boundaries of a local 
congregation, moving from the 
realm of “church friends” to a truer 
and deeper sense of friendship may 
seem daunting and treacherous. 
Church people, as many of us know 
from experience, are not always the 
best friend material. They can be 
petty, gossipy, backbiting hypocrites. 
Perhaps we know that about 
ourselves too. With so much at stake, 
are friendships in the community of 
believers really worth it?

A man who understood the 
treachery and treasure of Christian 

friendship was the German pastor 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945). 
His book Life Together is a classic 
text on discipleship and Christian 
living, but it is particularly valuable 
as a candid exploration of the forces 
that threaten to overthrow friendship 
in the community of believers. Here 
I would like to borrow Bonhoeffer’s 
insights to explore a few of the 
forces that threaten the treasure of 
Christian friendship, as well as the 
grand gospel truths that make this 
treasure worth pursuing.

Christian Friendship Is 
Threatened by Dreams of 
Christian Friendship
The very title of Bonhoeffer’s 
book, Life Together, conjures up 
idyllic images of a harmonious 
community—which is why he 
begins by warning of “the danger of 
confusing Christian brotherhood 
with some wishful idea of religious 
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fellowship.”1 This ideal faith 
community is the holy grail at 
the root of many church-hopping 
tendencies among Christians today.

But this form of fantasizing can 
poison one-on-one relationships 
as well. As a child, I longed for a 
best friend who would share my 
interests and my outlook on the 
world completely. These longings 
were not necessarily sinful, except 
that they often led me to undervalue 
the friendships I already had. And 
similar longings can follow us into 
adulthood as well, as we squander 
our Christian friendships by 
constantly reminding ourselves of 
the ways in which they fall short. In 
our search for an imaginary perfect 
companion, we often end up looking 
over the heads of the real brothers 
and sisters God has given us.

Truthfully, Bonhoeffer reminds us, 
Christian fellowship is a privilege, 
not a right.2 All brotherhood, no 
matter how weak it may seem, 
is a gift from God as part of our 
adoption in Christ (Eph. 2:19). In 
fact, Bonhoeffer goes so far as to 
say that fellowship should begin 
with disillusionment: a profound 
disappointment “with others, with 
Christians in general, and, if we 
are fortunate, with ourselves.”3 If 
we hold on to illusions of a perfect 
Christian community, we erect an 
idol. So the disillusionment of life 
together is a gift from God, a sacred 
reminder that no other human 
being can provide the perfect love, 
understanding, patience, gentleness, 
and wisdom of Jesus Christ. And 
our disillusionment with our own 

relational flaws should drive us 
to ask, “Who would want to be 
friends with me?” Only when we 
are led to this extent of humility 
can we begin to savor the partial 
but real manifestations of Christian 
friendship which our heavenly Father 
grants to us.

But we must be careful here, too, for 
dwelling on our own inadequacies 
can lead to another danger inherent 
in Christian friendship.

Christian Friendship Is 
Threatened by Social 
Comparison
Have you ever known another 
believer whose depth of spiritual 
knowledge, love, and zeal left you 
feeling simultaneously attracted and 
threatened? Bonhoeffer takes the 
story of the disciples disputing about 
“which of them was the greatest” in 
Luke 9:46 (English Standard Version) 
as a reminder that these seeds of 
social comparison are always present 
in the soil of the church.4 Even more 
poisonous than envy of a friend’s 
looks or wealth or status is envy of a 
friend’s spirituality. Like a child who 
always worries that a brother or sister 
is Daddy’s favorite, so we may all 
too easily be ensnared in wondering 
whether our brother or sister really 
enjoys a closer relationship to God 
than we possess. Bonhoeffer writes, 
“Then we deplore the fact that we 
lack the deep certainty, the strong 
faith, and the rich experience that 
God has given to others, and we 
consider this lament to be pious.”5 
Such comparison may have a veneer 
of humility, but it conceals a sinful 

self-obsession which can prevent 
us from appreciating the gift of 
Christian fellowship.

The gospel truth that allows us to 
throw off the shackles of social 
comparison is the doctrine of 
“alien righteousness.”6 Our best 
efforts at spirituality cannot 
save either us or our most pious 
friends. Help must come from the 
outside, from Christ—and such 
help often comes from the Holy 
Spirit’s testimony in the timely 
words of conviction spoken by a 
brother or sister. “The Christian,” 
Bonhoeffer says, “needs another 
Christian who speaks God’s Word 
to him. He needs him again and 
again when he becomes uncertain 
and discouraged.”7 The fact that our 
friend has a different experience of 
the Christian life is a gift to us—an 
occasion for thanksgiving, not for 
envy. Difference, not sameness, is 
what enriches the spiritual life of the 
community of faith. The members 
of the body need one another, 
and Christ unites their varied 
strengths and weaknesses to form 
a harmonious whole (1 Cor. 12). 
The bond of love between believers 
is established not by the amount of 
spiritual maturity they share, but 
only upon the finished work of Jesus 
Christ under whom they are both 
redeemed sinners.

The fact that the friendship of 
believers occurs only under Jesus 
Christ brings us to the recognition of 
a third danger.

Christian Friendship Is 
Threatened by the Desire to 
Possess and Be Possessed
In the world, human relationships 
are defined by desire—whether 
that desire be for influence, social 
advancement, affirmation, or sexual 
pleasure. Naturally, we approach 
relationships wondering what we can 
get out of them. This carnal attitude 
can wreak havoc within the church, 
as the loudest voices and strongest 

The bond of love between believers is established not 
by the amount of spiritual maturity they share, but only 
upon the finished work of Jesus Christ under whom they 
are both redeemed sinners.
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personalities clamor for control of 
the weak and submissive (James 
2). Bonhoeffer describes a form 
of “human absorption” in which 
“the superior power of one person 
is consciously or unconsciously 
misused to influence profoundly and 
draw into his spell another individual 
or a whole community.”8 This 
desire to possess—together with its 
reciprocal desire, to be possessed—is 
human instinct since the Fall. It is 
no coincidence that we describe the 
activity of demons as possession, 
and the apostle James explicitly calls 
the earthly wisdom of power and 
influence “demonic” (James 3:15).

The only Person who can possess 
us in purity and freedom is 
Christ himself. Consequently, 
Bonhoeffer reminds us that all 
our other relationships—even the 
closest of friendships or the bond 
of husband and wife—must be 
“mediated through Christ.”9 In the 
work of Jesus, the great Mediator, 
we experience the fundamental 
difference between spiritual love and 
merely human love. Human love 
seeks to make the other person into 
a possession or a possessor; spiritual 
love preserves the independence of 
the other person in Christ. Rather 
than demanding that the other 
person adopt a role that fits our 
expectations, we recognize that his 
or her walk with God is unique: 
“Human love constructs its own 
image of the other person, of what 
he is and what he should become. . 
. . Spiritual love recognizes the true 
image of the other person which he 
has received from Jesus Christ.”10 
Indeed, Christ is the only person 
with whom we should desire this 
intimate and unmediated fellowship, 
and spiritual love refuses to prefer 
any human relationship over this 
supreme goal.

The priority of our union with 
Christ reveals one more danger 
of Christian fellowship which 

Bonhoeffer prepares us to consider 
and overcome.

Christian Fellowship Is 
Threatened by Separatist 
Impulses
Genuine friendship in the house 
of God is such a precious treasure 
that we may be tempted to snatch it 
up and sneak away with it from the 
family table. Maybe you have been 
blessed with a Christian friend whose 
heart beats in almost total harmony 
with your own, and you are tempted 
to say, “It’s too bad they don’t get it, 
but I’m glad you understand.” The 
grave danger that lurks in the air 
of this close chamber of Christian 
fellowship is what Bonhoeffer calls “a 
principle of selection.”11 It is the same 
process at work in every schismatic 
sect, cult, and secret society in which 
the allure of special revelations leads 
participants to seek more and more 
privileged tiers of knowledge. This 
demonic impulse renders Christian 
fellowship into something closer to a 
club of illuminati.

On the contrary, Bonhoeffer warns 
Christians to shun any impulse to 
break away from the fellowship of 
the rest of the church: “Life together 
under the Word will remain sound 
and healthy only where it does not 
form itself into a movement, an 
order, a society . . . but rather where 
it understands itself as being a part 
of the one, holy, catholic, Christian 
Church, where it shares actively 
and passively in the sufferings 
and struggles and promise of the 
whole Church.”12 The fellowship of 
members of the body can never be 
dissociated from the body itself. 
Where a small group of participants 
share a particularly intense pursuit 
of the Christian life, their obligation 
must be humbly and gently to share 
these blessings with the rest of the 
congregation.

Bonhoeffer’s use of the word 
“catholic,” in the sense of universality 

invoked by the Apostles’ Creed, 
reminds us that it is our individual 
and corporate union with Christ that 
ultimately matters. Catholicity—a 
Reformed catholicity that earnestly 
contends for the truth and 
dissociates itself from every form 
of false gospel—is the principle that 
overcomes each of the challenges 
of Christian friendship described 
here. Knowing that we will be united 
with one another in Christ forever 
in glory, we seek every possible 
foretaste of that fellowship on earth. 
Here, we persevere with one another 
through the disillusionment and 
the dangers of Christian friendship, 
knowing that our great Friend and 
Savior desires our ultimate joy (John 
16:22). Friendship in the community 
of saints is precious; though 
precious, it is perilous; and because 
it is both precious and perilous, it is 
inestimably worth it.

1. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, trans. 
John W. Doberstein (San Francisco: Harper & 
Row, 1954), 26.

2. Bonhoeffer, 18.

3. Bonhoeffer, 27.

4. Bonhoeffer, 90–91.

5. Bonhoeffer, 29.

6. Bonhoeffer, 22.

7. Bonhoeffer, 23.

8. Bonhoeffer, 33.

9. Bonhoeffer, 33.

10. Bonhoeffer, 36.

11. Bonhoeffer, 37.

12. Bonhoeffer, 37.
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Ethical Questions in Jonah: 
Is Fasting Finished? (Jon. 3:5–7; 
Acts 13:1–3)

“So the people of Nineveh believed 
God, proclaimed a fast, and put 
on sackcloth . . . neither man nor 
beast, herd nor flock, taste[d] 
anything” (Jon. 3:5, 7, New King 
James Version). We might feel that 
the fasting of Nineveh is a telltale 
sign of a primitive culture. Fasting 
might be good for people who wrote 
by pressing wedges into soft clay and 
served food to carved images of their 
deities. But it surely can’t be suitable 
for modern people.

Is fasting finished? Or is our 
disinterest in fasting a modern blind 
spot? Might we need fasting as much 
as, if not more than, “primitive” 
people?

By fasting—or temporarily 
abstaining from life’s blessings—
we better feel our need for God’s 
help.1 For this reason the Christian 
church throughout the generations 
has practiced fasting as an aid to 
heartfelt prayer. Today, fasting 
is foreign to many believers. It 
“is, and has been for some time, 
countercultural. It goes against the 
grain of the Western world.”2 But 
we can’t ignore how often fasting is 
practiced and commended in God’s 
Word.

Let’s confront this modern Western 
religious blind spot by hearing the 
case for fasting, and committing 
to reengage this ancient practice in 
our day.

A Case for Fasting
Fasting Was a Component of Biblical 
Piety

In the Old Testament God’s people 
fasted on the Day of Atonement; 
they afflicted their souls to better 
embrace the promise of pardon 
communicated through the sacrifices 
(Lev. 16:29–31). Moses fasted during 
extraordinary times of meeting 
with God (Deut. 9:9) and appalling 
instances of national sin (Deut. 9:18). 
The exiled Israelites fasted during 
the uncertain days before Queen 
Esther pleaded with the king for 
Israel’s salvation (Esth. 4:15–16). In 
the New Testament Jesus’ fasting 
(Matt. 4:2)—though not its duration 

True fasting is a simple 
but challenging way 
of saying no to our 
cravings. Through fasting 
we can imitate biblical 
believers by renewing 
covenant with God with 
“wholehearted intent to 
forsake former sins and 
to live a godly life.”
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or rigor—set a pattern for his friends. 
He expected believers to fast (Matt. 
9:15; Mark 2:18–20) and chastened 
his disciples for not fasting in the 
face of great difficulties (Mark 9:29). 
Early Christians fasted during times 
of critical decision (Acts 13:2–3; 
14:23). Paul fasted as a template to 
the church (2 Cor. 6:5). Fasting and 
prayer were the only reasons Paul 
gave for married couples to abstain 
from intimacy (1 Cor. 7:5).

Scripture nowhere suggests that 
fasting is finished. Scripture nowhere 
portrays fasting as a religious 
box to check off but as a way of 
experiencing the best that God has 
for his children.

The Christian Church Continued 
Fasting

How can we sum up the historic 
Christian approach to fasting? “In 
the grand sweep, the observance 
of fasts flowed from Judaism 
into early Christianity, evolved 
and flourished during the Middle 
Ages, and then underwent close 
scrutiny and modification during 
the Reformation of the sixteenth 
century. Still, Protestant theologians 
and ecclesiastical authorities did not 
abandon the fast.”3

John Calvin criticized 
institutionalized fasts like Lent 
which, unlike biblical fasts, failed to 
connect to the organic circumstances 
of the church. Still he insisted that 
fasting “has not been abolished by 
the gospel.”4 The Westminster Larger 
Catechism, as an example of the 
Reformed view of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, interprets the 
second commandment as requiring 
“all such religious worship and 
ordinances as God hath instituted 
in his Word,” including “religious 
fasting” (Q/A 108).

“By the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, appreciation 
for the fast . . . diminished in 
Reformed communities from Geneva 

to England, Scotland, and the 
Netherlands.”5 Seventeenth-century 
Dutch pastor Wilhemus ‘a Brakel 
wrote, “It is sad—a sign of great 
decay in the church—that so little 
work is made of fasting.”6 In the 
nineteenth century Abraham Kuyper 
wrote, “Today there are still some 
found among the godly who fast. 
But very few . . . We have become 
estranged from fasting, and we do 
not count it among the means of 
edification.”7

Why Are We “Estranged from 
Fasting”?

If we’ve ever thought of fasting at all 
we might feel inclined against it for 
several, though illegitimate, reasons.

It feels Roman Catholic. Still, 
despite great pressure for 
early Protestants to distance 
themselves from Rome, around 
two dozen sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century confessions 
commend the practice of 
fasting. Those critical of 
fasting—a tiny minority—seem 
to have overreacted against 
the Roman Catholic policy of 
compulsory fasting.8

It could become legalistic. True. 
Hypocrites fast either to impress 
people or try to manipulate God 
(Isa. 58:4; Matt. 6:16–18). For 
this reason Calvin warns that 
fasting is of little value “unless 
accompanied with internal 
affection of the heart, true 
dissatisfaction with sin and with 
one’s self, true humiliation, 
and true grief, from the fear of 
God.”9 “External fasting is the 
effect of the internal.”10 The 
abuse of fasting doesn’t warrant 
its discontinuation.

It doesn’t seem spiritual. The 
early-Christian-era error of 
Gnosticism radically separated 
body and spirit, in some 
expressions discrediting the 
value of bodily piety. When 
Jesus said “the flesh profits 

nothing” (John 6:63) he was 
warning against trusting in 
human ability to create spiritual 
life. He was not denigrating 
physical expressions of 
spirituality. The body is a gift 
from God in which we live out 
the inner realities of the heart.

It’s hard. I wake up in the 
morning famished. I think about 
eating all the time. Fasting is 
truly extreme. But “extreme 
dangers call for extreme 
remedies.”11 Thankfully, fasting 
“is not a daily activity such as 
prayer, reading, thanksgiving 
and singing,” but “is practiced 
at special seasons of need.”12

Both Scripture and the Reformed 
tradition promote fasting as a God-
honoring physical act with a rich 
spiritual purpose. But why?

The Fruit of Fasting
Calvin outlined practical 
applications of fasting since, in his 
own estimation, “very many, not 
understanding what utility there 
can be in it, judge it not to be very 
necessary . . . Where its use is not 
well known it is easy to fall into 
superstition.”13

Communion with God

True fasting can gain believers 
“time and space to commune with 
God” and the humility required to 
better contemplate heavenly things.14 
Biblical fasting was often food-
based since preparing food was 
time-consuming. Today, our time is 
consumed by many other endeavors 
from which we might occasionally 
fast in order to fellowship with God.

Contentment in God’s Providence

In many examples from the Old 
Testament (Esth. 4:3; Ps. 35:13–14; 
69:10; Ezra 9:2–5) “fasting gave 
voice to the pain and sorrow and 
severe ‘outward’ circumstances 
and represented a heart of faith 
toward God in the midst of great 
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tragedies.”15 Like Martha, we are 
“anxious and troubled” by many of 
God’s providences. Modern comforts 
and conveniences can tempt us to be 
less grateful. Through fasting we can 
recall that God has given us the one 
thing necessary, intimacy with him 
through Christ (Luke 10:38–40).

Confession of Sin

We confess our sin with words. But 
for grievous sins fasting can be the 
exclamation point. Believers have 
always known that “such fasts did 
not earn [God’s] forgiveness but 
demonstrated the genuineness of 
their contrition.”16 Commenting on 
the penitential fast of the Ninevites, 
Hugh Martin notes that “as 
substitutes for repentance, fasting 
with sackcloth and ashes would be 
only a hateful hypocrisy, increasing 
and provoking the wrath of God.” 
But “as indicating externally nothing 
more than was truly felt, they were” 
appropriate “solemn and spiritual 
exercises.”17

Curbing of the Flesh

Calvin defines fasting as “an external 
exercise, which is an auxiliary to 
prayer . . . useful for subduing the 
flesh.”18 God despises the fasts of 
those who refuse to “lay aside the 
sinful dispositions of the flesh, or 
begin to deny themselves”; God 
“condemns them chiefly on the 
ground of having been devoted 
to their desires.”19 True fasting is 
a simple but challenging way of 
saying no to our cravings. Through 
fasting we can imitate biblical 
believers by renewing covenant 
with God with “wholehearted intent 
to forsake former sins and to live a 
godly life.”20

Cultivation of Community

The fast of the Ninevites bound 
together in a common experience 
the entire community, “from the 
greatest to the least of them” (Jon. 
3:5). Esther along with her maids 

and “all the Jews” in the royal city 
fasted together (Esth. 4:15–17). 
One historian notes that, likewise, 
“When Reformed believers fasted, 
they gathered” to form “a spiritual 
‘body’ of Christians who collectively 
denied their real bodies food and 
drink. Together, they fasted in the 
expectation of becoming one people, 
sharing their communal suffering 
and cementing the unity required for 
struggling with adversity.”21

Clarity in Decision Making

In Acts 13 the church at Antioch 
faced a major decision. They 
believed they should send preachers 
into all the earth to make disciples 
(Matt. 28:18–20). But they did not 
know who to send (cf. 2 Chron. 
20:12). The Lord revealed his will 
to the congregation while they were 
praying and fasting. In this case “The 
Holy Spirit said” what they should 
do (Acts 13:2). Since God has given 
us his Word we should not expect the 
Spirit to speak the same way. But we 
should expect the Spirit to continue 
to give guidance through prayer. For 
this reason Reformation churches 
sometimes spent the whole day 
fasting and praying before important 
congregational meetings.22

‘a Brakel gives testimony of these 
results of true fasting: the Lord “will 
increase your light, and strengthen 
your heart in faith; you will be nearer 
to God in your walk, and lead a life 
which is more sober and thoughtful; 
and your conscience will be more 
tender. You will have more strength 
against sin, and receive more 
comfort from the Lord.” True fasting 
will never be regretted.23

A Plan for Fasting
Those convinced by the biblical 
practice of fasting can follow three 
simple steps for beginning the habit.

Prepare

We can prepare to fast by developing 
a plan based on answers to important 
personal questions. What can you 

cut to gain time in order to commune 
with God? From what can you 
abstain to better realize that God 
has met your needs? How can you 
better posture yourself to respond 
to his leading? Could we pray more 
if we fasted from computer games, 
television, or Facebook? Could we 
replace with prayer some of the time 
we spend playing on our phones? 
What if on our commutes we took 
a partial (or complete) break from 
media in order to have a time of 
quiet reflection with God? What 
are those blocks of time that you 
typically squander with insignificant 
activities? One historic confession 
summarized fasting—which “is to 
be observed by one and all”—as 
moderate consumption of food 
“and sobriety and temperance.”24 
In what ways might you express 
your dependence on God by greater 
moderation?

Pray

God’s people fast because pleasant 
circumstances do not evoke the 
serious prayer demanded by life’s 
often-hidden urgencies. Peacetime 
prayers lack wartime passion. 
Fasting creates a time of self-
imposed frailty in which to seek 
God’s might. This was Paul’s 
experience in connection with his 
thorn in the flesh. When Paul felt 
weak he “pleaded with the Lord” (2 
Cor. 12:8). The word for “pleaded” 
is elsewhere translated “urged” (1 
Tim. 1:3). Perhaps we infrequently 
urge God in our prayers because we 
feel little urgency. Through fasting, 
we feel Paul’s angst over being “so 
utterly burdened beyond our strength 
that we despaired of life itself . . . 
But that was to make us rely not 
on ourselves but on God” (2 Cor. 
1:8–9, English Standard Version). In 
weakness Paul better felt the power 
of Christ rest upon him (2 Cor. 12:9). 
Pray in weakness expecting the 
Spirit’s help to “intercede for you 
with groanings too deep for words” 
(Rom. 8:26).
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Praise

For the hypocrite, a day of fasting is 
a day of theatrics. Hypocrites fast to 
show others how much they suffer 
for God (Matt. 6:16) or how much 
they deserve God’s attention (Isa. 
58:3). Believers fast thanking God 
for the plenty they ordinarily enjoy. 
At the close of a fast we can rejoice 
that we have food to eat though 
we “are not worthy of one bite of 
bread.”25 We fast by delighting in 
the Lord, praising him that he makes 
us to “ride on the heights of the 
earth” (Isa. 58:14). We praise God 
that at his incarnation Christ fasted 
from the enjoyment of eternal glory. 
Through his fast Christ has become 
to our hungry and thirsty souls bread 
from heaven (John 6:33) and living 
water (John 4:10).26 Fasting can 
help us praise God that this life is a 

Questions
1. Read and reflect on a few of the references to the biblical fasts. What do you 

learn from these texts about fasting?

2. Is it true that fasting is un-Protestant? Defend your answer.

3. Do you feel additional objections to fasting? How might Scripture engage 
these objections?

4. How might occasional fasting help you confess your sins?

5. Reflect on how a community of which you are a part might share in a 
voluntary fast.

6. Answer some of the questions under the Prepare subheading from the 
article.

7. How might fasting help you praise God?
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Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp 

Live Not by Lies

The book Live Not by Lies by 
Rod Dreher is so relevant for 

Christian families in these times 
that I want to introduce it to you 
and hope you will read it. It explains 
how a soft totalitarianism is taking 
control of our society and how 
Christian families can keep living 
in truth amid all the lies. This book 
provides a much needed warning 
for people in the West.

The title, Live Not by Lies, 
is borrowed from Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn, the famous dissident 
and winner of the Nobel Prize in 
Literature. He lived to write about 
the stark reality in the gulags (in 
Gulag Archipelago) in Siberia, 
where people who disagreed with 
the communist regime were made 
to work under the most terrible 
circumstances. Solzhenitsyn was 
not allowed to leave Russia to 
receive the Nobel prize, but later 
he was banned and lived in the 
United States. When here (in the 
1970s) he was very disappointed 
to recognize the roots of the same 
mentality and wrote about it as a 

warning. His warnings were not 
heeded.

In 2015, Rod Dreher was 
approached by the American son 
of a Czechoslovak immigrant to 
the United States. This immigrant, 
an elderly lady, was concerned 
because she recognized more and 
more the signals and elements 
of the oppressive regime in the 
country where she grew up. Dreher 
went to talk to her and many others 
with a similar background. They all 
wanted to sound the same warning.

Many Americans are convinced 
that something like the communist 
revolution would not happen here, 
and that is probably true, so what is 
bothering those dissidents? What 
makes the emerging situation in 
the West similar to what they fled? 
It’s this: “Elites and elite institutions 
are abandoning old-fashioned 
liberalism, based in defending 
the rights of the individual, and 
replacing it with a progressive 
creed that regards justice in terms 
of groups. It encourages people 
to identify with groups—ethnic, 

sexual, and otherwise—and to 
think of Good and Evil as a matter 
of power dynamics among the 
groups” (xi). A progressive and 
profoundly anti-Christian mentality 
is rapidly overtaking society. 
It’s a dictatorship of humanistic 
ideologies, and it is very much a 
spiritual power of Satan.

When a dictatorship also starts to 
decide what you can think or say, it 
has become totalitarian. This new, 
soft totalitarianism is sneaky in its 
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attack. Because of our wish for 
comfort and our materialism, we 
are not equipped to resist it. We 
even voluntarily succumb to the 
surveillance state by carrying our 
devices with us and having them all 
over our homes.

Added to that should be the fact 
that America has become a post-
Christian society. Large numbers 
of those born after 1980 have 
rejected any religious faith. This 
emptiness is gladly filled with both 
materialism and vague promises of 
a manmade heaven on earth. This 
emptiness makes people much 
more susceptible to fear, and a 
fearful person is easily manipulated 
and controlled.

Our freedoms are gradually taken 
away from us in the name of 
equity and other (“woke”) ideas 
that supposedly protect the rights 
of victimized groups. With the 
media blaring the propaganda lies 
twenty-four hours a day, fearful 
people are guided into the net 
and become entrapped in this soft 
totalitarianism.

Part One: Understanding Soft 
Totalitarianism
The first four chapters of Live 
Not by Lies explain how this soft 
totalitarianism has come into 
being in the West, and how it is 
implemented in our culture. If 
you don’t believe the premise 
of the book and think the author 
is too pessimistic in his views, I 
recommend this part of the book so 
you can read about the whys and 
his reasoning.

The communist regime ruled 
by force and was not soft at all. 
Communists annexed several 
countries in eastern Europe and 
formed the USSR. Their media 
constantly spread propaganda 
and spied on their citizens. When 
disobedience to the regime was 
suspected, punishments were 
harsh and cruel, ranging from 
destroying a person’s life through 

slander to threatening family 
members and putting people in 
jail to be tortured or being put in a 
concentration camp like the gulags.

This went on till 1989, when the 
Berlin Wall fell. When the wall 
fell, communist sympathizers did 
not cease to exist. They took 
on different forms, expressed in 
different words and language 
(socialism, liberalism, progressivism, 
pacifism, social justice, freedom 
fighters), and they continued to 
infiltrate education, libraries, and 
media, so they could eventually 
have control over all of those 
institutions. This happened all over 
the West, but it was more hidden in 
the United States, at first. Already in 
the 1970s, when I wanted to study 
journalism, all journalism schools 
in the Netherlands required such 
a strong socialist worldview that I 
wouldn’t attend such a school.

This infiltration and taking over 
is more of a soft revolution that 
will eventually become soft 
totalitarianism.

Part Two: How to Live in Truth
This second and greater half of the 
book is most practical for Christians 
in our day and age. It examines in 
greater detail forms, methods, and 
sources of resistance to the lies of 
soft totalitarianism. Why is religion 
and the hope it gives at the core of 
effective resistance? What does the 
willingness to suffer have to do with 
living in truth? Why is the family the 
most important cell of opposition? 
How does faithful fellowship 
provide resilience in the face of 
persecution? How can we learn 
to recognize totalitarianism’s false 
messaging and fight its deceit (xv)?

A Soviet-born immigrant who 
teaches at a university deep in the 
US heartland stresses the urgency 
of Americans taking people like her 
seriously. She warns: “You have no 
idea what completely normal thing 
you do today, or say today, will be 
used against you to destroy you.”

Dreher traveled to several 
countries of the former USSR to 
talk to Christians who lived through 
communism, to ask them how they 
did it, how they were different, and 
how they managed to keep the 
faith and kept their children safe 
from the communist propaganda 
and rules. He vividly tells their 
stories.

The most important elements of 
their lives were keeping the family 
unit intact and not being afraid to 
suffer for Jesus. There was a lot of 
suffering inflicted by the ruthless 
and evil regime followers. Reading 
about it made me cry at times. But 
at the same time it was awesome 
to read how Jesus was present 
in all their ordeals and how they 
found blessings in the midst of their 
suffering, even true miracles at 
times. Above all it is encouraging 
to read how these martyrs were 
purified in their faith.

Every chapter of this part ends 
with a summary entitled “See, 
Judge, Act.” These three words 
are the basis for how to live in 
an oppressive and demoralizing 
society in a God-honoring way. It 
is of the utmost importance that 
we are warned so that we can 
stand strong when it becomes 
necessary. The necessity could be 
here sooner than we think, as God 
is clearly speeding up the events of 
this time. We need to be prepared, 
and this book is a very good tool to 
help us in our preparations.
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Job 
Revisited

The book of Job is the story of a righteous man who 
experienced horrible suffering and total disaster. Job loses 
all of his children and property, and then he is afflicted 
with a devastating disease.

How does Job react to these terrible 
tragedies? Job 1:20–22 (New 
International Version) tells us:

[He] fell to the ground in 
worship and said:

“Naked I came from my 
mother’s womb,

and naked I will depart.

The Lord gave and the Lord 
has taken away.

May the name of the Lord be 
praised.”

In all this, Job did not sin by 
charging God with wrongdoing.

That type of positive perspective is 
amazing after having gone through 
such tragic experiences.

Now we raise some important 
questions. Did that positive attitude 
continue? Was Job patient and 
passive during this entire heart-
wrenching experience?

No! Chapter 3 of Job is an angry 
tirade which presents us with 
another side of Job. Job 3:1–2 says, 
“After this, Job opened his mouth 
and cursed the day of his birth. 

So how do we respond to the words 
of Jeremiah and Job? Certainly, 
both men experienced tragic times. 
They were overwhelmed with grief. 
But if they had not verbalized their 
grief, they would have stuffed their 
emotions, thus leading to a painful 
plight.

That is true for us as well. Maybe 
someone in our family dies from 
cancer, Covid-19, or a car accident. 
Maybe someone suffers from 
dementia. Maybe a newborn baby is 
snatched from our arms after taking 
one last breath.

How do we react to these painful 
situations? Do we stuff our 
emotions, which can lead to painful 
psychological problems, or do we 
cry out loudly and verbalize our 
hurts and anger? Remember, if we 
are silent, God knows what we are 
thinking anyway.

What happens after Job whimpers 
and wails? Our gracious God steps 
into the picture. With the warmth of 
his love he motivates Job to make this 
testimony in Job 19:25–27:

“I know that my redeemer lives,

and that in the end he will stand 
on the earth.

And after my skin has been 
destroyed,

yet in my flesh I will see God.

I myself will see him . . . 

How my heart yearns within 
me.”

He said: ‘May the day of my birth 
perish, and the night it was said, ‘A 
boy is born.’”

Think about these words: “Why did 
I not perish at birth, and die as I 
came from the womb?” (Job 3:11).

Or, “Why was I not hidden in the 
ground like a stillborn child, like an 
infant who never saw the light of 
day?” (Job 3:16).

After saying all of these heart-
rending words he ends, “I have no 
peace, no quietness; I have no rest, 
but only turmoil” (Job 3:26).

These are words which describe 
a man with an emotional time 
bomb ready to explode. They do 
not support the idea that Job was a 
patient man at this point in time.

We may wonder: “Is this type of 
tirade OK? Does God approve 
of such anger?” Someone might 
say, “Jeremiah had the same 
mindset.” When Jeremiah watched 
the sinful conduct of Israel he 
was overwhelmed with grief. He 
responded to this sordid situation 
by saying, “Cursed be the day I was 
born! May the day my mother bore 
me not be blessed!” (Jer. 20:14).
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Think about these words. 
What is Job getting at 
here? He realizes that at 
some point he will die. He 
talks about his skin being 
destroyed. This is Job’s way of 
saying that death is around 
the comer for him. But 
even though he will die, his 
Redeemer lives. His Lord and 
Savior is alive. Jesus arose 
from the dead. He lives in 
heaven in the flesh. And Job 
believes that someday he will 
arise from the dead and he in 
his own flesh will see God.

This will happen because 
when Jesus returns to earth, 
he will raise our bodies from 
death and breathe into them 
the breath of life.

Think again about Job 19:25. 
It says, “I know that my 
redeemer lives, and that at 
the end he will stand on the 
earth.” That phrase “He will 
stand on the earth” can also 
be translated “He will stand 
on my grave.”

That’s amazing! When Christ 
comes back at the end of 
the world as we know it, 
he will also stand on our 
graves. What does that 
mean? It means that Christ is 
victorious over death. Death 
will be done when Christ 
comes back. When Christ 
stands on our grave he will 
be saying, “Satan does not 
have the last word. I am the 
resurrection and the life. He 
who believes in me, though 
he were dead, yet shall he 
live.”

That’s why Job could say, 
“How my heart yearns for 
him. I want to see Jesus. I, 
with a resurrected body, 

want to be with my 
Savior.”

According to Revelation 
21:1–5, when Jesus 
comes back at the end 
of world history, heaven 
will come down to 
earth. And there will 
be no more pain, or 
tears or death, as Job 
experienced. Instead 
we will live in a perfect 
world, with perfect 
bodies. God will be with 
us, and we will be with 
God. Everything will 
be peace and joy in the 
Lord.

Think about Philippians 
3:20–21: “But our 
citizenship is in heaven. 
And we eagerly await a 
Savior from there, the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who, 
by the power that enables 
him to bring everything 
under his control, will 
transform our lowly 
bodies so that they will 
be like his glorious body.”

So, can we say with Job, 
“My heart yearns to 
see Jesus, my Lord and 
Savior.”

If we do believe in Jesus 
as our Lord and Savior, 
then we will see him 
some day. Our future will 
be bright with promise, 
for our bodies will be 
raised from the grave, 
and our souls will be 
reunited with our bodies. 
We will then live in a 
perfect world, face to 
face with our Savior.

Thanks be to God who 
gives us the victory 
through Jesus Christ our 
Lord.

Sept/Oct 2021 | 19



Mrs. Vanessa Le

Helps for Reading the Psalms

Do you have a favorite psalm? The Psalms have been my favorite book of the Bible for as long as I can remember. 
When I was growing up, each New Year my family would make a list of goals to accomplish in the coming year. 

I remember writing, “Read a book on the Psalms,” and my family responded that I should broaden my horizons. 
Perhaps you have also spent many years reading and enjoying the Psalms. I hope you have memorized some of them 
and are in the habit of coming back to them when you need help, comfort, and strength. Even if you are fairly new to 
the Psalms, here are some ideas that may help you as you go through this portion of God’s Word.1 

Pay Attention to the Middle
We know that the Psalms are poetry; it is important to note that in Hebrew poetry, the middle part of the poem is 
often the main point or climax of the poem. In fact, the middle part of the psalm can be such a strong point that it 
clarifies and expands each verse in the psalm. The middle verse of Psalm 23 is verse 4, “For You are with me” Try 
reading Psalm 23 like this:

The Lord is my shepherd

For You are with me

I shall not want

For You are with me

He makes me to lie down in green 
pastures

For You are with me

He leads me beside the still waters

For You are with me

He restores my soul

For You are with me

He leads me in the paths of 
righteousness for His name’s sake

For You are with me

Yea, though I walk through the 
valley of the shadow of death

For You are with me

I will fear no evil

For You are with me

Your rod and Your staff, they 
comfort me

For You are with me

You prepare a table before me in 
the presence of my enemies

For You are with me

You anoint my head with oil

For You are with me

My cup runs over

For You are with me

Surely goodness and mercy shall 
follow me all the days of my life

For You are with me

And I will dwell in the house of 
the Lord forever

For You are with me

Read the Psalms in Context
We tend to read most books of the Bible from start to finish, beginning with chapter 1 and ending with chapter _ 
(whatever it ends with). Why don’t we do that with the Psalms? Surely God inspired not only the content but also the 
order of the Psalms. If you are interested in Psalm 20, at least read both Psalms 19 and 21 as you study it. Reading large 
chunks of the Psalms in one sitting can give you a big picture of themes and helps to inform your understanding of one 
particular psalm. For example, recently we were studying Psalm 18 in Bible study, so I looked at Psalms 5 through 18. 
It was fascinating that Psalms 5 through 17 each have the theme of conflict and enemies, and then Psalm 18 is a victory 
psalm celebrating God’s faithfulness in conquering David’s enemies. Without the conflict of the previous psalms, the 
victory seems a little flat.
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Use the Psalms to Meditate
The Psalms are songs and 
meditations, so they are the perfect 
springboard for meditating on God’s 
truths. For example, in Psalm 139, 
the main theme is how God searches 
us and knows us completely. Verse 
7 asks, “Where can I go from Your 
Spirit? Or where can I flee from 
Your presence?” This rhetorical 
question prompts the obvious 
answer: “Nowhere!” However, the 
psalmist doesn’t stop there but 
keeps on asking. He asks us to 
ponder, think, and meditate on this 
wonderful truth, with six additional 
places mentioned where God sees 
us: heaven, hell, the wings of the 
morning, the uttermost parts of the 
sea, darkness, and light.

Look for Jesus
One of the easiest and most 
overlooked ways to look for Jesus in 
the Psalms is with the simple word 
“Selah.” We aren’t sure exactly what 
it means, but a Reformed pastor says 
that every time we read the word 
“Selah,” we should see how it points 
to Christ. A great example of this 
dynamic is Psalm 3. In Psalm 3:2 we 
read, “Many are they who say of me, 
‘There is no help for him in God.’ 
Selah.” This verse should remind 
us of Matthew 27 when Jesus was 
hanging on the cross and the crowds 
mocked him, saying, “He trusted in 

God; let Him deliver Him now if He 
will have Him” (v. 43). Going back 
to Psalm 3:4, we read, “I cried to the 
Lord with my voice, and He heard 
me from His holy hill. Selah.” Surely, 
if anyone was ever heard by the Lord, 
it was his only begotten Son, Jesus. 
Psalm 3 ends: “Salvation belongs to 
the Lord. Your blessing is upon Your 
people. Selah” (v. 8). And the only 
way that God’s blessing can be upon 
his people is through the sacrifice 
of Jesus on the cross. Reading the 
Psalms with Jesus in mind will help 
you to more fully appreciate who he 
is and what he has done for you.

Allow Your Union with Christ 
to Help You Understand the 
Psalms
For the modern reader, the Psalms 
can seem like a venture into a dark 
and distant past. A friend of mine 
commented, “The whole first part 
of Psalms is brutality and war. I 
was not expecting that—it was not 
comforting at all.” The point of the 
Psalms is not that David had all 
these enemies and problems and 
so we should identify with him 
somehow and be happy that he was 
rescued. Instead, we should see 
David, the king of Israel, as being a 
type of Christ, the only true King. 
Jesus Christ also endured much 
suffering and brutality, and was even 
abandoned by God. He is the main 

one that the Psalms are talking about. 
When we become Christians, we 
are united to him by faith. Through 
this union with Christ, we can see 
our own sufferings in light of his 
sufferings. We can see that, although 
we are not surrounded by enemy 
armies, we have many enemies in 
our lives that try to keep us from 
following God.

Do you have a favorite psalm? Is 
there a concept that has helped you 
in your understanding of the Psalms? 
And do you have a recommendation 
for a book on the Psalms? If 
so, please feel free to e-mail me 
(potatogunsister@gmail.com) and 
let me know. I’m still studying the 
Psalms, and I’ll need a good plan for 
my next New Year’s resolution.

1. Some of the following ideas are drawn 
from Dr. Robert Godfrey, Learning to Love 
the Psalms (Sanford, FL: Reformation Trust, 
2017). The Scripture translation used in this 
article is the New King James Version.

When we become Christians, we 
are united to him by faith. Through 
this union with Christ, we can see 
our own sufferings in light of his 
sufferings. We can see that, although 
we are not surrounded by enemy 
armies, we have many enemies in 
our lives that try to keep us from 
following God.
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Themes in James: 
Sin’s Seriousness, Our Deliverance, and 
Words of Warning to the Wealthy

James chides his first-century Christian readers for 
boasting about tomorrow as though the providence 
of God didn’t exist. Afterwards he writes, “And so” 
or “Therefore,” indicating that there’s a result or 
consequence that follows his teaching. What’s that 
result? Here we find a doctrinal nugget, supported 
in other parts of Scripture, that all Christians 
understand though we don’t always act on this 
understanding. James writes, “So whoever knows 
the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is 
sin” (Jas. 4:17, ESV)

This is sinning against the light or 
against knowledge. There’s also the sin of 
ignorance, which is less serious, but still 
something for which we’ll have to answer. 
Huh? How is it that people will have to 
answer to God for sins they committed 
in ignorance? God is perfectly just. But 
arguably, there is no such thing as a sin 
of complete ignorance. All human beings 
made in the image of God inherently 
know there is a God and know there’s a 
difference between good and evil (Rom. 
1:19–20).

But it’s the sin against knowledge 
that James refers to here. What is this 
knowledge? He just told them, in case 
they hadn’t known, or knew but hadn’t 
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considered: disregarding God’s 
providence as shown by their 
actions. If they are Christians and 
hear and receive this teaching, then 
it is sin for them to continue acting 
as though they didn’t know it. But 
James’s teaching here doesn’t apply 
only to this particular missing of the 
mark, but to all instances of it that 
the Christian is aware of. And as 
a Christian, he or she is becoming 
more, not less, aware of the ways of 
God.

Consider David in Psalm 19. There, 
he asks God to keep him from 
willful or presumptuous sins—sins 
against knowledge. “Let them not 
have dominion over me,” he prays. 
“Then I shall be blameless, and 
innocent of great transgression” (v. 
13). These are what theologians call 
sins of commission—direct actions 
taken against the will or law of God 
with full knowledge of doing just 
that. There are also sins of omission 
that are likewise sins of knowledge 
or presumption. In Proverbs 24, 
we are told, “Rescue those who are 
being taken away to death, [to] hold 
back those who are stumbling to 
the slaughter. If you say, ‘Behold, we 
did not know this,’ does not he who 
weighs the heart perceive it? Does 
not he who keeps watch over your 
soul know it, and will he not repay 
man according to his work?” (vv. 
11–12). This is what God has to say 
to blind-eye syndrome, when we 
could have—indeed should have—
done something but pretended we 
didn’t know about it.

No Fooling God
We may be able to fool some of the 
people some of the time, maybe 
even most of the people most of 
the time, including ourselves, but 
we cannot fool God. He knows our 
hearts. He also gives us the gracious 
means by which we can know our 
own hearts, and to go to him with 
them for forgiveness, cleansing, and 

strengthening unto the advancement 
in the world of the new creation in 
Christ.

“As it is said, ‘Today, if you hear his 
voice, do not harden your hearts as 
in the rebellion,’” the writer of the 
letter to the Hebrews wrote (3:15). 
“Therefore,” he continues, “while 
the promise of entering his rest still 
stands, let us fear lest any should 
seem to have failed to reach it” (4:1). 
Often, these verses are applied to 
people generally hearing the gospel, 
perhaps for the first time. There’s 
an appeal to them to receive what 
they hear, and rightly so. But the 
writer of the epistle to the Hebrews is 
addressing believers, Christians. His 
voice is heard for the first time, but 
also is to be heeded when it’s heard 
afterwards. If not, it is sin. “Thanks 
be to God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord” (Rom. 7:25), who’s laid upon 
Christ our iniquities so that we 
may be able to stand in the day of 
judgment (Ps. 130:3)!

Now, you may be thinking, What’s all 
this talk about sin? Isn’t the Christian 
faith and life about freedom and joy 
in the Holy Spirit? Yes, of course it is! 
But how can Christian freedom and 
bondage to sin co-exist? Or how can 
there be true joy in the Holy Spirit 
for the forgiveness of sins and new 
life in Christ if there’s a continual 
return to the sin and to the old life 
that’s been crucified with Christ? The 
discomfort of conviction leads to the 
comfort of grace and assurance; we 
can’t expect that holy comfort unless 
we’re willing to deal with the holy 
discomfort first. James understood 
this. His readers didn’t, at least not 
entirely, which is why he wrote 
what he did. The question is, Do we 
understand this? Christians can’t live 
life at the fork in the road. We must 
move forward. Which way will it be?

Moving on, James does not have kind 
words for rich people. He tells them 
to “weep and howl for the miseries” 
that will come upon them (Jas. 5:1). 
The valuable things they prize, he 

writes, will deteriorate, corrode, and 
end in nothing. The luxury and self-
indulgence that mark their lives will 
come to a bitter, even a violent, end.

A Different Voice
James’s voice here in this part of his 
letter seems prophetic: it rises high 
and awful above the petty, worldly 
concerns of his audience. It even rises 
above James’s previous instructional, 
bluntly pastoral voice that’s evident 
through most of the letter. It’s as 
though James stops writing and 
another voice, the voice of the Lord 
himself, is now heard in his missive.

Does God hate rich people? Many 
today assume so. When we look 
at what the Lord Jesus says in the 
Gospels, we note there’s a lot that’s 
not in their favor. The story of the 
rich man and Lazarus is hair-raising 
when we consider both their final 
lots. What about the rich young 
ruler, the Lord’s would-be disciple, 
who went away from Jesus downcast? 
Consider the Lord’s parable of the 
farmer who readies to build another 
barn for his surplus crop only to die 
before his plans materialize. Or the 
Lord saying, “It is easier for a camel 
to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich person to enter the 
kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24). 
The Old Testament supports these 
observations in places like Psalm 73.

And yet there was Abraham, our 
father in faith, who was a wealthy 
man, as was Joseph, the second 
in command in Egypt, as was Job, 
a righteous man who underwent 
a test that involved the depletion 
of his great wealth, though it was 
not a judgment against him for 
his having acquired it. There’s 
also Lydia, a convert and a 
wealthy businesswoman in Acts 
who supported the early church, 
especially the Jerusalem church when 
it needed it most.
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The Bible’s word on wealth is 
not definitive when it comes to 
possession of it or not. It’s definitive 
in terms of what attitudes people, 
especially people who claim to be 
interested in the God of the Bible, 
have toward the great wealth that 
they may possess, as well as what 
they may be doing with it. What one 
does with wealth indicates what one’s 
attitude toward it is. How does this 
help us understand James’s prophetic 
cry against the wealthy in his day, 
particularly those in the church?

Cases in Point

We need to note, first, that the 
examples provided about Jesus’ 
words and attitude toward the rich 
have a context. In the Lord’s story, 
Lazarus was a God-dependent, 
disabled beggar whereas the rich 
man was a heartless, self-righteous 
snob. The rich young ruler wanted 
to follow Jesus if Jesus made an 
exception for him, but one can’t 
follow Jesus with exceptions. It’s all 
or nothing. We must leave our nets 
and follow him, believing that ways 

and means for a livelihood is also 
something he provides.

The farmer building a second barn 
is not only about greed, but about a 
particular kind of greed that affects 
others by withholding product so 
prices rise before selling it. Greedy, 
wage-withholding farmers are 
also referenced by James (5:4) as 
well as in the Gospels and the Old 
Testament. The eye of a needle in 
Jesus’ Jerusalem, to which he was 
likely referring, was a particular 
alleyway in the city, one so tight and 
gnarly to get through that it was 
virtually impossible to do so with a 
camel—virtually impossible, but not 
definitively impossible, since with 
God all things are possible.

James is bewailing the rich’s 
investment in themselves, their 
businesses, their fancy possessions, 
and their financial security over and 
above their investment in the things 
of God in regard to their and others’ 
salvation and the kingdom of God. In 
our day, one doesn’t even have to be 
wealthy to do this. This is why James 

writes earlier to this flock that it’s not 
enough to be a hearer of the word, 
that even devils believe and tremble, 
in other words that he has their 
number: just as their forefathers, they 
pay lip service to the gospel but their 
hearts are in other places, as Isaiah 
said in Isaiah 29 and as Jesus repeats 
in Matthew 15.

A viable business, possessions, 
financial security—are having these 
things wrong? No, that’s not the 
problem. They’re blessings and part 
of taking dominion on the earth. It’s 
the place these things have in our 
lives that is the problem. Lazarus, 
whom Jesus raised from the dead, 
was a rich man. And yet he was likely 
Jesus’ closest friend. More next time.

Providence is God’s almighty, ever-present, upholding 
and ruling power. Believing that “all things work 
together for good” for those whom God has lovingly 
called according to his purpose (Rom. 8:28) can 
change our response to every circumstance.
Patience in adversity.
Like Job (Job 1:21), Joseph (Gen. 45:5, 8), and 
David (2 Sam. 16:11-12), we can patiently trust God 
in hardships since “the things that are seen are 
transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal” 
(2 Cor. 4:18).
Thankfulness in prosperity.
As forgetful as nine of the ten lepers Jesus once 
healed, we often live like we have secured our 
blessings (Deut. 8:17; Luke 17:11-19). Or we can live 
like the one who found joy in God’s kindness.

Confidence for the future.
Worries are often fictions that rarely materialize. It is 
better to remember that, “Till now the Lord has helped 
us” (1 Sam. 7:12). Why would he stop now (Rom. 8:32)?
Confidence with the past.
Instead of losing joy over “what might have been” 
Joseph believed that God meant his trauma for good 
(Gen. 50:20). Despite past troubles this is the life God 
wants you to flourish in, right now.  

IS UNDERSTANDING
DIVINE PROVIDENCE HELPFUL?

GOOD QUESTION

95
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Fighting Worldliness Through 
Union with Christ (Part 2)

Unconditional obedience 
to God’s will is the essence 
of godliness. We must be 
dynamically active in the 
pursuit of obedience, much 
like a long-distance runner, 
a diligent scholar, or a 
heroic warrior submitting 
to God’s will. Thus, we must 
draw from Christ grace 
to walk in the good works 
which he has given us to do. 

Maybe you are asking, “If the 
dominion of sin and Satan and the 
world has been defeated in Christ, 

then why are we talking about fighting 
against worldliness? Ought we not to just 
rest in the finished work of Christ?” While 
the dominion of sin and the world has 
been broken through union with Christ in 
his death and resurrection, the remnants 
of worldliness yet cling to the born-again 
believer. Sin and worldliness no longer 
reign; however, they do remain in the soul. 
The desire for the approval of those who 
are living by the standards and goals of the 
world is not altogether dead. Believers are 
still tempted to conform to the world.

It is, therefore, crucial for us to 
fight against worldliness. If we are 
not convinced of this, friends, we 
will make little progress in our 
sanctification. James 1:27 (King 
James Version) tells us, “Pure religion 
and undefiled before God and the 
Father is this, To visit the fatherless 
and widows in their affliction, and 
to keep himself unspotted from the 
world.” The test of whether or not 
we are truly Christians is directly 
related to how we relate to the world 
and whether we keep ourselves from 
its pollution. The warnings in the 
New Testament against worldliness 
remind us that we must constantly 
watch and fight against the world so 
long as we are in the world.
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The believer can win the fight against 
worldliness only through union with 
Christ. For “greater is he that is in 
you, than he that is in the world” 
(1 John. 4:4). Yet while this victory 
is only in and through Christ, we 
as believers must not be passive. 
We must fight. And there are three 
primary virtues we must cultivate 
in Christ if we are to be victorious: 
mortification, vivification, and 
anticipation.

Mortification in Christ
Though our old man has been 
crucified with Christ, we must 
still labor to subdue the remaining 
fleshly deeds and desires. Thus, 
we are commanded to “mortify 
[our] members which are upon the 
earth” (Col. 3:5).  We need to draw 
by faith from the virtue of Christ’s 
death to put to death that which is 
worldly within. This is what we call 
mortification. Mortification refers 
to the perpetual putting to death of 
every form of sin and worldliness. 
John Owen warned that we must 
be practicing mortification “every 
day, and in every duty.”1 Thomas 
Manton said, “A carnal Christian 
is no Christian but the carcass of a 
Christian, [for] if we don’t put the 
love of the world to death, the world 
will put us to death.” Either we strike 
a death blow to the worldliness 
within, or the worldliness within 
will destroy us. In 1 John 2:16, John 
names three ways in which we are 
lured into the ways of the world: 
the lust of the flesh, the lust of the 
eyes, and the pride of life. In Christ’s 
strength, we must war against these 
forms of worldliness.

Lust of the Flesh

First, we must battle against the lust 
of the flesh. Faith refuses to love 
a world that delights in the lusts 
of the flesh. That means resisting 
temptations, such as illicit drugs, 
smoking, overeating, or excessive 

drinking. The Bible repeatedly warns 
against such excesses. We must 
not be brought under bondage to 
anything physical but are to exercise 
self-control, for our body is the 
temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 
6:19–20).

The prohibition against fleshly 
lusting forbids sexual immorality 
in all forms. It forbids any flirtation 
or physical intimacy outside of 
marriage. God has wisely placed 
sexual intimacy within the sanctity of 
marriage.

We must also be modest about the 
way we dress, so that it does not 
encourage lust. Clothing that calls 
attention to our bodies arouses 
fleshly lusts that offend God. He 
blames those who provoke lust as 
much as those who lust after them.

Refusing to love the world means 
keeping ourselves from worldly 
music, worldly parties, unedifying 
entertainment, nightclubs, and 
all that stirs the lusts of the flesh. 
We must ask of all forms of 
entertainment: Can I pray over 
this? Does it glorify God or ignite 
fleshly lusts? Does it pass the test of 
Philippians 4:8, being honest, just, 
pure, lovely, and “of good report”? 
We must avoid as much as possible 
whatever encourages particular lusts 
in us, even when what we should 
avoid may appear lawful in itself. 
We must “put . . . on the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and make not provision for 
the flesh, to fulfill the lusts thereof ” 
(Rom. 13:14).

Lust of the Eyes

Second, we must battle against the 
lust of the eyes. Satan works very 
hard to engage our eyes in worldly 
entertainment. Just as he tempted 
our first parents to believe that their 
Creator was hard and unbending, so 
he whispers to us, “When did God 
say that you couldn’t enjoy movies 
or television shows that repeatedly 
break his commandments? Doesn’t 

he want you to know what’s going on 
in the world? Only a hard, legalistic 
God would deny those to you.”

Satan has been using such 
arguments since paradise. He 
knows his time is short, so he will 
do anything to persuade us to 
look at the temptations of worldly 
entertainment. Today Satan makes 
such fruit even more tempting by 
allowing us to see it in the privacy 
of our home—in videos or over 
the Internet. We must say no to 
all forms of entertainment which 
teach that man is in control of his 
world and that glamorize sin. Such 
entertainment makes adultery look 
innocent, commonplace, or even 
exciting. Murder becomes thrilling. 
Profanity is everyday speech. We 
cannot trust our own strength in this, 
for even the apostle Paul admitted, 
“For I know that in me (that is, in my 
flesh,) dwelleth no good thing: for 
to will is present with me; but how 
to perform that which is good I find 
not. For the good that I would I do 
not: but the evil which I would not, 
that I do” (Rom. 7:18–19).

Let us also rid our homes of 
unedifying magazines, trashy novels, 
indeed, all printed material that 
contradicts the Ten Commandments. 
How can we ask not to be led into 
temptation while we continue to play 
with temptation? As James warns 
us, “Every man is tempted, when 
he is drawn away of his own lust, 
and enticed. Then when lust hath 
conceived, it bringeth forth sin: and 
sin, when it is finished, bringeth 
forth death” (James 1:14–15).

Flee the lust of the eyes. Practice 
self-denial. Follow Paul, who said, 
“Herein do I exercise myself, to have 
always a conscience void of offense 
toward God, and toward men” (Acts. 
24:16).

Pride of Life

Finally, we must battle against the 
pride of life. As a sin, pride is unique. 
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Most sins turn us away from God, 
but pride is a direct attack upon God. 
It lifts our hearts above God and 
against God. Fueled by a desire for 
self-gratification and self-fulfillment, 
the prideful man seeks to dethrone 
God and enthrone himself. How 
prevalent such pride is in our hearts. 
As George Swinnock said, “Pride is 
the shirt of the soul put on first and 
put off last.”

How do we mortify the pride of 
life? First, consider your own native 
sinfulness. The Puritan Richard 
Mayo questions: “Should that man 
be proud that has sinned as thou 
hast sinned, and lived as thou hast 
lived, and wasted so much time, and 
abused so much mercy, and omitted 
so many duties, and neglected so 
great means?—that hath so grieved 
the Spirit of God, so violated the law 
of God, so dishonoured the name 
of God? Should that man be proud, 
who hath such a heart as thou hast?”

Second, consider Christ. If we would 
kill worldly pride and live in godly 
humility, let us look at our Savior. 
Nowhere was humility so cultivated 
as at Gethsemane and Calvary. When 
pride threatens you, consider the 
contrast between such a heart of 
pride and our humble Savior.

Third, seek a deeper knowledge of 
God, his attributes, and his glory. Job 
and Isaiah teach us that nothing is 
so humbling as knowing God. Spend 
time meditating on God’s greatness 
and holiness in comparison to your 
smallness and sinfulness.

Fourth, remember daily that “pride 
goeth before destruction, and an 
haughty spirit before a fall” (Prov. 
16:18). View your afflictions as God’s 
gifts to keep you humble. View your 
talents as gifts of God that never 
accrue any honor to you (1 Cor. 4:7). 
Everything you have or have ever 
accomplished has come from God’s 
hand.

Fifth, practice humility. View 
overcoming pride as a lifelong 
process that calls you to grow 
in servanthood. Be determined 
to fight the battle against pride 
by considering each day as an 
opportunity to forget yourself and 
serve others. Don’t rest until you 
can confess with John the Baptist 
on a daily basis, “He [Christ] must 
increase, but I must decrease” (John 
3:30), for that is the essence of 
humility.

Vivification in Christ
We must not look at our fight against 
worldliness in merely a negative 
way. Yes, we must put worldliness 
to death. But there is a counterpart 
to mortification called vivification. 
Vivification is the quickening, or 
bringing to life, of the new nature 
we have received in Christ. We must 
not only seek to put worldliness to 
death; we must also seek to do the 
will of God. For we have not only 
died to sin, but we have also been 
risen up into newness of life in Jesus 
Christ. As Thomas Boston writes, 
“So the sanctified sinner lives as one 
of another world, not conforming 
himself to the sinful courses of this 
world, but being transformed into 
the likeness of those of the better 
world.”2

The Public Means of Grace

Toward this end, we must give 
ourselves to the diligent use of the 
public means of grace. The preaching 
of the Word is our spiritual food 
and our medicine for spiritual 
health. With the Spirit’s blessing, 
ministers are spiritual physicians 

who apply the Word to our souls as 
earthly physicians apply medicine 
to our bodies. With the Word these 
spiritual doctors diagnose, prescribe 
for, and cure spiritual disease in 
those plagued by sin and death. 
The preached Word is used as an 
instrument to heal, cleanse, and 
make fruitful our souls which are so 
prone to worldliness.

In the sacraments of baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper God comes to his 
people, encourages them, enables 
them to know Christ better, builds 
them up, and nourishes them in 
him. Baptism promotes godliness 
as a symbol of how believers are 
engrafted into Christ, renewed by the 
Spirit, and adopted into the family 
of the heavenly Father. Likewise, 
the Lord’s Supper shows how these 
adopted children are fed by their 
loving Father. John Calvin loved to 
refer to the Supper as nourishment 
for the soul. As believers, we 
need constant nourishment. The 
sacraments, along with the preaching 
of the Word, repeatedly say to us: We 
need Christ; we need to be renewed 
in Christ and built up in him.

Corporate singing also subdues and 
retrains our wayward affections in 
the way of godliness. Like preaching 
and the sacraments, psalm singing 
disciplines the heart’s affections 
in the school of faith and lifts the 
believer to God. With the Spirit’s 
direction, psalm singing tunes the 
hearts of believers for the life to 
come, weaning the heart from this 
present evil world.

We must not only seek to put worldliness to death; we 
must also seek to do the will of God. For we have not only 
died to sin, but we have also been risen up into newness 
of life in Jesus Christ. 
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The Private Means of Grace

We must also be careful not to 
neglect the private means of grace. 
We ought to read, search, memorize, 
love, pray over, and meditate upon 
the Scriptures. More specifically, we 
ought to memorize those passages of 
Scripture which are most pertinent 
to our fight against worldliness and 
continually call them to mind. Such 
passages as Psalm 39:4–6, Galatians 
6:14, Philippians 2:5–8, and Hebrews 
12:1–4 are good places to start.

We must likewise be disciplined and 
steadfast in prayer, for prayer keeps 
us in fellowship with Christ. It is the 
way in which the Christian expresses 
his praise and adoration of God 
as well as asks for God’s help. We 
must pray specifically for the Lord 
to increasingly deliver us from the 
grip of this world. As we have seen, 
worldliness is not simply a matter of 
externalities. Worldliness is an issue 
of the heart and of faith. As such, we 
cannot merely regulate our outward 
behavior. In order to successfully 
beat back worldliness, we need the 
grace of Christ. Thus, we must go to 
him and ask for it believingly.

Obedience

As our faith grows stronger 
through the means of grace, we are 
increasingly enabled to trample the 
world under its feet. We do this by 
obeying God’s commandments. 
As 1 John 5:3–4 says, “This is 
the love of God, that we keep his 
commandments . . . for whatsoever 
is born of God overcometh the 
world.” The aim of the world’s 
commandments is to gain wealth, 
fame, social standing, secular 
power, and human pleasure. Jesus 
Christ aimed for none of that. He 
overcame the world by obeying 
God’s commandments—loving God 
above all and his neighbor as himself. 
That is the goal of all those born 

of God. They yearn to obey God’s 
commandments.

Unconditional obedience to God’s 
will is the essence of godliness. 
We must be dynamically active in 
the pursuit of obedience, much 
like a long-distance runner, a 
diligent scholar, or a heroic warrior 
submitting to God’s will. Thus, we 
must draw from Christ grace to 
walk in the good works which he 
has given us to do. When pleasing 
God becomes more important 
than pleasing people, the believer 
overcomes his love for this 
world’s honor, riches, pleasures, 
entertainments, and friendships.

Anticipation in Christ
Along with mortification and 
vivification, the Christian who would 
overcome the world must also have 
a forward-looking anticipation. The 
number one theme that the Puritans 
loved to meditate upon was eternity. 
They were a future-oriented people, 
and this enabled them to, by the 
grace of Christ, live for another 
world. They saw themselves as 
pilgrims on their way to their true 
home.

In your fight against worldliness, 
it is essential that you stay your 
mind upon the future destruction 
of this present evil world. You must 
remember the ultimate curse that 
awaits worldliness. God curses 
worldliness. This world will one day 
be burned up, together with all of 
those who lust after it. What will 
be left when all the lusts for which 
people sell their souls, ruin their 
families, and stain their reputations 
have passed away? Nothing but dust, 
ashes, and the wrath of God. As 
Charles Spurgeon said, “If you had 
got all the world, you would have 
got nothing after your coffin lid was 
screwed down but grave dust in your 
mouth.” The world never gives what 
it promises. It is a gigantic mirage, a 

tragic fraud, a hollow bubble. And 
one day it will all come to nothing.

In your fight against worldliness, it 
is of equal importance to meditate 
upon the future glory of heaven. 
Faith values the eternal rewards 
that Christ has laid up in heaven far 
more than all the treasures of the 
world (Heb. 11:25–26). In abstaining 
from worldly pursuits, the Christian 
experiences true happiness, believing 
that in God’s presence there are 
“fullness of joy” and “pleasures for 
evermore” (Ps. 16:11). By faith we 
believe that the best is yet to come. 
We look to a time when we will be 
saved forever from Satan, the world, 
and our old nature. Sin will be left 
behind; evil will be walled out. 
There will be no more tears, pain, 
sorrow, temptation, or death. We will 
worship and praise God, serve and 
reign with Christ, and fellowship 
with the saints and angels. Above 
all, we will be in perfect communion 
with the triune God, knowing, 
seeing, loving, and praising him 
forever.

Concluding Application
I want to close this message with 
an illustration: In part two of The 
Pilgrim’s Progress, John Bunyan wrote 
that Interpreter took Christiana 
into a room where a man held a 
muckrake in his hand. Another 
person stood by him, offering him 
a beautiful, heavenly crown in 
exchange for his muckrake. But the 
man never looked up at the crown 
and paid no attention to the offer. 
Instead, he constantly looked down, 
raking in the muck and giving all 
his attention to gathering up grass, 
sticks, and dirt. Do you know who 
the man with the muckrake was? 
Bunyan said he is “a man of this 
world.”3

My friend, maybe you have been 
thinking as I described worldliness, 
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“That is me.” Will you not trade your muckrake 
for Christ? Do you not realize that the fleeting 
pleasures and applause of this world is as dung 
compared with the glory of Jesus and the salvation 
that is found in him? If your life is characterized 
by the love of this world, cry to him immediately 
for a new heart. Without being born again, you 
will never overcome the world but will go to hell 
with the rest of the world. Turn from your sins and 
call upon Christ to save you—to give you faith and 
repentance, and to dwell within you by his Spirit.

1.  John Owen, A Discourse Concerning the Holy Spirit, 
inWorks, 3:545.

2. Thomas Boston, An Illustration of the Doctrines of the 
Christian Religion, in Works, 1:657.

3 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress (1895; repr., Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1977), 233.

INTERIM PASTOR NEEDED
The council of Trinity Reformed Church is seeking pulpit supply for a new 
daughter church it is establishing in Taber, Alberta. Taber is a full service town 
of 8700 people located 35 mins east of Lethbridge. The core group for the 
new Taber church consists of 15 families (50 souls) who currently attend TRC 
in Lethbridge. Services in Taber are scheduled to start in the fall.

The Interim Pastor will be responsible for preaching two services each Lord’s 
day and for the day to day shepherding of the Taber flock. Other aspects of 
the ministry such as church education, community outreach and evangelism 
will also be key elements of the role. The ideal candidate(s) would have 
a heart of love for Christ and his people, be an ordained minister of the 
Word, or a ministerial candidate, and be committed to the Reformed faith 
as expressed in the Three Forms of Unity. A zeal for church planting and 
evangelism would be an asset.

Ideally, TRC would like to find a candidate who can commit to the role for 
at least 1 year as we start the Taber church and take it through its first year. 
However, we are very open to candidates who might only be able to serve 
for shorter terms of 3 to 4 months during the first year. 

If you are interested or if you would like more information, please contact 
our Taber church steering committee via email at agxterra@gmail.com
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Chosen before the world began

This hymn is a musical statement of the doctrine of unconditional election. Rev. Najapfour’s text expresses 
awe at the marvel of God’s love for his people, chosen before the beginning of the world. The tune name, 
UNICA CONSOLATIO, is the Latin phrase translated as “your only comfort” in the opening question of 
the Heidelberg Catechism. Michael recorded this hymn on the three-manual mechanical pipe organ in the 
chapel of Duquesne University in Pittsburgh, PA, founded in 1878. The instrument was built by Minnesota 
organbuilder Dan Jaeckel and installed in 2015.

To watch on YouTube: https://tinyurl.com/yynptykk

MEETING WITH GOD
A Study Guide to Abraham Kuyper’s 

Our Worship

Michael Kearney’s study guide to Abraham Kuyper’s Our Worship 
provides a wonderfully concise and clear exposition of the nature 
of public worship in the continental Reformed tradition. In a 
period of church history marked by “worship wars” and widely-
divergent views of what constitutes a God-honoring form of 
worship, Kearney’s study guide is particularly welcome. The clarity 
and format of the booklet, including the provision of “questions for 
reflection and discussion” at the conclusion of each chapter, make 
this an especially useful resource for the educational ministry of 
Reformed churches. Though readers may take exception to some 
of Kuyper’s views on public worship, they will be challenged “to 
develop a deeper appreciation for the patterns of their worship 
and the reasons behind those patterns.”

—Dr. Cornelis Venema, President, Mid-America Reformed Seminary

Available early September in the bookstore at reformedfellowship.net
72-page paperback booklet

Liturgy is the pattern of our life in God’s house. The 
patterns of our corporate worship communicate 
what matters in our relationship with the Lord. Every 
church has a liturgy . . . and the form of our liturgy 
says something about our identity as believers and the 
content of our faith.
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Chosen before the world began

UNICA CONSOLATIO 8.8.8.8.8.8.
Michael R. Kearney, 2021

Brian G. Najapfour, 2021

A hymn on unconditional election



My name is Tess Van Dyk. I am 
from Kalamazoo, Michigan, and 
attend Covenant United Reformed 

Church in Kalamazoo. I have always 
been in a Christian atmosphere, 

having gone to Kalamazoo Christian 
school since preschool; I will be going into my senior 
year at Kalamazoo Christian High School.

Continued on page 34

My name is Madison Koetsier. 
I am eighteen years old and a 
professing member of Cloverdale 

United Reformed Church in Boise, 
Idaho. I just finished my senior year 

of high school, and like all seniors, I 
was heartbroken to have to say goodbye to all the 
amazing aspects of the RYS Convention.

Our theme this year is “Be the Light” based on John 1:5, “The light shines 
in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” That verse is first of 
all about Jesus; while we are surrounded by reminders of darkness in this 
world, it is good news that Jesus is “the light of the world” (John 8:12).

2021RYS National Convention

Continued on page 34
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Tess Van Dyk continued

This past week I attended the 
Reformed Youth Services youth 
convention in Nampa, Idaho. With 
convention being cancelled last 
year, it hurt not being able to go. 
The Lord, however, knew what he 
was doing when he cancelled it. 
The theme for convention this year 
was “Be the Light,” and I believe that 
it was a perfect fit, especially with 
the year we just went through. This 
convention with RYS hit me harder 
spiritually than any other event I 
have ever attended.

The main speakers were Rev. Nick 
Smith and Rev. Bob Van Manen, and 
they challenged us to think hard 
spiritually about who we say God 
is in our hearts, and how to spread 
our light to others. Rev. Smith asked 
us to do more thinking of ourselves 
and took a more abstract approach, 
whereas Rev. Van Manen gave us 
more visuals to help remind us 
of his sessions. Their approaches 

complemented each other and 
made a lasting impression on me.

Even the workshops that I attended 
were incredible and reflected 
both the theme and the main 
sessions very well. During the week 
of convention we attended five 
workshops, and each had a unique 
topic and impacted me in different 
ways. The workshops I attended 
were Idol Factories by Rev. Russell 
Herman; Coexist, Contradict, 
or Just Confused by Rev. Chad 
Steenwyk; Stressed Out by Rev. 
Greg Lubbers (filmed pre-surgery); 
Courageous Christian Sexuality by 
Rev. Bill Boekenstein; and Covid, 
BLM, and Partisan Politics by Rev. 
Sacha Walicod.

After all this hard work and thinking 
we needed a break, and that is 
what Wednesday brought us. The 
convention committee gave us 
two choices for our day away from 
campus when we signed up: either 
go touring downtown Boise or go 
whitewater rafting in Horseshoe 
Bend. I chose to go rafting, and 
it was so much fun. It was my 
first time rafting, and I was lucky 
enough to have one of my closest 
friends, my dad, and an amazing 

guide with me. The sights while 
we were rafting were so different 
from what I usually see in Michigan, 
and it reminded me of the power, 
majesty, and craftsmanship of God 
and how he cares for me as well as 
everyone else. It truly was a calming 
and fun experience, and it made me 
want to go back to do it all again.

For any high-school-age students 
thinking about going to convention, 
I would pray about it and seriously 
consider going, as it truly is an 
amazing experience. Words and 
videos can describe things only to 
a certain extent. Attending one of 
these events is a totally different 
experience, and I encourage 
everyone to go at least once.

I would also like to say a thank 
you to all those who continually 
lift up the speakers, sponsors, and 
students in prayer while we prepare 
and attend these conventions. It 
truly does mean a lot to us. Another 
thank you to the RYS convention 
committee for making another 
great convention. Congratulations 
on twenty-five years, and many 
more anniversaries to come! I 
cannot wait to see everyone again 
in Minneapolis next year.

Madison Koetsier continued 

Looking back over the past few 
years, I would say I love all the 
different aspects of the convention. 
One of my favorite activities is 
singing. In my opinion, there is 
nothing like hearing seven hundred 
to eight hundred high schoolers 
sing “Nearer, Still Nearer” and “In 
Christ Alone.” We were blessed to 
do this at the main session every 
day.

The two main speakers of the 
week were Reverend Nick Smith 
and Reverend Bob Van Manen. 
The main sessions played off the 
theme of how we are called to be 
a light in the darkness. They talked 
about how as long as there is one 
light shining, darkness cannot 
win. We can let our light shine 
because the darkness we face is the 
same darkness that Christ already 
defeated. As Reverend Van Manen 
said, our light can shine because “it 
[the darkness] is finished!”

Everyone attended five workshops 
which are aimed to help Reformed 
youth live according to God’s 
Word regardless of the worldly 

difficulties we encounter. In one 
of my workshops, Reverend Bill 
Bookestein spent a good length 
of time using Scripture to answer 
the youths’ questions about their 
sexuality and how to interact with 
the LGBTQ+ community. Likewise, 
Reverend Russell Herman went into 
how we make idols out of anything 
we put above God.

I have loved the friendships I’ve 
made, the deepening of my faith, 
and getting to worship with my 
brothers and sisters in Christ. I 
have been so blessed to be able 
to attend Convention, and I urge 
everyone I know who’s eligible to 
attend because it is an amazing 
experience!
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Rev. Jerome Julien

Book Reviews 

In the Beginning: Listening to Genesis 1 and 2, Cornelis VanDam. 
Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2021. 371 pages. 
Hardback. $23.00.

In only a few years Reformation Heritage has published two 
significant books on the subject of Genesis. First came William Van 
Doodeward’s The Quest for the Historical Adam. Now, we have 
this gem by Cornelis VanDam. This volume is much needed in the 
churches because of the increasing attempts to do away with the 
historical nature of God’s revelation concerning the beginning of the 
universe. More and more so-called scholars (my designation; the 
author, gentleman that he is, says “fellow conservative Christians 
who wish to honor the claims of Scripture but do not accept the 
plain sense of . . . an accurate recounting of real historical events,” 
9) opt for various ways of explaining Genesis 1 and 2. Some are 
sympathetic to Bio Logos.

Our author emphasizes the need of faith if we are to approach 
Scripture. He quotes Anselm of Canterbury: “I do not seek to 
understand that I may believe; but I believe in order to understand. 
For this also I believe,—that unless I believed, I should not 

Christ and His Church through the Ages, volume 1, The Ancient 
Church (AD 30–590), Herman Hanko. 2nd edition. Edited and 
revised by Dan Van Uffelan. Jenison, MI: Reformed Free Publishing 
Association, 2021. 244 pages. Hardback. $36.95.

This volume is just in time for use in Christian high schools this fall. 
The first edition was used in schools as a part of the development 
of this set. In the author’s preface he points out that there are many 
useful volumes on church history, but he was unable to find one that 
presented this history from a Reformed viewpoint. Professor Hanko 
writes that his “primary goal in writing this book was not to give the 
reader a huge file of facts and dates. Rather, my goal was to write 
for enjoyment and learning on the part of all God’s people.” Not only 
must our high school students learn of Christ’s church, but all of 
God’s people must know of God’s work in his church among those 
who have gone before us.

This is the first of four volumes planned by Professor Hanko. 
Dan Van Uffelan, a teacher at Covenant Christian High in Walker, 
Michigan, also worked to make this publication useful for high 
school students. Even though the emphasis so far has been on high 

Continued on next page

Continued on next page
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Rev. Jerome Julien

is a retired pastor and a member of 
Walker United Reformed Church in 
Grand Rapids, MI.

understand.” In addition, he lays 
down some important principles 
for working in the opening portion 
of Genesis. He also writes about 
the uses of extrabiblical evidence 
and science in interpreting these 
opening verses of revelation.

Following this introductory material, 
Dr. VanDam begins a careful study 
of the various terms and words in 
Genesis 1:1–2:3: “in the beginning,” 

“days” of creation, “create,” and 
so on. Up-to-date ideas, like 
the framework theory and other 
ways of understanding “day,” are 
carefully explained and critiqued. 
We are shown about the historicity 
and significance of Eden. In an 
appendix we are introduced to 
the creation of heaven and of the 
angels.

While a good commentary on 
Genesis (like the one of Calvin) is 
necessary, this volume is very much 
on the level of a good commentary. 

It deals with many basic aspects 
of the text. Besides all this 
helpful material, there is a superb 
bibliography of forty-two pages, 
with well over six hundred entries. 
If I had one desire, it would be for a 
textual index.

This volume is a must for the 
minister’s library. Even more, every 
Reformed home will benefit from 
it since it is written for readers 
who want to learn, without being 
inundated with technical language.

school students, this volume will 
be helpful for the young and old at 
home. Some are not fans of history 
of any kind—maybe because 
dates and names bring back bad 
memories from their school days. 
This book does not inundate the 
reader with these details. Instead, 
it helps readers see what the main 
points of the ancient church were 
and what we need to know today.

There are three divisions in the 
history of the ancient church (AD 
30–590). The apostolic period 
(AD 30–100) lays out the work of 
the apostles and the spread of the 
gospel into the then known world. 
The second section places before 

the reader the postapostolic period 
(AD 100–313). These were the 
years when in spite of persecution 
(and it was great) the church had to 
engage in defending the truth over 
against heresies that developed 
and which, in some forms, still are 
with us. The third section focuses 
on the Nicene and post-Nicene 
period (AD 313–590). Persecution 
finally ceased, and Constantine 
became emperor of Rome. Sad to 
say, while some of his deeds were 
helpful, others brought about a new 
emphasis on ceremony. This led in 
a very real sense to a deadening of 
the church.

This book is well-supplied with 
maps, charts, and pictures 
(although some of the pictures 

could be a bit larger so older 
people can see them better). 
In fact, this publication is eye-
catching. All this aside, we ought 
not to leave this volume only to the 
teenagers. We should read it for 
our own spiritual benefit. Reading 
it will not be like having to plow 
through hardened clay. Rather, it 
will be an easy learning experience.

Thanks, Professor Hanko, for your 
work. We look forward to the next 
three volumes.

In the Beginning: Listening to Genesis 1 
and 2 continued

Christ and His Church through the Ages 
continued

TO OUR CANADIAN READERS... 

Here are options for purchasing 
Reformed Fellowship books
Call 877.532.8510 Toll-free or email:  
sales@reformedfellowship.net 

For Canadian orders call:  
Reformed Book Services  
(Brantford, ON) 519-304-4709

or Vander Heide Publishing  
(Langley, AB) 800-881-0705

For more information about our books, visit the 
Bookstore page at: www.reformedfellowship.net



Long-time readers of The Outlook will be 
well aware of who Rev. Thomas C. Vanden 
Heuvel is. Rev. Vanden Heuvel and his wife, 
Laurie, served as editors for many years of 
this magazine. Rev. Vanden Heuvel passed 
away on July 7, 2021. A funeral service was 
conducted in the Seventh Reformed Church 
of Grand Rapids, Michigan, on July 13, 2021.

Rev. Vanden Heuvel grew up in a pastor’s 
home (that of Rev. Christian Vanden Heuvel). 
One might say that Rev. Tom came to the 
ministry naturally. Still, it is God who 
sovereignly calls his servants to the ministry; 
not all preachers’ sons enter the ordained 
ministry. Rev. Tom was ordained in 1961. He 
served the following churches: Bethel CRC 
(Waupun, WI); Brookfield CRC (Milwaukee, 
WI); Central Avenue CRC (Holland, MI); 
First CRC (Chino, CA); First CRC (Orange 
City, IA); First CRC (Byron Center, MI); and 
the Covenant Presbyterian Church (PCA) of 
Holland, Michigan, a church that began with 
Rev. Tom as the church planter.

Rev. Vanden Heuvel never retired in the 
traditional sense. Preaching the Word of 
the Lord he loved was his passion, and he 
preached with great conviction. He was not 
afraid of addressing current issues when such 
needed to be addressed. He was strongly 
pro-life; the sin of abortion was exposed in 
his preaching. Rev. Tom was strongly for solid 
Christian education; this was promoted in the 
sermons he delivered. Even when he officially 

retired, he still sought—and churches sought him out—to help 
churches. That list includes congregations such as First URC (Chino, 
CA); Zion URC (Ripon, CA); and Walker URC (Grand Rapids, 
MI). At the time of his passing, he had been serving the Seventh 
Reformed Church of Grand Rapids with duties including visitation, 
counseling, and preaching. Even in the assisted living location where 
he and his devoted wife, Laurie, were living in recent months, Rev. 
Tom was fully willing to lead a Bible study there. He loved God’s 
Word, and he loved preaching and teaching it.

Rev. Vanden Heuvel and Laurie were devoted parents as well. The 
ministry presents strong and pressing demands, but Rev. Tom and 
Laurie always found time to give to their children: Geoff, Jane, Joel, 
Jim, and Jon. This is no easy task: balancing the burdens of the 
ministry and giving adequate time and devotion to one’s family. 
They loved their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. 
So many of them are devoted to serving the Lord in the instituted 
church but in other endeavors of God’s kingdom. Soli Deo Gloria!

I came to know the Vanden Heuvel family when I moved to Orange 
City, Iowa, in June 1983, as I was beginning teaching duties at 
Mid-America Reformed Seminary. Rev. Tom had joined with 
others in the beginning stages of Mid-America and later the start 
of Westminster Seminary in California. He wanted men to be 
adequately trained for solid preaching and pastoral work in God’s 
churches. I shall always cherish the many times of fellowship and 
hospitality, of conversation and discussion that I experienced in the 
Vanden Heuvel home. I was a part of the Vanden Heuvel family, one 
might say, and I am thankful for the many expressions of Christian 
love that the family has shown me over close to four decades.

So, we mourn our loss of Rev. Tom. We express our deepest and 
heartfelt sympathy to his devoted wife and loving companion, 
Laurie, and to the entire family of Rev. Vanden Heuvel. He would 
want us to find it to be true for all of us what we confess in Lord’s 
Day 1 of the Heidelberg Catechism: our only comfort in life and 
in death, for body and soul, is that we belong to a faithful Savior, 
Jesus Christ.

In Memoriam
Rev. Thomas C. Vanden Heuvel

Rev. Mark Vander Hart

After graduating from Calvin Seminary in 1980, Rev. Vander Hart served the 
Christian Reformed Church of La Glace – Grande Prairie, Alberta, from 1980 
to 1983.  He has taught in the area of Old Testament studies at Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary since 1983 until the present.  He also is the Associate Pastor of 
the Oak Glen United Reformed Church (Lansing, Illinois).
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Mark S. Hoekstra, President

Before following Christ, Samson would get into  ghts and 
connicts with his neighbors. But he’s changed since he 
started listening to the Talking Bible. “I heard Jesus say, 
‘Forgive and you will be forgiven.’ So now I don’t  ght,” says 
Samson. “I have gotten a spirit of perseverance and 
tolerance.”

LListening to the scriptures on the Talking Bible has taught 
Samson about the power of forgiveness. Now, instead of 
quarreling with others, Samson knows that forgiveness is 
the answer. Because forgiveness is the way of Christ. 

SSamson’s life has been transformed by the Word of God 
through the Talking Bible! New believers like Samson need 
access to God’s Word. Many will only have access if it is 
through a Talking Bible. Give the gift of God’s Word 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 are available 
in the bookstore at 
reformedfellowship.net

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

$11.99 $14.99

https://reformedfellowship.net

