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Dr. Joel R. Beeke

Calvin’s Comprehensive Piety
In Commemoration of the Reformation’s  
504th Anniversary 

On October 31, 2021, we 
will commemorate the 
504th anniversary of the 
Reformation. What really is 
the Reformation all about? 
A good case can be made for 
asserting that it was primarily 
about the cardinal doctrine 
of justification by faith alone. 
Others would argue that its 
primary emphasis was on 
soteriology (the doctrine of 
salvation) in general. Still 
others would plant their flag 
on the critical issue of biblical 
worship. Or, perhaps biblical 
authority. Or, in a host of 
other areas.
One key area of the Reformation that 
is often forgotten is that of the great 
revival of biblical piety, particularly 
as it manifested itself in the theology 
and lives of the Reformers and the 
Puritans. No one set forth what 
biblical piety is so succinctly and 
frequently as the Reformation’s 
greatest systematician, John Calvin 
(1509–1564).

John Calvin’s Institutes have earned 
him the title of “the preeminent 
systematician of the Protestant 
Reformation.” His reputation as an 
intellectual, however, is often seen 
apart from the vital spiritual and 
pastoral context in which he wrote 
his theology. For Calvin, theological 
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understanding and practical piety, 
truth and usefulness, are inseparable. 
Theology first of all deals with 
knowledge—knowledge of God and 
of ourselves, but there is no true 
knowledge where there is no true 
piety.

Pietas (piety) is one of the major 
themes of Calvin’s theology. His 
theology is, as John T. McNeill says, 
“his piety described at length.” He 
was determined to confine theology 
within the limits of piety. In his 
preface addressed to King Francis 
I, Calvin says that the purpose of 
writing the Institutes was “solely to 
transmit certain rudiments by which 
those who are touched with any zeal 
for religion might be shaped to true 
godliness pietas.”

For Calvin, pietas designates the right 
attitude of man toward God, which 
includes true knowledge, heartfelt 
worship, saving faith, filial fear, 
prayerful submission, and reverential 
love. Knowing who and what God is 
(theology) embraces right attitudes 
toward him and doing what he 
wants (piety). Calvin writes, “I call 
‘piety’ that reverence joined with 
love of God which the knowledge 
of his benefits induces.” This love 
and reverence for God is a necessary 
concomitant to any knowledge of 
him and embraces all of life. Calvin 
says, “The whole life of Christians 
ought to be a sort of practice of 
godliness.”

The goal of piety, as well as the entire 
Christian life, is the glory of God—
glory that shines in God’s attributes, 

in the structure of the world, and in 
the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. Glorifying God supersedes 
personal salvation for every truly 
pious person. The pious man, 
according to Calvin, confesses, “We 
are God’s: let us therefore live for him 
and die for him. We are God’s: let his 
wisdom and will therefore rule all 
our actions. We are God’s: let all the 
parts of our life accordingly strive 
toward him as our only lawful goal.”

But how do we glorify God? As 
Calvin writes, “God has prescribed 
for us a way in which he will be 
glorified by us, namely, piety, which 
consists in the obedience of his 
Word. He that exceeds these bounds 
does not go about to honor God, but 
rather to dishonor him.” Obedience 
to God’s Word means taking refuge 
in Christ for forgiveness of our sins, 
knowing him through his Word, 
serving him with a loving heart, 
doing good works in gratitude for 
his goodness, and exercising self-
denial to the point of loving our 
enemies. This response involves 
total surrender to God himself, his 
Word, and his will. Calvin says, “I 
offer thee my heart, Lord, promptly 
and sincerely.” That is the desire of all 
who are truly pious.

For Calvin, piety is comprehensive, 
having theological, ecclesiological, 
and practical dimensions. 
Theologically, piety can be realized 
only through union and communion 
with Christ and participation in him, 
for outside of Christ even the most 
religious person lives for himself. 
Only in Christ can the pious live as 

willing servants of their Lord, faithful 
soldiers of their Commander, and 
obedient children of their Father.

Communion with Christ is always 
the result of the Spirit-worked 
faith—a work that is astonishing 
and experiential rather than 
comprehensible. Faith unites the 
believer to Christ by means of the 
Word, enabling the believer to 
receive Christ as he is clothed in the 
gospel and graciously offered by the 
Father. By faith, God also dwells in 
the believer. Consequently, Calvin 
says, “We ought not to separate 
Christ from ourselves or ourselves 
from him” but participate in Christ 
by faith, for this “revives us from 
death to make us a new creature.”

By faith, believers possess Christ 
and grow in him. They receive from 
Christ by faith the “double grace” 
of justification and sanctification, 
which, together, provide a twofold 
cleansing. Justification offers imputed 
purity, and sanctification, actual 
purity.

Ecclesiologically, for Calvin piety 
is nurtured in the church by the 
preached word, the holy sacraments, 
and psalm singing. Spiritual growth 
happens within the church. The 
church is mother, educator, and 
nourisher of every believer, for the 
Holy Spirit acts in her. Believers 
cultivate piety by the Spirit through 
the church’s teaching ministry, 
progressing from spiritual infancy 
to adolescence to full manhood 
in Christ. They do not graduate 
from the church until they die. This 
lifelong education is offered within 
an atmosphere of genuine piety in 
which believers love and care for 
one another under the headship of 
Christ. It encourages the growth of 
one another’s gifts and love, as it is 
“constrained to borrow from others.” 
Piety is fostered by the communion 
of saints.

The preaching of the Word is our 
spiritual food and our medicine 

Calvin writes,“I call ‘piety’ that reverence joined 
with love of God which the knowledge of his benefits 
induces.” This love and reverence for God is a necessary 
concomitant to any knowledge of him and embraces all 
of life. Calvin says, “The whole life of Christians ought to 
be a sort of practice of godliness.”
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Dr. Joel R. Beeke
is president and professor of systematic 
theology and homlietics at Puritan Reformed 
Theological Seminary, a pastor of Heritage 
Reformed Congregation in Grand Rapids, MI, 
and a prolific author and frequent conference 
speaker.

for spiritual health, Calvin says. 
With the Spirit’s blessing, ministers 
are spiritual physicians who apply 
the Word to our souls as earthly 
physicians apply medicine to our 
bodies. The preached Word is used 
as an instrument to heal, cleanse, 
and make fruitful our disease-prone 
souls. The Spirit, or the “internal 
minister,” promotes piety by using 
the “external minister” to preach the 
Word.

Calvin defines the sacraments as 
testimonies “of divine grace toward 
us, confirmed by an outward sign, 
with mutual attestation of our piety 
toward him.” The sacraments, being 
the visible word, are “exercises of 
piety.” The sacraments foster our 
faith, strengthen it, make us grateful 
to God for his abundant grace, and 
help us offer ourselves as a living 
sacrifice to God.

Calvin viewed the Psalms as the 
canonical manual of piety. Calvin 
immersed himself in the Psalms for 

twenty-five years as a commentator, 
preacher, biblical scholar, and 
worship leader, in helping compile 
the famous Genevan Psalter. In 
the preface to his five-volume 
commentary on the Psalms, Calvin 
writes, “There is no other book in 
which we are more perfectly taught 
the right manner of praising God, 
or in which we are more powerfully 
stirred up to the performance of this 
exercise of piety.”

Psalm singing is one of the four 
principal acts of church worship, 
Calvin believed. It is an extension of 
prayer. It is also the most significant 
vocal contribution of people in the 
service. With the Spirit’s direction, 
psalm singing tunes the hearts of 
believers for glory.

Practically, although Calvin viewed 
the church as the nursery of piety, 
he also emphasized the need for 
personal piety. For Calvin, such 
piety “is the beginning, middle, and 
end of Christian living.” It involves 

numerous practical dimensions 
for daily Christian living, with a 
particular emphasis on heartfelt 
prayer, repentance, self-denial, cross 
bearing, and obedience.

Calvin strove to live the life of pietas 
himself. Having tasted the goodness 
and grace of God in Jesus Christ, he 
pursued piety by seeking to know 
and do God’s will every day. His 
theology and ecclesiology worked 
itself out in practical, heartfelt, 
Christ-centered piety—piety that 
ultimately profoundly impacted the 
church, the community, and the 
world.

We believe the greatest 
investment you can ever 
make is... 
an investment that affects the hearts and minds of your 
children and grandchildren... for eternity. 

Please partner with The Outlook to spread the message 
of biblical authority, reliability and the gospel. Now more 
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authority of God’s Word. Please consider giving a gift of 
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or go to: reformedfellowship.net/pages/donate
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Rev. R. Andrew Compton

  t seems like the west has descended 
into rage. Newspapers, mid-day talk 
shows, social-media feeds, “prove me 
wrong” videos on YouTube, White 
House press conferences—no matter 
where one turns, one is treated to 
the strained sounds of rage against 
opponents of the (perceived) good 
and righteous and true.

It is difficult to know when this 
recent spate of rage kicked off. 
Some might point to the tragic 
death of George Floyd, others to the 
election of Donald Trump. Perhaps 
everyone would point to the effects 
of Covid-19, although depending on 
one’s tolerances for and assessment of 
what truly constitutes risk, different 
people point to very different 
things surrounding the pandemic. 
But lest we blame this polarization 
exclusively on the politics of the past 

the two to five years, we could easily 
continue backwards in presidential 
administrations for some time 
before we found a time of peaceful, 
kumbaya politics. Actually, I’m not 
sure one would ever find such a time 
post-Genesis 3.

Yet what is at work in our age of rage 
is not merely a political jockeying for 
power. Today’s rage is the byproduct 
of worldviews, quests for the 
revealing of “glory,” for the revealing 
of a “kingdom of righteousness.” 
The postmodern worldview that 
is stoking rage today goes by a 
variety of terms: critical theory, 
wokeism, “Social Justice” (caps and 
scare quotes intentional), critical 
race theory (CRT), progressivism, 
intersectionality, and on and on.

Some balk at referring to critical 
theory in its varied manifestations 

using words like “worldview,” arguing 
instead that CRT or intersectionality 
is merely an “analytical tool” that 
might even be used discerningly by 
Christians: “eating the meat while 
spitting out the bones.” Others, 
however, have noted that these offer 
nothing less than a comprehensive 
outlook on reality. Some have even 
argued that critical theory can be 
considered a religion, or at least 
quasi-religious.1

In his highly recommended book, 
Confronting Injustice without 
Compromising Truth, Thaddeus 
J. Williams shows how woke 
progressivism (what Williams calls 
“Social Justice B”) seeks nothing 
less than a utopian kingdom, 
proclaiming that its adherents are 
on the side of truth and justice, 
that they’re not guilty, and that it is 

THE REVEALING OF

TO A WORLD OF  
RAGE
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imperative to silence anyone “who 
fails to acknowledge and celebrate 
our guiltlessness.” He continues to 
articulate their perspective:

The great triumph over evil, 
then, must be political. We 
must use the power of the 
law to squash those who dare 
question our self-defined selves. 
Political activism becomes a 
spiritual quest to usher in a 
new heaven and new earth. 
This quest is every bit as 
eschatological and utopian as it 
was for the eighteenth-century 
French Revolutionaries and the 
twentieth-century Marxists. 
But, we must say with tears, 
this new revolution, like the old 
ones, renounces the Creator-
creature distinction. Drastically 
overestimating our goodness 
and underestimating our 
propensity for evil, the quest 
will prove just as dystopian.

Williams concludes, “Make no 
mistake: Social Justice B seeks a 
theocracy, a theocracy of creation 
worship that seeks to silence its 
heretics.”2

By now, readers might be wondering: 
“This is a Christmas article?” My 
answer: “Yes, it is!” When Christmas 
rolls around, we celebrate a political 
situation: the arrival of the King. 
Rival political systems—even rival 
theocratic political systems—are not 
and never have been interested in 
conceding their claim on the hearts 
of earth’s citizens to the King of the 
Jews. When Herod heard about a 
new king born in Bethlehem, he 
didn’t interpret that as a set of private 
religious beliefs that might be “good 
for some people” but not necessarily 
for others. No, his response was 
to seek out and kill every boy in 
Bethlehem two years old or younger, 
lest his power over the people be 
placed in jeopardy (see Matt. 2:13, 
16).

But this political Christmas claim, 
“a King has been born this day 

in Bethlehem,” allows us to step 
back from the din of our day being 
dispensed by entertainment media 
outlets, and yet again reorient 
ourselves to the true situation of the 
world. The King has come, ushering 
in a kingdom of glory that speaks 
a far better and sweeter word than 
the woke kingdom of rage. This 
Christmas, as we seek an alternative 
to the worldview of rage, we find a 
deep well from which to drink in 
Isaiah 40:1–5.

The prophet Isaiah looked beyond 
his own day, to the time of exile 
that had been predicted for Judah 
as discipline for its ongoing sin and 
despising of the Lord’s covenant. 
And yet he saw still further into the 
future, that this exile would not be a 
sentence of final abandonment but 
an instrument of refinement and 
restoration for God’s own. As such, 
Isaiah 40:1 lifts the famous strain: 
“Comfort, comfort my people, says 
your God.”

These words echo down the 
centuries, their simplicity and their 
profundity capturing the hearts of 
God’s people. It is no surprise that 
the Heidelberg Catechism opens its 
presentation of the Christian faith 
by echoing this theme of comfort. 
Isaiah 40:1–5 is, after all, “in a 
very remarkable manner, a perfect 
summary of what the message of the 
Christian faith really is.”3

Though the ragers in our day are not 
the Babylonians who were chosen by 
God as instruments of his anger for 
specific, theocratically-oriented acts 
of covenant violation by Israel and its 
kings, their mocking words against 
the cause of God’s people sting in 
every age. And yet whenever ragers 
are aligned determinedly against 
God’s own, God’s people can rest in 
the sheer wonder of the news that 
God himself is aligned for his people, 
for his prized possession. He is for 
their comfort.

Notice two things in Isaiah 40:2 
(English Standard Version) that 

situate the plight of God’s people:

“Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,

and cry to her

that her warfare [tsaba’] is 
ended,

that her iniquity is pardoned,

that she has received from the 
Lord’s hand

double for all her sins.”

First, Jerusalem has been in a time of 
hard service or warfare. The Hebrew 
word [tsaba’] often refers to war but 
is also an expression used of daily 
toil. Job 7:1, for example, states:

Has not man a hard service 
saba’ on earth,

and are not his days like the 
days of a hired hand?

Other examples abound which help 
to highlight that warfare is not all 
“guts and glory.” Any soldier who has 
done his tour in an active combat 
zone will attest to the strain and 
drain of war. While the warfare of 
God’s people in Isaiah 40 does depict 
their suffering the discipline of 
covenant sanctions, chapters 40–41 
also note the oppression of idolatry, 
both that of the idol-worshipping 
nations and that of those professing 
Israelites who have attempted to 
synthesize worship of Yahweh with 
“all the best” that paganism has to 
offer. And yet just as the attempted 
synthesis of worldly wisdom with 
Christianity today leaves the church 
vulnerable to attack and Christian 
thinking and maturity impoverished, 
so too the idol synthesis of Isaiah’s 
day made Israel’s hard service even 
harder than it might have been.

Second, Jerusalem has received 
a number of benefits, a reversal 
of her fortune, so to speak. Her 
warfare has ended! She has not 
been left sweeping up the mess 
her own rebellion has caused; she 
is not perpetually to be oppressed 
by her foes. Her iniquity has been 
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pardoned and payment that perfectly 
corresponds to the debt incurred 
has been made. When God says 
that she has received “double” for all 
her sins, this does not mean he has 
punished her twice as much as she 
deserved. No, the word translated 
“double” (Hebrew kepel) refers to a 
matching or commensurate amount: 
God’s righteous judgment has been 
executed fully and finally, and she 
need not fear that more is somehow 
to come.4 The woke agenda might 
claim that satisfaction for past 
injustice can never be sufficiently 
made, but praise God a different 
message comes from Scripture.

God comforts his people with the 
announcement that though they have 
been engaged in warfare, though 
rage around them threatens to 
undo them, though their own sins 
have brought upon them painful 
consequences, God is not through 
with his own. In fact, he is making 
a tremendous announcement about 
how their comfort is to be achieved, 
words found in Isaiah 40:3–5:

A voice cries:

“In the wilderness prepare the 
way of the Lord;

make straight in the desert a 
highway for our God.

Every valley shall be lifted up,

and every mountain and hill be 
made low;

the uneven ground shall 
become level,

and the rough places plain.”

The voice of the messenger concludes 
in verse 5:

“And the glory [kabod] of the 
Lord shall be revealed glh

and all flesh shall see it together,

for the mouth of the Lord has 
spoken.”

This is exciting news, but how much 

longer until it takes places? When 
does the comfort offered by Isaiah 
come to fruition? The Gospel of 
Matthew (Matt. 3:1–3) tells us of the 
fulfillment of this message:

In those days John the 
Baptist came preaching in the 
wilderness of Judea, “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand.” For this is he who was 
spoken of by the prophet Isaiah 
when he said,

“The voice of one crying in the 
wilderness:

‘Prepare the way of the Lord; 
make his paths straight.’”

John heralded that God’s glory 
was about to be revealed. Every 
impediment to the announcement of 
that message would be overcome—
valleys raised, mountains flattened, 
rough paths smoothed out—and 
God’s glory would be revealed.

Isaiah prophesied that when the 
Messiah came, he would “pour 
contempt on all human glory,” John 
Newton’s interpretation of the phrase 
“every mountain and hill be made 
low” in verse 4. But more than that, 
the Messiah would manifest God’s 
glory in its fullness. Newton explains 
that in Christ’s authoritative and 
powerful preaching, his miraculous 
control of the elements, his 
overcoming of death and disease, 
his judging of human hearts and his 
forgiving of sins, and in his ascension 
and his commissioning and 
equipping of his disciples, something 
significant occurred: “Then the 
glory of the Lord was revealed, and 
spread from one kingdom to another 
people. We still wait for the full 
accomplishment of this promise, and 
expect a time when the whole earth 
shall be filled with his glory; for the 
mouth of the word has spoken it.”5

This expression, “The glory of 
the Lord shall be revealed,” is an 
interesting one. The Hebrew verb 
“reveal” (glh) and the Hebrew noun 

“glory” (kabod) occur together 
like this in only one other place: 1 
Samuel 4:21–22, which describes the 
aftermath of the ark of the covenant 
being captured by the Philistines 
when Eli’s foolish sons, Hophni and 
Phinehas, dragged it off into battle 
as though it was a lucky rabbit’s foot. 
Upon hearing of their death, the lazy 
and out-of-shape Eli fell from his 
chair and broke his neck.

What is most important, however, 
are the final acts and words of 
Phinehas’s widow, for whom the 
announcement of the death of her 
husband caused her to go into labor. 
She collapsed and gave birth, and 
then died shortly thereafter. But 
before she succumbed to her grief 
she uttered the name to be given to 
the child: Ichabod, which consists 
of the Hebrew word ‘i, which means 
“there is no,” and the Hebrew word 
kabod, which means “glory.” (“There 
is no glory.”)

And she named the child 
Ichabod, saying, “The glory 
has departed [glh + kabod] 
from Israel!” because the ark 
of God had been captured and 
because of her father-in-law 
and her husband. And she said, 
“The glory has departed [glh] + 
[kabod] from Israel, for the ark 
of God has been captured.” (1 
Sam. 4:21–22)

The expression “glory” can be 
understood abstractly as referring to 
the splendor and majesty of God, or 
as referring to the glorious benefits 
of God’s presence. Certainly “glory” 
(kabod) can mean this. It is related 
to the Hebrew word for “weight, 
heaviness” (kabed), which is a fitting 
way of describing one’s splendor 
or greatness. (Note that this is 
usually what is meant when the Old 
Testament speaks of the “glory” of 
humans; e.g., Gen. 45:13; Exod. 28:2, 
40; 1 Kings 3:13). But in this case, 
God’s kabod-glory means something 
more.
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For God’s kabod-glory to depart is 
for God himself to depart since God’s 
glory is in many places of the Old 
Testament a visible manifestation 
of his presence (e.g., Exod. 16:10; 
24:16–17; Lev. 9:23; Num. 14:10). 
There are times God manifests 
himself in a particular visible form 
(e.g., as a man, as the Angel of the 
Lord), but his appearance as the 
kabod-glory is especially striking.

In some passages, it is depicted either 
as or accompanied by luminosity and 
brightness (Exod. 24:17; Deut. 5:24). 
In other passages, the darkness and 
hiddenness of God’s kabod-glory is 
stressed (1 Kings 8:12). In Ezekiel 
1, the kabod-glory is even depicted 
anthropomorphically as a man, 
although Ezekiel’s awe and sense of 
God’s otherness and transcendence 
leads him to refer to his human-
like body parts as “appearance” 
rather than as the part itself (e.g., 
“the appearance of a man,” “the 
appearance of his waist”).

What is striking, though, is how 
Isaiah turns these words on their 
head. Phinehas’s wife saw that when 
this action happened to the glory of 
God, it was a sign of God’s absence. 
The Hebrew word glh, “depart,” 
refers to going up and/or away. It is 
no accident that the word for “exile” 
or “exiles” is galut. God was, in a 
manner of speaking, exiled from 
his people—by their own folly and 
presumptuous behavior. Kabod-glory 
departure, according to Samuel, is 
a bad thing. But Isaiah turns this 
on its head by investing the same 
terms—glh + kabod-glory—with 
a completely different meaning, a 
redemptive meaning.

When we come to the Gospel of 
Luke, we are shown that event that 
fulfills the prophecy of Isaiah 40:1–5. 
In Luke 2:25, we meet Simeon, a 
righteous and devout man who was 
waiting for the “consolation” of Israel. 
The word “consolation” (paraklesis) 
of Luke 2:25 is linguistically related 

to the way in which the Septuagint 
translated “comfort” in Isaiah 
40:1 (parakaleo), thereby showing 
that Israel was still awaiting the 
consolation or comfort being offered 
in Isaiah 40:1, and now Simeon is 
associated with that wait. But Luke 
also depicts him as being one of 
the first recipients of it upon its 
revelation in the fullness of time:

And it had been revealed to him 
by the Holy Spirit that he would 
not see death before he had seen 
the Lord’s Christ. And he came 
in the Spirit into the temple, 
and when the parents brought 
in the child Jesus, to do for him 
according to the custom of the 
Law, he took him up in his arms 
and blessed God and said,

“Lord, now you are letting your 
servant depart in peace,

according to your word;

for my eyes have seen your 
salvation

that you have prepared in the 
presence of all peoples,

a light for revelation to the 
Gentiles,

and for glory to your people 
Israel.” (Luke 2:26–32)

Isaiah told Israel that comfort would 
come in the ending of its warfare 
(cf. “departing in peace”), in the 
pardoning of iniquity (cf. “your 
salvation”), and in his glory-presence 
being revealed. And there, in the 
form of an almost six-week-old baby, 
Simeon saw just that. This is why 
John could write: “And the Word 
became flesh and dwelt among us, 
and we have seen his glory, glory as 
of the only Son from the Father, full 
of grace and truth” (John 1:14).

Our age of rage claims to be offering 
glory—the glory of “justice” and 
being on the “right side of history,” 
however that is defined—but the so-
called glory of woke progressivism 

has a peculiar fruit: rage. Division 
is stoked between neighbors, family 
members, even church members. 
And yet this is a season of the year 
that pivots toward something better: 
the true glory-presence of God that 
has come to us, a glory that bears 
the fruit of grace and truth. This 
Christmas, let us again be gripped 
by the profound truth that God is 
with us. He has revealed his glory for 
our good in Christ the Son. Let us 
turn the ragers of our society toward 
a better answer to prejudice and 
partiality than that offered by critical 
theories. And this Christmas, let us 
rest our souls in the comfort and 
reconciliation brought about in the 
incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.

1. From a non-Christian perspective, see 
John McWhorter, Woke Racism: How a 
New Religion Has Betrayed Black America 
(New York: Penguin, forthcoming); Helen 
Pluckrose and James Lindsay, Cynical 
Theories: How Activist Scholarship Made 
Everything about Race, Gender, and Identity—
and Why This Harms Everybody (Durham, 
NC: Pitchstone Publishing, 2020). From a 
Christian perspective, see Voddie T. Baucham 
Jr., Fault Lines: The Social Justice Movement 
and Evangelicalism’s Looming Catastrophe 
(Washington, D.C.: Salem Books, 2021); 
Darel E. Paul, “Atheists Against Antiracism,” 
First Things 314 (June/July 2021): 52–56.

2. Thaddeus J. Williams, Confronting Injustice 
without Compromising Truth: 12 Questions 
Christians Should Ask about Social Justice 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2020), 
33.

3. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, The All-Sufficient 
God: Sermons on Isaiah 40 (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth Trust, 2005), 2.

4. Meredith G. Kline, “Double Trouble,” 
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 
32, no. 2 (1989): 171–79.

5. John Newton, The Works of John Newton, 
new ed. (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 
2015), 3:29.
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Mr. Michael R. Kearney

Friendship:  
The Friend of Sinners 

Friend-
ship

We are approaching the time of 
year when many American 

families will rewatch the 1946 
holiday classic It’s a Wonderful Life. 
The movie tells the story of George 
Bailey, a self-sacrificing father and 
husband whose life begins to unravel 
on a fateful Christmas Eve. Viewers 
who persist through some fast-and-
loose Hollywood theology about 
how people get into heaven and how 
angels get their wings are rewarded 
with a restorative ending to the film, 
punctuated by the maxim “No man is 
a failure who has friends.”

How close to the truth—and how 
subtly misleading. My focus in 
The Outlook this year has been on 
recovering a high biblical view of 
friendship as an antidote to a shallow 
“me-and-Jesus” kind of Christianity. 

Friendship is a precious and often 
underappreciated gift from our 
heavenly Father. Our love for friends 
and their love for us allow us to gain 
a richer understanding of the love of 
God. Speaking and receiving words 
of encouragement and exhortation 
can energize our pursuit of holiness. 
Friendships can strengthen our 
identity as believers and establish 
our faith more securely. And yet 
friendship is never guaranteed.

“You Are My Friends”
Earlier in this series, I mentioned the 
frequency of the theme of betrayal 
in the Psalms. David and other 
biblical writers poured out their 
hearts to God about the isolation and 
abandonment they experienced from 
those who claimed to be friends. Job’s 

companions heaped affliction upon 
him in the guise of friendly advice. 
We know—either secondhand or 
firsthand—that Christian friendships 
can grow cold, turn sour, or suddenly 
transform into manipulation, abuse, 
or violence. Even if we are spared 
such drastic scenarios, friends can 
move away, grow old, or die. Or we 
may be withheld from the joys of 
deep Christian friendship, finding 
ourselves “amid the thronging 
worshipers” and yet lacking a true 
friend. The truth is that many, if not 
most, of us will encounter seasons 
of loneliness and solitude in our 
pilgrim journey. In such seasons, we 
need a better moral than the ending 
of It’s a Wonderful Life. If our lives 
are not to be failures, we need not 
just friendships, but one Friendship 
in particular—the love of our great 
Friend and Savior, Jesus Christ.

On the eve of his crucifixion, Jesus 
told his disciples, “Greater love has 
no one than this, that someone 
lay down his life for his friends. 
You are my friends if you do what 
I command you” (John 15:13–14, 
English Standard Version). These 
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two simple sentences unravel any 
earthly conception of friendship 
and transport us into the realm 
of a relationship that can barely 
be described. It seems fitting and 
necessary to close this series on 
Christian friendship with a look at 
the friendship of Christ himself.

“You Shall Never Wash My 
Feet”
Let me back up to nuance my earlier 
critique of “me-and-Jesus” theology. 
Certainly, the gospel is more than 
friendship with Jesus. But it is 
also not less. To be sure, there is 
something lacking about a kind of 
Christianity that is summed up in 
gospel songs like “In the Garden.” But 
perhaps we Reformed believers can 
become so wary of overemphasizing 
a personal relationship with the Lord 
that we underemphasize it instead. 
And when we neglect this doctrine 
of union with Christ, we open 
floodgates of moralism and self-
righteousness.

May I put this in more personal 
terms? As someone raised in 
a faithful and theologically 
conservative church, I find it 
natural to acknowledge Christ as 
my Creator, Redeemer, and King. 
I readily confess that God is my 
heavenly Father. I believe in his 
omniscience, his omnipotence, and 
his omnipresence. I commit myself 
to his providence and trust his 
wisdom. I am assured that Christ’s 
death on Calvary atoned for my 
sins and that his resurrection and 
ascension guarantee, in the words of 
the catechism, that he will “take me 

and all his chosen ones to himself 
into the joy and glory of heaven.”1 
And yet, deep within my soul, I am 
somehow still revulsed by Jesus’s 
words in John 15. I am incredulous, 
even scandalized, at the thought that 
the Lamb of God, the Messiah, the 
Second Person of the Trinity, the 
Word that made all things, calls me 
his friend.

My offense is not because of 
something strange about Jesus’ 
words, as though he is replacing 
theological rigor with sentimental 
goo. No, my offense runs deeper. 
His friendship conveys a degree of 
divine humility and love that exceeds 
the bounds of my comprehension. It 
suggests that he might really know 
me—might know the deepest and 
darkest corners of my heart—and 
yet continue to love me despite that 
knowledge. Friendship with Jesus 
offends me because it suggests a level 
of knowledge and intimacy with the 
Son of God that I am not prepared to 
accept.

In such moments, it is not that I am 
too humble to call Jesus my friend. I 
am too proud. To call him my Lord 
and Redeemer affords some safe 
distance, like the comforting space 
I feel when I smile and say hello to 
the pastor on Sunday morning on 
the way out the door. To call Jesus 
my friend means that he might visit 
me at my house, that he might knock 
on my door at a time when I am not 
expecting him, that he might see 
through my ruse of religiosity and 
into the rotting emptiness of my 
spirit. For it is in the context of my 
profound spiritual bankruptcy that 

Christ comes to me and declares 
himself my friend. I must admit 
myself to be a puny and pathetic 
creature whom Jesus loves, whom he 
has forgiven, whom he is sanctifying, 
and for whom he is even now 
preparing a place to live with him 
forever (John 14:2–3).

Until we experience some measure 
of fleshly offense at Christ’s humble 
friendship, we are evading the core of 
the gospel. No amount of theological 
knowledge can compensate for the 
childlike faith necessary to accept 
this truth. When that faith wavers, 
either we may forget that Christ’s 
friendship with us exposes our 
uncleanness or, in a show of self-
abasement, we may seek to reject 
his cleansing friendship altogether. 
Peter, at the Last Supper, illustrates 
both extremes, and Jesus mercifully 
points him back to the center. First, 
the instinctive reaction: “You shall 
never wash my feet!” and the Lord’s 
reply, “If I do not wash you, you have 
no share with me.” Then, the pious 
overreaction: “Lord, not my feet only 
but also my hands and my head!” 
and Jesus’ loving response: You are 
already clean (John 13:8–10). It takes 
great faith to allow the Son of God 
to wash our feet. But we must, if we 
are to experience the blessings of this 
divine friendship. And we need to 
know three things: this friendship 
originates in Christ’s character and 
finished work, it produces reciprocal 
love and affection in our own lives, 
and it overflows in blessings for the 
entire church.

It takes great faith to allow the Son of God to wash our feet. But we must, if we are to 
experience the blessings of this divine friendship. And we need to know three things: this 
friendship originates in Christ’s character and finished work, it produces reciprocal love 
and affection in our own lives, and it overflows in blessings for the entire church.
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“As a Man Speaks to His 
Friend”
Friendship originates in God, in the 
closest bond possible: the trinitarian 
relationship between the Father 
and the Son.2 In light of such a holy, 
steadfast, and eternal relationship, we 
have no hope of enjoying friendship 
with God apart from the finished 
work of Christ. Note the if in Jesus’ 
words: “You are my friends if you do 
what I command you.” Not everyone 
will be accounted a friend of Christ 
on that last great day. Some will hear 
the devastating words, “I never knew 
you” (Matt. 7:23). His friendship 
is only for those who are united to 
him by faith, who share in his life 
through his righteous sacrifice on 
the cross. Our friendship with the 
Father is auxiliary to his paramount 
love for his Son; we are not accepted 
in ourselves, but “accepted in the 
beloved” (Eph. 1:6, King James 
Version).

Nevertheless, God does not offer 
his friendship begrudgingly, as 
though it were merely a parenthetical 
clause in the legal statement of 
our justification. Throughout the 
pages of the Old Testament, the 
Lord earnestly pursues his desire to 
redeem his people and to dwell with 
them—from his first engagement 
with Adam and Eve after the Fall 
to the closing words of Malachi. 
Psalm 25:14 says, “The friendship 
of the Lord is for those who fear 
him, and he makes known to them 
his covenant” (English Standard 
Version). Abraham and Moses were 
described as friends of God (Isa. 
41:8; Ex. 33:11). The bride in the 
Song of Solomon calls her messianic 
groom “my beloved and . . . my 
friend” (Song 5:16). The birth, death, 
resurrection, and ascension of Jesus 
Christ announced the fulfillment 
of the Lord’s eternal plan to preach 
peace to his elect and grant them 
access to his throne (Eph. 2:11–22). 
Jesus Christ gladly identifies himself 

as a friend of sinners (Matt. 11:19). 
Friendship is in his nature.

An old hymn states, “I find, I walk, 
I love, but O the whole/Of love 
is but my answer, Lord, to thee!”3 
Marvelously, the friendship of Christ 
awakens our formerly dead hearts to 
love him in return. In the beautiful 
language of the Canons of Dort, 
“by this grace of God [the elect] 
do believe with the heart and love 
their Savior.”4 Or, in even simpler 
language, “We love because he first 
loved us” (1 John 4:19). The more 
we come to know the friendship of 
Christ, the more we will realize that 
our love grows in response to his.

Finally, note that this love toward 
Christ our Friend naturally overflows 
in love toward our fellow believers. 
Think about the apostle John, who 
repeatedly referred to himself as 
“the disciple whom Jesus loved” 
(John 21:20). These passages seem 
off-putting, even pretentious, if we 
think John is asserting superiority to 
the other disciples in his closeness 
to the Savior. But think of this: that 
personal relationship between John 
and Jesus, whatever its qualities may 
have been, has benefited every single 
reader of the New Testament. John’s 
intimate awareness of the friendship 
of the Savior laid the foundation for 
his beautiful descriptions of God’s 
love in his Gospel, his three letters, 
and the book of Revelation. Far from 
hoarding the friendship of Christ, 
John publicized this love—to the 
profit of the whole church.

In short, we see that a thorough 
understanding of friendship with 
Christ points in exactly the opposite 
direction from “me-and-Jesus” 
caricatures of the faith. Friendship 
with Christ is the joint that binds 
me to the vine, uniting me not only 
to Jesus but to all his other disciples. 
And the specific fruit that Jesus 
identifies as the evidence that we are 
united with him is our love for one 
another (John 15:17; 1 John 5:2).

Friendship with Christ is the anchor 
that holds us fast throughout 
the changing tides of human 
relationships. It is the foundation 
that empowers us to savor whatever 
earthly friendships we encounter 
as his additional blessings to us. It 
is the bedrock that keeps us from 
faltering in seasons of loneliness 
and discouragement. And it is the 
one guaranteed relationship of the 
Christian life—the one friendship 
which will only go on increasing in 
joy and intimacy, not just in this life 
but forever.

What language shall I borrow

to thank thee, dearest Friend,

for this, thy dying sorrow,

thy pity without end?

Oh, make me thine forever,

and should I fainting be,

Lord, let me never, never

outlive my love to thee.5

1 Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 19, Q&A 
52.

2 Phil Urie, “The Greatest of Friendships: 
Developing Friendship with God,” The 
Outlook 61, no. 5 (November/December 
2011).

3 Trinity Psalter Hymnal #427. The author of 
the hymn is unknown.

4 Canons of Dort III/IV, Article 13.

5 Trinity Psalter Hymnal #336, by Bernard 
of Clairvaux (1091–1153), translated into 
German by Paul Gerhardt in 1656 and from 
there into English by James W. Alexander in 
1830.
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I’ll Fly Away
Police shootings. Raging forest fires. Hurricanes decimating 
homes and lives. Millions of babies murdered in the womb. 
Divisions in the church. Wars and rumors of war. We cannot 
listen to the news, enter a store, have a conversation with 
someone, without constant reminders of the brokenness 
in our world. Indeed, Jesus promised this reality: “For many 
will come in my name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and they will 
lead many astray. And you will hear of wars and rumors of 
wars. See that you are not alarmed, for this must take place, 
but the end is not yet. For nation will rise against nation, 
and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines 
and earthquakes in various places. All these are but the 
beginning of the birth pains” (Matt. 24:5–8, English Standard 
Version).

How many, like me, would rather flee to heaven than live in 
such a reality? Even the apostle Paul confessed he longed 
for heaven: “I am hard pressed between the two. My desire 
is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better” (Phil. 
1:23). He also urges us, like him, to “set your minds on 
things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (Col. 
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3:2). Yet, he makes it abundantly 
clear that having and cultivating a 
longing for heaven should make 
us more—not less—present and 
purposeful while on earth. It does 
so by giving us a reason and desire 
to kill sin and cling to Christ.

Kill Sin
In Colossians, Paul reminds the 
believers of who they are and to 
whom they are joined. He writes, 
“If then you have been raised with 
Christ, seek the things that are 
above, where Christ is, seated at the 
right hand of God. Set your minds 
on things that are above, not on 
things that are on earth. For you 
have died, and your life is hidden 
with Christ in God. When Christ 
who is your life appears, then you 
also will appear with him in glory” 
(Col. 3:1–4).

Christ is seated in glory. By our 
union with him, we too are seated 
in glory. We can glean three truths 
from this mysterious union (which 
the Westminster Confession 
describes as spiritual and mystical, 
yet true and inseparable).1 First, as 
Christ enjoys an eternity of glory, 
so will we. Second—though we 
are not yet fully and finally in that 
glorious state—“if [we] belong to 
Christ, then in the truest sense, 
[we] do not live here on earth, 
but there in heaven.”2 Yes, we are 
here bodily, but our citizenship is 
in heaven and our life hidden in 
Christ (Phil. 3:20; Col. 3:3). Third, 
since our life is hidden with God in 
Christ when Christ died to sin, so 
did we. Therefore, one day we will 
be “fully and forever freed from all 
sin and misery” (Westminster Larger 
Catechism Q/A 90; Rom. 6:2; 
Col. 2:20). Even now, though the 
“old man” still rears his monstrous 
head, he has no power over or 
claim on us (Rom. 6:14; Jas. 1:14). 
We are—today—dead to sin. With 
these three truths (our future glory, 
current citizenship in heaven, and 
freedom from sin) firmly established 
Paul continues, “Put to death 

therefore what is earthly in you: 
sexual immorality, impurity, passion, 
evil desire, and covetousness, 
which is idolatry . . . But now you 
must put them all away: anger, 
wrath, malice, slander, and obscene 
talk from your mouth. Do not lie to 
one another, seeing that you have 
put off the old self with its practices 
and have put on the new self, which 
is being renewed in knowledge 
after the image of its creator” (Col. 
3:5, 8–10).

The implications of our union with 
Christ are a growing desire for 
heaven and a growing hatred of 
sin (Phil. 1:23; 1 John 3:9). In other 
words, when Christ united his life 
with ours, he planted in us new 
desires. When once we desired sin 
and self, now we desire holiness 
and Christ. When once we lived for 
earthly pleasures, now we look for 
an eternal reward. And as a good 
master gardener, he (along with the 
Holy Spirit) will surely grow what he 
planted. As his vine, it is our job to 
look up to the Son for strength and 
yield ourselves to the gardener to 
weed and prune as he sees fit.

Cling to Christ
Jesus died and is now seated 
in heaven. To look to the Son 
necessarily implies looking 
heavenward. The writer of Hebrews 
succinctly shows the logical links 
between leaving off sin and looking 
heavenward to Jesus: “Therefore, 
since we are surrounded by so 
great a cloud of witnesses, let us 
also lay aside every weight, and sin 
which clings so closely, and let us 
run with endurance the  
race that is set before us, looking to 
Jesus, the founder and perfecter of 
our faith, who for the joy that was 
set before him endured the cross, 
despising the shame, and is seated 
at the right hand of the throne of 
God” (Heb. 12:1–2).

Driven by the joy of heaven, Jesus 
accomplished the Father’s will. He 
did not let the fleeing fancies of 

this world detract from his eternal 
purpose. We, too, must live with our 
eyes looking heavenward. If we are 
so enraptured with the promised 
glories—chiefly the glory of seeing 
and dwelling forever with our 
Savior—sin’s temptations will lose 
their power. Indeed, that is how 
we must fight sin. Not with a list of 
rules, but with a heart that desires 
and clings to Christ above all else.3

So, with eyes heavenward, we 
cling to Christ now. We fix our eyes 
on him who all our sorrows bore 
that we can live with him forever. 
We look to him who continually 
advocates for us.4 We depend 
utterly on his life, death, and 
resurrection to see us safely home. 
And, in preparation for an eternity 
in his presence, we practice living 
in his presence now. As John Owen 
writes, “The whole glory of the 
state above is expressed by being 
‘ever with the Lord, where he is, to 
behold his glory.’ . . . Our hope is 
that ere long we shall be ever with 
him; and if so, it is certainly our 
wisdom and duty to be here with 
him as much as we can” (Works of 
John Owen, 7:344). By looking to 
and being here with Christ now we 
cultivate heavenly-mindedness.

How to Cultivate Heavenly-
Mindedness
So how can we practice being here 
with Christ? We meet him where 
he has promised to meet us: in the 
means of grace. According to the 
Westminster Confession, the means 
of grace are the Word, baptism, 
the Lord’s Supper, and prayer 
(Westminster Shorter Catechism 
88). These all point us to Christ and 
to our salvation through him.

The Bible is God’s very Word. What 
better way to spend time with Jesus 
than reading his words? While 
personal Bible study is important, 
we must also sit under sound 
preaching. “The preaching of God’s 
Word was central in the ministry 
of the apostles (Acts 2:22, 41; 4:4; 
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5:20; 6:7; 12:24; 15:7, 32, 36; 16:14; 
19:20; 20:32). Paul explains in 
Romans 10:17, “Faith comes from 
hearing, and hearing through the 
word of Christ.”5 The same is true 
today. Listening to sermons online 
provides an excellent resource for 
communing with Christ through 
hearing the Word preached, but it is 
not enough. Christ calls us to meet 
him alongside our fellow believers.

It is no mistake that God appointed 
the Lord’s Supper and baptism as 
two more ways of meeting with 
him. Both of these are public and 
both corporate. The same is true 
to prayer (Acts 2:42; 12:5; Jas. 
5:13–16). Of course, we ought still 
to commune with God in private 
prayer (Matt. 6:5–6; 14:23). The 
point is this: if we want to cultivate 
heavenly-mindedness we must use 
God’s appointed means of grace 
which, by nature, thrust us into 
company with other believers.

So, heavenly-mindedness does 
not alienate us from the world 

but from sin.6 When we live with 
our eyes toward heaven, we live 
in dependence on Christ to save, 
secure, and see us to eternal glory. 
When we live with eyes up, we long 
to put to death the sin that keeps 
us from perfect communion with 
Christ. We want, like a bride-to-be, 
to see and talk with and about our 
groom as much as possible while 
we wait with longing for a lifetime 
with him. All of this makes us more 
aware of the lost souls around 
us, and makes us say with Paul 
that though it is much better to 
be with Christ than here on earth, 
“to remain in the flesh is more 
necessary on your account” (Phil. 
1:23–24). So let us live out the days 
God has given us here on earth 
with our eyes and hearts fixed on 
heaven.

1. Westminster Larger Catechism A 66: “The 
union which the elect have with Christ is the 
work of God’s grace, whereby they are spiritually 
and mystically, yet really and inseparably, joined 
to Christ as their head and husband; which is 
done in their effectual calling.”

2. Scott Hubbard, “Set Your Mind on Things 
Above: How to Live Heavenly Minded,” Desiring 
God, March 1, 2021, https://www.desiringgod.
org/articles/set-your-mind-on-things-above.

3. Robert McCurley, “The Importance of Heaven,” 
sermon, Greenville Presbyterian Church, Taylors, 
South Carolina.

4. See Westminster Larger Catechism Q/A 55 for 
how Jesus intercedes for us.

5. Nick Batzig, “What Is a Means of Grace?” 
Table Talk Magazine, June 2020, https://
tabletalkmagazine.com, /article/2020/06/what-
is-a-means-of-grace/.

6. By “world” I mean God’s good creation and the 
people in it, not the triune enemy of world, flesh, 
and the devil (Eph. 2:1–3).

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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Ethical Questions in Jonah  
Should I Care about Animals? (Gen. 1:20–31)

In the interest of disclosure, I am 
not what you might call an “animal 
person.” I hunt. I eat meat. I don’t 
recall my heart ever melting over a 
cute cat or dog. Personally, I am not 
in favor of house pets. And I surely 
don’t refer to our dogs as “fur babies” 
(yes, I lost that house-pet battle). 
So I am intrigued by the last words 
of God’s closing speech to Jonah: 
“Should I not have compassion on 
Nineveh, the great city in which there 
are more than 120,000 persons who 
do not know the difference between 
their right and left hand, as well as 
many animals?” (New American 
Standard Bible).

As well as many animals? Should I 
even care about animals?

God reasons that if the city had been 
destroyed animals would have died 
too. The idea of animal suffering 
should have roused Jonah’s heart to 
reflect God’s compassion. It didn’t. 
If the idea of many animals being 
needlessly destroyed doesn’t trouble 
us, then we need to acquire a more 
biblical theology of animals. So let’s 
wrestle with questions like Why do 
animals matter? How should we treat 
them? And how can they lead us to 
God? A theology of animals is not 
finally about animals. It is about God; 
his greatness and creativity, his love 
for what he has made, his pity toward 
the needy, his salvation for sinners 
in Christ, and his plan for cosmic 
flourishing.

An Animal Theology
How can we summarize what the 
Bible teaches about animals?

God Cares about Animals

He deliberately created them. God 
said, “Let birds fly above the earth” 
(Gen. 1:20). He made “great sea 
creatures” to fill the waters (v. 21). 
He created all “cattle and creeping 
thing and beast of the earth” (v. 24). 
And he was satisfied with what he 
made. Ulrich Zwingli could say, 
“Not even the mosquito has its sharp 
sting and musical hum without God’s 
wisdom, knowledge, and foresight.”1 
Zwingli doesn’t tell us what to do 
with this fact; he wouldn’t forbid the 
killing of a mosquito. But before we 
decide what to do with animals we 
have to know what they are.

Given the extravagant beauty, 
diversity, intricacy, intelligence, 
personality, and abilities of animals 
God clearly made animals to be 
much more than human servants. 
He made them as expressions of 
his vast imagination and passion 
for life. In reflecting God’s design 
animals praise their maker. “Praise 
the Lord from the earth, you great 
sea creatures . . . beasts and cattle; 
creeping things and flying fowl” (Ps. 
148:7, 10). A robust animal theology 
will prevent us from viewing 
animals “simply as commodities, 
resources, tools, utilities for human 
use . . . what may be their use to us 
is a totally separate question from 
what their value is to almighty 
God. To argue that the value and 
significance of animals in the world 
can be circumscribed by their value 
and significance to human beings is 
simply untheological.”2

The image of God in people 
distinguishes humans from animals. 
But because they were created by 
God, are cared for by God, and praise 
God, animals are endowed by God 
with dignity.

God Commissions People to Steward 
His Animals

Humanity’s original calling was 
to exercise dominion over God’s 
creation (Gen. 1:28). God says, 
“Everything under heaven is Mine” 
(Job 40:11; Ps. 50:10–11). People 
are his stewards. One of the first 
jobs God gave to people was to 
sufficiently get to know the beasts 
of the field and birds of the air to 
determine their names. God cares 
about how people interact with 
animals. In fact, part of the human 
calling is to help animals fulfill 
their God-given calling “in a way 
that enables them to reach their full 
potential in creation.”3 Adam and Eve 
weren’t simply cultivating the land 
(Gen. 2:5); they were cultivating all 
of creation. We have inherited their 
calling.

God later gave Israel laws for how 
they must care for animals. The 
phrase “animal rights” has almost 
become too politicized to use, but, 
according to Scripture, animals have 
rights. In the fourth commandment 
God gave animals the right not to 
work on the seventh day (Deut. 
5:14). Moreover, every seven years 
the Israelites were to rest the land, in 
part for the benefit of “the beasts that 
are in your land” (Lev. 25:7). Godly 
people cared for their neighbors’ 
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animals (Deut. 22:4), even 
the animals of their enemies 
(Ex. 23:4–5). God forbade 
the muzzling of an ox while 
it treads out the grain (Deut. 
25:4); the ox has the right 
to eat while it works.4 There 
are many other biblical laws 
protecting animals (e.g., Ex. 
23:19; Deut. 22:6).

President Donald Trump 
recently signed a federal law 
criminalizing the mistreatment 
of animals. While signing 
the bill he said, “We have a 
responsibility to honor the 
dignity of God’s creation.”5 
A theologian couldn’t have 
said it better. If creation in 
general retains honor as God’s 
handiwork, animals especially 
must be respected. By 
dishonoring animals we distort 
“the God-ordained office we 
hold.”6

God Couples Animal Destiny 
with Human Destiny

Herman Bavinck says that 
by creating humans and land 
animals on the same day—
and both from the dust of 
the earth—God reveals “the 
existence of close kinship 
between man and animal.”7

Sadly, this kinship meant that 
animals quickly became cursed 
by human sin. Following 
human sin, “what happens to 
the sons of men also happens 
to animals; one thing befalls 
them: as one dies, so does the 
other. Surely, they all have 
one breath” (Eccl. 3:19). The 
flood is a tragic reminder of 
how human sin affects animal 
kind. As with people so every 
bird and land animal not on 
Noah’s ark was destroyed 
not “because of any moral 
failure on their part” but as an 
outworking of human evil and 
“as a result of the failure of 

humans to appropriately fulfill their responsibility toward them.”8 God is concerned 
for how animals suffer for human sin.9 It is likely that the vicious and hurtful 
instincts of certain animals are a result of the fall.10 It was not until after the earth 
became cursed that animals came to fear humans (Gen. 9:2).

More positively, in the days of Noah God bound together animals and humans in his 
covenant of nature; he promised to never again destroy the earth with a flood (Gen. 
9:9–11). Still, with all creation animals presently groan (Rom. 8:22) to participate 
in the new heavens and earth. This is not to say that all dogs go to heaven or that 
animals participate in the general resurrection (see Eccl. 3:21). But when God 
restores cursed creation he will not overlook the animal population (Isa. 65:25). John 
Stott put it this way: “As nature shared in the curse, and now shares in the pain, so it 
will also share in the glory.”11

You can’t do biblical theology without considering animals. If we can’t speak of an 
animal theology we are refusing to shine the light of God’s Word on a massive sphere 
of reality.12

Lessons from a Theology of Animals
At least three critical themes emerge as we consider the practical implications of a 
biblical animal theology.

We Should Receive Animals as Gifts from God

As the fount of every blessing God has given animals for appropriate human use. 
Animals can be domesticated for companionship or other honorable uses (2 Sam. 

Painting by: Jan Brueghel the Elder-The Entry of the Animals into Noah’s Ark-1613
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12:3; Mark 7:28; James 3:7). 
Scripture speaks approvingly about 
using animals to reduce human 
exertion (Deut. 22:10; 25:4); Jesus 
himself rode a donkey (Mark 11:7). 
God kindly allows people to freely 
eat or not eat animals (Gen. 9:3) and 
animal products (Prov. 27:27).13 It 
was right for Daniel and his friends 
to eat only vegetables (Dan. 1:12; 
cf. Rom. 14:21), and it was right for 
Jesus and his friends to eat the meat 
of Passover. The hides and furs of 
animals may be worn for clothing 
(Gen. 3:21; Ezek. 16:10).

When an animal has deviated 
from its calling as a gift from God 
it is right for humans to exercise 
appropriate authority. Exodus 21 
gives instructions for terminating 
dangerous animals; they are no 
longer a gift but have become a 
curse.

The Preventing Animal Cruelty 
and Torture Act seems to recognize 
the gift-nature of animals by not 
criminalizing ordinary veterinary 
care, farming, hunting, predator or 
pest control, the use of animals in 
medical or scientific research, and 
necessary euthanizing of animals.14 
Animals have dignity, but they are 
not sacred.

Still, God’s gift of animals for our 
flourishing should lead us to praise 
him for his kind provision.

We Must Honor the Dignity of 
Animals

As caretakers, heirs of the first 
stewards of God’s garden, “The issue 
is not whether we have power over 
animals but how we are to use it.”15 
Stewardship is not a blank check. 
Abraham Kuyper is right: “The 
commonly accepted view that people 
may do with an animal just as they 
please because it is only an animal 
must for that reason be resisted by 
all Christians because the animals 
are not yours but belong to God. You 
do not have the least right to them 
because you did not create them.”16 

We are to rule the animal kingdom 
on God’s “terms, on His behalf, and 
for His glory.”17 Again, adds Kuyper, 
“When it comes to animals, man 
cannot do with them as he pleases, 
but they have rights over man 
insofar as God has grounded those 
rights in their nature.”18 “God is the 
only owner of all things. Whoever 
possesses anything on earth is no 
more than a steward.”19

This means it is a sin to mistreat 
animals. In God’s first command to 
his people (Gen. 1:28), “Dominion 
is not another word for domination, 
still less for destruction.”20 The 
Preventing Animal Cruelty and 
Torture Act rightly criminalizes 
actions in which animals are 
“purposely crushed, burned, 
drowned, suffocated, impaled, or 
otherwise subjected to serious bodily 
injury” in a way that “debase[s] 
their inherent God-given value.”21 
Charles Spurgeon was well ahead of 
his time in insisting that “children 
should be taught to avoid everything 
approaching to unkindness; the 
wanton destruction of birds’ nests, the 
stoning of birds, beating of donkeys, 
worrying of fowls, and a hundred 
petty cruelties in which boys are 
often encouraged should be promptly 
denounced.” Spurgeon wasn’t 
simply concerned about animals; he 
recognized the impact of cruelty on 
character. “Cruelty hardens the heart, 
deadens the conscience, and destroys 
the finer sensibilities of the soul.”22 
Our mistreatment of animals is one of 
the ways we know we need a savior.

By contrast, it is a mark of godliness 
to care for animals. “A righteous 
man regards the life of his animal, 
but the tender mercies of the wicked 
are cruel” (Prov. 12:10). John Calvin 
understood God’s law to bind 
people to the exercise of equity, 
“even towards the brute animals” 
to whom we are also “bound to 
supply subsistence.”23 Christians 
should view animals “as our Father’s 
creatures, to be treated well for his 

sake.”24 Reformed ethicist John 
Frame explains that God’s people—
creatures themselves—must not 
only care for the land but “be kind to 
animals as well (Deut. 5:14; 25:4).”25 
Commenting recently on former NFL 
star Michael Vick’s incarceration for 
dog fighting, Jason Whitlock said that 
“many people grow up in cultures 
that don’t value dogs . . . Mike had 
a lesson he desperately needed to 
learn.”26 We need to understand 
that this is a theological lesson that 
Scripture teaches—we all need to 
learn it.

Serious Christians will not always 
agree on what constitutes ethical 
treatment of animals. But we must 
admit that there is an ethical and an 
unethical way to treat animals.

We Should Study Animals

Studying animals teaches lessons 
for godliness. Scripture commends 
animals for being diligent (Prov. 6:6–
8), collaborative (Prov. 30:27), skillful 
(Prov. 30:28), and protective (Matt. 
23:37), among other noble traits.

Studying animals can also teach us 
the great value of a person. If we 
undervalue animals we miss the 
“how-much-more” analogies by 
which God means to promote the 
dignity of human life (Matt. 6:26). 
Animal flourishing drives us to notice 
how God values us. The psalmist 
didn’t miss this. When he surveyed 
the animal world he was led to 
declare, “O Lord, You preserve man 
and beast” (Ps. 36:6; Job 38:39–41). 
Animals illustrate this grand truth 
about God: “The earth is satisfied 
with the fruit of Your works” (Ps. 
104:13). If animals are satisfied with 
the fruit of God’s work, I can be too.

Studying animals can teach us 
about God. “The works of the 
Lord are great, studied by all who 
have pleasure in them” (Ps. 111:2). 
“All creatures, great and small, are 
as letters to make us ponder the 
invisible things of God.”27 “Calvin 
saw every living thing, no matter 
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how humble or harmful, as a vehicle 
for the self-disclosure of its Maker.”28 
Augustine believed that “knowledge 
of the ways and meaning of animal 
life was an intellectual necessity.”29

Studying animals adorns the doctrine 
of God’s redemption of the elect in 
Christ. When pre-Christian saints saw 
a healthy bull, lamb, goat, or dove, 
they were being catechized by those 
animals to trust in God’s promise of 
a savior. In tasking Noah to preserve 
more clean animals than unclean 
creatures on the ark God stressed 
the sacramental role of animals. The 
lamb offered at Passover wasn’t 
merely a beast. It was a sacramental 
element. By losing its life the 
sacrificed lamb preached the beauty 
of the Lamb of God who would take 
away the sin of the world. The Lamb 
of God has come. He has finished 
animal sacrifices. In a way that the 
blood of bulls and goats never could, 
“the blood of Christ, who through the 

eternal Spirit offered Himself without spot to God, cleanse[s] your conscience 
from dead works to serve the living God” (Heb. 9:13–14). But the animals 
he used to lead his people to Christ are still among us. Like rainbows after a 
storm and green plants after winter they still remind us that in Christ God is 
making all things new.

God wasn’t grasping at straws when he reminded Jonah that there were 
many animals in Nineveh. Animal theology wasn’t a throwaway point in his 
argument for compassion. He did then, and does today, expect that a biblical 
theology of animals will help reorient the hearts of people to better reflect the 
heart of God.

Questions
1. What happens to God’s closing argument in Jonah if we undervalue 

animals?

2. Where does Scripture speak of the rights of animals? In what opposing ways 
might people twist Scripture’s testimony regarding animal rights?

3. Identify additional lessons we can learn from animals.

4. How can one reconcile the truth of animal dignity with the propriety of such 
actions as hunting or eating animals?

5. How can a theology of animals help us love God?

6. How does Psalm 111:2 address a disinterest in nature?

7. List several specific reasons to praise God for the gift of animals.
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Themes in James: 
The Sins of the Rich and Holy 
Spirit-Influenced Patience

Last time, I began to look at James’s 
prophetic declamation against 
the rich. On its face and outside 
of biblical context, it may be seen 
to support the notion that God 
doesn’t like rich people. But as I 
tried to show last time, we’re the 
ones interested in the outward man, 
whereas God is interested in the 
heart—the source of motivation or 
drive behind what and why people 
believe and so act the way they do, 
whether rich or poor.

Great wealth can be a source of great 
temptation, to be sure. James notes that the rich 
among his Christ-professing readers whose 
hearts are idolatrously set on their wealth have 
made an enormously bad investment: they have 
laid up treasure for themselves in the last days 
(Jas. 5:3); they have fattened their hearts in a 
day of slaughter (5:5).

Yikes! Talk about a bad investment, and lack 
of due diligence in making it! These are people 
who have gone all in on the things of this life, 
whose portion, as the psalmist says in Psalm 
17:14, is in this life, whereas the man or woman 
of God’s strength of heart and portion is in 
God, and forever, as Psalm 73:26 reminds us.

James provides us with a mini-catalog of wrong 
priorities that may be seen among the rich who 
profess Christ. As mentioned, they’d made a 
bad investment but don’t see it, at least not 
yet. It’s God’s mercy if they see it at all before 
their end. Another is that as business owners 
or employers, they treat their people unjustly, 
here in James, fraudulently. In James’s example, 
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they withhold wages, even though 
they can afford to pay those working 
or providing services for them (5:4). 
What’s likely going on here is holding 
back from selling already harvested 
grain because with scarcity, the 
rich farmers can command an even 
higher price. The scarcity is not real, 
but manufactured for the farmers’ 
gain. Meanwhile, the farmers use 
this as an excuse for not paying their 
harvesters who, in turn, can’t meet 
their own, likely more pressing, 
expenses.

How about Us?
Sad to say, but Christians in business 
can and do manipulatively treat 
other Christians this way. And I 
speak not only from hearsay and 
reading articles about this, but 
from experience: More than was 
contracted is routinely expected for 
as little as possible, and invoices may 
be left unpaid for months under 
the assumption that the brother 
who provided the services won’t 
say or do anything. By contrast, a 
non-explicitly Christian service is 
paid for immediately, or certainly 
within thirty days, for fear of a bad 
reputation. (Thankfully, none of 
the Christian outlets I work with, 
including The Outlook, is in this 
category.)

One thinks also of investment firms 
or large companies exerting influence 
to their advantage while hurting 
smaller businesses, like the character 
Henry F. Potter in the Christmas 
movie, It’s a Wonderful Life. Or 
current payday loan businesses that 
charge exorbitant interest rates on 
funds to be paid back only a few days 
later. Or large companies buying up 
competitors who don’t have a choice 
except to sell, since once identified 
by the larger company, they wouldn’t 
be able to stay in business. These are 
wealthy people who are expert—
plotting on their beds—how they can 
manipulate the business or personal 

situations of others to their financial 
advantage, even if it’s to others’ hurt. 
The cries of those they have abused 
have reached the ears of the Lord of 
hosts (5:4).

James’s goal here is that if there are 
rich people among the professing 
Christian community who act this 
way, that they repent. These are 
newly converted Christian Jews, but 
the apostle John in his Revelation 
has a similar message for the Gentile 
church in Laodicea (Rev. 3:17). It’s 
a common problem and across the 
board, both then and now.

James ends his declamation against 
rich, unfaithful Christians by writing 
that they “have condemned and 
murdered the righteous person. 
He does not resist you” (Jas. 5:6, 
English Standard Version). Are they 
murderers? To the extent that they 
have broken the sixth commandment 
by treating their neighbor—he who 
is poorer than they and in their 
employ—disdainfully, fraudulently, 
unmercifully, then, yes. James is also 
referring to the Lord Jesus Christ, 
isn’t he? The One who was righteous 
yet condemned and murdered, and 
who didn’t resist. How does this 
compare with their behavior? As 
Christians, it’s their idolatrous sin 
that sent Christ to the cross. That’s 
what James reminds them of. We do 
well to be reminded as well.

Tough Being a Hebrew 
Christian
As we move through the final parts 
of James’s letter, we see him quickly 
take up several, last themes. He’s 
moving into application based on the 
teaching he’d earlier laid out before 
these early Christians. Remember 
who they are and what they’re going 
through: they are mostly early 
Hebrew Christians, and as such 
they’re likely being discriminated 
against in their broader community.

That has implications for how they 
do business and earn their daily 

bread, but it also implies other 
tensions besides only the economic: 
they are a persecuted minority, 
treated disdainfully as cultic in a 
larger believing community, and they 
don’t like it. Can you blame them? 
Another New Testament book, 
the letter to the Hebrews, makes 
their difficulties and suffering clear. 
And so out of these difficulties and 
persecutions arises an attitude—
grumbling, internecine warfare, a 
war of words, an energized concern 
or worry about money given their 
difficult situation.

When people sense themselves in 
trouble, they easily slide into looking 
for someone to blame. Isn’t that 
true? People look at their economic 
plight, civil unrest, and ask what 
to do next about Covid-19 when 
twenty-first-century science has told 
us it has all the answers. And what’s 
the general response to society’s 
apple cart getting knocked around? 
For some it’s panic, for others anger, 
and for still others hand-wringing 
worry. But for nearly all, it’s looking 
for someone or something to blame. 
What’s more, if we disagree about 
who to blame, we can end up turning 
on each other and angrily argue 
about that.

Sounds almost like a scene from 
hell, doesn’t it? Well, it doesn’t have 
to be this way. And for Christians, it 
shouldn’t, since they have the Spirit’s 
power to live above and beyond 
life’s daily worries even as they’re 
fully engaged in daily life. That’s the 
miracle of the Christian life, and the 
kind that gets the world’s attention. 
That’s why James turns his readers’ 
attention to the Christian virtue that 
should have been in charge at their 
control center all along: patience. 
What! Patience? How boring. You 
want me to be patient with what 
people are saying and doing? You 
want me to be patient when my 
world is falling apart? Sounds like a 
cop-out to me!
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Patience
But Christian, Holy Spirit-
influenced patience is no cop-out, 
and it certainly isn’t boring in its 
engagement with God, even as it’s a 
benefit to an angry, anarchic world. 
Patience is a central theme in the 
Bible. As a reminder, James points 
his readers to the prophets and to 
Job (5:10–11)—people who had 
all that seemed to matter most go 
against them, and yet who prevailed 
and were vindicated in their own 
day. James points to farming (5:7), 
something his readers, especially 
those concerned about their 
businesses, would have known and 
understood. “You seem so impatient 
about things and with each other, 
and even with the Lord,” he appears 
to say. “And yet, as farmers, you have 
an example in the natural world for 
the supernatural in your lives. Don’t 
you see it?”

The farmer doesn’t plant, water, and 
harvest his yield for market in a 
twenty-four-hour news cycle, does 
he? Of course not. He waits for the 
precious fruit of the earth, being 

patient about it, until it receives 
the early and the late rains (5:7). 
“You also be patient,” James writes. 
“Establish your hearts,” both for 
what’s coming and for what you’ll 
need until it comes (v. 8). In other 
words, go all in with the Lord for 
the long game. We consider those 
in biblical history who remained 
steadfast with God, no matter their 
circumstances, as blessed, he reminds 
them (v. 11). Don’t you want to be 
blessed? Then trust in the Lord with 
all your heart, not leaning on your 
own understanding, acknowledging 
him in everything, and he’ll make 
your paths straight (Prov. 3:5–6).

Patience in such circumstances 
doesn’t mean being miserable in 
some hangdog way either. According 
to the apostle Paul, Holy Spirit-
influenced patience and endurance 
is something that strengthens the 
Christian and is accompanied by 
joy (Col. 1:11). That doesn’t sound 
boring. And it’s certainly no cop-
out. James writes that there’s a goal 
just around the corner that should 
motivate his readers’ patience. He 
writes that “the coming of the Lord is 
at hand” (5:8). Is he referring to the 

second coming or to something else?

But before considering what he 
means here, we need to see that 
what he tells these early Christians 
also applies to us, particularly when 
we’re under pressure, as these early 
Christians were. That’s the time not 
to panic, grow angry or aggrieved, 
or worry, but to turn to the Lord, 
read and meditate on his word, 
pray, and, frankly, pick up and carry 
on—that’s right, carry on, not by 
“being strong,” as we may hear, but 
by being strengthened in and by him 
so we may remain strong in him—
exercising faith, hope, and love. 
That’s the Christian’s testimony, and 
it goes a long way when others are 
living in panic, anger, and fear.
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C reation was and is through words. In the 
beginning God spoke and it came into being. In 

John 1 Jesus is called the Word and all creation was 
through him. No wonder that language is another area 
where the adversary of God is waging war against God 
and his people.

Humans are made in the image of 
God and are therefore endowed 
with the unique capability of 
language. Any human baby can 
learn any language on earth just by 
being raised in it.

God himself confused the language 
of the people in Babel, and 
ever since, language has been 
changing. Together with changes 
in the culture, a language has to 
change. New words are made for 
new things or concepts, and often 
the grammar of the language is 

language will win the battle. We 
need to reclaim the language if we 
want to rescue our civilization.

One way that the language war is 
waged can be called nominalism.

In nominalism the system of giving 
meaning to words is reversed. What 
I mean by that is the following. The 
normal way of giving a name (word) 
is by observing the qualities of what 
we want to name, and then we 
come up with a word that describes 
it. This happens with new manmade 
things (think computer mouse), or 
more abstract terms (e.g., freedom), 
or God’s creation (e.g., man and 
woman). Already Adam in the 
garden named the animals and Eve 
that way.

adjusted too. Fortunately for people 
studying language, there are also 
elements of the language that don’t 
get changed, because they refer 
to unchangeable things that God 
created. This is especially true of 
pronouns: in all cultures through all 
times the differences between male 
and female were observed and 
acknowledged and words (among 
them the pronouns) were needed to 
refer to it.

In our time language is under attack. 
The (political) side who owns the 
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In nominalism it is the other way 
around. Something is only what we 
decide to call it. So a word means 
only whatever is meant by the 
people using it. And it is the media 
and academia who are deciding on 
the creation and meaning of words. 
Not you and I. This means a totally 
new word with new meaning can 
be formed (e.g., woke), but most 
of the time existing words will be 
redefined with a new meaning. This 
new meaning can be the opposite of 
the old meaning, which is extremely 
misleading to the people who aren’t 
aware of this change. An example 
of this could be the meaning of 
freedom. If this word is given the 
new meaning of “not being white,” 
then (only) everyone who is not 
white is enjoying freedom.

In nominalism nothing exists outside 
of the meaning of words. A deeper 
meaning doesn’t exist, unless of 
course it is given to the word. This 
means that truth is only your truth 
and real is only what is redefined 
as real. This way the people who 
control the words, for example, the 
word reality, decide what reality is. 
This way they can exclude anything 

in nature, or creation, or having to 
do with religion.

Another example, but a disturbing 
trend in nominalism, is how the 
words for God’s creation of male 
and female are being treated. 
Biology is being ignored, and the 
words man and woman mean only 
what the user of the word wants. 
So a woman is simply a person who 
identifies as a woman, who employs 
the word woman for himself or 
herself.

If everything else doesn’t matter 
anymore, the identity of the person 
who calls himself or herself man or 
woman is dependent only on how 
this person is feeling. And feelings 
change, so they can be different 
every day. The only thing the 
identity is still based on, in terms of 
language, is therefore the pronoun 
being used. Hence the unsettling 
tendency to change the most stable 
elements of a language, namely, the 
pronouns. And they can be different 
every day too.

As we can see, language is a 
tool that’s very much used in the 
war against God’s design of male 
and female (and of marriage and 
everything related).

But God has not left us defenseless 
in this war. He has equipped us 
with the best weapon available—
his Word. “For the word of God 
is living and active, sharper than 
any two-edged sword” (Heb. 4:12, 
English Standard Version). It is not 
a physical war against flesh and 
blood; rather it’s a battle against 
“every lofty opinion raised against 
the knowledge of God” (2 Cor. 10:5). 
We are in the Spirit, and he will help 
us remember what we have learned 
from the Scriptures.

We fight with the Word of God and 
the message of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. So be in the Word and stand 
in the light and let not God have to 
say, “My people are destroyed for 
lack of knowledge” (Hos. 4:6).

In this booklet the aim is to make a case against use of marijuana 
in our society and particularly among Christians. I will outline 
my reasons. The reasons for anyone, especially Christians, to 
oppose marijuana use are historical, pharmacological, medical, 
psychological and psychiatric, legal and criminal, commercial, 
social, and certainly spiritual.

This is not an academic matter for me. I confess to having been a 
heavy drug user in my days before faith in Christ. I write therefore 
from the inside, if you will, as one well aware of what marijuana 
usage and the culture surrounding it entails.

—Paul T. Murphy
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Who Am I Really?

“Be true to yourself.” “Be creative, be unique, 
be you.” “True love will love me for who I really 
am.” These and countless other platitudes have 
become so normal in twenty-first-century 
America that we seldom question the worldview 
behind them and seldom understand why that 
worldview is so dangerous and deadly to our 
lives as Christians. They all seek to answer the 
question of identity: Who am I really? And yet 
they fail to give a meaningful answer to the 
question. So, let’s take a look at identity from a 
Christian perspective. Who are we? And why 
does it matter?

The Problem
The world’s problem with identity has become 
glaringly obvious in the last decade. First, we are told 
to be true to ourselves, but then, who is our real self? 
Perhaps our real self was the one years ago, when we 
were younger, stronger, smarter, wealthier, skinnier. 
Perhaps our real self is not what it seems—maybe we 
are trapped in an occupation, marriage, or gender 
where we don’t really belong. The world thinks that 
we get to create our own happiness. We have certain 
things that we need to survive, and the idea is that 
we become happier—and we become more our real 
selves—as we fulfill different needs. For example, we 
need love and relationships, so we can become happier 

Mrs. Vanessa Le

In Christ, we are made new; we 
are cleansed from our old sins. 
And, because we are united to 
him by faith, we are perfect! 

We are clean and righteous in 
God’s sight. We are already—
and yet still becoming—the 
righteousness of God.
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by adding marriage and children to 
our list of accomplishments. The non-
Christian thinks that he writes his 
own story. He can add in romantic 
love and become more fulfilled and 
happy. So, if that romantic love turns 
out to be someone who criticizes 
him and exposes his faults, then 
the obvious thing to do is to get a 
divorce, because that person is not 
loving him for who he really is. And, 
since he is the author of his own 
story, no one gets to tell him that he 
is wrong.

Wrong Answers
How would you answer the question, 
“Who are you?” There are many ways 
to approach the answer, yet many of 
them fall short in some way. Perhaps 
you would describe yourself by listing 
your accomplishments. “I worked for 
this company for twenty years and 
have risen to the level of senior vice 
president.” Yet your achievements fail 
to show your core character. Perhaps 
you would describe yourself using 
your feelings and passions. “I love 
football” or “I am a devoted husband 
and father.” Yet your feelings are fickle 
and could quickly change. Maybe you 
loved football when you were young 
and now you do not care much for it. 
Maybe your spouse has died, or your 
relationship with your children has 
become strained.1

What the Bible Says
What does the Bible tell us about 
who we are as believers? “Therefore, 
if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 
creation; old things have passed 
away; behold, all things have become 
new” (2 Cor. 5:17, New King James 
Version). Going back a few verses, 
we find the context behind the 
“therefore”: “If One died for all, then 
all died; and He died for all, that 
those who live should live no longer 
for themselves, but for Him who 
died for them and rose again” (2 Cor. 
5:14–15). Who are you? First, you’re 
dead. Somehow, I doubt that was 

the first thing that came to mind! 
Second, this passage tells us that 
we are a new creation. What does it 
mean to be a new creation? “For He 
made Him who knew no sin to be 
sin for us, that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 
5:21). A new creation means that we 
are to become the righteousness of 
God. But what do all these statements 
have to do with who we really are? 
Surely we can’t just sit on the couch 
all day and say, “I am becoming the 
righteousness of God.”

Be Who You Already Are
My former pastor likes to say, “Be 
who you already are.” What he is 
saying is this: in Christ, we are dead 
to our old sins, our old patterns of 
life, our frustrations, and our worries. 
In Christ, we are made new; we are 
cleansed from our old sins. And, 
because we are united to him by 
faith, we are perfect! We are clean 
and righteous in God’s sight. We are 
already—and yet still becoming—the 
righteousness of God. How does 
this happen? Rankin Wilbourne 
provides a helpful analogy from 
football. Suppose you are the littlest 
player on the team. You can run fast, 
and the opposing team has a hard 
time tackling you, because they can 
barely see you. However, in order to 
get the ball to the opposite end of 
the field, you need someone to blaze 
the way. You need a tall, solid guy in 
front of you as a blocker. This guy 
will run ahead of you, obscuring you 
and making a way for you with his 
powerful work. Everything that was 
supposed to hit you will instead hit 
him. He makes a way to glory for 
you, for you are hidden in him. So 
it is with Christ. He blazed the way; 
he obeyed God perfectly; he suffered 
faithfully; he died and rose again. By 
being hidden in him, you partake in 
this glory. You still have a job to do; 
you have to hold the ball, and run, 
and make the goal. But you can do 
this job only by being hidden in him.2

Never a Meaningless 
Existence
Because we are in Christ, our 
identities are wrapped up in him. 
Our existence is never meaningless. 
Rachel Jankovic puts it this way in 
Who? Why You Matter and How to 
Deal with It:

Your small victories declare 
His [Christ’s] great ones—
your victory over fussiness at 
your children connects to His 
victory over death. Your death, 
when it comes, will only be the 
beginning of eternal life. Your 
death could come in your prime, 
before your prime, and you 
would be no less you in Christ. 
Your story would be no smaller, 
your value unaffected. You could 
die in your infancy and be no 
less important. You will still live 
eternally in Christ and need 
have no fear of the grave.3

Perhaps you’re not sure who you are, 
especially in a certain area. What 
if you have a job you don’t really 
love, one that doesn’t use your gifts 
and talents fully? Are you somehow 
missing out on the real you? No. 
You are still both dead to sin and 
alive to Christ. You can still take the 
little steps of obedience every day, 
becoming more like Christ. You can 
still be the best employee you can 
be. This commitment to everyday 
obedience isn’t to say that you can’t 
or shouldn’t look for something 
different, but you have not somehow 
missed out on God’s plan for your 
life.

Making and Keeping 
Promises
As we become more like God, we 
show forth his image more and 
more—in fact, this is what we were 
created to do. “Who are we? [Lewis] 
Smedes answers that we are largely 
who we become through making 
wise promises and keeping them.”4 
This answer should not surprise us, 
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because this faithfulness is a large 
part of who God is. He made a wise 
and loving promise at the beginning 
of the world: to send his own Son to 
die for the sins of his people. Through 
keeping that promise, God showed 
himself to be really and truly God, 
really and truly himself, as he chose 
to love his own to the end. As we 
make and keep wise promises, we 
reflect God’s character and become 
more and more the faithful and 
loving people we were created to be.

A Better Story
If you think of your life as a story, 
are there parts that you wish had 
been written better? There certainly 
are in mine. The difficulties of my 
first year of marriage and move away 
from home were not in my plan. In 
fact, I thought I had planned things 
out pretty well in order to avoid that 
particular trial. When faced with 
such challenges, we can respond in 
several different ways: 1. We can be 
angry that our planning and efforts 
and work didn’t pay off the way we 
wanted. 2. We can run a continuous 
cycle of thoughts, going over and 
over the problem and trying to figure 

out why it didn’t work out the way we 
planned. This process usually looks 
like a lot of “if only” statements and 
rehashing the same conversations 
over and over. 3. We can feel envy 
and regret whenever someone else 
got the thing that we wanted. 4. We 
can trust that God is the author of 
our story and that he has ordained 
this particular trial for his glory 
and our good. We may have to say, 
“Well, that particular thing didn’t 
turn out the way I wanted, but I was 
faithful in the little things, and I trust 
that God ordained that trial for my 
good.” We have to do what Jankovic 
calls “planting flags” of everyday 
faithfulness. “Maybe the territory you 
really need to plant a flag on is your 
past. Maybe grievous sins hang over 
you, and what you need most is to 
look at them and say, ‘All this belongs 
to King Jesus and is forgiven for His 
glory and my good. May He use it 
in His kingdom, may His name be 
praised, and may I grow ever more 
like Him.’”5

Next time you hear the words, “Be 
true to yourself,” think about how 
your real self is a new creation, 
created for good works and intended 
to reflect and glorify God in all that 

you do. Rejoice in the greatness of a 
God who chose you from before the 
foundation of the world, in order that 
you should be holy and blameless 
before him in love. Live out each 
day in that knowledge and rejoice in 
your Savior who will one day take 
you home to be with him in heaven. 
Your life is hidden with Christ in 
God. Now, go be who you really are.

1. Lewis Smedes, “Controlling the 
Unpredictable: The Power of Promising,” 
Christianity Today (January 21, 1983),  
referenced by Timothy Keller, The Meaning 
of Marriage (New York: Penguin, 2011), 95.
2. Rankin Wilbourne, Union with Christ 
(Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 
2016), 41.
3. Rachel Jankovic, You Who? Why You 
Matter and How to Deal with It (Moscow, ID: 
Canon Press, 2019), 90–91.
4. Keller, The Meaning of Marriage, 95.
5. Jankovic, You Who?, 92.

Psalm 147 helps us “Praise the Lord” for all his benefits 
to us (1, 20).

God cares for the hurting (2–6). God’s people—outcasts, 
brokenhearted, and humble—are cared for by the God 
who “counts the number of the stars” and “calls them all 
by name” (4).

God provides his people with food (7–9). God gives rain 
in due season (Lev. 26:4). By overseeing everything 
from climate, to germination, to digestion, God gives us 
our daily bread.

God delights in his people (10–11). God isn’t impressed 
by strength (10). God loves to love those who simply 
need him and find hope in his mercy.

GOOD QUESTION

25 WHY SHOULD I GIVE THANKS?

God protects his church (12–14). God’s church is like a 
sanctuary city (13). Those who trust in King Jesus are 
eternally secure.

God controls nature (15–18). God’s word produces 
snow, frost, and hail; it melts ice. The one who keeps the 
weather forecasters guessing holds my life in his hands.

God shares his wisdom (19–20). Believers can thank 
God for his law (Deut. 4:8) because it restricts us from 
the fallout of living in God’s world as if there was no 
God.
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n a previous article, I observed 
that the length of pastorates has 
increased markedly in Reformed 
churches during the last century. 
In denominations like the 
Christian Reformed Church and 
the United Reformed Churches in 
North America, the average length 
of pastorates today is nearly double 
what it was in the mid-twentieth 
century. Whereas pastorates 
averaged about five to seven years 
in the middle of the last century, 
today they average about ten to 
fourteen years. I did not attempt in 
that article to offer any explanation 
for this change in pastoral tenure. 

But I did argue that it reflects a growing consensus 
(especially among pastors but also among 
congregants) that longer pastorates are arguably more 
effective than shorter ones. However, this growing 
consensus is often left unexamined and simply 
assumed to be true. Little attention has been given to 
the pros and cons of shorter or longer pastorates, and 
some of the factors that play a role in this development 
have not been clearly identified.

As I stated in my first article, it is not my intention 
in what follows to provide a one-size-fits-all answer 
to the question of pastoral tenure. Rather, my aim 
is to identify and evaluate some of the arguments 
that are often made in support of longer pastorates. 
In the course of doing so, I will also seek to identify 
and evaluate some circumstantial factors that have 
contributed to the trend toward a “new normal” 
that favors longer, rather than shorter, pastorates. 
After identifying and evaluating the arguments and 
circumstantial factors that favor longer pastorates, 
I will conclude with a modest proposal for more 
transparency between pastors and elders on the 
advisability of a longer or shorter pastorate.

A NEW BROOM 
SWEEPS CLEAN 

Dr. Cornelis P. Venema

Reflections on the Question of 
Pastoral Tenure (Part 2)
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Arguments in Favor of 
Longer Pastorates
Because the trend toward longer 
pastorates is so often unexamined 
and unchallenged, it is not easy 
to determine what arguments or 
reasons have persuaded many 
pastors and congregants to view 
this trend with favor. However, the 
three arguments that I have heard 
most frequently in favor of longer 
pastorates are the nature of the 
pastoral ministry requires that a 
pastor be intimately acquainted with 
the flock or congregation that he 
serves; the pastor’s relationship with 
his congregation is comparable to 
a “marriage” in which two parties 
(the pastor and the congregation) 
pledge their commitment to each 
other; and the Lord of the church 
calls pastors to service in a particular 
congregation, not to service among 
the churches of a denomination or 
federation.

A Pastor Must Know His Sheep

The first argument appeals to the 
biblical teaching that pastors are 
called “to shepherd the flock of 
God” (e.g., 1 Pet. 5:1–5, English 
Standard Version). Pastors are 
undershepherds whom Christ, the 
Good Shepherd, calls to gather, 
oversee, feed, and protect the sheep 
whom he purchased at the cost of his 
own blood (John 10:1–18). In order 
to fulfill this calling, pastors need 
to pattern their ministry after that 
of Christ. Just as Christ was not a 
“hireling” (King James Version), one 
whose ministry was self-serving and 
self-aggrandizing, so pastors are not 
hirelings. They do not perform their 
duties for “shameful gain,” but for the 
benefit of those under their care (1 
Pet. 5:2). They are to be “examples to 
the flock” of Christ’s devotion to his 
sheep, for whom he laid down his life 
and whom he knows by name.

Advocates of longer pastorates 
maintain that shorter pastorates 

do not provide sufficient time for 
a pastor to fulfill this shepherding 
role. When a pastor serves for 
a longer period, he is able to 
grow in his understanding of the 
particular needs of those to whom 
he ministers. The longer a pastor 
serves a congregation, the more 
likely it is that he will be able to 
carry out his pastoral responsibilities 
in a sensitive way. Rather than 
preaching to the choir, he will learn 
to know firsthand the struggles, 
temptations, and peculiar challenges 
that face members of the church. 
Unlike the interloping guest pastor 
who preaches a generic sermon to 
a company of nameless faces, he 
will know what biblical passages to 
select in order to address the needs 
of his flock. Furthermore, when 
the congregation’s members have 
witnessed their pastor’s attentiveness 
to their needs, and the sacrifices he 
is willing to make for their spiritual 
growth, they will be more likely to 
receive the word that he preaches. 
Sheep are far more likely to follow a 
shepherd whom they know and trust 
than one who is not committed to 
them for the long haul.

Undoubtedly, the appeal to the role 
of a pastor as an undershepherd is 
the most popular and persuasive 
argument for longer pastorates. 
It is undeniable that a pastor’s 
effectiveness in the ministry requires 
that he know his flock and tend to 
their particular needs. However, 
it is not clear that this argument 
constitutes a compelling case for 
longer pastorates as a normative rule. 
As a generalization, the argument 
has some punch. But as a new rule 
or norm, it is not as compelling as 
might appear at first glance.

There are several reasons this 
argument is not compelling.

First, it assumes that pastors and 
churches are all cut from the same 
cloth. The assumption that most 

pastors are sufficiently gifted to be 
able to serve a church long term 
without their weaknesses becoming 
a liability is difficult to sustain. 
All pastors have strengths as well 
as weaknesses. Likewise, most 
congregations have peculiar needs 
that are not likely to be met by a 
single pastor. Since most Reformed 
churches do not have a pastoral team, 
the likelihood is great that a pastor’s 
weaknesses will become more 
evident over the course of a lengthy 
pastorate. Unmet congregational 
needs will also become more 
pronounced.

Second, even exceptionally gifted 
pastors who serve effectively for 
a long time must reckon with 
the prospect that their less-gifted 
successors will have trouble meeting 
the expectations formed by their 
gifted predecessor.

Third, since congregations differ 
in size (some are small, some are 
much larger), history (some have a 
relatively peaceful history, others are 
rife with problems), and maturity 
(some are well-established, others 
are young church plants), they will 
sometimes be better served by a 
longer pastorate, sometimes by a 
shorter.

And fourth, some pastors are more 
suited to a shorter pastorate, others 
to a longer pastorate. For example, 
a candidate may well be advised not 
to stay too long in his first charge. 
Or a seasoned and gifted pastor may 
be advised to help a troubled church 
that needs his help rather than stay in 
a church where he continues to enjoy 
an effective ministry.

My purpose in citing these different 
scenarios is not to argue against 
longer pastorates but to push 
back against the claim that longer 
pastorates should be considered the 
norm and shorter pastorates the 
exception.
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The “Marriage” Analogy

The second argument appeals 
to another biblical analogy: 
the scriptural teaching that the 
relationship between Christ and his 
church is like that between a husband 
and wife (e.g., Eph. 5:22–23). The 
relationship between a husband and 
wife in marriage is one of mutual 
commitment and fidelity. When 
a bridegroom and bride exchange 
their vows, they make a commitment 
to each other that is exclusive, 
particular, and binding. When a 
bridegroom takes “this” woman to be 
his wife and a bride takes “this” man 
to be her husband, the commitment 
excludes any unlawful intrusion by 
a third party into their relationship. 
As the traditional wedding vows put 
it, both husband and wife covenant 
to live together in the bonds of 
marriage “for better or for worse . . . 
until death do us part.” The marriage 
relationship calls for a lifelong 
commitment that stays the course, 
however difficult that may prove to 
be. Husbands and wives are not at 
liberty to abandon the other because 
the going gets difficult as they 
become familiar with their spouse’s 
blemishes.

Though proponents of longer 
pastorates occasionally appeal to the 
marriage analogy to buttress their 
case, the analogy is overdrawn. The 
church orders of Reformed churches 
assume that pastors are subject 
to calls by other churches in their 
denomination and that churches 
are permitted to extend calls when 
they are vacant. The calling process 
belongs to the territory, so to speak, 
of the ministry. Such calls may 
be disruptive and inconvenient 
to a pastor and his family, but 
they may be lawfully extended 
and they must be respectfully and 
prayerfully considered. Nothing 
in the traditional Letter of Call or 

the solemn vows taken mutually by 
pastor and congregation at a pastor’s 
installation speaks of an exclusive, 
particular, and unbreakable covenant 
to remain together “until death do 
us part.” The pastor-congregation 
relationship may have some 
features that resemble the mutual 
commitment of a husband and wife 
in marriage. But it has never been 
the conviction of Reformed churches 
that pastors or congregations are 
joined in a matrimonial bond.

The Pastor’s Calling Is to a Local 
Church

The third argument for longer 
pastorates is not as openly expressed 
or readily recognizable as the first 
two. However, even though this 
argument is not frequently voiced, 
it does play an important role in 
the trend toward longer pastorates. 
In some ways, this argument could 
be called a stealth version of the 
marriage analogy.

What I have in mind is the 
conviction that the pastor’s calling 
should be viewed exclusively in terms 
of his service to a local congregation. 
Consistent with broader trends 
in contemporary society and 
culture, pastors and congregants in 
Reformed churches often view the 
pastor’s calling through a quasi-
congregatonalist view of the church. 
They do not view the church—and 
especially the calling of ministers 
who serve the church—with an eye 
to the well-being of the broader 
church. As a practical matter, 
many pastors do not think of their 
ministry (which is ordinarily for 
life) as one that should be of service 
to the denomination as a whole and 
its member congregations. They 
think, speak, and act as though their 
ministerial calling is largely confined 
to the local congregation they are 
presently serving. Service to other 
churches in their denomination is 
permissible, but it is in no sense 

obligatory. Ministerial service among 
other churches of the denomination 
does not belong to their pastoral 
identity.

The implication of this 
congregationalist mindset for 
the question of pastoral tenure is 
patent. When a pastor thinks of his 
calling primarily in terms of the 
congregation he is presently serving, 
it is not likely that he will sense 
a responsibility to other member 
congregations of the broader church. 
Rather than viewing a call to another 
church in the denomination as an 
opportunity for greater service, 
he will view it as an unwelcome 
interference.

Circumstantial Factors 
That Contribute to Longer 
Pastorates
In addition to these arguments, there 
are also several circumstantial factors 
that have contributed to the new 
normal of longer pastorates. Among 
these factors, I believe three play a 
significant role: the priority of family 
responsibilities; the disappearance of 
the parsonage; and the provision of 
sabbaticals.

The Priority of Family Responsibilities

Perhaps the most significant factor 
that contributes to the trend toward 
longer pastorates is the disruption 
and difficulty a pastor’s wife and 
family may experience in moving 
from one charge to another. As a PK 
(preacher’s kid), I have keen (and not 
always pleasant) memories of moves 
our family made from one church to 
another. In one case, my father took 
a call to a church in New Zealand for 
a period of five years. For my mother 
and siblings, this meant leaving 
grandparents and extended family 
without the prospect of seeing them 
for a number of years. On another 
occasion, I remember my father’s 
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decision to take a call to a church in 
the Midwest. At the time, we lived 
in the San Francisco Bay area, and 
there was a clear consensus on the 
part of my mother and siblings that 
we did not want to experience yet 
another move to a strange and (to us) 
undesirable place. I only mention my 
experiences at this point to illustrate 
the inescapable challenge that any 
pastor faces when deciding to move 
to another charge. The move will 
have a profound impact upon his 
wife and family and involve some 
form of sacrifice. For this reason, a 
pastor may legitimately choose in 
some cases not to leave his present 
charge because it would genuinely be 
harmful to his family.

However, there is a difference 
between a move that would 
genuinely be injurious to a 
pastor’s family and the common 
circumstance that any move 
from one church to another is 
inconvenient and difficult. The 
calling of a pastor to a lifelong 
ministry will almost always require 
difficult moves from one charge to 
another. Anyone who aspires to the 
office of a pastor must reckon with 
the likelihood that such difficult 
moves will be required of him and 
his family. Indeed, this prospect 
should ordinarily be broached by 
a pastor and his wife (and perhaps 
children) before rather than after 
entering the ministry. I would even 
go so far as to say that, if an aspiring 
pastor and his family are not able 
to endure the prospect of moving 

from one pastorate to another, this 
might be an appropriate occasion 
for reconsidering his pursuit of the 
ministry. Just as a pastor should not 
sacrifice his family for the sake of 
the ministry, so he should not use 
the priority of family responsibilities 
as a sufficient reason for declining 
calls from churches who need his 
help. There is a difference between 
weighty considerations that prevent 
a pastor from accepting a call and 
the practical difficulties that will 
inevitably attend his acceptance of 
any call.

The Disappearance of the Parsonage

Another contributing factor to the 
trend toward longer pastorates is 
the virtual disappearance of the 
parsonage. Pastoral transitions 
from one church to another in the 
past often involved a simple move 
from one parsonage to another, the 
calling church underwriting the 
costs. When a call was accepted, 
there was no need to worry about 
selling a home (and getting a good 
price) or purchasing a new home 
(perhaps in an area where housing is 
expensive). The practical difficulties 
and financial impact of a move from 
one charge to another were much 
easier to negotiate than they are at 
present. Today, the new norm of 
longer pastorates seems in part to be 
corollary of the new norm of pastors 
owning their own homes.

To illustrate the significance of 
this contributing factor to longer 
pastorates, I have used the example 
of a pastor-elect who came to visit 

a calling church that I was serving 
as a seminary intern. In the course 
of the pastor-elect’s conversation 
with the church council, the subject 
of the parsonage came up for 
discussion. The pastor-elect was 
asked whether he preferred to live 
in the church’s parsonage or to be 
given a housing allowance to enable 
him to purchase a home. To my 
surprise, he answered the question 
quickly and directly: “I would rather 
live in your parsonage, so as not to 
be unduly influenced by financial 
considerations in considering any 
calls that I might receive in the 
future.” That answer left a lasting 
impression upon me. It was an 
honest and frank acknowledgment 
that the provision of a parsonage has 
obvious advantages in facilitating the 
move of a pastor from one charge to 
another. It also illustrates why the 
disappearance of the parsonage has 
undoubtedly played some role in the 
trend toward longer pastorates.

It is not my intention with these 
comments to offer a brief for 
parsonages. The likelihood of 
going back to the older practice 
of providing a parsonage is not 
much better than the Chicago Cubs 
winning another World Series. 
There are obvious advantages in 
allowing a pastor to purchase his 
own home. When a pastor purchases 
a home, he will often benefit 
from the appreciation of housing 
values and thereby gain equity 
for the purchase of a home upon 
retirement or service in another 
congregation. I would observe, 
however, that calling churches need 
to be especially sympathetic to the 
needs of a pastor who may be called 
to an area where housing values are 
much higher than the area where 
he presently lives. The Letter of Call 
traditionally used by Reformed 
churches speaks to this issue, when 

There is a difference between weighty considerations 
that prevent a pastor from accepting a call and the 
practical difficulties that will inevitably attend his 
acceptance of any call.
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the congregation acknowledges that 
a “laborer is worthy of his hire” and 
then promises to free him “from 
all worldly cares and avocations.” If 
calling churches truly intend to keep 
this promise, they need to be willing, 
if able, to provide the minister whom 
they call with the financial resources 
to purchase a home (assuming that 
they do not have a parsonage).

The Provision of Sabbaticals

The last factor that contributes to 
longer pastorates is the provision of 
regular sabbaticals for pastors who 
have served for a period of time 
in the congregation. Historically, 
sabbaticals were a regular feature of 
educational institutions. Colleges 
and universities would grant their 
full-time instructors a period of 
rest from their regular teaching and 
administrative duties. The purpose 
of such sabbaticals was to allow 
full-time instructors time to engage 
in study in their area of expertise, 
to write articles or books for the 
benefit of their students, and thus 
also to enhance the institution’s 
reputation. Only in recent years has 
the practice of granting sabbaticals 
been introduced into the churches. 
The introduction of sabbaticals for 
pastors is likely due to two factors: 
to provide a time of refreshment 
for pastors who may be worn down 
or in danger of losing their vitality 
in the ministry due to the weighty 
responsibilities and challenges; and 
the recognition that such sabbaticals 
increase the likelihood of a pastor’s 
ability to continue in his present 
charge without suffering from what 
today is often termed burnout.

The second of these factors is the 
one that is most relevant to the topic 
of pastoral tenure and therefore 
deserves comment. If the second 
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factor is a significant reason for 
granting a pastor a sabbatical, 
it needs to be acknowledged by 
pastors and elders alike. Though 
sabbaticals for pastors may be 
beneficial and serve a number 
of good ends, I don’t believe 
they should be granted without 
clearly identifying their occasion 
or purpose. If the purpose of the 
sabbatical is to extend the pastor’s 
tenure in the congregation, that 
needs to be openly acknowledged 
and defined in a way that does not 
conflict with the provisions of the 
church order regarding the pastor’s 
office. When educational institutions 
grant sabbaticals, they ordinarily 
grant them to tenured professors 
who are expected to continue 
serving their institution until 
retirement. When churches grant 
sabbaticals to pastors, however, such 
an expectation does not typically 
exist. The pastor does not promise 
to continue to serve in his present 
charge until retirement. He does not 
even promise to continue serving his 
present church for a specified period 
of time. Likewise, the consistory or 
session does not restrict the pastor’s 
freedom in the future to take a call 
to another charge. To do so would 
violate the stipulations for the calling 
process that are set forth in the 
church order of the denomination. 
Since the church orders of Reformed 
denominations do not permit 
churches or office bearers to lord 
it over other churches and office 
bearers, the terms of a sabbatical 
may not prevent a pastor from being 
available for or even accepting a call 
from another church.

Conclusion: A Modest 
Proposal
Undoubtedly, there are further 
arguments and circumstantial 
factors that contribute to the present 

trend toward longer pastorates. 
The question of pastoral tenure is 
a complicated and delicate one. 
However, my purpose in writing 
these articles, as I have noted several 
times, is to shed some light on the 
question and to encourage more 
open communication between 
pastors and elders on the advisability 
and desirability of longer and shorter 
pastorates. My principal aim is to 
push back against the claim that 
there is a single answer, a normative 
rule, that satisfactorily answers the 
question of pastoral tenure. In some 
cases, a short term of service may be 
preferable. In other cases, a longer 
term of service may be preferable.

My modest proposal is that pastors 
and elders be encouraged to address 
this question in a far more open, 
transparent, and responsible manner 
than is often the case. When pastors 
and elders avoid the question, they 
fail to fulfill their obligation to 
exercise mutual oversight of their 
fellow office bearers. Considering 
this question belongs, accordingly, 
on the docket of the consistory 
or session meeting. When the 
question is not openly addressed and 
discussed by pastors and elders alike, 
the likelihood is great that pastors 
and elders will make unilateral 
judgments about the question. When 
pastors and elders make unilateral 
decisions regarding this question 
without seeking counsel together, 
they run the risk of lording it over 
their fellow office bearers.
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Book Review
Through Many Dangers

Through Many Dangers  
P. M. Kuiper. Jenison, MI: Reformed 
Free Publishing Association, 2021. 
Book 1: 208 pages.  
Book 2: 216 pages.  
Set: $23.95.

The book Through Many Dangers 
by P. M. Kuiper is written for boys 
and girls of middle- and high-school 
age, but my two sons, who are in 
their twenties, and I, their mother, 
enjoyed it very much. This is the 
mark of a really good book.

The author states in his Afterword: 
“Historical fiction presents a number 
of challenges, one of which is 
how to weave historical events 
into a fictional story.” Not only did 
he stay close to his sources, but 
also he wrote a great story that is 
compelling, moves quickly, and 
stays with readers for a long time.

The Civil War timeline and the 
glossary of unfamiliar terms are 
helpful. The book is beautifully 
illustrated by Paula Barone, but 
in the story the drawings are 
made and sent home by the main 
character, Harm.

The book is published in two parts, 
but buyers get both parts for one 
price. This means two kids can read 
it at the same time.

While kids learn in school about the 
Civil War and might learn in church 
about the Dutch settlement in 
Holland, Michigan, rarely do these 
topics overlap.

The Reformed and Dutch 
dominie Albertus Van Raalte fled 
persecution in the Netherlands 
and emigrated with his whole 

congregation to the United States, 
where they would enjoy freedom 
of religion. They settled in West 
Michigan, where they founded the 
town of Holland. Soon more settlers 
came and started other towns with 
Dutch names surrounding Holland.

Van Raalte was much more than 
a pastor for his congregants-
settlers during the first extremely 
difficult years. He was a leader who 
succeeded in keeping the whole 
community close to God in faith. He 
was strongly against slavery and 
encouraged the young men in the 
community to join the Union Army 

during the Civil War. This is where 
the story starts.

We follow the group of Dutch young 
boys on their adventures as part 
of one company from Michigan as 
they make their way all the way to 
Atlanta. They are being trained as 
soldiers and have to fight in several 
battles. There are times of plenty 
and rest, and times of shortages 
and cold winters. When they finally 
return after three years, they all 
have grown into men.

Most remarkably, the book 
seamlessly engages with some 
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historic Reformed debates, 
particularly regarding how 
Christians ought to interact with 
secular art, culture, friends, and 
the government. It does so while 
naturally and fairly representing 
multiple sides of the debate. For 
example, the questions regarding 
how Christians can remain in the 
world but not be of it come up on 
several occasions. When the boys 
are stationed in Washington, D.C., 
for a winter, they are exposed to 
different kinds of music and to 
some politicians’ attitudes. Every 
occasion brings up the discussion of 
how their own attitudes should be 
regarding these things of the world, 
and there certainly are considerable 
differences among the friends!

Another part of the issues that boys 
(and girls) face when growing up 
is the relationships they have with 
their family members and friends. 
The main character, Harm, joins 
the army against the wishes of his 
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father, and we see throughout the 
story how he struggles and how 
eventually this problem is solved. 
We also see the tensions that rise 
when some friends want to obey 
God but get tempted by friends who 
don’t care about their faith. Every 
time good reasoning and arguments 
are provided for the reader to make 
them his own.

When they are in Georgia and 
the general orders them to feed 
themselves from what they can 
take from local residents, the 
young men must decide whether 
to disobey orders and starve, or 
steal and live. The book presents 
legitimate arguments for both sides 
and therefore will help the reader to 
think through the kind of issues that 
we all have to face when growing 
up and maturing in our faith.

The story moves along at a fast 
pace, and it’s hard to put the book 
down. It’s a page turner, and even 

boys who don’t like to read will be 
pulled into the story. A book that’s 
so successful in combining a great 
adventure story with a historically 
accurate background, all the while 
presenting the reader with balanced 
discussions on faith and on moral 
and ethical issues, will be a classic 
for the boys and the girls in your 
family. It will stay with them, and 
they—and you—will all be happy to 
have read it.

nd it came to pass in those 
days that a decree went 
out from Caesar Augustus 
that all the world should be 
registered. 

This census first took place while 
Quirinius was governing Syria. 

So all went to be registered, everyone 
to his own city.

Joseph also went up from Galilee, out 
of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, 
to the city of David, which is called 
Bethlehem, because he was of the 
house and lineage of David, to be 
registered with Mary, his betrothed 
wife, who was with child. 

So it was, that while they 
were there, the days were 
completed for her to be 
delivered. 

And she brought forth her 
firstborn Son, and wrapped 
Him in swaddling cloths, 
and laid Him in a manger, 
because there was no room 
for them in the inn.

—Luke 2:1–7 NJKV
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Book Reviews 

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

The Night before Christmas  
W. G. Vande Hulst. Nederlandia, 
AB: Inheritance Publications, 2016. 
48 pages. Paperback. $8.95.

Many children love to hear Vande 
Hulst’s stories. His works are 
very popular. Originally written in 

Job: God’s Sovereignty in Suffering 
Ronald Hanko. Jenison, MI: 
Reformed Free Publishing 
Association, 2021. Hardback. 148 
pages. $19.95.

When was the last time you read or 
studied the Book of Job? We know 
the story of Job, how the man was 
bereft of his earthly possessions 
and his seven sons and three 
daughters. We know that Satan 
and Jehovah had a discussion 
about Job, and that Jehovah had 
permitted Satan to bring difficulty 
into Job’s life, but Satan was not to 
touch him. Next, for many chapters 
Job’s three friends brought 
speeches against Job, who was a 
godly man. Then we read of Elihu’s 
speech and God’s revelation of 
himself to Job. In the end Job again 
knows God’s blessing. It is in the 
chapters concerning his friends’ 
speeches that we sometimes get 
confused.

Our good brother has given us a 
short commentary on this book—
not a verse-by-verse commentary 
but a commentary, nevertheless. 
His purpose is to open the book 
and its point for the readers. He 

even includes a few pages of 
questions to guide readers in study.

Rev. Hanko lays before us the 
theme: “The book of Job is God’s 
own word concerning pain and 
suffering, especially the suffering 
of his people.” Job was a historical 
person mentioned in James 5 and 
twice in Ezekiel 14. Hanko writes 
that though some scholars want 
to date the book from the return 
from the Babylonian captivity, 
there is reason to date it very early; 
perhaps it is “the earliest Book 
of the Bible.” Perhaps Job was 
a contemporary of Abraham. He 
writes that the book “is important in 
that it shows the struggles of God’s 
people in their sufferings go back 
to the earliest times.” Further, he 
points out that most of us will not 
be called upon to suffer as did Job, 
but when we know the attributes 
of God we have learned of them 
through trials.

This little work is gigantic in its 
lessons. We would do well—even 
in the midst of trials—to read and 
study it prayerfully.

Dutch, many are now available in 
English. Your young children and 
grandchildren will love them.

This story is about a little boy who 
wondered why everyone was 
getting ready for a large Christmas 
party. He found everyone too 
busy to answer his questions. He 
decides to go elsewhere to find 
out why everyone was so excited. 
When the party was about to begin, 
he was nowhere to be found.

This short book lays out the true 
Christmas message and at the 
same time scolds us for our lack of 
spirituality at a busy time of year.

Rev. Jerome Julien
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The Heidelberg Catechism was so named after the city of 
its birth. From 1231–1720 it was the capital of the Palatinate, 
one of Germany’s finest provinces, located on both sides of 
the upper Rhine. The University of Heidelberg, founded in 
1386, was the center of varied Protestant theological activity, 
Lutheran, Zwinglian, Calvinistic. It was the public scandal of a 
Lutheran and Zwinglian fighting with one another at the altar 
for the communion cup, that was the immediate occasion for 
the writing of the HEIDELBERG CATECHISM.

Fredrick III, the Elector of Palatinate, had as his chief goals 
(a) carrying forward the work of the Reformation and (b) 
conciliating the conflicting Protestant parties.

To that end he called two young divines Zacharias Ursinus and 
Caspar Olivianus to Heidelberg to aid in the Reformation and 
prepare an evangelical catechism. The intellectual vigor and 
clarity of one and the spiritual warmth and unction of the other 
blended together in giving the world a masterpiece which was 
at once a guide for the religious instruction of the youth and a 
confession of faith for the church. In 1562 Frederick submitted 
the completed document to a synod of ministers and teachers 
assembled at Heidelberg for revision and approval. It was 
published the next year, 1563, with a preface in which the 
Elector speaks of it as “a summary instruction or catechism 
of our Christian religion from the word of God, to be used 
hereafter in churches and schools for the benefit of the rising 
generation.” It was later translated into other European and 
Asian languages, and became next to the Bible as one of the 
most widely used Christian publications.

Article credit: The Doctrinal Standards of the RCA booklet.

DID YOU
KNOW

University of Heidelberg

Heidelberg

Fredrick III

Zacharias Ursinus

Caspar Olivianus
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Mark S. Hoekstra, President

When Mongalsing’s pastor was giving out Talking Bibles, he 
knew his family needed one. They’ve never had a Bible before.

Mongalsing is a shopkeeper in India, in a state famous for its 
temples and palaces. His store is a beacon of light in his 
community. 

HHe faithfully plays the Talking Bible, so that anyone who enters 
can hear God’s Word. As guests listen, he encourages them to 
ask questions and shares his testimony. 

“The whole village is illiterate,” he explains. “So, some people are 
coming again and again to listen.” 

WWith the Talking Bible, Mongalsing is able to reach the lost in 
his community with the gospel by simply pressing play. No 
one has to read to learn about God’s love for them! Give a gift 
today to equip our non-reading brothers and sisters around the 
world with God’s life-changing Word.



Reformed Fellowship, Inc.  
10857 W. Parmalee Rd.  
Middleville, MI 49333-888 
(877) 532-8510

The success of The Outlook depends on 
the subscribers. The Reformed Fellowship 
board and staff greatly appreciate and are 
thankful for every subscriber in a day when 
normally periodical subscriptions are on a 
decline.

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

Behind the scenes, appreciated is Linda 
Triemstra Cook, who for a number of 
years continues to do all the proofreading 
for Reformed Fellowship. Also greatly 
appreciated is Jeff Steenholdt, who for 

many years continues to do a tremendous 
amount of work in the production process, 
in graphics, layout, and cover design, 
which is equally appreciated by the readers.

Acknowledgment and appreciation 
continually goes to the dedication and hard 
work of our editor, Dan VanDyke. Finally, 
a thank you for the sacrifice and diligence 
of a volunteer board of directors who make 
all of these things possible.

Above all, thanksgiving is given to God 
alone to whose honor and glory these 
things are done, in dependence on him as 
every issue is produced. Thank you to all!

Reformed  
Fellowship, Inc.  
Publishers of The Outlook
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