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Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this
one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind, and
reaching forth unto those things which are before, I press
toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in
Christ Jesus. (Phil. 3:13–14, KJV)
Our lives slip by so quickly, and often
we are unthankful for all the blessings
God has granted us in the past. We
are filled with life as it happens today,
either good or bad, as selfish people.
But for God’s people to look back fills
them with sorrow and at the same
time rejoicing. How can this be? “He
brought me up also out of an horrible
pit, out of the miry clay, and set my
feet upon a rock, and established my
goings. And he hath put a new song
in my mouth, even praise unto our
God” (Ps. 40:2–3a). Though filled with
thanksgiving for God’s gracious and
merciful lovingkindness, we sorrow
because of our sin against such a good
and merciful God. Because of God’s
faithfulness in the past, we trust his
word to never leave or forsake the
works of his hand. Not only looking to

the past for strength for the future, but
now in time he is the same. The love of
God is so great that even in this life all
things work together for our good (see
Rom. 8:28–39).
O, give the Lord wholehearted
praise, to Him thanksgiving I will
bring;

With all His people I will raise my
voice and of His glory sing.

His saints delight to search and trace
His mighty works and wonderous
ways;
Majestic glory, boundless grace, and
righteousness His work displays.
God’s promises shall forever stand,
He cares for those who trust His
word;

Upon His saints His mighty hand
the wealth of nations has conferred.
In reverence and in godly fear man
finds the gate to wisdom’s ways;

Mr. Cornelius VanKempen
known as Case, has been married to Susan
for fifty-four blessed years. They attend
and are members of Heritage Reformed
Congregation in Grand Rapids, MI.

The wise His holy Name revere;
through endless ages sound His
praise.

The apostle Paul wrote,

Rejoice in the Lord always: and again
I say, Rejoice. Let your moderation
be known unto all men. The Lord
is at hand. Be careful for nothing;
but in every thing by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving
let your requests be made known
unto God. And the peace of God,
which passeth all understanding,
shall keep your hearts and minds
through Christ Jesus. Finally,
brethren, whatsoever things
are true, whatsoever things are
honest, whatsoever things are
just, whatsoever things are pure,
whatsoever things are lovely,
whatsoever things are of good
report; if there be any virtue, and if
there be any praise, think on these
things.
(Phil. 4:4–8)

(Psalter 304:1, 2, 4, and 7)
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Office Bearers in the Church:
The Idea of an Office (Part 1)
Rev. Greg Lubbers

Introduction
I am submitting two articles with the
humble hope that they might serve
profitably in instructing, reminding,
and encouraging present and future
office bearers to engage faithfully
in their respective duties as office
bearers to the glory of God and the
good of the church.
The design is a simple overview
of the idea of, origin of, character
for, induction into, duties of, and
guidelines for the respective offices
of elder and deacon. Therefore, the
structure follows these headings. In
pursuit of the goal of being a simple
overview, I have aimed for lucid
brevity.

The Idea of an Office
The Idea of the Office in Relationship
to Christ
Any discussion of the government
of the church and its respective
offices must begin with a solemn
acknowledgment of the absolute
reign of Jesus Christ over and within
the church or churches, a reign he
exercises through the revelation of his
Word and the influence of his Spirit
(Eph. 1:22–23; Col. 1:18).
As the divinely appointed Mediator,
Christ exercises his authority through
the threefold office of prophet, priest,
and king (Heidelberg Catechism Q.
31). Given the reality of his ascension
and subsequent absence of a bodily
presence on earth, Christ is pleased
to exercise his ecclesiastical authority
on earth among the churches through

The Outlook | 4

the instrumentality of men called
to the respective offices of elder
and deacon (Eph. 4:11). In this
connection, we can summarize an
ecclesiastical office as “the position of
one who has been intrusted [sic] by a
superior person with a definite task,
and with the authority to perform
that task.”1
This relationship to the absolute
divine authority of Christ gives the
ecclesiastical offices their weight of
dignity. The one in the office as well
as those underneath the office must
appreciate this dignity.
The Idea of Office in Relationship to
Authority
If we understand the relationship
of the ecclesiastical offices to Christ
as the one with absolute authority,
we then perceive the basis for a real
authority delegated from Christ
to his divinely appointed human
instruments.2 This authority is
derived from Christ by the office
bearers,3 and, when exercised
faithfully, it is the authority of Christ
(Matt. 18:18; Acts 20:28; Eph. 4:11).
With the reception of this derived
authority, the office bearers primarily
serve Christ and serve the people as
they serve Christ, but they are not
representatives of the people but
rather are representatives of Christ.
The Distinctions within Offices
in the Church
Within the churches, pastors or
ministers of teaching (teaching
elders) exercise the authority of
Christ through the proclamation

and teaching of the Word of Christ.
First Timothy 5:17 reveals that a
distinction arose gradually within
the office of elder between those
who primarily labor in the Word
and those who primarily oversee the
congregation. This office imitates the
prophets of the Old Testament.
In addition, within the churches,
elders or ministers of government
(ruling elders) exercise the authority
of Christ in the kingly governing
and ruling of the church. Therefore,
the ruling authority of Christ resides
within the local consistory rather
than within the broader assemblies.
This office imitates the kings of the
Old Testament.
Finally, within the churches, deacons
or ministers of mercy exercise the
authority of Christ in the priestly
relief of the poor and oppressed.
This office is the channel through
which Christ exercises his and his
body’s compassion for temporal and
physical suffering. This office imitates
the priests of the Old Testament.
The Equality of the Offices
within the Church
There is to be a plurality and equality
within the offices preventing all
forms of ecclesiastical hierarchy.4
Within these offices, there is a simple
distinction of realms of operation so
that no one office should intrude upon
the office of another, although there
are degrees of overlap as the pastor
teaches the elders and deacons, the
elders oversee the pastor and deacons,
and the deacons show mercy, if need
be, to the pastor and elders.

The Origin of the Office

A Character of Domestic Godliness

The Origin of the Office of Deacon

In addition, office bearers are to be men of exemplary
domestic godliness as their personal godliness displays
itself within their own homes. The office bearer is to be a
man of sincere domestic piety who is “the husband of
one wife . . . who rules his own house well,
having his children in submission with
all reverence” (1 Tim. 3:2, 4). They
are to be men who exercise
godly leadership within their
homes, thereby exhibiting
their personal piety with
domestic piety.

We find the divine record of the origin of the office of
deacon in Acts 6:1–6. The official institution of this office
by Christ through his apostles shows the office
to be one that is unique, permanent,
and spiritual in nature. In addition,
the circumstances surrounding
this institution plainly reveal
the purpose of this office
is the care of the poor
and the widows within
the churches. The
diaconate is the
primary channel
through which
Christ displays
his compassion to
those in material
need.
The Origin of the
Office of Elder
Concerning the
origin of the office
of elder, there is
no specific and clear
passage within Scripture.
Rather, there appears to be
a gradual, historical transition
from the existence of “elders” in
the Old Testament and “overseers” in
the intertestamental synagogues to the distinct
New Testament office of elders.5 Nevertheless, the New
Testament Scripture clearly recognizes the office of elder
as an official, permanent, ecclesiastical office (Acts 10:17; 1
Tim. 5:17; Titus 1:5; 1 Pet. 5:1).

The Character for the Office6
The existence of Scripture passages identifying necessary
character qualifications (1 Tim. 3:1–13; Titus 1:5–9) shows
that not all members within the church are prepared to
fill an official ecclesiastical office. Rather, those who are
qualified are those in whom the Spirit of Christ, the Holy
Spirit, has produced an exemplary godliness (Acts 6:3, 5).
A Character of Personal Godliness
The men qualified for ecclesiastical office are those who
display an exemplary personal godliness although not
equivalent to moral perfection. They are to be men of
sincere, consistent personal piety: “blameless,” “temperate”
and “of good behavior” (1 Tim. 3:2, New King James
Version).

A Character of
Brotherly Godliness
Finally, office
bearers are to be
men of exemplary
brotherly godliness
as their domestic
godliness spills out
of their own homes
into all the avenues
of their life. The office
bearer is to be a man
of sincere brotherly
godliness, thereby having
“a good testimony among
those who are outside” (1 Tim.
3:7) or a man of good reputation
among the community by way of a life of
consistent personal and domestic piety.

The Induction into Office
The Call to an Office
Christ himself calls men (1 Tim. 2:12) to ecclesiastical
office immediately by the direct work of the Spirit upon
the soul through an internal call and mediately by the
indirect work of human instrumentality through an
external call. Both the internal and the external calling are
critical for the proper induction into and reception of an
office. This is especially necessary to emphasize in our day
of ecclesiastical disorderliness. Indeed, “everyone must
be careful not to push himself forward improperly, but he
must wait for God’s call,”7 and “therefore, no matter how
strong the desire of anyone may be to function in a certain
office, he cannot consider himself to be called by the Lord
unless he is called and ordained by the church.”8
The Internal Call to Office
The reality and the consciousness of the internal call
is necessary “in order to remain steadfast against all
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opposition from within and from
without, both in the congregation
and in the world. In the midst of
all such opposition, nothing but
the certain conviction that Christ
himself has called him to his office
can make an officebearer sic steadfast
and immovable.”9 Therefore, every
man who assumes an office within
the church vows before God in the
presence of the congregation to
possess this strengthening internal
call.10 It is only the presence of this
internal call that will motivate the
office bearer to faithfulness through
the rigors of the duties of office
bearing.
The character of the internal calling
is, in part, a compelling, inescapable
burden or intense desire to serve
Christ within the capacity and duty
of an ecclesiastical office. Moreover,
the internal calling includes a
humble awareness of the personal
possession of the necessary gifts
for the fulfillment of the duties of
an ecclesiastical office. Finally, the
internal calling comprises God’s
providential leading paving the way
to the ecclesiastical office.11
The External Call to Office
Corresponding to the internal call
is the external call. This call is an
officially extended summons by
Christ through the local church
for a man to serve within a specific
ecclesiastical office for a specific
duration of time. Christ himself is
the ultimate source of this external
call (Eph. 4:11), but he employs the
congregation as the advisory source,
thereby identifying the men whom
he has chosen (Acts 6:5; 2 Cor.
8:19; Belgic Confession, Article 31).
Furthermore, the council functions as
the instrumental source in extending
the external call.
The Ordination/Installation into Office
When a man has received the internal
and external call, there must be an
ordination and installation into
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the respective office before there is
an assuming of the authority and
responsibilities of the office. The
ordination and installation is the
public induction of a called man
into an official ecclesiastical office.
“Ordination is the solemn expression
of the judgment of the Church, by
those appointed to deliver such
judgment, that the candidate is truly
called of God to take part in this
ministry, thereby authenticating to
the people the divine call.”12
Since this ordination is the
declaration of the judgment of the
church, it should be done by an
ordained minister of the church
underneath the supervision of the
elders of the church within the
corporate gathering of the church. It
publicly indicates to the congregation
that Christ himself is placing the
man into office. Ordination and
installation is vital, for no man can
assume the duties of an ecclesiastical
office without Christ placing him into
that office.
Within the ordination and
installation, the laying on of hands
can be employed representing “a
symbolical indication of the fact that
one is set aside for the ministerial
office in the Church.”13 In addition, at
this time, the ordained and installed
man takes solemn vows in the
presence of God and his people to
fulfill faithfully the duties of the office.
The Length of Office
When it comes to the question of
the length of a man’s duration within
office, there is considerable debate
between a limited or lifelong tenure.
Both views can present advantages
and disadvantages. Some have sought
a mediating position by advocating
a lifetime holding of the office but
a limited service in which the office
is exercised. Officially, the United
Reformed Churches in North
America (URCNA) have deferred on
the question by stating, “Elders and
deacons shall be elected to a term

specified by the Consistory.”14 Within
many of our ecclesiastical traditions,
limited tenure was the norm with
two- or three-year terms.
1. The word office comes from a Latin word
meaning “work” and is “an official, appointed
task with special duties and dignity” (Michael
Brown, ed., Called to Serve: Essays for Elders
and Deacons [Grandville, MI: Reformed
Fellowship, 2006], 2); the definition of office
bearers is from William Heyns, Handbook for
Elders and Deacons (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1928), 19.
2. “Christ maintains and executes his power
and authority over his church through the
instrumentality of men.” Herman Hoeksema,
Reformed Dogmatics, 2nd ed. (Grandville, MI:
Reformed Free Publishing Association), 2.274.
3. This truth of “derived authority” will
naturally limit the scope of an office bearer’s
authority. It extends no further than the
revealed will of Christ.
4. New Testament biblical references to offices
always speak of a plurality (Acts 11:30; 14:23;
20:17–38; Titus 1:5; James 5:14; Phil. 1:1).
5. One could trace the historical origin of the
Old Testament “elder” to Jethro’s advice to
Moses in Exodus 18.
6. The following threefold division of the
necessary character is summarized in
Liturgical Forms and Prayers of the United
Reformed Churches in North America’s Form
for the Ordination of Elders and Deacons,
which states that “the deacons, as well as the
elders, should set an example of godliness in
their personal life, in their home life, and in
their relations with their fellow men.”
7. Belgic Confession, Article 31.
8. Hoeksema, Dogmatics, 2.277.
9. Hoeksema, Dogmatics, 2.277.
10. Therefore the Form asks, “Do you elders
and deacons feel in your hearts that you are
lawfully called by God’s church, and therefore
by God Himself, to your respective holy
offices.”
11. Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 2nd
ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1941), 587.
12. Charles Hodge, Discussion in Church
Polity (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1878), 349.
13. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 588.
14. Church Order of the United Reformed
Churches in North America, Article 13.

Rev. Greg Lubbers
is currently serving as Minister of the Word
and Sacraments at Covenant Reformed
Church (URCNA) in Pella, Iowa.

Must Single Christians
Get Married?
Rev. Shane Lems

H

ow do you respond to
a Christian man who is
in his twenties and says he
doesn’t really want to get
married? What if he says he’s
unsure of marriage? Similarly,
what if there’s a young
Christian woman you know
who has serious reservations
about marriage? These types
of questions aren’t always
easy to answer. Furthermore,
the topics of marriage and
singleness are big ones: where
do you even start?

This trend is important to note
because sometimes Christians get
blown along by the winds of culture
without knowing it. When this
happens, Christians slowly move
away from biblical teaching and living.
But Scripture is clear that followers
of Christ are to remain sexually pure
whether married or single (e.g., 1
Thess. 4:3). No matter what happens
on the movie screen or how pundits
or politicians put it, the proper sexual
ethic is in marriage between husband
and wife (Gen. 2:24; Heb. 13:4).
Sexual intimacy is reserved only for
marriage (Ex. 20:14). Christians are
not to marry unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14).
We need to work hard to maintain a
biblical ethic on sexual purity in our
impure culture.

Before answering those
Although the Bible does command
questions, it is worth
mentioning that Americans are Christians to stay sexually pure, it does
not command all Christians to get
more and more moving away
married. And even though singleness
from marriage relationships.
is a biblical option for some Christians,
ordinarily Christians should get
It is relatively common today
for average twenty- and thirty- married and, if the Lord wills, raise
children. I’ll show this by turning to
somethings to remain single
various places in Scripture that talk
while engaging in romantic and about singleness, marriage, and sexual
sexually intimate relationships. desire.
As some have said, we live in
Singleness and Celibacy
a “hook-up” culture. People
It is true that God calls some
often hook up but for various
Christians to singleness. Paul said
reasons do not make a lifelong to the Corinthian church struggling
with sexual purity that it is good for
marriage commitment. It
the unmarried and widows to remain
doesn’t seem like this antisingle as he was (1 Cor. 7:6–8). Paul
marriage trend will change
even hinted in this context that
singleness is a gift of God. Perhaps
any time soon.

he was thinking of Jesus’ teaching
about this in Matthew 19:10–11
(English Standard Version): “Not
everyone can receive this saying, but
only those to whom it is given.” Some
of God’s people do not have a strong
sexual drive and do not have a strong
desire for the companionship found
in marriage. There are a few, but
not many, examples of believers in
Scripture who remained single their
entire life. Singleness seems to be the
exception, not the norm, for God’s
people.
Another aspect of singleness is the
biblical call to purity. A single Christian
must not engage in any sort of sexual
intercourse, dabble with pornography,
or act in other sexually impure ways.
Again, the calling for sexual purity is
for all Christians: single or married,
male or female (e.g., Col. 3:5; 1 Tim.
5:2). The call to singleness is thus a
call to celibacy. That is, while he or
she is unmarried, the Christian is to
abstain from sexual activity. Whether
temporarily single or single for life,
the Christian who is not married must
abstain from sexual intercourse and
sexual impurity.
Scripture also suggests that celibacy
opens the believer for more service
in the kingdom (Matt. 19:12; 1 Cor.
7:32–35). For a Christian, the time
of singleness is not a time for wild,
irresponsible, and reckless living. A
Christian is not to avoid marriage
for selfish reasons such as earning
more money, partying all the time, or
because he or she is crossing items off
of a bucket list. Whether temporary or
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First, God instituted marriage
even before sin came into the
world. God said that it wasn’t
good for the man to be alone,
so he created the woman
for the man and brought her
to him (Gen. 2:18–22). After
Adam’s marriage poem, God
said that man shall leave his
father and mother, cleave to
his wife, and become one
flesh (Gen. 2:23–24). This isn’t
specifically a command for all
people to always get married
in all cases.

permanent, the unmarried state is not
one of self-indulgence or narcissistic
living. Instead, the Christian who is
single has more time to serve and help
others and focus on following Christ in
his or her daily life.
Finally, it must be clearly noted that
unmarried Christians are an important
part of Christ’s church. The Christian
whom the Lord has called to celibacy
is not a second-rate Christian. It is
not good to force marriage upon
someone whom God calls to singleness.
Christ’s church is made up of all
sorts of Christians from all sorts of
backgrounds, situations, and callings.
We must ensure that single Christians
fit well in our church family. “Celibacy
is not intended to be the norm for
Christians, but when the gift is given
it should be respected and honored
and not looked down upon as a sign of
failure or as the mark of a less valuable
lifestyle.”1

Christians and Marriage
Yes, Scripture does allow followers
of Jesus to be celibate. However, the
ordinary pattern for God’s people is
marriage and, as the Lord wills, to
.
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have and raise children in the fear of
the Lord. The topic of childrearing
is beyond the scope of this essay,
so I won’t discuss it more. But I will
give three biblical points that show
Christians should ordinarily get
married as they seek to follow Jesus
until he returns.
First, God instituted marriage even
before sin came into the world. God
said that it wasn’t good for the man
to be alone, so he created the woman
for the man and brought her to him
(Gen. 2:18–22). After Adam’s marriage
poem, God said that man shall leave
his father and mother, cleave to his
wife, and become one flesh (Gen. 2:23–
24). This isn’t specifically a command
for all people to always get married in
all cases. However, it is God’s ordinary
plan for how people in his world exist
together: men and women will leave
their parents’ domain, get married,
and become one flesh. Even before the
Fall, marriage was for companionship.
The same is true even after the Fall. For
one example, the love story in the Song
of Solomon includes a strong bond of
friendship (cf. Song 4:10; 5:16b).

The second reason why Christians are
to ordinarily get married is found in
the general flow of Scripture. What
I mean by this is that in the Bible
stories, God’s people typically marry.
After the creation mandate for a
husband to leave his parents and cling
to his wife one ordinarily finds God’s
people getting married and having
children. From Adam and Eve to Noah
and his wife to Abraham and Sarah,
marriage and family is the ordinary
way of life for God’s people in history.
Two commandments address the
family situation: honor your father and
mother and do not commit adultery
(Ex. 20:12, 14). Genealogies are family
records in Scripture. The covenant of
grace has to do with believers and their
children (e.g., Gen. 17:7; Acts 2:39). It’s
impossible to summarize the emphasis
that the Bible puts on families in one
paragraph, but suffice it to say that
typically in the Bible God’s people
marry and have children.
Another aspect of the Bible’s emphasis
on marriage is the frequent commands
to husbands, wives, parents, and
children. I have already noted the fifth
and seventh commandments. Proverbs

says much about marriage and family.
A man is to rejoice in the wife of his
youth (Prov. 5:18). In fact, the man
who “finds a wife finds a good thing
and obtains favor from the Lord”
(Prov. 18:22). Jesus spoke highly of
marriage when he quoted Genesis
2:24 (Matt. 19:5–6). He also blessed
children when they came to him (Mark
10:16). Paul repeatedly addressed the
Christian family in his letters. Children
are to obey their parents (Eph. 6:1; Col.
3:20). Husbands and wives are to love
and respect one another (Eph. 5:22–
33). One might even argue that “gift”
in 1 Corinthians 7:7 refers not just to
singleness, but to marriage as well. In
fact, Paul said marriage is a mystery
that is a sort of picture of the gospel:
Christ’s self-giving love for his church
(Eph. 5:32).
The third biblical reason that
Christians should ordinarily get
married is found in Paul’s instructions
on singleness and marriage in 1
Corinthians 7. As noted above, Paul did
say that singleness was a valid option
for believers (1 Cor. 7.6–8). However,
he also wrote that “it is better to marry
than burn with passion” (1 Cor. 7:9).
“Passion” in this context is a strong
sexual desire. In other words, it is not
good for a Christian man or woman to
burn with sexual passion and continue
to remain unmarried. Paul said it like
this: “because of the temptation to
sexual immorality, each man should
have his own wife and each woman her
own husband” (1 Cor. 7:2). Singles and
widows who do not have self-control
in the area of sexual purity are to get
married (1 Cor. 7:9a). If an unmarried
Christian man or woman has stronger
sexual desires and urges, it is a big
hint that God’s will for him or her is
to marry. To be sure, marriage is not
only or primarily for the satisfying of
sexual desires. It is for “preventing
of uncleanness,” as the Westminster
Confession says, but marriage is also
for companionship, the “mutual help
of husband and wife” (WCF 24.2).

John Calvin commented on 1
Corinthians 7:6–8 like this: “First,
[Paul] means that the greater part of
men [people] are subject to the vice of
incontinence [lack of sexual restraint];
secondly, of those who are so subject
he enjoins all without exception to take
refuge in that sole remedy with which
to resist unchastity.”2 In other words,
“the companionship of marriage
has been ordained as a necessary
remedy to keep us from plunging into
unbridled lust.”3 Because most people
do have a stronger sexual drive and
desire for close companionship, a man
should marry a woman and a woman
should marry a man. Biblically, for
the single Christian, one major way to
“flee” sexual immorality (1 Cor. 6:18) is
to have a husband or wife. In this way
a person’s sexual desire can be fulfilled
legitimately, and he or she can enjoy
the blessing of companionship.
Calvin even said that those who have
strong sexual passions and refuse to
get married “are striving against God
and resisting his ordinance.”4 Calvin’s
blunt words should not be understood
as if marriage is a cure-all for sexual sin
and lust. Married people also struggle
with sexual sin and lust! Although
marriage is not the only help in our
aim for purity, it is one of the great
helps God has given us to assist us in
remaining sexually pure.

Practical Matters
Should the Christian get married?
The ordinary answer to that question
from a biblical perspective is yes. God
does call some Christians to either
temporary or permanent celibacy.
However, ordinarily Christians should
get married. As we learned, marriage is
an ordinance of God that he instituted
even before the Fall. In Scripture,
most of the stories are about God’s
people who are married. The Bible
gives many instructions for husbands,
wives, and families. Finally, Paul clearly
tells unmarried Christians who have
a strong sexual drive that they are to

get married. Those are biblical realities
to think about when answering the
question: Should the Christian get
married?
I realize I’ve only scratched the surface
of a much larger discussion. My goal is
to provide some basic biblical guidance
in the area of singleness and marriage.
For the Christian whom God has gifted
with celibacy and a sexual drive that is
not so strong: bless you! I realize your
Christian life might not always be easy,
but your calling is a high one. Stay pure
and strong in the Lord, keep living for
him, and be a blessing to many people.
And for you single Christians who
do have a stronger sexual drive and
desire for companionship: stay pure!
If you’ve stumbled, remember there
is forgiveness and healing in Christ.
Pray for a godly spouse. Get out and
look in Christian places for a Christian
spouse. Trust me, there are other
Christians looking for a godly spouse.
Don’t despise marriage but consider it
a blessing and gift to help you in the
area of companionship and a help in
your quest for sexual purity. And to
conclude, it’s good to remember that
whether married or single, young or
old, rich or poor, we are all one family
in Christ (Gal. 3:28; Eph. 2:19).
1. Gerald Bray, God Is Love: A Biblical and
Systematic Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway,
2012), 319
2. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian
Religion, edited by John T. McNeill,
translated by Ford Lewis Battles, vol. 1, The
Library of Christian Classics (Louisville,
KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011),
II.viii.43.
3. Calvin, Institutes, II.viii.41.
4. Calvin, Institutes, II.viii.42.

Rev. Shane Lems
is the pastor of Covenant Presbyterian
Church in Hammond, WI.
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Why Do We Need Apologetics?
Rev. William Boekestein
Rev. William Boekestein

F

rom the earliest days,
Christians needed to
defend not worshiping like
their neighbors. The apostle
Paul and later Christian
teachers called apologists (e.g.,
Justin Martyr, Tertullian)
argued that it was right to
believe the gospel despite
objections from Jewish and
heathen philosophers. Many
others after them have carried
on their tradition. Who will
defend and advance the
Christian faith today when
truth itself is ridiculed?
The Outlook | 10

God calls all of his people to practice
the discipline of apologetics. But
hurdles threaten to keep us from
fulfilling our calling. We might feel
that apologetics is best left to the
experts. But Peter is clear that every
Christian must be “prepared to make
a defense” of the faith (1 Peter 3:15,
English Standard Version). We might
wonder if apologetics is appropriate.
Some Christians think confrontation
and contradiction are unloving.
Many of us fear offending others.
But from God’s perspective it is truly
unloving to allow people to remain
confused about the most important
truths. More seriously, we might
lack confidence in the gospel. You
can’t defend what you don’t believe.
Thankfully, apologetics doesn’t just
benefit outsiders; it also equips God’s

people to know the answers others
need.
This series of articles aims to help
Christians become better equipped
to know and defend the faith. So as
an introduction, let’s start with a few
questions: what is apologetics, what
is its value, and what limits does it
have?

Apologetics Is God’s Plan for
Defending Truth
“Apologetics” comes from the fairly
common, similar-sounding New
Testament word apologia. Here are
some examples of the word at work.
Paul believed he was “put here for
the defense (apologia) of the gospel”
(Phil. 1:16). After he was arrested in
the temple a mob nearly killed him

over serious accusations about his
faith. When allowed by the Roman
soldiers to address the crowd here’s
how Paul started: “Brothers and
fathers, hear the defense (apologia)
that I now make before you” (Acts
22:1). His speech explained how
God had converted him and sent
him with a message of good news.
The charges against his faith were
unfounded.
But apologetics isn’t just for apostles.
The Philippians shared with
Paul God’s grace “in the defense
(apologia) and confirmation of
the gospel” (Phil. 1:7). Philippian
Christians were apologists. In fact, so
are all believers. “But in your hearts
regard Christ the Lord as holy, always
being prepared to make a defense
(apologia) to anyone who asks you
for a reason for the hope that is in
you” (1 Peter 3:15). Believers should
be hopeful people. Their hope should
be evident. And they should answer
those who ask the reason for their
hope. Doing so is apologetics. People
asking about our hope sounds nice.
But Peter assumes that Christians
will be put in a defensive position,
facing “reviling” (vv. 9, 16) and
suffering (vv. 14, 16). The basic
objection apologetics answers is
that the Christian hope and its basic
message is groundless.
But apologetics is not simply a
defensive discipline. Instead, the
Christian apologist begins at the
point of the concern raised, or
accusation made, and builds a
positive case for the faith. B. B.
Warfield calls it a “constructive
science.” The task of apologetics is to
“investigate, explicate, and establish
the grounds on which” Christian
theology rests.1 A successful
apologetic distinguishes assertions
from reality; it shows hopeful belief
to be reasonable. So, for example, if
someone claims that the doctrine of
hell is unjust the apologist answers
the objection. But he also promotes

the necessity of hell as an answer to
injustices not redressed in this age.
So what began as an accusation can
result in an exclamation: “Surely
there is a God who judges on earth”
(Ps. 58:11).

Apologetics Has Value for
Believers and Unbelievers
Apologetics assures believers
that “Christianity is not just
intellectually defensible but also
intellectually satisfying at the deepest
of levels.”2 And this is essential. If
the believer must “be able to give
a reason for the faith that is in
him, it is impossible for him to be
a believer without a reason for the
faith that is in him; and it is the task
of apologetics to bring this reason
clearly out in his consciousness, and
to make its validity plain.”3 Faith
cannot be a wish or a desire. Faith is
“conviction passing into confidence;
. . . all forms of convictions must
rest on evidence as their ground. . .
. We believe in Christ because it is
rational to believe in him, not even
though it be irrational.”4 As others
have recognized, “Christianity
is a divine revelation, but it is at
the same time pure reason; it is
the true philosophy.”5 In other
words, Christianity is “absolute
‘rationalism.’”6 Paul makes this point
in an apologetic setting: “Why is it
thought incredible by any of you
that God raises the dead?” (Acts
26:8). In fact, Jesus’ resurrection is
the surest ground for a hopeful faith
in the triune God (1 Cor. 15:3–4).
Apologetics helps believers realize
that there is no part of the Bible that
should make us “hide from [our]
opponents in embarrassed silence.”7
Apologetics can also help
unbelievers. It is truly loving for an
apologist to knock down lies that
have propped up disbelief, thus
eroding confidence in rejecting God.
Paul says, “We destroy arguments
and every lofty opinion raised
against the knowledge of God, and

take every thought captive to obey
Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). Church elders
model how to “rebuke those who
contradict” sound doctrine (Titus
1:9). And God can use apologetics
to give faith to doubters. After Paul
defended the resurrection’s credibility
“speaking true and rational words”
he urged King Agrippa to join him
in trusting the God of the prophets
(Acts 26). Faith can come by hearing
the Word of God defended (Rom.
10:17). “The action of the Holy Spirit
in giving faith is not apart from the
evidence, but along with evidence;
and in the first instance consists in
preparing the soul for the reception
of the evidence.”8
Objections to Christianity and
doubts of believers and unbelievers
need to be heard and taken seriously.
And Christianity can withstand
them. It has faced unparalleled
scrutiny for two thousand years and
has not failed.

Apologetics Cannot Make
People Believe
Some apologetic methods assume
that, given enough clearly presented
facts about the faith, people will be
able to make a decision for Christ.
But “mere reasoning cannot make
a Christian; . . . not because faith
is not the result of evidence, but
because a dead soul cannot respond
to evidence.”9 “The natural person
does not accept the things of the
Spirit of God, for they are folly to
him, and he is not able to understand
them because they are spiritually
discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). Even very
smart people will misread the signs
for God if their hearts are not right
with him. In fact, often the smarter
the unbelieving person, the more
refined and rigorous that person’s
unbelief.
For this reason, Paul was careful
not to depend on apologetic skill.
He preached the gospel “not in
plausible words of wisdom, but in
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demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that . . . faith might not rest
in the wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:4–5). If we think
we can convince people to believe by presenting enough good facts about
God we miss that “facts are collected, sifted, and interpreted in light of
a person’s worldview . . . and that worldview is not so much determined
by the facts as it is controlling of what a person accepts as a fact in the
first place.”10 Truth is not subjective. But personal knowledge is. Critics
of Christianity are not neutral. Because of humanity’s fall into sin people
are powerfully wired to disbelieve God. No amount of apologetic skill will
change that. Many who sat under Jesus’ preaching, witnessed his miracles,
and heard firsthand reports of his resurrection disbelieved. When the
Word become flesh, Jesus’ neighbors—even his own brothers—did not
recognize his divinity (John 7:5).11 Because of the darkness in us (Matt.
6:23) the light of nature isn’t bright enough to convert us.12
At Paul’s conversion “something like scales fell from his eyes, and he
regained his sight” (Acts 9:18). Something like this must happen for
anyone to truly know God; to see the glory of God in the face of Jesus
Christ the veil must be removed from our hearts (2 Cor. 3:12–18).

OPEN POSITIONS
Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary (Grand
Rapids, MI) is looking to fill the DIRECTOR OF
ADMISSIONS AND REGISTRAR and DIRECTOR OF
ONLINE LEARNING positions. Applications will
be accepted until the positions are filled. The start
date for the positions is AUGUST 1, 2022.
If you love the biblical, experiential, Reformed faith and have
the gifts and experience necessary for this position we would
like to hear from you. For more information about the admissions director, please visit prts.edu/open-position-at-prts/.
To apply, send CV and cover letter to Dr. Jonathon Beeke at
jonathon.beeke@prts.edu.
For more information about the online learning director,
please visit prts.edu/director-of-online-learning/. To apply,
send CV and cover letter to Dr. Adriaan Neele at adriaan.
neele@prts.edu.

In apologetics we aren’t so much
presenting a religion as introducing the
God who made heaven and earth. We
aren’t asking anyone to stand as judges
over revelation—whether proofs of
God or a defense of the resurrection;
we present revelation as facts, but facts
that have great obligations and can
bring great joy. And then we depend on
God to do his work of converting and
strengthening.
This is the first article of a series
and appeared previously at the blog
for Reformation 21: https://www.
reformation21.0rg/blog/why-do-weneed-apologetics.
1
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Warfield, “Apologetics.”

Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 1
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 508.
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Cornelius Van Til, The Defense of the
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Navigating Times
of Difficulty
Dr. Jeff Doll

But understand this, that in the last
days there will come times of difficulty.
For people will be lovers of self, lovers
of money, proud, arrogant, abusive,
disobedient to their parents, ungrateful,
unholy, heartless, unappeasable,
slanderous, without self-control, brutal,
not loving good, treacherous, reckless,
swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure
rather than lovers of God, having the
appearance of godliness, but denying its
power. Avoid such people.
—2 Tim. 3:1–5, English Standard Version

A Pastoral Word from
Paul to Timothy
Paul’s inspired words to Timothy in the above text are
certainly applicable to our time, especially considering the
declining moral condition of the United States of America
(and beyond) that is being witnessed day by day. During
this period of time, many members of the body of Christ
are experiencing a “time of difficulty” (this mostly by way
of manifestations of varying levels of depression, anxiety,
and/or anger). Such times have been and will continue to
be experienced by all Christians in varying measures until
Jesus Christ returns on the clouds of glory at the end of
time.

What Lies at the Root of Times
of Difficulty?
At the root of the times of difficulty spoken about in our
passage is sin, and—more particularly—the motivation
behind sin, which is self-love. The root of all sin is self-love,
which is the reason it is placed at the beginning of the list
of the “parade of sins” featured in our text (see v. 2).

All people love themselves (Mark 12:31), but the
contorted sinful type of self-love spoken about here is
a love which aims to gratify one’s own sinful nature,
versus pleasing God by responding in faith to the gospel
and possessing a heartfelt desire to live in obedience
to God’s commands. Whenever sin abounds, self-love
trumps a love for Jesus Christ, who said, “If you love
me you will obey my commandments.” Whenever sin
abounds in the family, the visible church, or in civil
government, stormy times of difficulty arise, and things
become dangerous. The reason matters are dangerous at
such times is because it becomes increasingly difficult
for Christians to keep their integrity amid general
corruption. Instead of standing up and fighting the
good fight of faith in seasons of difficulty wherein
lawlessness is abounding, many cave in and do untold
damage to their own souls and the souls of others.
Damage is always done to the soul (and often to the
body) when one chooses to disregard or disobey God’s
moral law—the Ten Commandments. May God give
us all the grace which is necessary to stay the course
in this season of difficulty within America. All hands
need to be on deck ministering to the needs within
the congregations of the saints and sharing the gospel
with the lost. Heeding the exhortation of Hebrews 3:13
is of utmost importance for the spiritual well-being of
the members of each true congregation of Christ: “But
encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still
called ‘Today,’ lest any one of you be hardened by the
deceitfulness of sin” (New American Standard Bible).
Heeding the exhortation given in Hebrews 10:24–25
(New King James Version) is of equal importance: “And
let us consider one another in order to stir up love and
good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves
together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one
another, and so much the more as you see the Day
approaching.”
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ANGER

ANXIETY

DEPRESSION

LAWLESSNESS

Reading, Studying, and
Meditating upon God’s Word
and Prayer
What is the best way to navigate the
difficult times when we encounter
them? Of course, it goes without
saying that our navigations must
always be rooted in reading,
studying, and meditating upon
God’s Word and engaging in Spiritassisted prayer. Concerning the
latter, the Holy Spirit not only helps
us pray when we look to God in
difficult times; he also intercedes for
us. Romans 8:26 (English Standard
Version) says, “The Spirit helps us in
our weakness. For we do not know
what to pray for as we ought, but the
Spirit himself intercedes for us with
groanings too deep for words.” If
times of difficulty don’t do anything
else in the life of a child of God,
they at the least show us how weak
and dependent upon the heavenly
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Father we really are. Thankfully our
heavenly Father has provided for us
a Helper for such times, one who
comes alongside our spirits and helps
us look heavenward and cry, “Abba,
Father.” And, if we should ever
become so depressed, overwhelmed,
or confused that we can’t even look
to the Father or form one intelligible
sentence of a prayer, may our souls
be comforted as we remember that
the Holy Spirit is interceding for us
at a level deeper than we could ever
express with words.

Contentment
Having touched upon the essentiality
of spending time in the Word and
prayer, let’s look at a couple more
important things that will help us
navigate the times of difficulty that
God has ordained for us. They are
contentment and a wholesome
longing for deliverance.

DIFFICULTY

Puritan preacher Jeremiah
Burroughs once said, “Christian
contentment is that sweet, inward,
quiet, gracious frame of spirit, which
freely submits to and delights in
God’s wise and fatherly disposal in
every condition” (The Rare Jewel of
Christian Contentment).
Being content in the midst of times
of difficulty is not something that
comes naturally to the child of God.
It is something that has to be learned.
Paul wrote in Philippians 4:11, “I
have learned in whatever situation
I am to be content.” Through all of
Paul’s sufferings, and there were
many of them (see 2 Cor. 11:24–27),
he had learned to be content. What
was at the root of his contentment?
What did he learn with increasing
clarity through each God-ordained
trial or season of difficulty? He
learned that he could trust our
heavenly Father to provide for him

everything he needed. And how did
our Father particularly provide for
Paul’s needs? He provided through
Jesus Christ. That is why he could
confidently say in Philippians 4:19,
“My God will supply all your need
according to his riches in glory in
Christ Jesus.” In all his sufferings,
as well as when things were good,
Paul had learned that God would
supply all his needs through Jesus.
He also understood that God was
personally and intimately right there
with him through the ministry of
the Holy Spirit. Such was at the root
of Paul’s contentment encouraging
him to freely submit to and delight in
“God’s wise and fatherly disposal in
every condition.” Paul, furthermore,
believed that “for those who love
God all things work together for
good” (Rom. 8:28), and so must we.

A Wholesome Longing for
Deliverance
The other component necessary
for navigating through times of
difficulty is a wholesome longing for
deliverance. It is not wrong to desire
to be delivered while in the midst of
especially deep times of difficulty.
Jesus, being fully human, expressed
this desire while in the Garden
of Gethsemane when he prayed,
“Father, if you are willing, remove
this cup [of suffering] from me”
(Luke 22:42a). Jesus really wanted
to be delivered from the anguish he
was experiencing in the garden, and
the agony he would experience on
his way to and upon the cross. Jesus
was realistic about his suffering, and
it made perfect rational sense for him
to appeal to his (and our) heavenly
Father for deliverance. Yet, he rightly
concluded and said what he did in
the second half of verse 42 in the
midst of spiritual and mental anguish
so deep that it caused to him to sweat
blood—hematidrosis: “Nevertheless,
not my will, but yours, be done.”
God’s will was that he should go to
the cross and die for God’s chosen
people, and praise God that he did!

At the heart of Paul’s wrestling
with the will of God as to whether
departing or continuing his ministry
on earth would be best for him, he
says, “If I am to live in the flesh,
that means fruitful labor for me. Yet
which I shall choose I cannot tell. I
am hard pressed between the two.
My desire is to depart and be with
Christ, for that is far better” (Phil.
1:22–23). Paul clearly states that it
would be far better to depart and be
with Christ. Yet, he goes on to say
in verses 24–26, “But to remain in
the flesh is more necessary on your
account. Convinced of this, I know
that I will remain and continue with
you all, for your progress and joy
in the faith, so that in me you may
have ample cause to glory in Christ
Jesus, because of my coming to you
again.” Paul’s desire was to depart,
but he remained for the sake of the
church—and praise God he did!
It was not wrong or sinful for either
Jesus or Paul to desire to be delivered
from their earthly pilgrimages; and
it is not wrong or sinful for suffering
Christians to desire to be at home
with the Lord or freed from their
trial. Yet, extremes such as giving
up or checking out of life, not being
useful for the kingdom of God
or taking one’s own life, must be
avoided. As long the children of God
have breath, their work on this earth
is not finished. There are lost family
members, friends, and acquaintances
that need to be evangelized; and
there are fellow Christians that need
to be encouraged in their faith.
I will close by encouraging all
of us to take advantage of the
opportunities that God provides for
us in difficult times. I was recently
struck by a portion of a speech
by Winston Churchill, who was
the prime minister of the United
Kingdom from 1940 to 1945. He
was speaking to a group of students
who had completed their education
during World War II, a very dark
time for his country. He said, “Do

not let us speak of darker days; let us
speak rather of sterner days. These
are not dark days: these are great
days—the greatest days our country
has ever lived; and we must all thank
God that we have been allowed,
each of us according to our stations,
to play a part in making these days
memorable in the history of our
race.”
May God give each of us the grace,
wisdom, knowledge, and strength
we need in each of our stations of
life, to play a part in making these
days memorable in the history of the
human race as we stand firm in our
faith and share the gospel with the
countless thousands of Americans
in chains of bondage to God’s
archenemy and ours. As the winds
of change reach hurricane speeds
and the moral fiber of our country
continues to unravel, let us take
courage that our sovereign God is in
control and is unchanging. God and
his Word are the fixed constant in
our lives, and he will work all things
together for his glory and the good of
those who love him.
Fellow soldiers of the cross, let us
press on toward the goal for the prize
of the upward call of God in Christ
Jesus (Phil. 3:14).
This article has been formatted as a booklet
which may be obtained by contacting the
Institute for Reformed Biblical Counseling at:
irbcdirectorsasst@gmail.com.
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the Institute for Reformed Biblical Counseling
of which he is the director.
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Of Uneducated Persons, Artisans
and Old Women
Rev. James Sinke

But among us you will find uneducated persons, and artisans,
and old women, who, if they are unable in words to prove the
benefit of our doctrine, yet by their deeds exhibit the benefit
arising from their persuasion of its truth: they do not rehearse
speeches, but exhibit good works; when struck, they do not
strike again; when robbed, they do not go to law; they give to
those that ask of them, and love their neighbors as themselves.
(Athenagoras, “A Plea for the Christians,” chapter 11)
The church was never intended to be
impressive, at least not by secular
expectations. For as many words as
Athenagoras could have written to
try to persuade the Roman emperor
to treat Christians justly, he asked
instead that the emperor observe the
simple deeds of faithful Christians. The
love they showed to their neighbors

demonstrated the genuineness of their
intentions. Their perseverance through
persecution proved the strength of
their convictions. The prayers they
offered on the emperor’s behalf
countered the suspicions that they
were rebellious.

From Nuisance to Threat
By the middle of the second century,
Christianity was advancing throughout
much of the Roman Empire with
churches being planted in small
villages and great cities. This advance
brought drastic cultural consequences.
The idolatries that belonged to the
various strata of society were practiced
to appease the gods and maintain
peace in the empire, but believers
refused to participate. Merchants who
relied on the economics of the state
religion saw their incomes dwindle as
demand fell for household shrines,

Pictured above: Early Christians in Rome: Architectural Ruins with the Arch of Janus, the Temple of Vesta and
the Equestrian Statue of Marcus Aurelius, by Giovanni Paolo Pannini, 1743.
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temple sacrifices, and pilgrimages.
Doubts were cast upon Christians’
loyalty to the emperor because they
spoke freely of Jesus as their king.
Rumors were spreading that Christian
worship included horrific ceremonies
of cannibalism and incest. Christianity
was no longer dismissed as a localized
aggravation but branded as a threat to
the future of the empire itself.
Attempts to answer this threat with
sporadic persecutions had failed;
instead, persecution encouraged
migration and even more churches
were being planted. Roman governors
appealed to the emperor for his
direction when they could not
contain the perceived threat. Pagan
philosophers more vigorously accused
the Christian faith of incoherence,
disrespect, and even atheism because
it denied the existence of the Roman
gods. Animosity against the church
was intensifying.

A Plea to the Emperor
Marcus Aurelius was crowned as the
Roman emperor in 161, and he had
little interest in tolerating Christianity.
He was a follower of Stoicism,
a materialistic philosophy that
emphasized the use of human reason
for discovering one’s destiny and then
resolving to submit every emotion and
desire to that destiny. Marcus Aurelius
rejected the hedonistic lifestyles
of many past emperors, dedicating
himself to improving the strength of
the empire. This earned him many
admirers who valued political stability,
moral restraint, and intellectual
superiority. Marcus Aurelius was
the most formidable combination of
power, authority, intellect, and resolve
that the church had yet to face.
At the same time, the Holy Spirit
was stirring the hearts of pagan
philosophers and intellectuals to
realize the emptiness of their beliefs
and to draw them to Christ. With vast
knowledge of the ancient writers,
these converts began composing

public defenses of the Christian
faith known as apologies. They
countered the assumptions common
in Roman culture while extolling
the intellectual coherence and moral
purity of Christianity. Seeking to
answer the vicious rumors that
were encouraging Marcus Aurelius
to intensify persecution against the
church, Athenagoras wrote “A Plea for
the Christians.”
Athenagoras addressed the emperor
and his son as conquerors and “more
than all, philosophers,” asking that
they judge Christians not by gossip
or by the mere name of “Christian,”
but by a rational evaluation of their
activities. He reminded them that
within the empire, “among every
nation and people, men offer whatever
sacrifices and celebrate whatever
mysteries they please” (chap. 1). Why
should Christians alone be denied
permission to worship their God, to
gather freely in their communities,
and to conduct themselves with honor
throughout the empire? Athenagoras
urged the emperor to see how
Christians were not only wrongfully
accused but also unfairly treated when
put on trial for their alleged crimes.
Athenagoras then exposed the
irrationality of the pagan accusers who
claimed that rejecting the Roman gods
roused Christians to impiety, cruelty,
and sexual immorality. Instead, the
Christian faith in a greater Divinity
who will judge the living and the dead
persuades believers to live humbly
and contentedly. The Christian desire
for closer spiritual communion with
God discourages them from sexual
indulgence and even encourages many
Christians to remain unmarried.
Christian reverence for God and his
created works means that they despise
the common practices of abortion
and exposing newborns, so it is
inconceivable for them to participate in
child sacrifice and cannibalism.

Known by Their Fruits
The truth of Christian beliefs is
demonstrated by more than their
rationality or popularity. Instead,
Athenagoras asked the emperor to
judge the fruits of the Christian faith,
especially when compared with the
fruits of their pagan accusers:
For who of those that reduce
syllogisms, and clear up ambiguities,
and explain etymologies, or of
those who teach homonyms and
synonyms, and predicaments and
axioms, and what is the subject
and what is the predicate, and who
promise their disciples by these
and such like instructions to make
them happy: who of them have so
purged their souls as, instead of
hating their enemies, to love them;
and, instead of speaking ill of those
who have reviled them, . . . to bless
them; and to pray for those who plot
against their lives? On the contrary,
they never cease with evil intent
to search out skillfully the secrets
of their art, and are ever bent on
working some ill, making the art
of words and not the exhibition of
deeds their business and profession.
(chap. 11)
Athenagoras was not blaming grammar
and philosophy for stirring up Roman
opposition against Christianity, but
those who used their rhetorical skill
to accuse Christianity of dishonor and
lewdness while excusing their own
baseless hatred. By contrast, those who
are converted to faith in Christ live
dramatically transformed lives that
even the emperor must acknowledge as
virtuous. Who could love their enemies
unless the heart has been changed by
love? Who could bless those who revile
unless they have been blessed with
grace? Who could pray for those who
plot against them unless they have first
been redeemed? These are the fruits
of “uneducated persons, and artisans,
and old women” who believe in Jesus
Christ, and they testify to the truth of
the gospel.
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Not Many Wise

The uneducated Christians of the early church
were not wise according to worldly standards,
as the apostle Paul had written: “For consider
your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise
according to worldly standards, not many were
powerful, not many were of noble birth” (1 Cor.
1:26, English Standard Version).
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The old women were not powerful. The artisans
were not of noble birth. But the witness these
believers gave to the transforming power of the
Holy Spirit was sufficient to challenge even the
great Marcus Aurelius. The emperor continued to
despise Christianity and implemented some of
the widest-ranging persecutions yet seen in the
empire, but the church continued to display its
humble trust in the Lord.
When Marcus Aurelius died in 180, he was
succeeded by his son, Commodus. Scholars mark
this as the end of the Pax Romana, the era of
peace and security in the Roman Empire. Some
blame Christianity for undermining the stable
foundations of a glorious culture, while others
blame the leadership of lesser men on the throne.
But as persecution intensified in the decades
following the reign of Marcus Aurelius, the
church continued to grow because its witness did
not waver. Apologists countered the rhetoric of
pagan philosophy, theologians expounded and
clarified biblical doctrines, but the humble piety
of the church’s members was just as effective in
witnessing to the glory of God. Through their
humility in the face of oppression, their prayers
for the emperor, and their love for their neighbors,
the glory of the kingdom of Christ far exceeded
the greatness of Rome. “God chose what is foolish
in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is
weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose
what is low and despised in the world, even things
that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so
that no human being might boast in the presence
of God” (1 Cor. 1:27–29).

Rev. James Sinke
is the pastor of Bethel United Reformed Church. He and his
wife, Andrea, live in Woodstock, ON, with their four children.

The Genevan Psalter:
Introduction
Dr. David T. Koyzis

any if not most
Reformed
Christians
have heard
of the Genevan Psalter.
The Trinity Psalter
Hymnal used in worship
in multiple Reformed
denominations contains
several psalm settings
from the Genevan Psalter,
as have the successive
Psalter Hymnals of the
Christian Reformed Church.
Genevan tunes comprise
the complete psalm section
of the Canadian Reformed
Churches’ Book of Praise.
The tune of Thomas Ken’s
Doxology, one of the bestknown melodies in the
global Christian church,
originated in the Genevan
Psalter. But how was this
collection of metrical
psalms created, and how
did it come to have such a
huge impact on Protestant
church music? This article
offers an introduction to
the 460-year-old Genevan
Psalter.

Czech Psalter

Clément Marot

Psalm 19 in the
Genevan Psalter
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The Chief Liturgical Book of
God’s People
For at least two millennia the biblical
Psalter has been the chief liturgical
book of God’s people. The Psalms
uniquely reflect the full range of
human experience and reveal to
us God’s word. In them we hear
expressions of joy and lament,
cries for revenge against enemies,
confession of sin, acknowledgment of
utter dependence on God, recitations
of his mighty acts in history, and
finally songs of praise and adoration.
Many of the psalms are ascribed to
David himself, and there is even a
tradition making him the author of
the entirety of the book. While there
is no certainty to the ascriptions
traditionally prefacing each psalm, it
is likely that many of them do indeed
originate with the revered founder
of the Judaic dynasty. If the latest of
the psalms were composed during
the Persian and perhaps even into
the Hasmonean eras, then the Psalter
was compiled over the better part
of a millennium of Jewish history
before being finalized sometime
during the second temple period.
Translated into Greek as part of the
Septuagint, the Psalms naturally
found their way into early Christian
usage as well.
The New Testament writers see in
several of the psalms, for example
Psalms 2, 8, 22, 41, 69, 110, and 118,
a foretaste of the coming Messiah.
The early church fathers added to
this number, seeing Jesus Christ
not only in several other individual
psalms but also in the whole of the
Psalter itself. Thus the psalms of
lament came to be seen as describing
not merely the miseries of the human
authors but the very sufferings of
Christ. Further, the imprecatory
psalms—psalms that called for
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God’s judgment against evil—were
no longer cries for vengeance by a
hurting and oppressed people but
invocations of the very judgment
of Christ against the enemies of his
coming kingdom. While there is
nowadays a certain reluctance to see
too many gratuitous references to
Christ in a pre-Christian liturgical
collection, nevertheless insofar as
the Psalms partake of the larger
redemptive-historical narrative
of Scripture, we are fully justified
in seeing in Christ the ultimate
fulfillment of the salvation spoken of
in these poetic stanzas. Accordingly,
in some Christian communities the
singing of a psalm is ended with a
trinitarian doxology.
The Psalms were, of course, meant
to be sung, as they in fact were
from ancient times by God’s people.
Exactly how they were sung we
can only speculate. Psalm 136
was obviously meant to be sung
antiphonally, that is, with a cantor
singing the first line in each stanza
and the assembled congregation
responding with “for his steadfast
love endures forever.” This is implied
by the structure of Hebrew poetry,
which proceeds, not according to
the strict rhyme and metre familiar
especially to Protestant Christians,
but by means of parallelism and
repeated stresses in the parallel
lines. The ancient Hebrew psalmists
delighted in repeating a thought
twice, but in different words. And
contrary to the strict metrical
structure of modern Christian
hymnody, that of the Hebrew
psalms is much closer to the “sprung
rhythm” of our children’s nursery
rhymes in that, while the basic
rhythm is repeated in successive
lines or groups of lines, the number
of syllables varies from one line
to the next. A recent attempt to
recover something of this original
poetic flavor can be seen in Gelineau
psalmody, originated in the 1950s
by the French priest Father Joseph

Gelineau, for the French-language
Bible de Jérusalem.
In many Christian traditions
the singing of psalms has been
eclipsed by hymns of more recent
vintage. This is a phenomenon
common to Roman Catholicism,
Orthodoxy, and the various forms
of Protestantism. All the same,
many of the church’s most famous
hymn writers, such as Martin
Luther and Isaac Watts, turned
their efforts to the versification of
the biblical Psalter. The former’s “A
Mighty Fortress” is a christological
rendition of Psalm 46. The latter’s
“O God, Our Help in Ages Past” is
a free paraphrase of Psalm 90. Yet
many churches today go through
an entire Sunday worship service
without singing even a single psalm.
Thankfully, this is being rectified
in most traditions, as psalmody is
increasingly reincorporated into
the liturgies of Catholic, Lutheran,
Reformed, Methodist, and other
churches. Many of these have opted
for metrical versifications of the
psalms. Moreover, there are still a
few churches, such as the Reformed
Presbyterian Church in North
America and the Free Reformed
Churches of North America, which,
as a matter of principle, sing only the
psalms in the liturgy.

The Genevan Psalter
The Genevan Psalter was a project
that began in the late 1530s as part
of an effort to make available to
the newly reformed congregations
a way to sing the biblical psalms,
initially in Strasbourg and later in
Geneva. How were they to be sung?
Up to that point the western church
had chanted the psalms in Latin
according to the method ascribed
to Pope Gregory I the Great (c.
540–604). The chanting of psalms
in course over a specified period
had developed in the monasteries
under the influence of the Rule of

St. Benedict, shaping into what is
known as the Daily Office. Rooted
in ancient Jewish usage (see, for
example, Ps. 119:164 and Dan.
6:10), the Daily Office consists of
regular prayer offices said or sung
throughout the day at approximately
three-hour intervals (cf. Acts 10:9).
In the Orthodox Church the Psalter
is divided into twenty kathismata,
or sittings, during which the entire
Psalter is sung in course.
The Daily Office survived the
Reformation in some places, but not
everywhere. In England the Book
of Common Prayer combined the
two offices of Matins and Lauds
into Morning Prayer and joined
Vespers and Compline to form
Evening Prayer, or, in its choral
form, Evensong. In the Lutheran
tradition, where there was an attempt
to incorporate monastic piety into
the daily lives of ordinary Christians,
the Daily Office continues to survive
in some fashion. However, it did not
continue in those places influenced
by such non-Lutheran reformers as
Zwingli and Calvin. Nevertheless, the
singing of the psalms was retained,
to be incorporated into the ordinary
Lord’s Day worship service.
What would eventually become the
Genevan Psalter began in Strasbourg
when Aulcuns pseaulmes et cantiques
mys en chant were published in
1539 at John Calvin’s direction
during his sojourn in that city. This
small collection contained nineteen
metrical psalms, thirteen of which
were set to verse by the French
court poet Clément Marot and six
others by Calvin himself, as well as
three canticles from elsewhere in
Scripture, namely, the Decalogue,
the Song of Simeon (Nunc Dimittis),
and the Creed, thereby making a
total of twenty-two texts used by
the French-speaking congregation
there. These psalms were not sung
as plainchant; rather the texts were
reworked into poetic form to be sung
in the language of the people set to

fresh tunes composed explicitly for
this purpose by Matthias Greiter
(c. 1495–1550) (Ps. 36/68), Louis
Bourgeois (c. 1510–1560), and a
certain Maistre Pierre. Because the
tunes were fresh compositions and
thus not familiar to the people,
Calvin urged that they be taught
first to the children, who would
then teach them to the rest of the
congregation.
In these early partial collections of
psalms, including Aulcuns pseaulmes,
La forme des prieres et chantz
ecclesiastiques (1542), and Cinquante
psaumes en François (1543), the
number of psalms increased with
each subsequent edition. This meant
that some psalms were versified
before others. John Witvliet takes
note of the relative absence of
the psalms of praise with which
we ourselves would likely begin
if we were to undertake a similar
project. Instead, the first psalms
to be sung at Strasbourg included
those emphasizing confession
and forgiveness, wisdom/law, and
protection from foes. Witvliet
concludes that “Genevan spirituality
was formed primarily by psalms of
penitence and lament.”1 Moreover,
as it turns out, if the Daily Office
proper was not exactly retained
in its traditional form at Geneva,
Strasbourg, and elsewhere, the
discipline of congregational psalm
singing was not altogether dissimilar
to that practiced in Benedictine
monasticism.
The completed psalter was published
in 1562. The Genevan Psalter
would come to exert a considerable
influence on the liturgical life of
Reformed churches elsewhere as
well. A Reformed minister in the
Low Countries, Petrus Dathenus
(Pieter Datheen, 1531–1588),
in addition to translating the
Heidelberg Catechism, versified the
psalms in the Dutch language only
four years after their publication

in French. Thereafter his rhymed
psalms became the dominant
liturgical psalter until a new,
Enlightenment-influenced version
was introduced in 1773 by the States
General of the United Netherlands.
The popularity of this version was
not hindered by its having been
translated directly from Marot’s and
Théodore de Bèze’s French text rather
than from the Hebrew. To this day
some thirty Reformed congregations
in the province of Zeeland hold fast
to Dathenus’s version.
Not quite a dozen years after
the publication of the Genevan
Psalter, the legal scholar Ambrosius
Lobwasser (1515–1585), who
had heard the psalms sung by the
Huguenots during his sojourn in the
Berry region of France, published
a German translation primarily
for private use directly from the
French text, something for which
he was roundly criticized by his
fellow Lutherans. The Lobwasser
Psalter was published in 1573 and
would eventually find its way into
the public worship of the Reformed
churches in, for example, Zürich.
The Lobwasser Psalter would in
turn serve as the model for Czech
and Hungarian versifications of the
Genevan Psalms.
Jiří Strejc (also known as Georg
Vetter, 1536–1599) was born in the
Moravian village of Zábřeh and
became a minister in the Unity of the
Brethren, also variously known as
the Unitas Fratrum, the Bohemian
Brethren, and Moravian Brethren,
who were heirs of the pre-Reformer
Jan Hus (c. 1369–1415). Strejc spent
some time in the Prussian city of
Königsberg (now Kaliningrad,
Russia), where Lobwasser was
teaching. Whether the two met I
have been unable to determine, but
Strejc was sufficiently impressed
with the Lobwasser Psalter that he
undertook to translate the German
text directly into the Czech language
in 1587. It was still being used as
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recently as the turn of the twentieth
century.
The Calvinist Reformation spread
also into Hungary, especially the
eastern parts of that country under
Ottoman Turkish control and thus
exempt from the Habsburg-enforced
Counter-Reformation. Shortly after
the turn of the seventeenth century,
the widely-traveled Reformed pastor
Albert Szenci Molnár published his
own translation of the Lobwasser
Psalter to be sung to the Genevan
tunes. Molnár’s psalms would come,
along with Gáspár Károly’s 1590
translation of the Bible, to influence
the development of the Hungarian
literary language.
Perhaps the most surprising
development of all was the
seventeenth-century translation of
several Genevan psalms into Turkish,
the language of a predominantly
Muslim country. Wojciech Bobowski
(1610–1675) was a musically gifted
Polish-born Reformed Christian who
had the misfortune to be kidnapped
as a young man by Tatars and sold
as a slave to the Ottoman sultan.

GOOD QUESTION
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However, what began in slavery
turned out, as with the biblical
Joseph, to be very nearly a smart
career move. He became translator,
treasurer, and court composer
for the sultan, converting (at least
nominally) to Islam and changing
his name to Ali Ufki. Among his
many impressive achievements, he
translated the Bible into Turkish and
versified the first fourteen psalms
in that language, enabling them to
be sung to their proper Genevan
melodies. This small collection was
published in 1665.
Since then the Genevan psalms have
been translated into Portuguese,
Indonesian, Korean, and even
Japanese, thereby demonstrating
their durability over many centuries
and in different cultures. There
are many ways to sing the psalms,
including Anglican, Gregorian,
and Byzantine chant, as well as the
Scottish and similar metrical psalters.
The Genevan Psalter deserves an
honored place among these other
forms and deserves to be better
known, especially in the English-

1. John Witvliet, “The Spirituality of the
Psalter in Calvin’s Geneva,” in Witvliet,
Worship Seeking Understanding: Windows
into Christian Practice (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2003), 208 n. 22.

Dr. David T. Koyzis
(PhD, Notre Dame) is a Global Scholar with
Global Scholars Canada and is the author
of Political Visions and Illusions (2019) and
We Answer to Another: Authority, Office,
and the Image of God (2014). In 2020 he
completed a decades-old project to set the
Psalms to English verse according to their
Genevan melodies. This article is adapted
with permission from his web project on the
Psalms: https://genevanpsalter.blogspot.
com/.

IS IT HELPFUL TO READ
BIOGRAPHIES?

All history, including our own contemporary history,
is located within, and makes ultimate sense within,
the biblical motif of creation-fall-redemptionconsummation. So good biographies help us understand
God’s world, wrestle with our failures, look to God for
redemption, and anticipate a better day What else can
they do?
Biographies connect us with the past. Today we are
pressured to embrace religious fads and repaint the
Christian faith in each generation. Biographies don’t
invite us to live in the past. But they remind us that we
have a past and that almost everything we know we
learned from people who came before us (Ps. 145:4).
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speaking world. The Genevan Psalter
is testimony to the love Reformed
Christians have had for singing the
Psalms since the time of Calvin. “Let
everything that has breath praise the
Lord” (Ps. 150:6, English Standard
Version)!

Biographies share through example. We must take
warning from negative examples (1 Cor. 10:11) and
follow godly ones (Phil. 3:17). Good biographies won’t be
preachy. But the virtues of the characters will implicitly
invite imitation or caution.
Biographies teach empathy. Empathy—the discipline
of sensing how others feel in a given situation, not how
you would feel—allows us to lovingly understand rather
than indifferently criticize. We need not agree with
everything the characters say or do. But biographies
afford prolonged opportunity to listen instead of speak
(James 1:19).

The Eenige Gezangen and the
History of Dutch Hymnody
Mr. Michael R. Kearney

I can still remember my confusion as a child when my family
began attending a Reformed church and I saw the blue books in
the pew racks entitled “Psalter Hymnal.” I knew what a hymnal
was—it was something you use to sing in church. And I knew
what a salter was—it was something you shake over your food.
But I could never successfully meld those two concepts together
while I sat daydreaming in the pew.

T

he idea of a psalter hymnal
is something we often take
for granted. But why have the
Christian Reformed Church and
the United Reformed Churches in
North America (URCNA) insisted
on calling their books of liturgical
praise “Psalter Hymnals” for almost a
century? There are plenty of modern
psalters available, like the Reformed
Presbyterian Church of North
America’s Book of Psalms for Worship.
There are also countless hymnals, as
databases like Hymnary.org attest.
Many of those songbooks intersperse
hymns with songs based on psalms
and other passages of Scripture. Yet

no other Christian tradition uses
the designation “Psalter Hymnal”
so consistently. When the United
Reformed Churches and the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church
released their collaborative songbook
in 2018, it was not as an updated
edition of the Trinity Hymnal, but
as a new creation: a Trinity Psalter
Hymnal. Why this persistent choice?
The title “Psalter Hymnal” is a
marker of our denominational
history.1 Specifically, it marks the
contested relationship between
psalms and hymns which has
characterized Reformed theology
over the centuries. Today, there are

some Reformed and Presbyterian
denominations that continue to
sing psalms exclusively and others
in which psalm singing is basically
nonexistent.2 The URCNA holds
an interestingly moderate position,
singing both psalms and hymns in
worship yet continuing to assert a
distinction between the two: “The
150 Psalms shall have the principal
place in the singing of the churches.
Hymns which faithfully and fully
reflect the teaching of the Scripture
as expressed in the Three Forms of
Unity may be sung, provided they
are approved by the Consistory.”3
Although this statement from
the Church Order does not reject
the use of hymns in worship, it
adopts a noticeably more cautious
stance toward hymns than some
other Reformed and Presbyterian
denominations. Our nuanced
musical legacy is worth a closer look.
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Hymns in Public Worship:
Caution and Complexity
The Christian Reformed Church
began to sanction the use of hymns
in worship around the year 1930, a
surprisingly recent date. Before that,
the denomination’s official position
followed the Synod of Dort, which
allowed the singing of psalms—plus
a few interesting exceptions. That
synod had declared:
In the churches only the 150
Psalms of David, the Ten
Commandments, the Lord’s
Prayer, the Twelve Articles of
Faith, and the Songs of Mary,
Zacharias and Simeon shall be
sung. Whether or not to use
the hymn, “O God, who art
our Father,” etc., is left to the
freedom of the churches. All
other hymns shall be kept out of
the churches, and where some
have already been introduced,
they shall be discontinued by
the most appropriate means.4

At first glance, this position on
worship music seems muddled at
best. The synod could have adhered
to a position like John Calvin’s,
which would permit the singing
of anything derived directly from
Scripture passages, or it could have
adopted a strict exclusive psalmody
position like that of John Knox.5
Instead, it admitted a collection
of extrabiblical music that seems
somewhat arbitrary. What place do
the Apostles’ Creed (the “Twelve
Articles of Faith”) and the nonscriptural hymn “O God, Who Art
Our Father” have in this list? And
if they are included, on what basis
should all other hymns be kept out?6
To add to the confusion, when the
Christian Reformed Church sought
to justify the inclusion of hymns in
1930, it leveraged this same decision
by the Synod of Dort to argue that
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Reformed churches had always
affirmed hymn singing in principle:
[T]he introduction of Hymns
for use in Public Worship
was sanctioned already by
our Reformed Fathers of the
16th century. For they have
provided the Churches with the
still existing small collection
which is found in our Dutch
Psalters, bearing the title
“Eenige Gezangen,” and from
this it follows that the Hymn
question cannot be a question
of introducing Hymns, but only
of an increase of the number
that has been in use already for
centuries.7

The 1930 decision to include hymns
met significant resistance in the
Christian Reformed Church. The
Eenige Gezangen offer a window
into the complexity of hymn
singing within the Dutch Reformed
tradition.
The basis for Reformed church
music in the Netherlands was the
Genevan Psalter, which David Koyzis
has written about elsewhere in this
issue. The texts of Calvin’s French
edition were translated into Dutch
in 1566 by Peter Datheen. Typically,
editions of Datheen’s Psalter included
a varying number of canticles and
hymns in the back, a collection that
gradually took on the name Eenige
Gezangen (literally, “some songs”).
When the psalter was revised in
1773, the Eenige Gezangen consisted
of the following:
The Ten Commandments
The Song of Mary
The Song of Zechariah
The Song of Simeon
The Lord’s Prayer
The Twelve Articles of Faith
(Apostles’ Creed), in two
different versions

Prayer before the Sermon (This
is the hymn “O God, Who Art
Our Father,” referenced in first
column to left.)
Morning Song
Prayer before Meals
Thanksgiving after Meals
Evening Song
Interestingly, while today we usually
refer to hymns by their refrains or
first lines (“It Is Well,” “Great Is Thy
Faithfulness”), the Dutch Psalter
named these songs based on their
liturgical function. And this offers
a significant clue to the decision of
the Synod of Dort. Of these eleven
songs, the first five are based directly
on Scripture, and the others are
intended to serve specific roles of
confession, praise, and prayer in
worship.
From this, I conclude that the
synod allowed hymns in public
worship only as musical portions of
the Reformed liturgy. Neither the
Apostles’ Creed nor the prayer before
the sermon is a hymn in the sense
that we use that word today. Rather,
they are preexisting parts of weekly
worship, just set to music rather
than recited. Instead of speaking the
Apostles’ Creed, the church
would sing it. Rather than hearing a
prayer before the sermon, the
church would sing it. Thus, the
Eenige Gezangen served not as carte
blanche for hymnody but rather as
a reflection of particular roles that
music could play in worship.
Besides these liturgical aspects of
hymnody, the Synod of Dort, like
many Reformed church bodies
before and after it, viewed musical
compositions other than the Psalms
with hesitancy in worship. Even
much later theological figures like
Abraham Kuyper (a supporter of
hymns in worship) cautioned that
the use of extrabiblical songs tended
to crowd out the proper place of the
psalter.8 Consistent with this heritage,

the Christian Reformed Church’s
decision to produce the first Psalter
Hymnal in 1934 manifested both an
openness to hymns and a tenacious
commitment to the centrality of
psalm singing—a commitment that
persists in the Church Order of the
URCNA.

Hymns and Private Worship:
Practices of Piety
At the same time, hymns serve more
functions than merely singing in
corporate worship. The last four
selections in the Eenige Gezangen
were presumably designed for use in
the home and in private devotions.
Imagine if a Christian household in
the twenty-first century committed
to framing the beginning and the end
of the day with singing following this
pattern!
I have provided a translation and
harmonization of the “Thanksgiving
after Meals” on the following page as
a sampling of the rich piety that the
Eenige Gezagen convey. These hymns
reveal a deep Calvinistic faith and
express childlike trust in a heavenly
Father who provides all good gifts.

Hymns, as Rev. Jonathan Landry
Cruse’s recent project reminds us,
are expressions of devotion.9 They
bear aloft the core of Christian
piety in memorable language set to
beautiful tunes that weave their way
into the singer’s soul. In the coming
issues of The Outlook, I hope to
provide context for some historic and
previously untranslated hymns from
the Dutch Reformed tradition. These
are noble exemplars of the “spiritual
songs” commended in the Scriptures
(Eph. 5:18; Col. 3:16). Along with the
Psalms, which should always form
the backbone of Christian worship,
such hymns enrich believers’ daily
walk with the Savior.
1 This article adapts information from a series
of articles on URC psalmody in 2015 entitled
“Behind the Psalter Hymnal.” See https://
urcpsalmody.wordpress.com/2015/08/21/
behind-the-psalter-hymnal-part-6/.
2 A handy introduction to the spectrum
of practices in Reformed and Presbyterian
denominations is given in “We Used to Sing
Only Psalms—What Happened?” Reformed
Worship 3 (March 1987), https://www.
reformedworship.org/article/march-1987/weused-sing-only-psalms-what-happened.
3 Church Order of the United Reformed
Churches in North America, Article 39.
4 Post-Acta of the National Synod of Dordrecht,
1619, Session 162, in P. Biesterveld and H. H.
Kuyper, Ecclesiastical manual, including the
decisions of the Netherlands synods and other

significant matters relating to the government
of the churches, ed. and trans. R. A. de Ridder
(Grand Rapids: Calvin Theological Seminary,
1982), 183.
5 For a survey of Reformed perspectives on
psalm singing, see Sing a New Song: Recovering
Psalm Singing for the Twenty-First Century,
edited by Joel R. Beeke and Anthony T.
Selvaggio (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage
Books, 2010).
6 Note also that earlier regional and national
synods in 1568, 1574, 1578, and 1581 had
consistently upheld exclusive or almostexclusive psalmody. See Biesterveld and Kuyper,
Ecclesiastical manual.
7 “Report on the Hymn Question and the
Text of Approved Hymns to be presented to
the Synod of 1930 of the Christian Reformed
Church,” 8, http://www.calvin.edu/library/
database/crcnasynod/1930agendahymns.pdf.
8 Abraham Kuyper, Our Worship, ed. Harry
Boonstra, trans. Harry Boonstra, Henry Baron,
Gerrit Sheeres, and Leonard Sweetman (1911;
repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 41–42.
9 See Hymns of Devotion, https://www.
hymnsofdevotion.com/.

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

A recording of the tune of the “Dankzang na het eten” was recorded on the organ at St. John’s Lutheran Church in
Ambridge, PA. Please visit this YouTube link to watch and listen: https://youtu.be/gbe9zNOFTpw
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Eenige Gezangen, Dutch Psalter, 1773
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Eenige Gezangen, Dutch Psalter, 1773
Arr. Michael R. Kearney, 2021

Prayer
Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp

S

o many books and sermons
have been devoted to the
subject of prayer that I would not
have the audacity to think that
I could add something or say
something new. But prayer is what
sets the Christian apart from the
world, and the more this world
is darkening, the more we stand
out as luminaries. So I would like
to encourage you to keep up this
excellent work of praying: for
ourselves, our loved ones, and
even our enemies. Never give up
on it!

What Is Prayer?
Praying is a tremendous privilege
because we can communicate
with the almighty God, creator of
heaven and earth and all that lives.
We have received this privilege
because the Son of God, our Lord
Jesus Christ, died for our sins on
the cross. In Jesus we are adopted
as sons and daughters by God,
whom we now may call Father
(Rom. 8:15). Prayer expresses the
special bond of love that we have
with him.
In the same way that we can
talk to our best friend or loving
earthly father, we can talk with
our heavenly Father. We can feel
so secure in his love that we can
open up to him with our deepest
longings, our desires, our secrets,
and everything that is on our
mind, all the time knowing that
he loves us and wants to bless us
and give us everything we need.
In Jesus’ words, “If you then, who

are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your
Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him!” (Matt. 7:11,
English Standard Version).
Nothing and nobody can separate us from the love of Christ (Rom. 8:35). Even
better: in all things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us (Rom.
8:37).
Our prayers are quite literally our lifelines. You could imagine them as beams of
light shooting up and out of the murky darkness of the peoples on earth. Our
beams should never, ever grow dark. We should be praying at all times. And God,
who sees us lovingly in his Son, will send his comfort and blessings down to us.
We need to train our mind to stay on him.
When we pray, it’s a majestic way to present our loved ones to the care of our
trustworthy God. It’s always the best we can do for anyone, and as our relationship
with the Lord is one of love, we commit everyone we pray for to his loving care.
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When we pray we are also involved in
a spiritual battle. As we see the devil
prowling around looking for those
he can devour, we must stand with
the everlasting God in this fight for
humanity. We are soldiers for God in
this battle and need to do our part in
the fight.

What and How to Pray
The disciples asked Jesus what to
pray, and he answered by giving
them what we call the Lord’s Prayer.
When you meditate on each line
of that prayer, you will realize it
includes everything that you might
be worrying about.
Essential parts of prayer are praise
and thankfulness. It is good to always
include these, even if you don’t feel
like it. Remembering how God has
worked in your own life will greatly
help you. As the hymn goes, “Count
your blessings, name them one by
one.”
If you intentionally focus on the
wondrous works that God has done,
it draws your mind away from
yourself (and your anxiety); instead,
you focus on God and the promises
he has already fulfilled in your life
and in that of others. Then you find
many reasons to praise him and be
thankful.
The Holy Spirit helps us in our
weakness. “For we do not know
what to pray for as we ought, but the
Spirit himself intercedes for us with
groanings too deep for words” (Rom.
8:26). Ask Jesus’ Spirit to help you
pray when you are at a loss for words.
You can pray God’s promises back to
him. When you read from your Bible
or pray in your mind, you can remind
him of his promises. Of course he
didn’t forget, but it’s a good discipline
for you. It also makes you more aware
of all the promises he has already
kept.
The best way to learn to pray is by
doing it. There is no formula for
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successful prayer. Prayer is your time
with God and his time to work in
you. This time is essential for you to
not get conformed to this world but
to have your mind renewed (Rom.
12:2). And a renewed and discerning
mind is what we need now more than
ever. Jesus said that temptations are
sure to come, but we do not want to
fall into them (Luke 17:1).
Reading your Bible is essential,
because God can later remind
you what you have put to mind.
When you may get in difficult
circumstances, the Holy Spirit can
bring comforting words to your
mind, and you will not have to be
afraid. But when reading, a passage
can be highlighted that is an answer
to your question. So read your Bible
often. Having it on your phone can be
helpful.
The Bible has much to say about
solitude and about quietness. Jesus
says in Matthew 6:6, “But when you
pray, go into your room and shut the
door and pray to your Father who is
in secret. And your Father who sees
in secret will reward you.” It is good
to have a literal place where you can
go and be quiet.
If you can’t go into your prayer
closet, the inner room of the heart
is portable. It can be that quiet place
in the midst of a busy world. In it,
your soul can communicate with
God. “Have Jesus in your heart”
should be taken literally. In the midst
of turmoil, your soul can pray and
receive wisdom from the Most High.
This is the beauty of being in Jesus
connected to the Father.

could not have imagined. He can
change hearts too, both yours and/or
the one you are praying for. Even the
king’s heart is like a stream of water
in the hand of the Lord (Prov. 21:1).
Also, God will command his angels
concerning you to guard you in all
your ways (Ps. 91:11). It is good and
comforting to be aware of the angels
that are there to help and protect you.
You can ask for that protection too.
With the world getting darker and
more confusing every day, it is
difficult to not become anxious now
and then. Ralph Abernathy famously
wrote, “I don’t know what the future
may hold, but I know who holds the
future.” We want to stay close to our
Father who holds the future. The
more the darkness and the lies creep
up, the more we need to lean on him
and to trust him for everything. Don’t
lean on your own understanding,
but in all your ways acknowledge
him (Prov. 3:5–6). This is important
because this is also how you learn
about the works that he has prepared
for you that you can do today in
order to glorify him.
The best summary of this article
is Philippians 4:6–7: “Do not be
anxious about anything, but
in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving let
your requests be made known to
God. And the peace of God, which
surpasses all understanding, will
guard your hearts and your minds
in Christ Jesus.”

Why Keep on Praying?

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp

God answers prayers, often through
his Word. Jesus is our Comforter, our
Helper, our Counselor (John 14:16)
who literally is always there. He gives
you joy, and peace that goes beyond
understanding.

was born and raised in the Netherlands.
She graduated with a master’s degree in
Dutch Language and Literature from Utrecht
University and worked for the Dutch L’Abri
and as a secondary school teacher at United
World College in Singapore. She attends
Dutton United Reformed Church (MI), where
she leads various Bible study groups and
mentor groups. She has two sons who are
currently in graduate studies.

God can also answer through
circumstances, often in ways we

Open Your Mouth
Wide: A Meditation
on Psalm 81
What psalm would you describe as the central
psalm in the Book of Psalms? Perhaps you would

pick your favorite psalm; perhaps, there is a psalm that
seems to sum up the message of the Book of Psalms to you;
perhaps you’ve never really thought about this question
before. Spend some time reading and meditating on Psalm
81, and consider what Dr. Robert Godfrey says: “In a sense,
[Psalm 81] is the central psalm in the book of Psalms. Of
course, it does not stand at the numerical center of 150
Psalms. But it is the central psalm in the central book of the
Psalter. And at the center of Psalm 81 are these words: ‘O
Israel, if you would but listen to me!’ (v. 8b).”1

I answered you in the
secret place of thunder;
I tested you at the waters
of Meribah. Selah
Hear, O my people, while I
admonish you!
O Israel, if you would but
listen to me!
There shall be no strange
god among you;
you shall not bow down to
a foreign god.
I am the Lord your God,
who brought you up out of
the land of Egypt.
Open your mouth wide, and
I will fill it.
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Context of Confusion and Grief
Psalm 81 requires attention to its
context in order to understand it
fully. You could just read Psalm 81,
but Psalm 80 sheds significant light
on what is happening in Psalm 81.
Psalm 80 is a lament of the people of
Israel, asking, “O Lord God of hosts,
how long will You be angry against
the prayer of Your people?” (v. 4,
New King James Version). Psalm 80
then recounts the wonderful works
that God has done in the lives of
the Israelites. He brought them out
of Egypt and planted them in the
promised land (vv. 8–11). However,
after this amazing act of deliverance
and care, the Israelites are confused
as to why God is no longer blessing
them; they are broken and burned
with fire. Their final cry is, “Restore
us, O Lord God of hosts; cause Your
face to shine, and we shall be saved!”
(v. 19).

God’s Reply
Psalm 81 is God’s reply to Israel’s
lament and problems in Psalm 80. In
the first five verses, we are given the
setting for this psalm: it is to be sung
at a solemn feast day. Then, starting
in verse 6, God begins speaking,
answering with a brief history of
what he has done for his people
in bringing them out of Egypt,
answering them “in the secret place
of thunder” and testing them at the
waters of Meribah. Then we get to
the central verses of Psalm 81: “Hear,
O My people, and I will admonish
you! O Israel, if you will listen to Me!
There shall be no foreign god among
you; nor shall you worship any
foreign god” (vv. 8–9). God goes on
to tell the Israelites who he is, what
he has done, and what he is going to
do: “I am the Lord your God, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt;
open your mouth wide, and I will fill
it” (v. 10).
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Meribah: What Happened with
the Rock
One of the interesting events that
God recalls in Psalm 81 concerns
the waters of Meribah. In fact, he
specifically says in verse 7 that
he tested them at the waters of
Meribah. The incident at Meribah
is mentioned a surprising number
of times in the Bible. The history is
recorded for us in Numbers 20, when
the children of Israel were in the
wilderness and could not find any
water. The people contended with
Moses and asked why he had brought
them into the wilderness to die; it
would have been better for them to
have stayed in Egypt, they think.
Then God spoke to Moses, telling
him to take the rod and speak to the
rock in the presence of the Israelites,
and the rock would yield water for
them. So, Moses took the rod, but
instead of speaking to the rock, he
struck the rock twice. Water came
out of the rock in abundance, and
the people and animals were able to
drink. However, God was angry and
said to Moses, “Because you did not
believe Me, to hallow Me in the eyes
of the children of Israel, therefore
you shall not bring this assembly into
the land which I have given them”
(Num. 20:12).
What is going on here? It appears
that Moses’ failure was one of minute
detail. He was supposed to speak to
the rock and instead he struck the
rock. As punishment he was not
allowed to enter the promised land!
Doesn’t that seem overly harsh? In
subsequent retellings of the story
(there at least fifteen references or
allusions in the rest of the Bible
to the event), two themes are
emphasized: God’s amazing power
in bringing water out of the rock,
and Moses’ failure to regard God as
holy. The waters of Meribah were a
test to see if Moses and the Israelites
would trust God to be their God and
to provide for them, or if they would
reject him and rely on their own

imaginations for deliverance. The test
was much more than a test of Moses’
ability to pay attention to detail. The
rock had become a sacred symbol
that was to be used to demonstrate
God’s power and ability to help his
people. As my previous pastor said,
“God, naturally, is actually the one
putting the people to the test, one
the general populace keeps failing. It
is a simple test of faith, whereby the
whole meaning of their deliverance
out of the living death that was Egypt
. . . should be the basis for the present
and future confidence in God’s
promises. And they wouldn’t do it.”2
Here was a chance for Moses and the
people of Israel to proclaim that God
was truly their God, and they failed
miserably. In Psalm 81, God reminds
the people of the waters of Meribah
and concludes: “Hear, O My people,
and I will admonish you! O Israel, if
you will listen to Me! There shall be
no foreign god among you; nor shall
you worship any foreign god” (vv.
8–9). At its root, every disobedience
begins with the sin of idolatry.

Open Your Mouth Wide
What image comes to mind when
you read the words, “Open your
mouth wide, and I will fill it” (v.
10b)? Try thinking of a newborn
baby. Within the first few hours of
life, a newborn baby must learn to
drink his mother’s milk. As soon as
he is aware of the presence of the lifegiving milk, he does one thing: opens
his mouth wide. What would it look
like for you to open your mouth wide
to the life-giving presence of God?
When you are fatigued and tired,
open your mouth wide for strength
to accomplish the tasks God has
given you. When you are frustrated
in the search for something you’ve
lost (be it your keys, a school book,
or a pet hamster), open your mouth
wide for help to find it. When
you are lonely and discouraged,
open your mouth wide for God’s
friendship and presence. When you
are beaten down by the sin in your

own life and the lives around you, open your mouth
wide for forgiveness and healing. When you are crushed
by the disappointments of life, open your mouth wide
for the love of the One who never disappoints. On any
given day, are you drinking deeply from the water he
provides, or are you seeking to get water in your own
way? Throughout Scripture, the image of water is used
to show us how we tend to seek other gods instead of
God: “For My people have committed two evils: they
have forsaken Me, the fountain of living waters, and
hewn themselves cisterns—broken cisterns that can hold
no water” (Jer. 2:13). How often have you allowed other
things to substitute themselves for the living God? John
Calvin says in his commentary on Psalm 81, “He [the
psalmist] not only bids them open their mouth, but he
magnifies the abundance of his grace still more highly,
by intimating, that however enlarged our desires may
be, there will be nothing wanting which is necessary to
afford us full satisfaction.”3

If Only
God continues his accusation against his people: “But My
people would not heed My voice, and Israel would have
none of Me. So I gave them over to their own stubborn
heart, to walk in their own counsels” (vv. 11–12). What
a dreadful punishment, to be given over to our own
stubborn hearts! Yet deep down, isn’t this what we want
at times? We want to do what we want. We want to
experience the blessed life (with blessings of our own
description). We do not want a certain trial, or a certain
situation, or a certain person, to get in our way of what
we think is true happiness. In reality, all that we have
to do is listen to God: “Oh, that My people would listen
to Me, that Israel would walk in My ways!” (v. 13). God
then talks about all the things that he would have done
for his people, all of the blessings that would have been
theirs, if they had only listened: he would subdue their
enemies and turn his hand against their adversaries.
In Psalm 80, the Israelites complained that God has fed
them with the bread of tears and the water of tears. In
contrast, God tells them in Psalm 81 that he would have
fed them with the finest wheat and with not just water
from the rock, but honey! If only they had listened. If
only they had passed that test at Meribah. If only they
had not worshiped foreign gods. If only.

obeys his voice. Jesus was not willing to substitute the
cheap bread of Satan for the living and powerful Word of
God (see Matt. 4:3–4). Where Israel disobeyed and tested
the Lord at Meribah, Jesus obeyed and said, “You shall
not tempt the Lord your God” (Matt. 4:7).
Jesus was the Rock in the wilderness (see 1 Cor. 10:4).
He is the amazing, powerful God who is able to satisfy
you with the honey of himself. He will hear your prayers,
and he will always, always be enough. Open your mouth
wide.
1. W. Robert Godfrey, Learning to Love the Psalms (Sanford, FL:
Reformation Trust Publishing, 2017), 143.
2. Bruce Buchanan, sermon on Exodus 17, preached May 2010.
3. John Calvin, Heart Aflame (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1999), 190.
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Do you ever feel the weight of the “if onlys” in your
life? “If only I had walked by faith during that season of
life.” “If only I could read my Bible more regularly.” “If
only I could truly believe that God is sending this trial
into my life for his glory and my good.” “If only I could
truly listen to God and make him my only God.” Be
encouraged, for you are not alone in this fight. Jesus is
the only one who truly and perfectly listens to God and
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Learning Contentment
Mrs. Elisabeth Bloechl

Ours is a culture of discontent. We
want what we do not have. If it’s hot,
we long for cool weather. If we are
short, we envy the tall. We complain
of our academic abilities, paycheck,
children’s behavior, house, gender. It
seems that no matter the situation,
we are discontent. This is a far cry
from the attitude of the apostle Paul.
From a prison cell, Paul wrote the
following words: “I have learned
in whatever situation I am to be
content. I know how to be brought
low, and I know how to abound. In
any and every circumstance, I have
learned the secret of facing plenty
and hunger, abundance and need. I
can do all things through him who
strengthens me” (Phil. 4:11b–13,
English Standard Version). In no
circumstance are we content. In all
circumstances Paul was content.
How is this possible? Should we
strive for such contentment? Before
we answer these questions, we need
to know first what contentment is.

What Is Contentment?
According to the Merriam-Webster
dictionary, contentment is feeling
or persona. If we look back several
hundred years, Webster himself
wrote that contentment a state of
mind. The distinction between the
two definitions is important because,
though we can control them, we
do not choose our emotions, but
we can choose to have a certain
state of mind. Such is the case with
the apostle Paul. He “learned”
contentment. Contentment is
therefore best described as a certain
chosen state of mind, one that is
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quiet, resting, satisfied.1 While this
sounds like a lofty ideal, it is abstract.
What exactly does Paul mean by “I
have learned . . . to be content”?
Paul lived nearly every extreme.
He was rich, popular, influential.
He was impoverished, homeless,
hated. He was beaten, shipwrecked,
imprisoned (2 Cor. 11:21–33; Phil.
3:5–6). Through these variations in
circumstances, Paul learned to be
content, no matter his circumstances.
In other words, he did not wish
for what he did not have. Instead,
he embraced his present state with
quiet acceptance. Does that mean
he, like a Stoic, shunned all earthly
attachments and pleasures? Did his
contentment lie in his detachment
from people, place, property? In
other words, was he content despite
his circumstances? If that were the
case, we would expect Paul to write,
“I have learned despite whatever the
situation I am to be content.” Instead
he writes, “I have learned in whatever
situation I am to be content.”
Furthermore, we know from other
writings that his heart is bound
up with—not stoically removed
from—the churches under his care
(2 Cor. 11:28). “His ‘self-sufficiency’
and equanimity in meeting all life’s
demands has not come through
a mechanical self-discipline or
fixed resolution such as the Stoic
practiced . . . it was his in union with
a personal Lord.”2 Paul was able to
accept peacefully, embrace, thrive
in—not despite—any circumstance
because he knew he did not face
them alone.

Notice what Paul says after his
declaration that he has learned
contentment. “I can do all things
through him who strengthens me”
(2 Cor. 11:13). We often divorce this
verse from its context and plaster
it to our locker room walls and
cubicles. The “all things” become
whatever personal goal we are trying
to obtain. However, we must not
miss the logical progression in this
passage. Though we can rightfully
declare “I can do all things through
Christ,” Paul is specifically speaking
about learning contentment. Paul’s
point here is that through his
relationship with and reliance on
Christ, he learns contentment, for he
knows that the God working through
him is both sovereign and a good
provider.

Knowing God
The Scripture is replete with passages
evidencing God’s sovereignty
(see, for example, Col. 1:16–17;
Isa. 45:7–9; Prov. 16:33; Job 42:2;
Lam. 3:37–39). He orchestrates the
affairs of men from the mightiest
to the weakest. He establishes
kings and destroys nations. He
has decreed the number of our
days and circumstances of each
day. His decisions stand, though
all others fall. The Westminster
Catechism summarizes God’s
sovereignty, or providence, well:
“God the great Creator of all things
doth uphold, direct, dispose, and
govern all creatures, actions, and
things, from the greatest even to
the least, by his most wise and
holy providence, according to his

“...it was his in union with
a personal Lord.”Paul was
able to accept peacefully,
embrace, thrive in—not
despite—any circumstance
because he knew he did not
face them alone.
Saint Paul painting from Paris, St. Severin church

infallible foreknowledge, and the free
and immutable counsel of his own
will, to the praise of the glory of his
wisdom, power, justice, goodness,
and mercy” (WCF 5.1). Paul was
able to find comfort in these truths
because he knew that God is also a
good provider.
God never ordains circumstances we
are ill-equipped or unable to handle.
Rather, he gives us everything we
need to live (even thrive) in any
situation (see, for example, Ps. 34:4;
Gen. 28:15; Deut. 31:6, 8; Josh. 1:5;
2 Cor. 9:8). What is this everything
that he has given? Is it food, clothing,
comfortable living arrangements? If

so, Paul could not declare that he had
learned contentment when he lacked
food, clothing, or shelter. Rather, the
everything God provides is himself
(John 14:16–17; Matt. 28:19–20). If
we have him, we have all we need
(2 Peter 1:3). For we have the Holy
Spirit always at our disposal to give
us anything we need: hope, peace,
joy, patience (John 14:26; Acts 1:8;
Matt. 10:19–20). Furthermore, even
if we face man’s enemy—death—we
can look confidently beyond it to
eternal life with Christ. But God does
not only provide for us spiritually. He
also meets all of our material needs.
During times of poverty, sickness, or
persecution, we may question God’s
provision. “If God really provided
for my material needs, why am I
hungry, cold, sick?” Though we may
not understand God’s provision, we
can be sure that it is sufficient—he
promised (Phil. 4:19; Matt. 6:31–32;
Luke 12:24–26). As someone once
told me, if God has not given it, we
do not need it.
So God both ordains our
circumstances and gives us
everything we need to embrace them
with quiet contentment. Indeed, that
is why Paul is able to “cheerfully and
patiently submit to God’s most wise
disposal of him, knowing his most
righteous and tenderhearted Father
would never leave nor forsake him,
having already given him greater
things than any of these sublunary
ones he could stand in need of, Rom.
VIII:32.”3 In short, Paul learned
contentment because he became a
student of Christ. He turned his eyes
from himself and fixed them on his
Savior. In the words of one author:
“This, ultimately, is the ‘secret of
contentment’: to know Christ but to
press on to know Him more in all
areas of life. When we know Him
and press on to know Him better, we
become like Him. When we know
Him and press on to know Him
better, we rest in His providence and
provision, and we follow His call for

us—not seeking our own agenda, but
content with His.”4
What does all of this mean for us
practically? How can we, like Paul,
learn contentment in any and all
circumstances? We cultivate our
relationship with God. The more
we study his Word, commune with
him in prayer, receive his means of
grace each Lord’s Day, the more our
confidence in him will grow. We will
begin to trust him more and rely
on him more each day. We will see
and experience his sovereignty and
perfect provision. We will see how
he orchestrates each circumstance
to sanctify us, draw us to himself,
and make us look more like Jesus.
The more we study these truths and
the source of them, the more we will
learn contentment. For, no matter
the circumstance, we will have such
an unshakeable peace that we can say
with the hymn writer:
When peace, like a river,
attendeth my way,
When sorrows like
sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, Thou hast
taught me to say,
It is well, it is well with
my soul.5
1. See Webster’s Dictionary, 1828 edition.
2. Philippians, Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries, ed. R. V. G. Tasker (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959), 177.
3. Matthew Poole, A Commentary on the Holy
Bible, vol. 3, Matthew-Revelation (McLean,
VA: MacDonald Publishing Company, 1985),
703.
4. William Barclay, “The Secret of
Contentment,” April 2, 2012, https://www.
ligonier.org/learn/articles/the-secret-ofcontentment, accessed November 4, 2021.
5. “When Peace, Like a River,” Horatio Gates
Spafford, 1873.
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Questions on Worship
Dr. Joel R. Beeke

Worship has always been a critical
issue for a church. Here are some
answers to questions about worship
that we have been asked.

Rev. Paul M. Smalley

of worship but looks to the heart. This involves faith, for
Christ had just been speaking to the woman of her need
to receive the living water of eternal life that only Christ
can give her (vv. 10, 14). It also involves repentance, for
Christ did not give her this living water without first
gently exposing the woman’s sins (vv. 16, 18).

What is the connection between
worship and service?
What does it mean to worship God
in spirit and truth?
To worship God in spirit and in truth is to glorify him in
the public assembly of his people with biblical simplicity,
true knowledge of God, and inner engagement of the
heart by faith and repentance. All of these elements
appear in the context of Christ’s teaching, “God is a
Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in
spirit and in truth” (John 4:24, King James Version). The
worship in view pertains to the public assembly of his
people, because Christ and the Samaritan woman are not
discussing private devotion but the proper location for
public worship, whether on the Samaritan’s mountain
or the temple in Jerusalem (v. 20). Christ requires
biblical simplicity when he tells her that worship no
longer involves going to a particular holy place such as
Jerusalem (v. 21), which for Israel involved all sorts of
sacred persons, objects, and rituals that God ordained
in the old covenant. Even then, God’s people were to
worship only in the way that God commanded. In the
new covenant, which Christ initiates (as he says, “the
hour cometh, and now is,” v. 23), our worship is vastly
simplified, stripped of outward pageantry, and focused
on the Word and two sacraments. Christ requires true
knowledge of God when he says to the Samaritan
woman, “Ye worship what ye know not what: we know
what we worship” (v. 22), and she acknowledges, “I know
that Messias cometh, which is called Christ: when he is
come, he will tell us all things” (v. 25). This is worship
“in truth.” There is no authentic worship without
knowing God through his Word. Christ requires inner
engagement of the heart, for God seeks worship not only
“in truth” but also “in spirit.” Since God is “Spirit” in his
divine nature, he is not pleased with merely outward acts
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Worship, whether private, domestic, or public, is a
particular kind of service. To serve the Lord is to do
his will for his glory. God put Adam in the garden,
literally, to “serve” (‘abad) it by cultivating its plants and
exercising dominion over its animals for the honor of
the Creator (Gen. 2:15). Serving the Lord is our allcomprehensive duty: “And now, Israel, what doth the
Lord thy God require of thee, but to fear the Lord thy
God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him, and to
serve the Lord thy God with all thy heart and with all
thy soul” (Deut. 10:12). However, God also calls us to
a particular kind of service in our worship of him. The
Lord’s command to Pharaoh was, “Let my people go,
that they may serve ‘(abad me)” (Ex. 8:1, 20; 9:1), but
in this case the service is specified as holding a feast to
the Lord and offering him sacrifices (Ex. 5:1, 3). This
reflects our specific duty to glorify God in praise: “Serve
the Lord with gladness: come before his presence with
singing” (Ps. 100:2). We should never neglect worship
for the sake of service, as if it were more noble to
feed our hungry neighbor than to sing God’s praises
and hear his Word. Worship is not selfish; the world’s
greatest need is to see and hear the glory of the Lord in
the praises of his people, as the Psalms say (Ps. 96:1–6).
However, we should never complacently rest in acts of
worship as if they excused us from serving God in our
vocations as students and workers, husbands and wives,
children and parents, citizens and officials. Worship
should constantly remind us that God is to be honored
in all of life, for he is Lord of all.

If the church is to be focused
on truth, how important is
preaching to the worship of God
among the gathered church?
Preaching the Word is essential to
the worship of the gathered church,
for worship is always our response to
God’s glory. Can we worship a God
whom we do not know? Can we draw
near to the holy Lord apart from
faith in his Son? Christ is the way,
the truth, and the life; no one comes
to the Father except through him
(John 14:6). How shall we believe
in him of whom we have not heard
(Rom. 10:14–15)? “Faith cometh by
hearing, and hearing by the word of
God” (Rom. 10:17). Furthermore,
preaching is not merely a preparation
for worship but an act of worship.
God’s people glorify him by receiving
his Word with faith (Rom. 4:20) and
contrite fear (Isa. 66:2). The psalmist
says, “What shall I render unto the
Lord for all his benefits toward me?
I will take the cup of salvation, and
call upon the name of the Lord”
(Ps. 116:12–13). The right response
of gratitude to God for his salvation
is to drink deeply and joyfully from
the wells of the gospel (Isa. 12:3). We
honor God when we come thirsty to
the ministry of the Word.

One young man writes, “When it
comes to family worship, I feel
like I’m spending time herding
cats. What advice can you
provide for me as I seek to have
a profitable time with family in
God’s Word?”
Leading family worship, especially
if your children are young or are
not used to this practice, can indeed
be a challenging experience. We
should approach it with patience,
a quickness to smile at our little
ones, and a confidence that God is
pleased with our stumbling efforts
if we try our best. I (Joel Beeke)
have written a booklet titled Family
Worship with practical tips on this

topic. Let me just state a few points
of advice now. First, make sure
that you are doing regular private
devotions when you pray for your
family by yourself. Second, if at all
possible, work together with your
spouse to plan your family worship
times, to talk to your children about
your expectations, and to direct your
children during them. Third, keep it
simple: read a passage of Scripture,
pray, speak with your children about
the main takeaways from the chapter
read, and sing. Fourth, involve your
children according to their level
of ability and maturity. Have them
read a verse. Ask them a question
that they can answer. Give them
an opportunity to pray. Fifth, use
resources, such as the Reformation
Heritage KJV Study Bible, that
includes notes for family worship for
every chapter in the Bible.

How vital is the assembly of the
church for worship?
The assembly of the church is
crucial for the worship of God. For
thousands of years, God has directed
his people to worship him not only
in private or in their homes but
also as an assembled people. This
was the case with Israel, where God
centered his worship around the
temple on Mount Zion. Hence: “The
Lord loveth the gates of Zion more
than all the dwellings of Jacob” (Ps.
87:2). David Clarkson preached a
sermon on this text, titled “Public
Worship to Be Preferred Before
Private” (Works), 3.1:187–209, for a
summary see http://headhearthand.
org/blog/2012/08/30/12-reasonswhy-public-worship-is-better-thanprivate-worship/). The godly in Israel
had a vibrant private prayer life, but
they longed to meet with God at his
temple (Ps. 42; 84). This is also the
case today after Christ died and rose
again. Christ promises his special
presence to the church “gathered
together in my name” (Matt. 18:20).
In the context, it is clear he is

speaking about the gathered church
because he talks about church
discipline (vv. 15–19). The writer of
the epistle to the Hebrews exhorts us
to “draw near” to God’s holy places
through Christ’s blood, and he has
in mind public worship, for he says,
“not forsaking the assembling of
ourselves together” (Heb. 10:22, 25).
Therefore, if we desire to meet with
God in the fullness of his blessings
in Christ, we must participate in
the public means of grace with the
assembled church.

How is singing the gospel a
central aspect of discipleship
within the local church?
While our songs of worship are a
“sacrifice of praise to God” (Heb.
13:15), they are also a means of grace
for mutual edification in the church.
Paul says, “Let the word of Christ
dwell in you richly in all wisdom;
teaching and admonishing one
another in psalms and hymns and
spiritual songs, singing with grace in
your hearts to the Lord” (Col. 3:16).
Thus, when we sing in congregational
worship, we are “teaching and
admonishing one another,”
corporately bearing witness to each
other of “the word of Christ.” This
is one reason why it is so important
that the church sings God’s Word—
“psalms and hymns and spiritual
songs.” Paul links this mutual
ministry of singing to being filled
with the Holy Spirit (Eph. 5:18–19),
and there is something profoundly
spiritual about singing God’s Word
together. Singing engages the heart
in a way that imprints truth on the
memory for a lifetime and stirs
the affections toward God. Singing
God’s Word, when done with faith
and reverent fear, has a tendency to
bring theology down from heaven
and settle it in the heart and life. God
meets with us. Truly it may be said
to the Lord, “Thou art holy, O thou
that inhabitest the praises of Israel”
(Ps. 22:3).
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Like the Reformers, go back to God’s Word to learn what
God desires in worship. Bow before God as the only one
who has the authority to direct our worship. Be sensitive
to the changes in outward form that Christ brought with
the new covenant. We are not to try to recreate the
visible drama of old covenant worship but to worship in
the simplicity of spirit and truth now that Christ has come
and fulfilled the types.

worship
Why is it a disservice to true
biblical worship to try to stir only
someone’s emotions?
As we discussed earlier, Christ
criticizes worship done in ignorance
and says that God seeks worship “in
spirit and in truth” (John 4:22, 24).
God-honoring and God-pleasing
worship is a response to his Word.
Furthermore, since the fall of man
the human heart has been prone to
wander from God and to whore after
idols (Num. 15:39; Ezek. 6:9). If we
simply stir up our emotions, then we
will naturally seek after false gods,
not the true God.

Considering the state of the
American church—lack of
biblical leadership or elders, lack
of biblical theology and doctrine
being preached and taught, lack
of discipleship—how does one
gladly submit and generously
give financially in the local
church?
This question presupposes that one is
attending an unbiblical church. Why
stay there? Every Christian should
make it a top priority to find, join,
and participate as a member in a
church ordered by God’s Word and
filled with God’s Spirit. If necessary,
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move to another place so that you
and your family worship according
to the Word. However, I recognize
that it may be that circumstances
presently prohibit one from doing
so—though one should still pray
fervently for God to change that. In
the case of providential hindrance,
a Christian should find the most
faithful church he can (not a false
church teaching doctrinal or moral
heresy), support it with his tithes
and offerings, submit to its elders,
and seek to serve in it according to
his gifts. We must remember that
no church is perfect, and God calls
us to show grace to our brethren
just we ourselves need grace. Pray
for reformation and revival in
your church, model patience and
meekness, and speak the truth of
Christ. While we must separate
from the world and its sins (2 Cor.
6:16–7:1), beware of proud and
judgmental separatism that divides
the body of Christ.

In a church setting, what would
the role of women look like in
leading music?
Again, to answer this question we
must examine the presuppositions
behind it. The contemporary
approach to worship typically centers

on the office of worship leader, a
position given to a singer/musician
who gives direction to the church’s
praise. I understand that it is helpful
to have someone who understands
music to assist the pastors and elders
in planning and implementing
worship services. However, a worship
leader often functions as a spiritual
shepherd to the congregation,
making extended comments before
and after songs to stir people’s
emotions and set their minds on
the Lord. This approach tends to
disengage pastors from a crucial
aspect of spiritual leadership and to
give that role to people who may not
have the qualifications for biblical
eldership, much less be chosen by
the church for such an influential
role. This problem is aggravated
when the worship leader is a woman,
for she then takes the role of giving
authoritative spiritual direction to
the church—which is contrary to
Scripture (1 Tim. 2:12). Instead, God
calls pastors and elders to lead the
church, and specifies that they must
be men (1 Tim. 3:1–7). If the worship
service is the most important
meeting of the church, then should
not it be led by the office bearers that
God appoints in his Word?

p

How important is the public
reading of Scripture, and what
level of importance should the
church place upon the public
reading of God’s Word?
The reading of the Holy Scriptures
is a divinely mandated part of public
worship. Paul said to Timothy,
“Give attendance to reading, to
exhortation, to doctrine” (1 Tim.
4:13). This practice is rooted in the
law of Moses, who read the book
of the covenant to the people (Ex.
24:7) and required that the law
be read to the assembly of men,
women, children, and foreigners
every seven years at the feast of
tabernacles (Deut. 31:11–12). We see
public reading of the Holy Scriptures
practiced by the exiles when they
returned to the land (Neh. 8:3;
9:3–5), and the Jews continued to
do this weekly in the synagogues at
the time of Christ and the apostles
(Luke 4:16–17; Acts 13:27; 15:21).
Paul instructed the church to have
his epistles “read among you” (Col.
4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27). The last book
of the Bible opens with a blessing
on the public reading of Scripture:
“Blessed is he that readeth, and they
that hear the words of this prophecy,
and keep those things which are
written therein: for the time is at
hand” (Rev. 1:3). Therefore, the
public reading of the Bible in the
church is a means of grace by which
God blesses his people, and we
must not omit it from our worship.
Nevertheless, reading the Bible is not
enough; we must “preach the word”
with explanation and exhortation (2
Tim. 4:2). Preaching is the primary
means of grace (Rom. 10:14; see the
Westminster Larger Catechism, Q.
155).

The perspicuity of Scripture is
an important doctrine, but how
is that doctrine essential in
Christian worship?
The perspicuity of Scripture is the
doctrine that God’s Word, like the

shining of light, has an inherent
clarity so that its main teachings
on salvation and obedience
can be understood by ordinary
people, though certain texts need
explanation and all doctrines have
a depth that can be explored only
by the help of faithful teachers. This
doctrine is essential for Christian
worship in several respects, for
worship is regulated by the Word,
and in worship we sing the Word,
read the Word, preach the Word, see
the Word in the sacraments, and pray
the Word. First, the Bible’s clarity
makes it possible for us to regulate
worship by God’s Word, trusting that
he has made it clear what he wants
us to do in worship (and what he has
not authorized us to do). Otherwise,
we would have to rely upon our
own thinking and feeling to guide
what we do in worship. Second, the
Bible’s clarity gives us warrant to sing
the Word with confidence that the
people can understand the meaning
of what they are singing and thus
be sincerely engaged and edified in
worship. Third, the Bible’s clarity
encourages the public reading of
the Word, because the mere words
of Holy Scripture can do much
good to people. Fourth, the Bible’s
clarity maintains the authority of
Christ in the preaching of the Word,
for the preacher does not unfold
mysteries accessible only to him, but
he exposits the message of Christ,
who alone is King of the church and
whose words can be understood by
the church. Fifth, the Bible’s clarity
guards the sacraments from human
inventions, so that they can function
as the “visible Word” in their
simplicity as ordained by Christ.
Sixth, the Bible’s clarity supports the
practice of praying God’s words back
to him in pastoral, congregational
prayer. If the Bible were obscure,
how could we use its words in prayer
without confusion? Since the Bible
is the clear light of God’s truth that
even children can understand in its
basic message, then pastors can pray

God’s Word back to God and the
lowliest persons in the congregation
can join in those prayers.

When you examine the order of
worship for most churches on
the Lord’s Day, you typically see
many things that do not belong
there. What advice would you
give to a pastor who is looking
to lead the church to make some
healthy changes to the way the
church worships God?
Like the Reformers, go back to God’s
Word to learn what God desires in
worship. Bow before God as the only
one who has the authority to direct
our worship. Be sensitive to the
changes in outward form that Christ
brought with the new covenant. We
are not to try to recreate the visible
drama of old covenant worship but to
worship in the simplicity of spirit and
truth now that Christ has come and
fulfilled the types. Pray much for the
process of leading the church in this
matter, gently teach them the truths
of God’s Word, and be exceptionally
patient with the people. Change
is hard for everyone! However,
persevere in leading, recognizing that
thorough reformation is not a matter
of a day but of decades.
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DID YOU

?

KNOW

Johannes Gutenberg was a German inventor, printer, and publisher
who introduced printing to Europe with the invention of the
movable-type printing press. His greatest accomplishment was the
first print run of the Bible in Latin, the language of the church.
It took three years to print two hundred copies, a miraculously
speedy achievement in a day of hand-copied manuscripts.
Martin Luther summed up the role of the printing press in the
Protestant Reformation as the “ultimate gift from God.” Thanks
to the printing press and the timely power of his message, Luther
became the world’s first best-selling author.

Martin Luther by Lucas

Luther’s translation of the New Testament into German sold five
Cranach 1526 (above left).
“Gutenberg First Print” by
thousand copies in just two weeks. From 1518 to 1525, Luther’s
Friedrich Reichert,1871
writings accounted for a third of all books sold in Germany, and
(above), and Luther Bible,
his German Bible went through 430 editions. No Reformer was
1534 (left).
more adept than Martin Luther at using the power of the press to
spread his ideas. Between 1518 and 1575, Luther published more
works than the seventeen most prolific Reformers combined. The
had a Bible that the clergy or scholars would read
invention of the printing press made it possible and economical for
to the churchgoers. Eventually people were able
anyone to purchase a copy of the Bible. Before this, only the churches to get the Bible in their own language.
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MEETING WITH GOD

A Study Guide to Abraham Kuyper’s

Our Worship

Liturgy is the pattern of our life in God’s house.
The patterns of our corporate worship communicate
what matters in our relationship with the Lord. Every
church has a liturgy . . . and the form of our liturgy
says something about our identity as believers and
the content of our faith.
Michael Kearney’s study guide to Abraham Kuyper’s Our
Worship provides a wonderfully concise and clear exposition
of the nature of public worship in the continental Reformed
tradition. In a period of church history marked by “worship
wars” and widely-divergent views of what constitutes a
God-honoring form of worship, Kearney’s study guide is
particularly welcome. The clarity and format of the booklet,
including the provision of “questions for reflection and
discussion” at the conclusion of each chapter, make this an
especially useful resource for the educational ministry of
Reformed churches. Though readers may take exception
to some of Kuyper’s views on public worship, they will
be challenged “to develop a deeper appreciation for the
patterns of their worship and the reasons behind those
patterns.”
—Dr. Cornelis Venema, President,
Mid-America Reformed Seminary
72-page paperback booklet •
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