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Now Joshua was clothed 
with filthy garments, and 

stood before the angel. And he 
answered and spake unto those 
that stood before him, saying, 
Take away the filthy garments 
from him. And unto him he 
said, Behold, I have caused thine 
iniquity to pass from thee, and 
I will clothe thee with change of 
raiment. And I said, Let them 
set a fair mitre upon his head. 
So they set a fair mitre upon 
his head, and clothed him with 
garments. And the angel of the 
Lord stood by.  
—Zech. 3:3–5, KJV

A sinner clad in filthy garments and 
deserving the guilty verdict heard 
an unexpected word from the Judge 
of all the earth: “And the Lord said 
unto Satan, The Lord rebuke thee, 
O Satan; even the Lord that hath 
chosen Jerusalem rebuke thee: is not 
this a brand plucked out of the fire?” 
(Zech. 3:2). But the Judge did not 

stop there. He ordered those filthy 
garments removed and replaced them 
with a change of clean raiment, making 
Joshua acceptable and righteous in 
the Judge’s sight. How could this 
deliverance be just? “Hear now, O 
Joshua the high priest, thou, and thy 
fellows that sit before thee: for they 
are men wondered at: for, behold, I will 
bring forth my servant the Branch” 
(Zech. 3:8).

God the Son, Jesus Christ, would take 
on himself human flesh, restoring the 
covenant of works broken by the first 
Adam by his perfect sinless birth, life, 
and dying the death of the cross. He 
became a substitute for condemned 
sinners. “And this is the record, that 
God hath given to us eternal life, and 
this life is in his Son. He that hath the 
Son hath life; and he that hath not 
the Son of God hath not life” (1 John 
5:11–12). This is the new covenant, 
the covenant of grace. Jesus Christ the 
God-man became the second Adam. He 
cried out “it is finished” at the cross of 
Calvary. This is grace indeed, sovereign 
grace (read Rom. 5). “Whom God hath 
set forth to be a propitiation through 
faith in his blood, to declare his 
righteousness for the remission of sins 
that are past, through the forbearance 

of God; to declare, I say, at this time his 
righteousness: that he might be just, 
and the justifier of him which believeth 
in Jesus” (Rom. 3:25–26). The 
deliverance from the greatest misery 
leads to great gratitude for such a 
salvation! This propitiation is salvation 
not only for time but for eternity. “And 
I give unto them eternal life; and they 
shall never perish, neither shall any 
man pluck them out of my hand. My 
Father, which gave them me, is greater 
than all; and no man is able to pluck 
them out of my Father’s hand. I and 
my Father are one” (John 10:28–30).

He thought on us amid our 
woes, and rescued us from all 
our foes;

His tender mercies ever sure 
to all eternity endure.

Give thanks to heaven’s 
Almighty King, who daily 
leads each living thing;

His tender mercies ever sure 
to all eternity endure.

Psalter 377, 6–7 (Ps. 136)
Listen and sing along at:  
https://tinyurl.com/4p3w4c7c

Propitiation 
Worked Out in 
Time

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.

Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his 
blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that are 
past, through the forbearance of God; to declare, I say, at this time his 
righteousness: that he might be just, and the justifier of him which 
believeth in Jesus (Rom. 3:25–26, KJV)
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In Memoriam 
Norman De Jong

Rev. Brian De Jong

There is a stirring 
scene in Bunyan’s 
Pilgrim’s Progress 

which reminds me 
of the life and labors 

of my father, the 
Rev. Dr. Norman 
De Jong. Bunyan 

describes it as 
follows:

Christian saw a man of a very stout countenance come up to the man 
that sat there to write, saying, “Set down my name, Sir”: the which 

when he had done, he saw the man draw his sword, and put an helmet 
upon his head, and rush toward the door upon the armed men, who laid 
upon him with deadly force: but the man, not at all discouraged, fell to 
cutting and hacking most fiercely. So after he had received and given many 
wounds to those that attempted to keep him out, he cut his way through 
them all, and pressed forward into the palace, at which there was a pleasant 
voice heard from those that were within, even of those that walked upon 
the top of the palace, saying—“Come in, come in; Eternal glory thou shalt 
win.” So he went in, and was clothed with such garments as they.

Norman De Jong was born on 
December 5, 1935, at a farmhouse 
near Rock Valley, Iowa. He was the 
fourth of six children of Henry and 
Anna De Jong. Norm had two older 
sisters, Dorothy and Lori. He had 
an older brother, Lester, and two 
younger brothers, Nelson and Russel.

The De Jong children attended 
Christian school for their education. 
Norman graduated from Western 
Christian High School in 1953. With 
a desire to study for the ministry, he 
attended Calvin College in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan. There he changed 
his major from pre-seminary to 
history. He graduated in 1957 with 
a BA. On October 25, 1957, he 
married Wilma Vande Guchte of 
Detroit, Michigan. Wilma was also a 
student at Calvin, where she earned a 
degree in nursing, and she became a 
registered nurse.

After the wedding, Norm and 
Wilma traveled to Iowa City, Iowa. 
Norman started his master’s degree 
in education at the University of 

Iowa. He finished that degree in 
1958. Upon graduation he took a 
position as a teacher at the Southwest 
Minnesota Christian High School in 
Edgerton, Minnesota. There Norman 
and Wilma’s first son was born—
Gregory Scott De Jong.

After two years in Edgerton, Norman 
became the principal at the Christian 
school in Manhattan, Montana. He 
and Wilma had a second son while 
in Manhattan, Brian Lee De Jong. In 
the summer of 1963, the family left 
Montana for a new opportunity in 
Allendale, Michigan. There Norman 
served as the principal of the 
Allendale Christian School.

In 1965 Norman, Wilma, and the 
boys moved to Sioux Center, Iowa, in 
order for Norman to teach education 
at Dordt College. During the time in 
Sioux Center, their only daughter was 
born—Amy Lynn De Jong. For two 
years, from 1970 to 1972, the family 
lived in Iowa City. There Norman 
pursued his PhD in education from 
the University of Iowa. He graduated 

in 1972, and they returned to Sioux 
Center.

The next two years were tumultuous 
due to conflicts within the faculty 
and administration of Dordt College. 
Norman was in the middle of the 
dispute and was a leader among the 
faculty in resisting the promotion of 
Dooyeweerdianism and Kuyperian 
sphere sovereignty. In 1974 Norman 
was among the third of the faculty 
that was fired by the Dordt College 
administration.

The next stop for the De Jong family 
was Bellflower, California. Norman 
served as principal of the Bellflower 
Christian Elementary School for 
three years. In 1977 he took a 
position as the superintendent of the 
Eastern Christian School system in 
North Haledon, New Jersey. After 
two difficult and frustrating years in 
North Haledon, Norman returned to 
the college ranks, teaching at Trinity 
Christian College in Palos Heights, 
Illinois. He taught education courses 
at Trinity for the next thirteen years.
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During his time at Trinity, 
developments with the Christian 
Reformed Church (CRC) led to 
increasing conflict. The CRC actively 
promoted theistic evolution through 
the science department at Calvin 
College. They also entertained the 
ordination of women to church 
office through the teaching of Calvin 
Theological Seminary. The trends 
that were increasingly popular in 
Grand Rapids also began to show up 
at Trinity Christian College.

Norman resisted these 
developments locally as well as on 
a denominational level. In October 
1987 he held a public debate with 
Dr. Howard Van Till at Calvin 
College on the topic of creation and 
evolution. Van Till promoted theistic 
evolution, while Norman advocated 
a six-day creationist perspective. 

The debate was attended by fifteen 
hundred people, and it was much 
discussed in the denomination.

When the conflict at Trinity became 
unavoidable, Norman resigned from 
the faculty. It was at this time that 
he and Wilma began considering 
the need to leave the CRC and join 
the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
(OPC). Norman and Wilma moved 
to Sioux Center, Iowa, and for one 
year Norman attended the newly 
opened Mid-America Reformed 
Seminary in Orange City, Iowa.

Returning to Chicago after that year, 
Norman began working with a group 
of Christian Reformed people who 
wished to start a new OPC church 
in the Palos Heights, Illinois, area. 
In 1994 Norman was examined for 
ordination by the Presbytery of the 
Midwest of the OPC. His theology 

exam was not sustained, and he spent 
the next six months studying the 
Westminster Confession of Faith. 
When he was re-examined at the 
next meeting, he was approved for 
ordination.

On October 2, 1994, Norman was 
ordained to the gospel ministry by 
the Presbytery of the Midwest. His 
son Brian preached the sermon at 
his ordination service. For the next 
four years he served as the pastor of 
Covenant Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church in Palos Heights (later 
Orland Park). In 1998 he retired, and 
he and Wilma moved to Howard 
City, Michigan. During this period he 
was actively engaged in writing and 
in preaching. From the fall of 2001 
until November 2003 he served the 
congregation at Mill Creek OPC in 
Grand Rapids. From 2004 until 2008, 
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he and Wilma were actively involved 
at Little Farms Chapel in Marne, 
Michigan. In 2008 they moved to 
Fremont, Michigan, where he was the 
founding pastor for Bethel Reformed 
OPC. After retiring a second time, 
Norm and Wilma returned to Little 
Farms Chapel, where they were active 
from 2011 until 2020. At that time 
they moved to Crete, Illinois, and 
became active at Momence OPC in 
Momence, Illinois.

Mixed in were short-term ministries 
in South Africa (1990), Perth, 
Australia (2003–2004), New Town, 
Connecticut (2007), New Zealand 
(2012), and New Zealand again 
(2013–2014). Norm also had brief 
interim ministries at OP churches 
in Senora, California, Natchitoches, 
Louisiana, and Pineville, Louisiana. 
He and Wilma served in short-term 
missions in the Dominican Republic, 
Honduras, Cyprus, and Kenya.

Norm was a prolific writer and 
published a number of important 
books on education, including 
Education in the Truth (1968), 
Philosophy of Education: A Christian 
Approach (1977), and Teaching for a 
Change (1998). In 1985 he teamed 
up with his friend Dr. Jack Van Der 
Slik to write Separation of Church 
and State: The Myth Revisited. His 
book God’s Wedding Band, published 
in 1989, deals with the creation/
evolution controversy within the 
Christian Reformed Church. A 
popular version of his dissertation 
was published in 1978 under the 
title Christianity vs. Democracy. In 
recent years he published Bible study 
books on Esther and on Ezra and 
Nehemiah. A number of his other 
Bible studies were self-published.

On September 30, 1989, Trinity 
Christian College presented 
Norman with a plaque which reads 
as follows: “For ten years you have 
served the college as Director 
of Teacher Education, touching 
in significant ways the lives and 

careers of hundreds of Christian 
School teachers. Your ready wit and 
humorous anecdotes give evidence of 
the kind and gentle heart that beats 
within. For all your varied range of 
talents we express to you, on this 
anniversary, our sincere appreciation 
and wish you God’s continued 
blessings.”

This faithful servant of Jesus Christ, 
this steadfast husband of sixty-
four years, this diligent father and 
grandfather, this devoted teacher in 
school and church, has been used of 
God for much good in this world. On 
Tuesday, February 22, 2022, at 10:15 
p.m. Norman De Jong finished his 
race and entered the presence of his 
Savior. His faithful wife of sixty-four 
years was at his side to the last.

In evaluating his life, what sort of 
man was Norman De Jong?

First, he was a redeemed man who 
trusted in Jesus Christ alone for 
his eternal salvation. By his own 
admission, Norman De Jong was 
a sinner who, like all men, justly 
deserved hell. Jesus Christ died on 
the cross to take away his many sins. 
Moreover, Jesus gave his perfect 
righteousness to Norman De Jong. 
My dad entered heaven clothed in 
the perfect righteousness of Christ, 
and he found acceptance in the sight 
of the thrice holy God.

Second, he was a truthful man. The 
truth mattered greatly to my father 
and not infrequently led him into 
conflict. He held strong convictions 
based on the Word of God, and he 
boldly proclaimed and defended 
those truths. His stand for truth 
sometimes cost him his employment, 
but integrity was more important to 
Norm than worldly comforts. That 
meant he was honest when most 
people would not be so candid. 
He gave his unvarnished opinion, 
whether people listened or failed to 
listen.

Third, my father was an educator 
through and through, until the 

day of his death. Most of his career 
was dedicated to promoting truly 
Christian education. His books, his 
work as a college professor, his years 
as a Christian school administrator, 
all enabled him to be influential in 
the Christian school movement of 
his day. He was a recognized and 
respected leader in that field.

Another quality that stands out in 
my mind was his commitment to 
the serious study of God’s Word. As 
a pastor and preacher, as an author, 
as a Bible study leader, he was as 
diligent as he was passionate about 
accurately teaching the Word of 
God. He was not afraid to declare, 
“Thus saith the Lord!” and to call his 
hearers to repent, to believe, and to 
obey the Word of the living God.

Connected to this, my dad loved 
the church of Jesus Christ, and he 
strove to promote her peace, her 
purity, and her unity in the truth. 
Much of his life was spent in the 
Christian Reformed Church, which 
he loved. His ministerial service 
was in the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church, which he also loved. He 
loved the church, and he served 
her with distinction. My dad was a 
churchman.

The family is comforted by the words 
of Revelation 14:13 (New American 
Standard Bible):

And I heard a voice from heaven, 
saying, “Write, ‘Blessed are the 
dead who die in the Lord from 
now on!’” “Yes,” says the Spirit, 
“so that they may rest from their 
labors, for their deeds follow with 
them.”

Rev. Brian De Jong 
is the second son of Dr. and Mrs. Norman 
De Jong. Brian is married to DeLou, has 
six children, and seven grandchildren. He 
serves as the pastor of Grace Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church in Sheboygan, 
Wisconsin.

The Outlook | 6



[He] not only, as 
it is signified in 
the Gospel, passed 
by the prostrate 
wounded man, 
as did the priest 
or the Levite, but 
by an ingenious 
and novel cruelty 
rather would slay 
the wounded 
man by taking 
away the hope 
of salvation, by 
denying the mercy 
of his Father, 
by rejecting 
the repentance 
of his brother. 
(Anonymous, 
“Against 
Novatian,” chap. 1)

Some bribed a Roman official to get 
a certificate saying that they had 

offered a sacrifice to the gods. Others 
made the sacrifice and breathed a sigh 
of relief. But now their consciences 
were troubled: they had fallen away 
from the Savior they once professed. 
Would the church embrace them in 
their repentance even though they 
had publicly denied the Son of God, 
torn apart the fellowship of the saints, 
and brought ridicule to the church’s 
witness? Novatian’s answer was to 
declare that nothing could reopen the 
barred gates of heaven to those who 
had denied Jesus.

Libellatici and Sacrificati

For Emperor Decius Neueius, there 
was no separation between politics 
and religion. With Germanic tribes 
threatening the fragile borders of 
his empire, and famine and disease 
threatening the peace within its 
borders, Decius believed that the only 
method for regaining the pride of 
Rome was to forcibly return the empire 
to ancient Roman civil religion. 

By regularly making sacrifices to the gods, 
the empire would regain their favor and 
its past glory. In AD 249, Decius decreed 
that all Roman citizens and subjects of his 
empire, with the exception of 
the Jews, must make an annual 
sacrifice to the Roman gods. 
Those who made the sacrifices 
were given a certificate 
(libellus), but those who were 
found not to be carrying a 
valid certificate were subject 
to fines, imprisonment, and 
potentially execution.

A libellus from the Decian persecution 250 AD. 
The first portion of text reads:

“To those in charge of the sacrifices of the 
village Theadelphia, from Aurelia Bellias, 
daughter of Peteres, and her daughter, Kapinis. 
We have always been constant in sacrificing 
to the gods, and now too, in your presence, 
in accordance with the regulations, I have 
poured libations and sacrificed and tasted the 
offerings, and I ask you to certify this for us 
below. May you continue to prosper.”

Rev. James Sinke

Slay the 
Wounded Man
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With the tremendous growth of the 
church by the middle of the third 
century, Decius was not interested 
in executing every Christian in his 
empire, but merely to coax them 
into compromising their faith. So 
the emperor softened the pressure 
by allowing Christians to be free 
to worship Jesus as they wished for 
the rest of the year, but only if they 
first made the sacrifice and earned a 
libellus. The least effort required to 
obtain a libellus was offering a mere 
pinch of incense. But that simple 
gesture would cost the Christians 
much more. Making the sacrifice 
would force Christians to acknowledge 
that “Caesar is Lord.” No faithful 
Christian could make that confession 
since it was the heart of their witness 
that “Christ is Lord.”

Sadly, many decided that the 
compromise was worth the protection 
they would gain for their families and 
their livelihoods. But whether they 
personally made the sacrifice or bribed 
an official to sign a libellus on their 
behalf, the church excommunicated 
those who had lapsed into the 
idolatrous compromise. Owning 
a libellus, whether by action or by 
pretense, was an act of apostasy.

But what about those who were 
excommunicated but later confessed 
their apostasy and expressed a desire 
to be restored to the church? Would 
the church receive their repentance 
and welcome them back into the 
communion of the saints? Those 
who possessed a libellus but were 
repentant of their compromise were 
known as libellatici, and those who 
had personally made a sacrifice 
were known as sacrificati. With the 
heaviness of guilt upon their hearts, 
they sought the forgiveness of Christ 
and his church.

Him I Will Deny

While the persecution under Decius 
was decimating the church, this 
question of restoring the lapsed was 
threatening to divide the church 

from within. For the church in Rome, 
its bishop had been martyred and 
Cornelius was elected in AD 251 to 
take his place. This angered Novatian, 
a fellow presbyter in Rome. Scholars 
wonder if Novatian was driven by 
jealousy, but his letters make it clear 
that he disapproved of Cornelius’s 
leniency for the libellatici. He based 
his objection on Matthew 10:32–33 
(English Standard Version): “So 
everyone who acknowledges me 
before men, I also will acknowledge 
before my Father who is in heaven, but 
whoever denies me before men, I also 
will deny before my Father who is in 
heaven.”

For Novatian, to permit the libellatici 
to return to the church, regardless 
of the sincerity of their repentance, 
would overrule the authority of Christ 
as judge and tarnish the purity of the 
church. Therefore, the church could 
not offer forgiveness for the most 
heinous of sins, and any bishop who 
restored those who had fallen (lapsi) 
into apostasy was condemned by 
Novatian as illegitimate. Baptisms 
performed by bishops considered to 
be illegitimate were annulled, while 
Novatian and his followers claimed 
to be the true and pure church which 
alone could dispense the grace of Jesus 
Christ.

It is true that some bishops were 
very quick to offer restoration to 
the libellatici with little more than 
an expression of regret for their sin 
of apostasy. But most of the church 
walked a middle ground between the 
schismatic intransigence of Novatian 
and the option of easy leniency. 
Cornelius was supported by Cyprian, 
the bishop of Carthage, who wrote that 
the lapsed could be reinstated through 
a process of penance. Otherwise, they 
could not possibly be saved because 
“he can no longer have God for his 
Father, who has not the church for 
his mother” (Treatise 1, The Treatises 
of Cyprian, chap. 6). Cyprian was 
concerned to keep the “narrow way” 
from becoming too broad, but neither 

could the way to Christ be closed to 
those who repent of their sins and 
return to faith in Christ (Matt. 7:13–
14).

The process of reinstatement came to 
be known as penance, although in the 
third century no one was describing it 
as a sacrament. Only much later would 
the Roman Catholic Church elevate 
penance to that status. Depending 
on the severity of their sin, repentant 
libellatici were expected to give 
evidence that their hearts were truly 
grieved by their apostasy, and that they 
truly longed to be covered by the grace 
of Jesus Christ. For the sacrificati, 
some proposed that they could not be 
restored to the church until just prior 
to their deaths, whether by martyrdom 
or natural death, to demonstrate 
that they were genuinely committed 
to their Savior. But for as lengthy as 
the process of penance could be, the 
church refused to prevent repentant 
sinners from ever being restored.

Come Out as Conquerors

This compassion for the repentant 
is expressed scripturally in the 
treatise “Against Novatian.” Written 
anonymously by a contemporary of 
Cyprian and perhaps also an African 
bishop, this treatise rebuked Novatian 
for crushing the souls of the repentant. 
But in this rebuke, the restorative 
ability of the gospel comes to the fore. 
The writer does not trivialize the sin of 
apostasy or the damage that has been 
done to the church by the libellatici, 
but neither does he restrict the 
compassion of God’s grace. Referring 
to the parable of the Good Samaritan 
(as quoted earlier in this article), the 
writer warns that Novatian’s schism 
does far more damage than even the 
indifference of the priest and the 
Levite who passed by the wounded 
man. Novatian “rather would slay the 
wounded man” than to restore a sinner 
to Christ.

But what of Matthew 10:32–33? Are 
these words of Jesus a permanent 
condemnation of those who fall away 
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Rev. James Sinke 
is the pastor of Bethel United Reformed 
Church. He and his wife, Andrea, live in 
Woodstock, ON, with their four children.

and deny him? The writer urges the 
Novatians to consider the disciples 
who abandoned Jesus despite their 
insistence that they would not. Even 
Peter denied him three times and 
was restored. How often the Lord 
reminded his wayward people of his 
judgment against those who remained 
in their sins, while calling them to 
return with repentance! The writer 
quotes Psalm 89:33, which says, “But I 
will not remove from him my steadfast 
love or be false to my faithfulness.” 
The same message was given to the 
prophet Ezekiel, through whom God 
spoke to his people who feared they 
had no hope:

“And you, son of man, say to the 
house of Israel, Thus have you 
said: ‘Surely our transgressions 
and our sins are upon us, and 
we rot away because of them. 
How then can we live?’ Say to 

them, As I live, declares the Lord 
God, I have no pleasure in the 
death of the wicked, but that the 
wicked turn from his way and 
live; turn back, turn back from 
your evil ways, for why will you 
die, O house of Israel?” (Ezek. 
33:10–11)

Similarly, the parables of Luke 15 
proclaim the joy in the heart of God 
when a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a 
lost son are returned. It is clear, then, 
that not until the Day of Judgment 
arrives will Jesus stand before his 
Father and deny those who are 
unrepentant. Until that day, “Let us 
give our full confession, since the 
powers of heaven rejoice over our 
repentance, all the angels rejoice, and 
Christ also rejoices, who once again 
with full and merciful moderation 
exhorts us, laden with sins, 
overwhelmed with crimes, to cease 

from wickedness” (“Against Novatian,” 
chap. 18).

Most fittingly, the writer concludes by 
entreating Novatian and his followers 
to repent of their schismatic pride. 
“Let there be first in your hand that 
prayer full of confession” (chap. 18). 
Whether by the schism of Novatian 
or in the fall of the libellatici, both are 
lapses from which the grace of God 
is enough to restore the sinner. That 
is clearly seen through the “twofold 
trial of persecution: the first, in which 
they who have lapsed have fallen 
conquered; the second, in which 
they who have fallen have come out 
conquerors” (chap. 6).

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

Please partner with The Outlook to spread the message 
of biblical authority, reliability and the gospel. Now more 
than ever we need to teach young people to stand on the 
authority of God’s Word. Please consider giving a gift of 
The Outlook... the gift with eternal rewards.

Please contact our office at (616) 532-8510 or via email at 
office@reformedfellowship.net to arrange a gift subscription 
for a young person in your life.

We were gifted our first subscription to The Outlook. We enjoy 
the wide variety of articles and book reviews. By it our family 
has found guidance for our every day living, and have been 
spiritually encouraged and brought closer to Jesus. We’re 
thankful Dad loves us and cares for our spiritual well-being to 
give such a great subscription.   —Leigh K

A subscriber writes: 
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The Dutch organist Feike Asma (1912–1984) was 
renowned in Reformed circles for his unique 

style and his ability to improvise on familiar 
psalm and hymn tunes with incredible variety. 
No two of his performances of a song were 
identical. However, some of Asma’s best-
known renditions were eventually transcribed 
by other musicians and became available 
as sheet music. This format marked my 

introduction to a Dutch hymn I knew as 
Komt als kind’ren van het licht. While visiting 

the Netherlands last summer, I recorded Asma’s 
arrangement on the famous Rudolf Knol organ (c. 

1804) in the Stephanuskerk in Hasselt.

I’ll describe the music of this hymn 
before describing the text. The 
arrangement opens with churning 
eighth notes that increase in pitch 
and intensity, never ceasing until the 
final chorale. The melody is simple 
and bright, easy to learn and fun to 
sing. As to the origins of the tune, 
my research so far has turned up 
nothing. The music sounds like a 
typical seventeenth- or eighteenth-
century Dutch or German chorale, 
but I have not yet been able to identify 
its composer—nor even to find other 
hymns with which it has been used.

Komt als kind’ren:  
A Hymn of Stalwart Service

Mr. Michael R. Kearney
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J. A. Böhringer, c. 1886
Tr. Michael R. Kearney, 2022, ©
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Godsdienstige liederen, 1886
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Mr. Michael R. Kearney 
is a board member of Reformed Fellowship. 
He is pursuing a Ph.D. in Rhetoric at 
Duquesne University in Pittsburgh

I gave up on identifying the source of 
the music and turned my attention 
to the text instead. This, too, was a 
mystery; the edition of Asma’s organ 
arrangement described the piece 
as a “Lutheran song” but did not 
give its origins. Could it have been 
authored by Luther himself? Here 
I was grateful to receive research 
help from Dr. Jaco van der Knijff 
of the Theological University of 
Apeldoorn. Apparently, the text 
that begins “Komt als kind’ren van 
het licht” (“Come, as children of 
the light”) serves as the second 
stanza of a longer hymn. That hymn 
appeared in an 1886 Dutch hymnal 
entitled Godsdienstige liederen 
(“Religious Songs”). The text is by J. 
A. Böhringer, a Lutheran minister—
so the description of a “Lutheran 
song” refers to the denomination 
of its author rather than to Luther 
personally.

As I worked on an English 
translation of the full text of this 
hymn, I noticed a tone very different 
from the Dutch compositions I 
have so far encountered. This text 
is insistent, strident, and poetically 
choppy—analogous to the incessant 
eighth notes of Asma’s music. The 
first line of the opening stanza refers 
positively to “work unceasing” 
(literally, “restless work early and 
late”), urging Christians onward 
in their service. The second and 
third stanzas exhort them to walk 
as “children of the light,” fearless 
in the face of adversity. The fourth 
stanza describes the motivating 
power of faith, and the fifth issues 
a final command punctuated by an 
ominous afterword: “Work today . . . 
because our night/Soon will have its 
hour.” This poses quite a contrast to 
texts like Alle roem is uitgesloten, in 
which the center of the Christian life 
is peace and rest in the finished work 
of Jesus.

I was not alone in these observations. 
Apparently my query to Dr. Van der 

Knijff sparked his own interest in 
this hymn, for shortly after our email 
exchange he published an opinion 
piece in the Reformatorisch Dagblad 
(the Netherlands’ main conservative 
Reformed newspaper) with the title, 
“Organ Playing: A Safe Hobby?”1 
The article presented concerns 
about the origin and themes of 
Komt als kind’ren, especially since 
the hymn gained its popularity 
from liberal songbooks of the early 
twentieth century. Dr. Van der 
Knijff reflected on the irony that 
Asma’s organ music, so popular in 
conservative Reformed circles up to 
the present day, served as a conduit 
for theological liberalism. A YouTube 
subscriber from the Netherlands 
expressed similar concerns about the 
arrangement in an email to me.

The complexity of the story 
surrounding Komt als kind’ren raised 
larger questions in my own mind. Is 
the text too saturated with optimism 
and humanism to be “safe” for 
Reformed Christians to sing? And 
what other hymns have we accepted 
as part of our ecclesiastical heritage 
without ever pondering their origins 
or the content of their doctrine? 
For example, the beloved old hymn 
“Faith of Our Fathers” was written by 
a former Episcopalian priest after he 
converted to Roman Catholicism.2 
Perhaps that fact alone ruins the 
message of the song. Perhaps it does 
not. In any case, our hymnals and 
song sheets deserve careful scrutiny, 
and the task of choosing music for 
Christian worship comes with sober 
responsibility.

In this case, I am inclined to think 
that the message of Komt als kind’ren 
can still fit within a thoroughly 
Reformed understanding of faith and 
life under the category of Christian 
service, the third section of the 
Heidelberg Catechism. I believe it 
can be sung wisely and appropriately 
as long as the once-for-all sacrifice 
of Christ is contextually present. But 

I’ve presented the full text of Komt 
als kind’ren here so that readers 
can judge for themselves. What 
do you think? By what standards 
should we judge what music is 
“safe” to sing in church? And what 
can this fascinating exemplar from 
Dutch hymnody teach us about the 
relationship between music and 
doctrine?

To hear the hymn, go to <https://
youtu.be/-PUsCRaqK8U>.

1. Jaco van der Knijff, “Column: Orgelspelen 
een veilige hobby?,” Reformatorisch Dagblad, 
December 20, 2021, https://www.rd.nl/
artikel/955733-column-orgelspelen-een-
veilige-hobby.

2. “Frederick William Faber,” Hymnary.org, 
https://hymnary.org/person/Faber_Frederick.

NOW ALL BOASTING  
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The sheet music to the 
right is an additional 

second page to the 
music that appeared in 

the March/April Outlook, 
containing verses  

5 through 8.

This completes the set!
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Jan Scharp, 1756–1828
Tr. Michael R. Kearney, 2022, ©

SOLLT ICH MEINEM GOTT 8.7.8.7.8.7.7.8.7.7.
Johann Schop, 1590–1667, alt.

Harm. Michael R. Kearney, 2022
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Sample music and 
words from the Genevan 
Psalter project

Czech Psalter

Genevan Psalms for the Twenty-first 
Century: The Story of a Project

Dr. David T. Koyzis

In the 2022 January/
February  issue of  
The Outlook, I 
introduced readers to 
the sixteenth-century 

Genevan Psalter, 
one of the 
earliest and 
best-known 
of the many 
metrical psalters 
produced 
over the past 
nearly five 
hundred years. 
In that article, I 
discussed its origins 
in Strasbourg 
and Geneva, its 
debt to the much 
earlier patterns 
of daily prayer 
originating under 
the old covenant, 
and its subsequent 
translation and use 
in many countries 
where Reformed Christianity 
was present. In this article, I will 
discuss my own project to set 
the 150 Psalms to contemporary 
English verse according to the 
Genevan tunes.
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My initial contact with the Genevan 
Psalms came during my childhood 
at Bethel Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church in Wheaton, Illinois, a 
congregation my parents had started 
with another family in the late 1950s. 
While most of the psalms in the 
1961 Trinity Hymnal from which we 
sang were from the influential 1912 
Psalter, a few used the Genevan tunes 
of Louis Bourgeois, the first entry 
being the ubiquitous “All People 
That on Earth Do Dwell,” William 
Kethe’s versification of Psalm 100 set 
to the Genevan tune for Psalm 134. 
I cannot say that these made much 
of an impact on me at the time, 
largely because the psalm texts were 
interspersed among the other hymns 
in this unusually large collection. 
If we had been singing psalms, I 
was not aware of it. After we began 
attending a Baptist church when I 
was eleven, psalm singing all but 
disappeared for our family.

My second contact came at age 
twenty-one, when, during a 
memorable visit to Prague with 
a student group, I purchased a 
Czech-language psalter and hymnal 
containing Jiří Strejc’s versifications 
mentioned in my previous article. 
At that time, the communists were 
still ruling the country, although 
remnants of the earlier Habsburg 
era were everywhere to be seen, 
including ancient volumes in 
antiquarian bookstores. A decade 
later, I was startled to recognize that 
this volume contained the complete 
Genevan Psalter, along with a host 
of hymns of mostly Reformation 
German origins. It was published 
in 1900, and its original owner 
may later have gone through the 
horrors of the Great War, which 
would dismember Austria-Hungary 
and create a new and vulnerable 
landlocked state in the middle of 
Europe.

Then in 1985 I was visiting Toronto. 
A friend I had known from my 
previous studies there alerted me 

to the recently published Canadian 
Reformed Book of Praise, containing 
the Genevan Psalms in English. On 
returning to South Bend, Indiana, 
where I was then a graduate 
student, I ordered a copy. I found 
it an impressive collection in many 
ways, although it struck me that the 
versifications therein showed, among 
other things, the limitations of the 
original rhyming schemes, in which 
the stresses in the music and those in 
the text do not necessarily match. An 
example from the French will suffice 
to illustrate. Here is the first stanza of 
Psalm 13:

Jusques à quand as establi,
Seigneur de me mettre en oubli?
Est-ce à jamais? par combien d’aage
Destourneras-tu ton visage
De moy, las, d’angoisse rempli?

Note that the rhyming scheme is 
A-A-B-B-A. However, the alternation 
of masculine (stressed) and feminine 
(unstressed) endings in the tune does 
not quite match this scheme: M-F-
F-M-F. Hence the French verse fails 
to flow in the way one might expect, 
which makes for somewhat awkward 
singing. This same defect has found 
its way into all the translations of 
the Psalms of which I am aware, due 
to a somewhat slavish fidelity to the 
original rhyming schemes.

Around the same time, I came into 
possession of a vinyl recording 
of Hungarian Psalms sung by the 
Debrecen College Cantus, a choir 
associated with Debrecen Reformed 
College in Hungary, an institution 
founded in 1538, only twenty-one 
years after Luther had launched the 
Reformation. I was immediately 
taken with what I heard, especially 
the Cantus’s performances of 
Psalms 23 and 121, which I found 
particularly moving. Thus began a 
near obsession with the Genevan 
Psalms with which I have been 
(probably terminally) afflicted for 
most of my life.

As a result of these experiences, I 
decided to set to verse several psalms 
according to their proper Genevan 
melodies. It was 1985, and I was near 
the end of my graduate education at 
the University of Notre Dame. As a 
member of the South Bend Christian 
Reformed Church, now Church of 
the Savior, I sang a few of these as 
solos, with the organist using the 
1940s arrangements of Jacques Pierre 
Bekkers and Jacob Kort. One of these 
was Psalm 46, which I sang for a 
combined Reformation Day evening 
service with a Reformed Church 
in America congregation in nearby 
Niles, Michigan:

God is our refuge and salvation,
Our present help in tribulation.
We will not fear though earth may 
shake,
For God will keep us mid the quake.
Mountains may fall into the ocean,
But we will not fear such 
commotion.
With us the Lord of Hosts shall 
dwell,
The mighty God of Israel.

I set other psalms to verse as well, 
beginning with numbers 12, 47, 
and 91 in 1985, and then 1, 5, 6, 8, 
and many others making a total of 
forty-one versifications as of 1988. By 
then I was teaching political science 
at Redeemer University College 
near Hamilton, Ontario, where new 
course preparations took up most 
of my time, leaving little to devote 
to my ongoing psalter project. Yet 
by this time I was hooked, and as I 
settled into my routine of teaching, 
research, and writing, I found the 
occasional moment to devote to 
setting yet another psalm to verse.

By the end of the century, I had set 
to verse sixty-five, with ten more 
coming fairly quickly during a bout 
with depression in 2006. My work 
took a long pause around 2014 as I 
struggled unsuccessfully to retain my 
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job in the midst of budget cuts and 
layoffs.

Throughout this time, I was also 
arranging a sizeable number of the 
Genevan tunes, working them out 
first on guitar and then with music 
notation software. Some of these can 
be found on my YouTube channel. 
(Type my name into the YouTube 
search box to locate it.)

Following my retirement, I found 
more time to devote to this project. 
In 2021 The Priscilla and Stanford 
Reid Trust awarded me a grant to 
continue my work on it. I proposed 
a goal of setting thirty psalms to 
verse over the succeeding months. 
At the beginning of June, I began 
working steadily through the Psalms, 
putting aside for the time being my 
efforts to arrange the tunes. Up to 
that point I had set to verse eighty-
six psalms, scattered throughout the 
canonical collection. I decided to 
begin with Psalm 3, as I had already 
done the first two, and take them in 
order. I kept a one-volume psalter, 
given by a close friend, before me 
at all times. I pulled up an online 
resource called Bible Hub, which 
allowed me to compare multiple 
English translations verse by verse. I 
input the proper tune into my music 
notation software, rewording each 
line to fit the appropriate metre. This 
more systematic method enabled 
me to work through the remainder 
of the Psalms at a faster pace than I 
had anticipated. Thus, by the middle 
of August, I had completed the 
remaining unfinished psalms, most 
of them unrhymed, at last reaching 
150, thereby exceeding the target I 
had set for myself in the Reid Trust 
proposal.

Here is my own versification of 
Psalm 13, which departs from the 
traditional rhyme scheme, using 
instead A-B-B-A-C, which in my 
judgement better corresponds to the 
metrical structure of the music and 
eliminates the unnecessary melisma 

(that is, multiple notes sung to one 
syllable) in the fourth line:

How long, O Lord, must I endure?
Will you forget me for ever?
Shall I look on your visage never?
How long shall my soul constant 
pain endure,
and my poor heart be in sorrow?
Shall my foes have the victory?
Answer me, Lord; hear my 
pleading!
Lighten my eyes—my voice be 
heeding—
lest mortal sleep should overpower 
me,
and enemies think me vanquished.
Though my foes sneer at my 
distress,
yet your love is my foundation.
My heart is glad at your salvation.
I raise my song the faithful Lord to 
bless,
for he has treated me kindly.

Suffice it to say that this project, 
which takes me well outside my 
field of professional competence, 
has been for me a genuine labor of 
love—of love for the Psalms and for 
the God who inspired their writers. 
Athanasius wrote of the Psalms that 
they are a kind of compendium of 
the whole of Scripture. As each book 
of the Bible is like a garden bearing 
its own unique fruit, the Psalms bear 
all the fruit found in the other books. 
Calvin famously labeled the Psalter 
“‘An Anatomy of all the Parts of the 
Soul;’ for there is not an emotion 
of which any one can be conscious 

that is not here represented as in a 
mirror.” As I seek a publisher for my 
collection, I hope and pray that it 
may help the larger church to recover 
the liturgical use of the Psalms, 
especially in those traditions where 
they long ago fell out of use. After 
all, the Psalms are simultaneously 
the most confessionally Reformed 
and the most ecumenical worship 
resource we have. First, the Genevan 
Psalms are the common heritage of 
the Reformed churches. Second, the 
Psalms themselves we share with our 
fellow Christians of virtually every 
tradition. And third, the Psalms we 
have in common with observant 
Jews, even if we interpret differently 
especially the messianic psalms.

In closing, I offer my versification 
of Psalm 150, the magnificent grand 
finale to the Psalter:

Praise the Lord with joyous mirth!
Praise him in his house on earth;
praise him in the heav’nly height.
Praise him for his acts of might.
Alleluia! alleluia!
Praise his all-surpassing grace.
Bow and sing before his face:
Alleluia! Alleluia!
Praise God with the trumpet sound,
harp and lute, his praise resound.
Play the timbrel; dance his praise.
Strings and flute, extol his ways.
Alleluia! alleluia!
Clashing cymbals, praise the Lord;
all that breathe, with one accord
praise the Lord! Sing alleluia!

Calvin famously labeled 
the Psalter “‘An Anatomy 
of all the Parts of the Soul;’ 
for there is not an emotion 
of which any one can be 
conscious that is not here 
represented as in a mirror.” 
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In my article a couple of issues 
ago, I wrote about the virtue of 

Christian contentment. Now I turn 
my attention to its paradoxical 
partner—Christian dissatisfaction. 
William Barcley once wrote, “The 
contented Christian is the most 
contented person in the world; yet 
he is also the most unsatisfied.”1 
In this article I want to discuss 
what Christian dissatisfaction 
means, and why it is a good thing. 
Before we begin, let’s review what 
contentment means, and discover 
what dissatisfaction means.

Contentment is a chosen state of 
mind which is quiet, resting, and 

satisfied. Dissatisfaction, though also 
a state of mind, is otherwise opposite. 
It is a state of being discontent and 
uneasy, resulting from a desire for 
gratification, or a fulfillment of 
wishes or expectations. Contentment 
is a state of tranquil rest. 
Dissatisfaction is a state of restless 
longing. Though contentment 
and dissatisfaction are seemingly 
opposed to one another, the mature 
Christian is to maintain both 
simultaneously. We are to say with 
Paul: “I have learned in whatever 
situation I am to be content” (Phil. 
4:11b, English Standard Version), 
even as we strain every muscle to 

obtain what we don’t yet have (Phil. 
3). How is this possible?

Before we dismiss what appears 
a contraction, consider the many 
paradoxical parallels in Scripture. 
Christians are both sinner and saint, 
dead to sin and riddled with it (Rom. 
6–7). Christ’s yoke is easy and the 
road to life is difficult (Matt. 11:30; 
7:14). God is at once three and one 
(John 14:26; Deut. 6:4). So one more 
paradox ought not to surprise us or 
cause us to question the veracity of 
the Scripture. Contrarily, the better 
we understand the foundation for 
our contentment, the better we 

Before God captured Paul’s heart, he delighted 
in himself. He was satisfied with himself and his 

labors for the law. That self-satisfaction ended 
on the Damascus road. “Until Jesus’ return, Paul 
will not be whole, not complete. He still has gaps 

and lapses. 

He still finds his own heart divided between 
wanting to delight the Lord and wanting, even now, 
to satisfy himself. But Paul cannot be content with 
his divided heart.” The closer Paul grows to his 
Savior, the more he abhors and strives to be rid of 
the sin for which his Savior died.
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can understand why we must be 
dissatisfied.

As indicated in my last article, 
Paul teaches that the foundation 
for contentment is an experiential 
and doctrinal knowledge of God 
and his perfect sovereignty and 
goodness. It rests on the assurance 
that no matter the circumstance, 
our loving Savior ordained it, will 
see us through it, and ultimately 
use it to help bring us to glory. This 
foundation for contentment does not 
produce inactivity and complacency 
(the mindset that says, “God is 
doing everything so I can rest on my 
laurels”). Rather, it produces a restless 
discontent. Philippians 3 offers an apt 
illustration of what I mean.

Philippians 3:4–6 is Paul’s famous 
account of his credentials. He writes, 
“If anyone else thinks he has reason 
for confidence in the flesh, I have 
more: circumcised on the eighth 
day, of the people of Israel, of the 
tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of 
Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as 
to zeal, a persecutor of the church; 
as to righteousness under the law, 
blameless.” Paul was the Gandhi, the 
Mother Teresa, of Judaism. He was, 
by all worldly standards, a good and 
righteous person. If anyone had a 
place reserved in heaven, surely it 
was Paul. However, Paul declares in 
verses 7–9:

But whatever gain I had, I 
counted as loss for the sake 
of Christ. Indeed, I count 
everything as loss because of the 
surpassing worth of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his 
sake I have suffered the loss of 
all things and count them as 
rubbish, in order that I may 
gain Christ and be found in 
him, not having a righteousness 
of my own that comes from 
the law, but that which comes 
through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness from God that 
depends on faith.

Paul’s declaration is significant. 
He claims that this impressive list 
of credentials is worth as much as 
excrement. They are no ticket into 
heaven. Only knowing Christ Jesus 
holds any value in this life and the 
life to come. For it is the only means 
by which we can hope to attain the 
resurrection from the dead, without 
which, everything we do (or don’t 
do) on earth is meaningless. As 
Paul’s experiential understanding 
of this reality grows, so does his 
contentment—and so too, his 
dissatisfaction. Paul’s conviction that 
knowing Christ is the highest, best 
good—the only thing worth living 
for—fuels his discontent. Consider 
Paul’s words in verses 12–14:

Not that I have already obtained 
this [the resurrection from the 
dead] or am already perfect, but 
I press on to make it my own, 
because Christ Jesus has made 
me his own. Brothers, I do  
not consider that I have made 
it my own. But one thing I do: 
forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies 
ahead, I press on toward the 
goal for the prize of the upward 
call of God in Christ Jesus.

Paul is fully assured that he 
belongs to Christ. He knows all 
his circumstances are perfectly 
ordered by God. He knows that any 
righteousness he has is of Christ. 
He is certain of his inevitable 
glorification (Rom. 8:29–30). 
This knowledge fills him with an 
unquenchable longing to know his 
Savior more fully and to follow him 
more closely. The more contented he 
is in his Savior, the more discontent 
with everything less. One author put 
it well:

as Saul rested in righteousness 
not his own, the surprising 
result was that his assurance 
became a stimulant, not a 
sedative, to his passion to follow 
God’s will and further God’s 

glory . . . these first tastes of 
grace only whet Paul’s appetite 
for the whole feast of fellowship 
with his Savior that he describes 
as ‘gaining Christ,’ ‘be[ing] 
found in Christ,’ and ‘knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord’ (3:8–11).2

Paul has tasted morsels of the grace 
and fellowship and personal holiness 
that await him on the other side 
of glory, and he cannot now rest 
satisfied until he has the full feast. 
He’s tasted of the fruit of heaven, and 
now every other fruit tastes dry and 
bland. Nothing but Christ and full 
sinless fellowship with Christ will 
satisfy.

Before God captured Paul’s heart, 
he delighted in himself. He was 
satisfied with himself and his labors 
for the law. That self-satisfaction 
ended on the Damascus road. “Until 
Jesus’ return, Paul will not be whole, 
not complete. He still has gaps and 
lapses. He still finds his own heart 
divided between wanting to delight 
the Lord and wanting, even now, to 
satisfy himself. But Paul cannot be 
content with his divided heart.”3 The 
closer Paul grows to his Savior, the 
more he abhors and strives to be rid 
of the sin for which his Savior died.

Do we have hearts like Paul’s? Are 
we so sure of our eternal destiny 
that we make it our mission to 
prepare for it? “Does the goal of 
beholding God’s face and basking 
in his favor captivate [us]?”4 Or are 
we content with what the world has 
to offer? Is our highest aspiration 
a comfortable home, a good job, 
and well-behaved kids? Are we 
content with maintaining a general 
acquaintance with Christ? Do we 
attend church faithfully, read our 
Bible occasionally, and resist the less 
attractive temptations? In short, are 
we satisfied with this life, or do we 
yearn for the next?

Jesus warns us not to store up our 
treasures here on earth. Earthly 
things: praise of men, a good 
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paycheck, health, youth all fade 
and rust (Matt. 6:19). If we find 
our contentment and satisfaction 
in these things, we will always be 
disappointed. While we must have 
the mind of Paul, wishing to stay 
here on earth to continue the Lord’s 
work, we must also have his mind 
that strives for heaven even as we 
are laboring here on earth (Phil. 
1:21–24). For, as he says, “to live is 
Christ, and to die is gain” (v. 21). But 
how are we to simultaneously live 
and labor contentedly in this world, 
while yearning and striving for the 
next—never satisfied until we have 
entered into glory?

First, we must cultivate a heavenly-
mindedness. From Abraham to 
David to Paul, God’s people have 
lived as pilgrims. Though they 
lived in lands, built houses, had 
families, they always knew here was 
only a temporary residence. Such 
knowledge allowed them to endure 
persecution with placid faces, resist 
the pleasures of sin, and face lions 
and even death with joy (see Heb. 
11). They knew that the trials they 

endured here on earth were fitting 
them for glory (2 Cor. 4:17). So, they 
were contented to be used of God as 
instruments to point others to that 
eternal reality for as long as the Lord 
chose to keep them here on earth. 
This must characterize our thinking 
as well. We too must live like those 
on their way to heaven. Central to 
this is cultivating the longing to be 
with our Father in heaven.

How can we cultivate this longing 
for God that leads to heavenly-
mindedness? First and foremost, 
we rest. We, like Paul, rest in the 
completed work of Christ on our 
behalf. We rest in our eternal security 
in him. Without this restful posture, 
“all our striving would be losing.” 
However, the more we grasp and rest 
in the reality of Christ’s completed 
work in us, the more we will overflow 
with gratitude. That gratitude will 
lead us to pray persistently for more 
love; more heavenly-mindedness. 
It will lead us to desire to spend 
time with God, listening to and 
reading his Word both privately 
and corporately. It will propel us to 

direct our “investment of aspiration, 
imagination, time, energy, and 
money toward the precious prize 
[Christ] that Paul pursues.”5

So, Paul was not crazy to call us both 
to a life of contentment and one of 
striving. How can we not, when we 
realize how much the Lord has done 
for us, be utterly content? How can 
we not, when we see all the Lord 
has promised us, strive with all our 
might to attain it? May God grant us 
grace to ever more—with hearts of 
gratitude—strive for heaven and him.

1 William Barcley, The Secret of 
Contentment (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
2010), 69.
2 Ibid., 205–6.
3 Ibid., 216. 
4 Ibid., 217.
5 Ibid., 215.

“Teach us to pray,” asked Jesus’ disciples (Luke 
11:1). So he gave them a “special rule of direction” 
(Westminster Larger Catechism 186).

Use the Lord’s Prayer as a prayer.  If a form prayer 
doesn’t feel genuine let’s remember that our issues are 
common to all people (1 Cor. 10:13). It makes sense 
that we can share a common prayer. And yes, praying 
the Lord’s Prayer can become repetitive but it is the 
good kind of repetitive (see Psalm 136). Praying the 
Lord’s Prayer helps us to pray “with understanding, 
faith, and reverence” (WIC 187).

Use the Lord’s Prayer as a pattern.  The preface—”Our 
Father in heaven” -teaches us to approach God with 

GOOD QUESTION

17 HOW CAN I LEARN TO PRAY?

both reverence and intimacy. The six petitions teach 
us to pray (1) that people would honor God, (2) that 
Christ’s rule would be more widely respected, (3) that 
we would do what God wants, (4) that he would care 
for our bodies, and (5) that God would rescue us from 
sin. The conclusion — “Thine is the kingdom, power, 
and glory forever, Amen”.—reminds us that we are 
weak but God is both able and eager to take care of his 
children.

Mrs. Elisabeth Bloechl 
a member of Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
Hammond, is a house cleaner and aspiring 
writer in Griffith, IN.
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Anyone who’s taken a world literature course will remember 
the late medieval Italian poet Dante and his Divine Comedy. 

Most will likely be familiar with Inferno, the first of three 
books, parts of which are often anthologized; the latter two are 
Purgatorio and Paradiso. Only die-hard Dante fans or Italian 
literature students are likely to make their way through all three 
books. But the Divine Comedy has always been popular, with 
dozens of translations from the Italian into English over the 
years.

Most recently, there have been new translations, not of 
Inferno, but of the middle book, Purgatorio, one by D. M. 
Black and another by Mary Jo Bang. Black’s translation, 
though contemporarily modern, is classic in tone and diction 
whereas Bang’s is somewhat light-hearted, even slangy in parts, 
though no less accurate in its rendering according to scholarly 
reviewers.

Dante’s Purgatorio is a mountain on the opposite side of the 
world from the inferno. In Dante’s version, Satan’s expulsion 
from heaven was of such force that his fall to earth opened 
a giant cavity with Satan himself frozen at the earth’s center. 
The inferno or hell is the place of eternal punishment for 
unredeemed sinners, with the least serious offenders closest to 
the opening of the cavity and the most serious ones deep within 
the earth, closest to the evil one.

Dante’s Purgatorio (purgatory) is the mountainous terrain that 
had arisen on the other side of the earth caused by the forceful, 
earth-drilling fall of Satan. Whereas the inferno dwellers 
regressively follow in the devil’s wake ever deeper into the 
earth, depending on the seriousness of their sin, the dwellers 
in purgatory progressively move up and farther away from 
the base of the mountain toward heaven. But why are they not 
already in heaven if Christ died for them, or in hell if he didn’t?

Imaginative, But . . .

As wonderfully imaginative as Dante’s spiritual landscape 
unfolds, we have no mention of purgatory in canonical 
Scripture, though we do of heaven and hell. Purgatory 
originated in the twelfth century as a halfway place between 
eternal perdition and glorification. One can understand the 
rationale: where there is only nominal faith or a faith of only 
rational or ritual assent, there may be fear though no assurance 

of salvation. One’s performance instead of Christ’s 
becomes the centerpiece, and if that’s the case, we all know 
there can be no possible measuring up. We’ll always fall 
short.

Christians who don’t believe there is a purgatory don’t 
believe we can ever measure up either. But Christ has, 
and shares with us the righteousness he demonstratively 
earned on earth and on Calvary, but that we never could, 
no matter how many years or centuries we were to spend 
getting purged in purgatory.

A purgatorial theology assumes that there must be a 
godly righteousness that’s at least partly ours in order to 
finally be able to enter paradise. Christ’s righteousness, in 
this view, sets the stage for us but does not complete our 
righteousness. We have to do that ourselves for ourselves. 
This runs counter to Scripture where, for example, the 
apostle names Christ directly as our righteousness (1 
Cor. 1:30), or where in Hebrews we see Christ as both 
the author and finisher—that is, completer—of our faith 
(12:2). We bring nothing to the equation in regard to our 
own righteousness before God.

Our sanctification, then, is also identified as being entirely 
in Christ, as Paul also writes in 1 Corinthians 1:30. It’s 
nonetheless an ongoing process that occurs, not after 
death, but in the here and now, based on the righteousness 
that’s already purchased for us in Christ and is fully 
awaiting us in glory (Eph. 2:6–7). After death, it would be 
too late to purge or expiate any sins.

In a Bind?

Then what if we go to our death while still imperfect? 
How can we have those imperfections purged if we 
are Christians, believers in Christ and his cross? The 
truth is all of us, whether Christian or not, go to our 
death imperfect. It’s Christ’s perfection that makes us 
perfect if we are believers. Indeed, it already has. We’re 
simply waiting to fully inherit it. Christ experienced not 
purgatory, but hell for us, to bring us with him to heaven. 
Isn’t there then any purgatory?

One needn’t believe in purgatory to enjoy Dante’s classic. 

The Outlook | 20

Hot, Medium, or Sweet?
The Theology of Halfway Measures in Dante’s 
Purgatorio

Mr. Gerry Wisz



What makes it enjoyable is what one reviewer calls 
“labors of love”: the residents of purgatory are being 
purged of flaws and blemishes in order to qualify for 
heaven, and they fully participate in their own purgation. 
In Purgatorio, Dante meets a friend, Casella. They try to 
embrace but can’t, since Casella doesn’t have a human 
body. After several attempts, Dante’s friend pauses, 
puts up a ghostly hand, signaling for Dante to pause, 
and gently tells Dante to dismiss further attempts. It’s a 
poignant scene, one of brotherly love that’s unable to be 
fully realized.

This notion of the already-but-not-yet in spiritual life 
is cast in purgatory, but is that where it belongs? Where 
there is spiritual life in Christ, there is also brotherly love, 
and yet, as we well know, our brotherly love in Christ is 
an imperfect love because we, though redeemed, are still 
imperfect. The purgatorial nature of the Christian life is 
not in some midway afterlife, but here.

Italian literature scholar Robert Pogue Harrison, in his 
review of the two new Purgatorio translations, notes that 
Dante’s sinners in hell act out the psychology of their 
punishments, while the penitents in purgatory work 
through the ordeals of their self-overcoming. This seems 
right: C. S. Lewis remarked that those in hell are there 
because they want to be. They’ve completely identified 
with their sin, and so it literally drives them and their 
being. But what about the penitent? Isn’t that an identity 
marker of, not the purgatory dweller, but of the Christian, 
and in the here and now?

Here and Now

“[Continue to] work out your salvation with fear and 
trembling,” the apostle wrote to the Philippian church 
(Phil. 2:12, English Standard Version). He wasn’t writing 
to anyone in purgatory, but to believers in time, space, 
and history. It’s not in some preamble to glory, but in the 
here and now that we are to work through the ordeals 
of self-overcoming. And we do that not to finally earn a 
place in heaven, but because we already have a place there 
and are learning to assert our new identities in Christ, 
which will be fully revealed there.

A labor of love, according to Scripture, is not some means 
of suffering endured or exertion made in exchange—as 
though it were a payment for something else—but a 
means of suffering or exertion undertaken in order to 
more fully step into the unearned, Christian identity 
that’s already ours as believers in Christ, if we are in fact 
his. This labor of love, then, is a form of dying to the old, 
natural man so that the new creation might more fully 
emerge. It’s labor, and it’s our labor, but it’s a sovereignly 
working engagement of the Holy Spirit with our spirits. 
It’s love because we do this as a result of loving Christ, 
which we can do only because he loved us first.

A purgation or purge is a removal of unwanted 
qualities from something more valuable than the 
qualities that are purged so that this something 
might be purified, cleansed, and yield a more 
perfect version of itself. Scripture repeatedly likens 
this process occurring within believers to gold or 
silver refined in the fire. The hotter the oven, the 
more uncomfortably thorough the purge; the more 
thorough the purge, the more purified the result. 

It’s this that undergirds what the psalmist refers to as going 
from strength to strength (Ps. 84:7). We leave things off to more 
fully take hold of that for which we’ve been taken hold of by 
Christ (Phil. 3:12–14).

There are other scriptural metaphors for the same thing: God 
the Father as the vinedresser who prunes the vine branches so 
that they bear more fruit is one (John 15:1–8). God the Father 
as parent who disciplines us as his sons because he loves us is 
another (Heb. 12:10–11). If he didn’t discipline us and let us go 
our own way, what kind of loving parent would he be? But the 
image of the furnace, hot enough to burn off dross so that only 
the genuine article is left, is the most consistent one in both the 
Old Testament and the New. And our own Christian life here 
should inform us that we don’t go to purgatory to find it.

Mr. Gerry Wisz
is a writer, college instructor, and semi-retired public relations 
professional who, with his family, is a member of Preakness Valley 
URC in Wayne, NJ.
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Reformed Fellowship 
and The Outlook’s 
Prison Ministry

Greetings again in the name of Jesus Christ. Thank you for your letter of June 30, 2021 

in hand on July 9, 2021. I continue to find edifying work in The Outlook magazine and 

thank the Reformed Fellowship for sharing in the blessings of God’s grace. 

I am well and God is giving us much to do here. We are mostly in a post-pandem
ic 

program and have been operating at ab
out 50 percent in the chapel. I was hired in May 

as the Protestant librarian (a c
lerk job) in the chapel, which allows me to serve the 

population here in a Christ-centered way.

In addition, by God’s grace, I have been selected to pr
each every 3rd Sunday to the body 

of believers here in our chapel service and I teach Bible study every Thursday afternoon 

1-2:30pm and on Tuesday mornings I preach on the yard at our outreach ministry. 

Currently, I am taking the men through Galatians on Thursday and James on Tuesday. 

While all of these ministry opportunities are under a “Non-Denominational” banner, I do 

not compromise the truth and teach directly from the scriptures, line upon line.

The letter below is from a prison inmate who 
has been blessed by The Outlook provided by 
Reformed Fellowship, and who is among the 
inmates actively teaching the good news of the 
gospel to fellow inmates. 

Prisoner Gift Subscriptions

GIFT SUBSCRIPTION

Reformed Fellowship’s Prison Ministry sends The Outlook to interested 
prisoners and also provides opportunity for them to correspond with 
current or former RFI Board members, asking questions and receiving 
encouragement.

Recently we have been put in touch with a number of new prisoners, 
exceeding the funding currently available for this ministry. We are grateful 
for this opportunity and are asking our subscribers to partner with us by 
purchasing one or more annual gift subscriptions for a prisoner.

To purchase a gift subscription, contact us via email at:  
office@reformedfellowship.net, or call (616) 532-8510
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For a number of recent winters my 
wife and I have been privileged to 
spend a few weeks in an oceanfront 
condo in Florida. It is located 25 
miles north of the Kennedy Space 
Center, and from that vantage 
we have witnessed several rocket 
launches over the years. Close to 
the appointed launch time people 
gather on the beach with eyes fixed 
on the southern horizon. Suddenly 
the horizon by the launch area lights 
up and the rocket ascends. It usually 
comes toward our direction and out 
over the Atlantic Ocean, quickly 
disappearing into the clouds. A clear 
night launch is most spectacular, and 
the fiery tail of the rocket can be seen 
ascending for a much longer time.

Each time that I witness rocket 
launches and see everyone intently 
looking to the horizon and into 
the sky, I am reminded of Jesus’ 
ascension and what the onlookers 
were told. “Men of Galilee, why do 
you stand looking into the sky? This 
Jesus, who has been taken up from 
you into heaven, will come in just 
the same way as you have watched 
Him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11, New 
American Standard Bible).

After the rocket launch we all go 
back to our activities with the 
memory of what we had witnessed. 
Then I am reminded that the 
onlookers at Jesus’ ascension were 
also told that Jesus will come back 
in the same way that he went into 
heaven. We don’t know what will 
happen to a rocket sent into outer 
space, or if the people who might be 
on some of them will return again 
(as has happened). But we have the 
assurance that Jesus will return. 
The question might be if we are 
expectantly watching for his return 
in a way that onlookers keep their 
eyes on the horizon and the sky 
during a rocket launch. “And be like 
men who are waiting for their master 
when he returns from the wedding 
feast, so that they may open the 
door at once to him when he comes 
and knocks” (Luke 12:36, English 
Standard Bible).

Space scientists amazingly and 
accurately can time rocket launches 
for their exact ascending and 

descending times and targets. Only 
the heavenly Father knows the exact 
time that the Son will return. “But 
concerning that day or that hour, 
no one knows, not even the angels 
in heaven, nor the Son, but only 
the Father” (Mark 13:32, English 
Standard Bible). “You too, be ready; 
for the Son of Man is coming at an 
hour that you do not expect” (Luke 
12:40, New American Standard 
Bible).

The world puts its trust in space 
science, but Christians put their trust 
in him who created the universe.

I lift up my eyes to the hills.
From where does my help come?
My help comes from the Lord,
who made heaven and earth. (Ps. 
121:1–2, English Standard Bible)

Christians look to the Lord for their 
help while expectantly waiting for his 
return.

To help us watch and be prepared 
for the Lord’s return, Reformed 
Fellowship has published an excellent 
book, The Unknown Hour: Biblical 
Signs, Warnings, Hope, and Peace. 
“He who testifies to these things says, 
‘Surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. 
Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20, 
English Standard Bible).

Rocket Launches and Jesus’ Return

Mr. Myron Rau



Psalm 88 is the darkest psalm in the Book of Psalms. The 
Lord is mentioned in only three different places, once in a 

prayer of belief: “Lord, God of my salvation . . . incline Your 
ear to my cry” (vv. 1–2, New King James Version), and twice 
in an urgent plea for rescue which has gone unheard: “Lord, I 
have called daily upon You . . . Lord, why do You cast off my 
soul?” (vv. 9, 14). Perhaps you are experiencing a dark time 
of grief right now. As the darkness and sorrow threaten to 
overwhelm you, look to Psalm 88 as a guide for your thoughts 
and prayers and a beacon of hope in the midst of a confusing, 
threatening, or unchanging providence.

Although we do not know the 
circumstances that inspired Psalm 
88, verses 1–9 contain many words 
that paint a picture of deep, raw, 
and personal grief. The psalmist 
complains that his life draws near 
to the grave; he is adrift; he is cast 
into the lowest pit. Darkness is his 

engulfed him. The experience of 
water in this psalm is not a family-
friendly outing to the beach. Rather, 
it is the terror of drowning with no 
one nearby to deliver. There is no 
escape.

Images of Raw Grief

Psalm 88 brings to mind one of the 
greatest sorrows that can befall us: 
a parent experiencing the death 
of a child. Almost two years later, 
the images remain engraved in 
my memory. Grown men weeping 
unashamedly. A mother, weak and 
wounded in every way—physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually—being 
helped to the graveside of her child. 
The finality of the dirt being thrown 
onto the casket. The awful feeling 
that everything about this scene is 
wrong.

constant companion. Four verses of 
Psalm 88 use the imagery of water 
to create a picture of complete and 
hopeless despair. The psalmist has 
been laid in the depths; God has 
afflicted him with all his waves; he is 
shut up and cannot get out; terrors 
cut him off like water and have 

My Only Friend Is Darkness:  
A Meditation on Psalm 88
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Sometimes the enemy of death seems 
to come as a relief—after a full life 
well-lived, an ailing grandparent 
is taken home to glory. At other 
times, the enemy of death comes as 
an unexpected shock, a nighttime 
horror, a sorrow that will be carried 
with us to our own graves.

Grief Remembered: Naomi 

The Bible doesn’t sugarcoat grief 
and despair. In fact, many of our 
favorite characters are surrounded 
with sorrow, which doesn’t go away 
just because there’s a happy ending. 
A good example of this sorrow is 
Naomi, whose story is told in the 
Book of Ruth.

We are told of Naomi’s loss in 
cryptic, non-descriptive terms. After 
departing her hometown to live in 
a foreign—and pagan—country, we 
are told, “Then Elimelech, Naomi’s 
husband, died; and she was left, and 
her two sons” (Ruth 1:3). We aren’t 
told the nature of the calamity that 
took Naomi’s husband away; we don’t 
know how old he was; we don’t know 
what kind of marriage they had. We 
only know that his sons were not yet 
married, and that, after Elimelech’s 
death, both of the sons married 
women from their new country and 
lived there for about ten years. We 
are told, again in terse, unemotional 
language, “Then both Mahlon and 
Chilion also died; so the woman 
survived her two sons and her 
husband” (Ruth 1:5).

How did the death of her husband 
and two sons impact Naomi? We 
know that she grieved deeply. In 
fact, her grief was so great that she 
asked for her name to be changed. 
In Hebrew culture, names were of 
great importance: your name told a 
story and had important significance. 
“To the Hebrew way of thinking, to 
know a person’s name is to know his 
character, to know him. The name 
is the person.”1 When Naomi finally 
returned to her home country with 
her daughter-in-law in tow, the 

women of the town came out to greet 
her, calling, “Is this Naomi?” We 
are told the full distress of Naomi’s 
sorrow when she responds, “Do not 
call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the 
Almighty has dealt very bitterly with 
me. I went out full, and the Lord 
has brought me home again empty. 
Why do you call me Naomi, since 
the Lord has testified against me, 
and the Almighty has afflicted me?” 
(Ruth 1:20–21).

The name Naomi means “pleasant, 
lovely, delightful”—and we can safely 
assume that Naomi was previously 
known to be a pleasant woman. 
However, the pain and sorrow of 
losing her husband and children has 
been such that she has an identity 
change. Instead of being pleasant, she 
now asks to be called Mara, which 
means “bitter.” Naomi does not deny 
her faith in God; rather, she still 
acknowledges that he is Almighty. 
Yet even that knowledge brings 
about its own grief, for the almighty 
hand of God has not spared her this 
affliction. Naomi believes that the 
Lord is responsible for her sorrow: 
“The Lord has brought me home 
again empty . . . the Almighty has 
afflicted me.”

If you have buried a child, you have 
experienced the deep bitterness that 
comes with that loss. The feeling of 
empty hands. The emptiness of your 
heart even as you have other children 
to hold and care for. The empty space 
in the family picture that should 
have been filled by a living, growing 
person. The sorrow that causes you 
to cry decades later as you remember 
your child. Naomi experienced all 
of those things. Her involvement 
in the story of Ruth didn’t lessen 
her sorrow. Holding her grandson 
Obed in her arms later may have 
been an extremely sad moment, as 
she remembered her own sons and 
thought of how she would never get 
to hold their children.

Shall the Dead Rise and Praise 
You? Christ at the Center

Does Psalm 88 offer us any hope 
in the face of sorrow like Naomi’s? 
Let’s examine it. The latter half of 
verse 9 begins, “Lord, I have called 
daily upon You; I have stretched out 
my hands to You.” Then, beginning 
in verse 10, there are six rhetorical 
questions, all of which have the 
obvious answer of no. 
“Will You work wonders for the 
dead?” No. 
“Shall the dead arise and praise 
You?” No. 
“Shall Your lovingkindness be 
declared in the grave?” No. 
“Or Your faithfulness in the place of 
destruction?” No. 
“Shall Your wonders be known in the 
dark?” No. 
“And Your righteousness in the land 
of forgetfulness?” No.

However, the second question, “Shall 
the dead arise and praise You?” 
has an interesting interlude: Selah. 
If we follow the line of reasoning 
that Selah is a marker to point us to 
Christ, then we can see how Christ 
turns each of these rhetorical no’s 
into a resounding yes. Think of each 
of those questions again in the light 
of the completed work of Christ:

“Will You work wonders for the 
dead?” Yes! 
“Shall the dead arise and praise 
You?” Yes! 
“Shall Your lovingkindness be 
declared in the grave?” Yes! 
“Or Your faithfulness in the place of 
destruction?” Yes! 
“Shall Your wonders be known in the 
dark?” Yes! 
“And Your righteousness in the land 
of forgetfulness?” Yes!

As I participated in the funeral of 
my friend’s baby girl, I realized that 
Jesus Christ is the only answer to 
the question that every person must 
wrestle with: the question of what 
happens when I die. Our belief 
in Jesus’ resurrection is what sets 
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Christianity apart from every other 
religion in the world. How do I 
know that I will inherit eternal life? 
The Heidelberg Catechism asks in 
question and answer 49: “How does 
Christ’s ascension to heaven benefit 
us? . . . we have our own flesh in 
heaven—a guarantee that Christ our 
head will take us, his members, to 
himself in heaven.” Jesus Christ was 
the first Man to arise from the dead 
and praise God, and because of him, 
God’s lovingkindness, faithfulness, 
wonders, and righteousness will not 
cease to be proclaimed by us after 
we die.

Words for the Wordless

In the midst of extreme sorrow, it is 
extremely difficult to express what 
we are thinking and feeling. Psalm 
88 gives words to the wordless. 
Perhaps the answer to our questions 
is sometimes not an answer at all. 
John Calvin says, “[The Psalms] will 
principally teach and train us to bear 
the cross; and the bearing of the cross 
is a genuine proof of our obedience, 
since by doing this, we renounce the 
guidance of our own affections, and 
submit ourselves entirely to God, 
leaving Him to govern us and to 
dispose of our life according to His 

will, so that the afflictions which are 
the bitterest and most severe to our 
nature become sweet to us because 
they proceed from Him.”2

We often desire to understand why 
a certain trial has befallen us. “If 
only I could see the good that has 
come out of it,” we think. Yet the 
less we see, the more pure our faith 
must be; for if we can see, then it is 
not walking by faith but by sight. 
Thinking back to the story of Naomi, 
David Atkinson says, “Are we not 
introduced here to the dark side of 
God’s providence—that some of our 
pains seem unbearable; some of our 
circumstances so unjust; some of 
our questions stay without answers? 
Faith, we are to learn from Naomi, 
sometimes means a willingness to 
leave such questions in the mystery 
of God, in the confidence that in the 
brighter days he has shown himself 
trustworthy.”3

My Only Friend Is Darkness

Psalm 88 does not end in triumph. 
God does not answer with an 
amazing salvation. The trial does 
not end. Whatever was afflicting the 
psalmist does not get resolved. The 

last words of the psalm are perhaps 
the saddest ending in the whole Book 
of Psalms: “Loved one and friend 
You have put far from me, and my 
acquaintances into darkness.” Yet, 
there is comfort even in the sorrow. 
As W. Robert Godfrey says, “Psalm 
88 expresses our feelings when the 
cross is especially heavy and the 
struggle at its most difficult. By 
giving expression to our most bleak 
feelings, Psalm 88 comforts us in a 
curious way. It shows us that we are 
not alone in our doubts, confusions, 
and complaints. Not only have 
other believers felt the same things, 
but God has inscripturated those 
sentiments to assure us that it is 
legitimate to feel such things and to 
pour them out in prayer.”4 Psalm 88 
may well have comforted our Savior 
during his sufferings.

When the pain is unceasing and 
the waves keep engulfing you, turn 
to Psalm 88. It will provide you 
with words to speak, as it does not 
downplay your pain. It will remind 
you how Christ turns your death 
into resurrection and newness of life. 
The Word of God will be your friend 
when your only friend is darkness.

1. David Atkinson, The Message of Ruth 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
1983), 34.

2. John Calvin, “Preface to the Commentary 
on the Psalms,” in John Calvin: Writings 
on Personal Piety, ed. Elsie McKie (New 
York: Paulist, 2001), 58, quoted in Dane 
C. Ortlund, Deeper: Real Change for Real 
Sinners (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 155.

3. Atkinson, The Message of Ruth, 38–39.

4. W. Robert Godfrey, Learning to Love the 
Psalms (Sanford, FL: Reformation Trust 
Publishing, 2017), 154.
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You Can Know God

Rev. William Boekestein

Apologetics is often associated 
with the so-called proofs 

of God’s existence: ontological, 
cosmological, teleological—and 
already my head is spinning. But 
the quest to prove God has several 
problems. First, it ignores that all 
people already know God. Even 
animals can tell us that God created 
the world (Job 12:7– 10). Everyone 
knows God. Not everyone honors 
“him as God or gives thanks to 
him” (Rom. 1:21). Second, it risks 
confusing intellectual assent with 
faith. Saving knowledge of God is a 
heart-soul-strength-mind love for 
him (Luke 10:27). “Our knowledge 
of God can never be limited to that 
which is merely grasped cognitively 
or academically.”1 Third, it wrongly 
makes human reason the conclusive 
factor. But creatures have no right to 

decide if there is a creator. When Job 
and his friends were judging God, 
they put themselves on the wrong 
side of the bench (Job 38:1–2; 40:1). 
Fourth, it underestimates humanity’s 
brokenness. Denying God gives way 
to futile thinking and darkened, 
foolish hearts (Rom. 1:21). Is such 
a person competent to judge God’s 
existence?

Christian apologetics is not 
responsible for proving God. Instead, 
it establishes “the existence of a God 
who is capable of being known by 
man and who has made himself 
known, not only in nature but in 
the revelations of his grace to lost 
sinners, documented in the Christian 
Scriptures.”2 To do this, Christian 
apologetics relies on three primary 
truths that we must believe and make 
known to others.

God Is

That God exists needs not be 
proved. It is understood. Humans 
are hungry for God. We are restless 
for him. Whether we admit it or 
not, we were made to seek and find 
the God who is (Acts 17:27). And 
we know this. We sense divinity 
because we proceeded from the 
divine. John Calvin taught that 
“there is within the human mind, 
and indeed by natural instinct, an 
awareness of divinity. This we take 
be beyond controversy” since “God 
himself has implanted in all men a 
certain understanding of his divine 
majesty.”3 J. H. Bavinck concurred: 
“There is in man an ineradicable 
intuition that there exists a Higher 
Being, a God, and that this God is 
concerned about his life. . . . Life 
continues to be . . . a dialogue with 
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the mysterious Unknown, whose 
existence we can deny, but whom we 
can never wholly banish and expel 
from our thoughts.”4

Some people “deny that God exists, 
yet willy-nilly they from time to time 
feel an inkling of what they desire not 
to believe.”5 Atheists establish God’s 
reality by venomously opposing 
the God they claim doesn’t exist. 
To borrow from Shakespeare, they 
protest too much. Only a fool denies 
the existence of God (Ps. 14:1). 
Only where such fools coercively 
challenged the corporate sense of 
divinity do we find any significant 
population that denies God.

Atheists want theists to bear the 
burden of proving God. But the 
existence of the Triune being who 
has created the world and still 
governs and preserves it doesn’t have 
to be proved. The onus rests on those 
arguing against God’s existence. But 
given human limitations, critics can 
never finish their search for the God 
they say does not exist.

The Bible “presupposes the existence 
of God in its very opening statement” 
and declares who he is and what 
he has done.6 Paul seized on the 
Athenians’ sense of God to proclaim 
to them what they knew only vaguely 
(Acts 17:23). The confessions and 
catechisms of the Reformation 
acknowledge and announce the God 
who is. “We all believe in our hearts 
and confess with our mouths that 
there is a single and simple spiritual 
being, whom we call God.”7

But even if God is, and even if we can 
sense the existence of a deity, can he 
be truly known?

God Can Be Known

Knowing God is the most basic 
of all truths. “And without faith it 
is impossible to please [God], for 
whoever would draw near to God 
must believe that he exists and that 
he rewards those who seek him” 
(Heb. 11:6). God is. And we can 

know enough about him to believe 
that he blesses faith.

God is knowable by people because 
we are made in his image. “Our 
existence and our meaning . . . are 
derived from God. We are already 
fully interpreted before we come 
into existence. . . . We could not have 
existence and meaning apart from 
the existence and meaning of God. 
All this is the road from God to 
us. But surely we can get back to God 
by the road that he has used to create 
us.”8

Divine image-bearing “makes man 
like God and assures true knowledge 
of God. We are known of him and 
therefore we know him and know 
that we know him.”9 This is Paul’s 
approach in Acts 17. God isn’t far 
from us. We have life in him. We are 
his offspring (27–28).

Both atheists (who say there is no 
God) and agnostics (who say they 
cannot know) are guilty of ignoring, 
suppressing, and misconstruing 
God’s plain revelation. To 
paraphrase Romans 9:20, will what is 
molded say to its molder, “You don’t 
exist”? This is not to say that we can 
fully and exhaustively comprehend 
God (Rom. 11:33). If we could know 
God as he knows himself, there 
would be no distinction between us 
and him. “We see in a mirror dimly” 
(1 Cor. 13:12). Failing to accept 
this truth is the tragedy of unbelief: 
humanity’s imperfect knowledge of 
God is judged deficient. But “man 
in his self-judgment and opinion 
can never arrive at the full objective 
truth . . . to form a just opinion, man 
should disengage himself from all 
his speculations and contemplations, 
and be willing to listen to 
God.”10 Faith is an eagerness to hear 
and believe everything God says.

Still, we should be sensitive to 
the frustrations of those whose 
sense of God is weak, especially in 
times of crisis, those “Where was 
God when . . .” moments. Consider 

Psalm 13: “Long enough, God—
you’ve ignored me long enough. . . . 
Long enough I’ve carried this ton 
of trouble, lived with a stomach full 
of pain” (1–2, The Message). We 
feel that. God and his providence 
are mysterious. But the psalm ends 
like this: “But I have trusted in your 
steadfast love” (5). God’s ways are 
mysterious, but we shouldn’t doubt 
that they are good.

Being like God, “our knowledge 
is true.” Being unlike God, 
“our knowledge can never be 
comprehensive.”11

God Has Made Himself Known

The God who is and who can be 
known by his image-bearers makes 
himself known in three ways.

First, God makes himself known in 
creation. Every element of the world 
reveals God and his will to us. “The 
heavens proclaim his righteousness, 
and all the people see his glory” (Ps. 
97:6). Zacharias Ursinus identifies 
ten ways this is so. God reveals 
himself (1) through natural order 
and harmony, (2) through the 
rational natures we have inherited 
from him, (3) through a more-or-
less common sense of morality, (4) 
through our sense of divinity, (5) 
through the gift of consciences, (6) 
through judgments against sin, (7) 
through the possibility of organized 
civil governments, (8) through 
“heroic enthusiasm” worked by God’s 
Spirit (Deut. 31:8; Ezra 1:1; Judg. 
14:19), (9) through the fulfilment 
of predicted future events, and (10) 
through the inherent purpose and 
“workability” of creation.12 Every 
person “who is overwhelmed in 
beholding the mighty wonder in 
God’s creation, irresistibly . . . feels 
himself forced to confess that there 
must be Something, that there 
must be One out of whom all that 
splendor came into being. And that 
One, whom we call God, we meet 
in the immensity of nature”13 (Ps. 
19:1; Rom. 1:18–21).
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Second, God makes himself known 
in the Bible. Scripture is a lot of 
things, but mostly it is divine 
autobiography. Sadly, not everyone 
sees God in Scripture; some see 
only an ancient religious text. But 
“when we truly believe in Christ, we 
recognize our deep dependence on 
the Word of God as uncontestable 
wisdom and truth.”14 When Jesus 
speaks in the Bible, “the sheep follow 
him, for they know his voice” (John 
10:4).

Third, God make himself known in 
Christ. Apart from Christ, God is 
not unknown. But he is terrible. He 
is our enemy. We are rebels who, like 
the rulers in Psalm 2, “take counsel 
against the Lord and against his 
anointed” (2). By nature we don’t see 
God as he truly is. Only “through 
the lantern of Christ’s humanity we 
may behold the light of the Deity. 
Christ being incarnate makes the 
sight of the Deity not formidable but 
delightful to us.”15 Christ “rescues 
us from spiritual darkness and 
terror of God.”16 You can’t prove 
God as he is to someone who can 
only misperceive his beauty. In C. S. 
Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew, Uncle 
Andrew can’t recognize Aslan’s song 
as singing. Lewis explains: “What 
you see and what you hear . . . 
depends on what sort of person you 

are”; what type of a person Christ has 
remade you to be.17

This is not to deny that “faith is a 
rational response to the evidence 
of God’s self-revelation in nature, 
human history, the Scriptures and 
his resurrected Son.”18 But Abraham 
Kuyper was right to say that “the 
attempt to prove God’s existence is 
either useless or unsuccessful.”19 It is 
unnecessary for those who already 
believe and impossible for those who 
do not yet believe.

Apologetics isn’t about proving God, 
but proclaiming the God who can be 
truly known.20 And declaring God 
always succeeds in achieving God’s 
purpose (2 Cor. 2:14–17).

Editor’s note: This is the third article 
of a series and appeared previously 
(November 20, 2021) at the blog 
for reformation 21: https://www.
reformation21.0rg/blog/you-can-
know-god.
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The Bible Is Reliable

Rev. William Boekestein

One of Billy Graham’s early crises 
of faith was over whether he 

could totally trust the Bible. After 
much struggle he prayed to God, 
“I’m going to allow faith to go 
beyond my intellectual questions 
and doubts, and I will believe this to 
be Your inspired Word.”1 Graham’s 
conclusion sets a good example for 
us.

While the Bible is fully defensible, 
like God himself it need not answer 
all our questions and doubts. And 
we have no right to judge Scripture. 
“In controversies of religion or 
matters of faith, we can not admit 
any other judge than God Himself, 
pronouncing by the Holy Scriptures 
what is true, what is false, what 
is to be followed, or what is to be 

avoided.”2 Like the aural words of the 
prophets the Bible is simply and truly 
God’s Word written.3 The prophets 
didn’t invite hearers to deliberate 
over whether their words were true. 
They were proclaimers, declarers of 
what God had spoken to them. This 
is how we should receive every word 
of God.

Why does this matter? Too often in 
apologetics Scripture is set aside until 
it is proven to be reliable. But the 
reliability of Scripture is not the goal 
of our argument; it is the foundation. 
Christian apologetics “is to be more 
than a meaningless discussion about 
the that of God’s existence and is to 
consider what kind of God exists”—
and to do that, we need to listen 
to the Bible.4 Even the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus must be 

interpreted by Scripture “before 
they can avail as redemptive facts to 
us.”5 Scripture “stands before us as 
that light in terms of which all the 
facts of the created universe must be 
interpreted.”6

Still, “The Bible is both the 
foundation upon which our defense 
must be built and one of our beliefs 
which must be defended.”7 Let’s think 
about how this is so.

How Can We Trust the Bible?

There are at least four categories of 
evidence by which Scripture reveals 
itself to be God’s Word.

First, consider the internal evidence. 
The Bible reads like no other book. 
“The Scriptures manifest themselves 
to be the Word of God, by their 
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majesty and purity, by the consent of all the parts, and 
the scope of the whole, which is to give all glory to God.”8 
It shouldn’t surprise us that the Bible’s longest chapter 
by far is a poem praising God’s Word as the delight of all 
who know it (Ps. 119:24).

Second, consider the historical evidence. True prophets 
were known by their words coming true (Deut. 18:21–
22). When John the Baptist asked if Jesus was “the one” 
he responded by describing how in him the works 
promised by God were being done.9 The Bible is filled 
with amazingly specific prophecies that have come true. 
As promised, Cyrus sent God’s people back to Jerusalem 
to build the temple (Isa. 44:28; 45:1), Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2), and those who executed Messiah 
cast lots for his clothes (Ps. 22:18). “Even the blind 
themselves are able to see that the things predicted in 
[the Scriptures] do happen.”10

Third, consider the experiential evidence. “The Scriptures 
manifest themselves to be the Word of God . . . by their 
light and power to convince and convert sinners” and 
“to comfort and build up believers unto salvation.”11 
Scripture tells what we know to be true—that we are 
sinners who have offended a holy God. It also tells how 
we might be healed—by trusting in God’s Son Jesus; that 
message is “the power of God for salvation to everyone 
who believes” (Rom. 1:16). God’s “living and active” 
(Heb. 4:12) word promises to and actually does make 
people new.

Fourth, consider the spiritual evidence. “The Spirit of 
God bearing witness by and with the Scriptures in the 
heart of man, is alone able fully to persuade it that they 
are the very Word of God.”12 “No one knows the things 
of God except the Spirit of God” (1 Cor. 2:11). The Spirit 
testifies to the authority of the Scriptures by healing 
us of our natural blindness to spiritual things (1 Cor. 
2:13) and “testifying in our hearts that they are from 
God.”13 In 2 Kings 22, “When the book of the law was 
found in Josiah’s time, it was read in the ears of all the 
people and recognized at once as authoritative.”14 No 
one remembered that it was God’s Word. God’s Spirit 
convinced them immediately that the law was divine. 
When I call my children on the phone I don’t have to 
prove to them that it is really me. They know my voice. 
So it is when God’s children hear the Scriptures (John 
10:4).

The Bible is God’s Word. You can’t defend the faith 
without that conviction. Worse, without that conviction 
you cannot have true faith.

But what about those who don’t believe it?

How Should We Respond to Critics?

Here are five common objections to the Bible and 
suggested responses.

“Church made up the Bible!”

The story of how the parts of the Bible became one book 
is much more organic than Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci 
Code suggests. Within half a century after the last book 
of the New Testament was written most Bible books 
were recognized as authoritative. By 379 the Council of 
Carthage publicly confessed what the church had long 
believed: that the sixty-six books of the Bible are the 
written Word of God. The church does not determine 
Scripture’s books but “receives and approves” them as 
canonical.15

“The Bible contains factual errors!”

Critics once claimed that the Hittites never existed 
and that Moses couldn’t have written the Pentateuch 
since writing had not yet been invented. Since then 
archaeology has amply disproved these and countless 
other allegations against the Bible. Still, to require 
external validation of every biblical fact reveals an 
unreasonable negative bias.
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“The Bible’s manuscripts are defective!”

You have probably seen this statement connected to parts 
of John 8 or Mark 16: “The earliest manuscripts do not 
include” these verses. And this is true. But there is more 
to that story. Instead of the prophets’ or apostles’ original 
writings we have thousands of handwritten copies from 
which other copies were made. And sometimes scribes 
made mistakes: skipping, misspelling, or adding words. 
But overall the New Testament has “survived in purer 
form than any other great book—a form that is 99.5% 
pure.”16 The examples of John 8 and Mark 16 are by far the 
most extreme. Many textual variants are minor and easily 
resolved. And the Bible has “survived in more manuscripts 
than any other book from antiquity.”17 Most ancient books 
are based on few manuscripts written hundreds of years 
after the originals. The New Testament alone has five 
thousand manuscripts dating from just a few generations 
after the death of Christ. Most ancient books have few 
manuscript variants because they have so few manuscripts! 
Scripture’s “problem” is the opposite.

“The Bible contradicts itself!”

But slight anomalies like seemingly incongruent 
numbering, or apparently contradictory theological 
expressions18 arise from uncharitable reading, and are often 
easily resolved. You will likely never meet a critic of the 
Bible who has carefully read the entire book with a genuine 
openness to believe what it says.

“The Bible promotes injustice and immorally!”

The Bible records a lot of bad behavior. It is, after all, a 
true story about how God is conquering sin! But Scripture 
never promotes bad behavior. And we don’t even fully 
understand what we perceive to be bad. Can we prove that 
God had no good reason to command Israel to destroy the 
Canaanites? For that matter, how can a critic define “bad” 
behavior while at the same time arguing against Scripture 
as the ultimate standard of right and wrong?

-----------------------
One of the most basic truths controlling Christian 
apologetics is this: argument alone cannot produce belief. 
None of the “many solid arguments for the authority of 
Scripture . . . are of much use if someone doesn’t want to 
be convinced.”19 Those convinced against their will are 
of the same opinion still. So the Bible is not a book to be 
judged, but the gift of divine truth to be gladly received. 
We learn from its teaching, agree with its reproofs, obey 
its correction, and submit to its training. Because it is 
supernatural we expect it to make us “complete, equipped 
for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17) in Christ. And we 
should introduce it to others in that same way.

Editor’s note: This is the fourth article of a series and 
appeared previously (November 29, 2021) at the blog 
for reformation 21: https://www.reformation21.org/
blog/the-bible-is-reliable.
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San José, Costa Rica                                 
                                 

                                 
                        February 16, 2022

To: Reformed Fellowship

Attn: Dan Van Dyke

Re: Permission to translate and publish books

Dear Dan,

Receive warm greetings from Costa Rica, and we pray that God is granting you health, and much success with 

the ministry of Reformed Fellowship.

On behalf of the Reformed Fellowship of Reformed Churches in Latin America (CLIR) we wish to express our 

profound gratitude for the generous permission you have given us to translate, print, and distribute several of 

your titles. As you know, CLIR’s purpose (similar to Reformed Fellowship’s purpose!) is to provide Reformed 

materials for churches, leaders, and families—in our case, for Spanish speakers. We reach 27 countries (or 

more) in the Americas, Spain, and other parts of Europe.

We are very interested and pleased by this partnership in particular, because our goals are so very similar. CLIR 

has made a special effort to provide practical, biblical resources for church educational programs, elders and 

deacons, and general Bible studies—just as Reformed Fellowship has. So much of your material will fit right in 

with our growing list of solid, biblical literature with the purpose of strengthening and edifying Christ’s church. 

Furthermore, our confessional foundations are exactly the same, so there is no worry about any incompatibility!

We trust that this partnership will grow, and we ask for prayer in order to move our ministry forward. There 

are many obstacles—customs laws, rising shipping costs, payment issues—but God is good, and has sustained 

us thus far. Once again, thank you, Dan, for all the support you have personally given to CLIR, and this great 

initiative that you are pioneering between Reformed Fellowship and CLIR. My CLIR folks love you, and wish 

you all the best! Lester, Daniel, and their families send their greetings.

May God continue to bless Reformed Fellowship richly.

In Christ’s service,

Rev. Bill Green

Executive Secretary—CLIR

Costa Rica
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During my ministry I have been 
keeping records of counseling 
interviews. The earlier records, I must 
confess, are sketchy and the notations 
in many instances lack insight and 
understanding. In more recent years 
the memoranda have been more 
complete and the observations have 
profited from reading and study as 
well as from the earlier mistakes and 
misjudgments. Not so long ago I went 
through some of these counseling 
files. I did so partly because that is 
routine with me, and partly because 
I knew I had to prepare this article. 
I was surprised at the large number 
of interviews—particularly the past 
ten years—in which I was confronted 
with a boy or a girl who suffered from 
having a bad father.

What do I mean by a bad father? 
Not necessarily a wicked man. There 
have been such, of course. There is 
the record of one case where a father 
habitually molested his daughter, 
a teenage girl with a low IQ. That 
case puzzled me, and one day, 
traveling home from Detroit with a 
psychiatrist, I mentioned this girl’s 
plight and was surprised to learn that 
the week previous at a convention 
of psychiatrists in Detroit a paper 
had been read in which the lecturer 
argued that fathers who molest their 

daughters often do so with the tacit 
consent of the mother. That left me 
still more puzzled.

There are the run-of-the-mill wicked 
fathers who follow the familiar 
course of drinkers. They beat up 
their wives, abuse their children, and 
practice all kinds of infidelities. I 
never cease marveling at the mothers 
who tolerate all this and remain with 
their husbands. One of them said 
to me a fortnight ago, “I still love 
him!” She is a faithful, home-keeping 
wife who has a philandering husband 
who shows her snapshots of the 
women he dates.

The bad fathers I have particularly in 
mind in this article are not bad men 
as such. They are morally good men, 
respectable citizens and neighbors, 
usually good providers and regular 
in church attendance. Let me briefly 
classify them and describe their 
failings.

He may be a professional man who 
for one reason or another allows 
his profession to cut into the time 
he should be giving to his family. 
Some of these men are strangely 
inconsistent. They plead their 
crowded schedules as an excuse for 
the neglect of their families. Yet they 
have no difficulty rearranging their 
schedules to accommodate their 

travel plans. And in a good many 
instances their families cannot enjoy 
the trips with them. No one will 
dispute that there are professional 
conferences and conventions where 
attendance is not only profitable 
but in some instances obligatory. 
And everyone understands that 
these gatherings necessitate travel. 
But the fact remains that there are 
professional men who manage to 
arrange for these journeys but cannot 
arrange leisure time with their 
families at home.

Not a few pastors are among the 
greatest offenders here. They 
are guilty of excessive participation 
in conferences, conventions, board 
activities, committee meetings, 
etc. And all at the expense of their 
home life. There are relatively few 
city parsonages where one can 
find the pattern of family life given 
us in Deuteronomy 6:7. I recall 
an installation reception I once 
attended at the close of which the 
new pastor was asked to make a few 
remarks. One thing he said I have 
never forgotten: “Please do not phone 
the parsonage on Saturday evenings 
unless it is absolutely necessary. 
That is the one night in the week we 
all are home, and I am busy in my 
study.” Alas! How true! Only one 

Timeless 

Truths
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Ye Fathers
Rev. Leonard Greenway
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night in the week the family is home, 
and even then father is not with 
them. He must be in his study.

When a father, whatever his 
profession or trade, is too busy 
to enjoy social pleasantries with 
his family and to receive the 
confidences of his growing 
children, he is altogether too busy. 
No responsibilities outside the home 
should be allowed to isolate him 
from his dear ones. Those who beget 
children owe them more than a 
living, however luxurious that living 
may be.

The Uncommunicative Father

Here we have the silent kind. Reasons 
for this silence are many. There are 
fathers who are dead tired when 
they return home from work. Ill 
health or a constitutional weakness 
may be responsible for the depletion 
of their vigor at the end of the day. 
Or it may be that their work is 
extremely difficult and demanding. 
They have our sympathy and their 
families should be considerate. They 
deserve kindness and thoughtfulness 
from their children. I have often 
been appalled at the heartlessness of 
children who have no respect for the 
lines of toil and care on their father’s 
face, for the look of anxiety in his eye, 
and for stooped shoulders that betray 
a weakening physique. And when 
such a man has a socialite wife who 
insists that he spend nearly every 
evening away from home with her, he 
is to be thrice pitied.

But not all silent fathers are in 
that classification. What I have 
in mind here is the needlessly 
preoccupied father, or what is worse, 
the indifferent, selfish father. He is 
the fellow who can’t be bothered with 
the kids. He buries himself behind 
the newspaper, and hasn’t a word 
for his family. When his children 
rehearse the day’s happenings—and 
how children love to do that!—he is 
not interested.

When they seek advice from him, 
he sends them to their mother. She 
must be both father and mother. The 
prattle of the little ones disturbs him. 
The sooner they get to bed, the better. 
The older children leave the house 
for the evening’s events, and he barely 
notices their departure. His wife has 
learned to keep silent. She knows the 
price of peace in her home—leave 
dad alone!

It is not surprising that children 
in such a home become detached 
from their father. They never get to 
know him, and he never becomes 
acquainted with them. Only last 
evening, a young married man and 
his wife sat in my home and poured 
out a tale of marital woe—first the 
man and then his heartbroken wife, 
who wonders whether she should 
remain with him. As I sat between 
the crossfire of accusations, it became 
apparent that the man had emotional 
problems of the kind that often are 
rooted in childhood experiences 
back home. At an opportune point 
in the conversation I hazarded the 
question: “How close were you as a 
boy to your father?” His reply came 
slowly and reluctantly: “Dad seldom 
had anything to do with my sister 
and me. He took no notice of us. To 
this day I do not know my dad.” Yes, 
there are fathers like that. Too many 
of them! They live complacently 
within themselves. Some of them are 
positively garrulous away from home. 
But in their own dwelling they are 
as an island away from the mainland 
of their family life. It is a form of 
desertion and should be branded as 
such!

The Immature Father

Perhaps something went wrong when 
he was weaned. An overindulgent 
mother may be back of his 
immatureness. He never grew up in 
the full sense of the term. A strange 
unfilledness characterizes him. 
He wants lots of attention, much 
to the disgust of his children who 

cannot understand why he acts the 
way he does. He complains about 
his work, demands all kinds of 
assistance about the house, and acts 
like the most abused person in the 
community. His wife must lay out 
his socks for him, select his necktie, 
and rub his sore back. It never occurs 
to him that his wife’s backache may 
be more severe. Most of the bottles 
in the medicine chest are for him. 
Since nothing is quite so distressing 
as what he must endure, the cares 
of his family little concern him. 
He whimpers for himself. Is it any 
wonder that the children draw away 
from him?

Psychologically, this is dangerous. 
The immature man sometimes seeks 
a satisfaction for his unfilledness in 
alcohol, gambling, and even marital 
infidelity. His irresponsibility can 
lead him into associations whose end 
results bring all kinds of grief and 
shame to himself and his family. Back 
of much of the alcoholism we witness 
today is one word: immaturity.

These are hard cases to handle. I have 
one on my hands right now. His wife 
has left him twice. There is no stock 
solution that covers them all. But 
with some of them I occasionally feel 
like suggesting to the wife that she 
send her husband back to his mother 
with this note pinned on his trousers:

Dear Mother-in-law:

I have tried for several years 
to help your son grow up, but 
with no success. Please take him 
back for a spell and see whether 
you and his father can complete 
what you both left unfinished. 
He eats anything, provided it’s 
like you used to fix it.

If you enjoyed this article, please 
visit www.reformedfellowship.net 
for more information or to purchase 
the Timeless Truths book!
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Our precious Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ, 
is one who understands sorrow and grief 
(Isa. 53:3). In the pages of this book, you will 
encounter sound, practical wisdom on how to 
deal with grief in your own life and in the lives 
of others from one of Christ’s faithful servants. 
Pastor Vergunst wonderfully knits principles of 
God’s Word and personal experience into the 
fabric of this fine work. I especially appreciated 
the insights he shares in relation to the 
handling of grief-stricken children. He not only 
rightly acknowledges that children are often the 
“forgotten mourners” but also factors the truth 
that children do not think like adults (1 Cor. 
13:11) into the helpful advice he provides. I 
trust you will be richly blessed as you read this 
work. This book should be on the shelf of every 
pastor, elder, and biblical counselor.

—Dr. Jeff L. Doll
 Director of the Institute for Reformed 
 Biblical Counseling
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Book Review

Mrs. Vanessa Le

Ezra Nehemiah: The Return 
from Exile - Bible Studies
Norman De Jong 
Reformed Fellowship, Inc., 
2021. 272 pages. Paperback, 
$14.99

Ezra and Nehemiah are not 
the easiest books in the 
Bible to understand and 
apply. With a confusing 
timeline, repetition of major 
themes, and several chapters 
dedicated to long lists of 
Hebrew names, it’s easy to 
give these books a quick 
reading without thoroughly 
understanding them. Norman 
De Jong does an excellent 
job explaining these books 
and more in his recent book, 
Ezra/Nehemiah: The Return 
from Exile.

De Jong starts his study with 
four questions that we should 
keep in mind as we read the 
Bible:

What is God doing in this 
passage?

What is God saying in this 
passage?

How are God’s people 
responding to God’s actions 
and words?

How should you and I 
respond today?

As De Jong takes us 
through the books of Ezra 
and Nehemiah, he does a 
very good job of answering 
these questions without 
speculation. I especially 

appreciated his treatment of difficult parts 
of Scripture. For example, he says, “If 
we focus only on the long lists of names 
that fill Nehemiah 11, we will easily be 
disappointed. We might see little or no 
benefit in spending time in this chapter . 
. . To avoid that, we need to be reminded 
that ‘all scripture is breathed out by God 
and profitable’ for a number of reasons 
(2 Tim. 3:16).” De Jong then goes on to 
explain the sad situation that got the 
people of Nehemiah’s day into the mess, 
and why we see this long list of names. 
He highlights a couple of names that are 
repeated throughout the book, names 
that may not seem to most as significant, 
such as who the high priest was and why 
his participation in a certain activity was 
meaningful.

De Jong does not shy away from the 
difficult parts of the books, at times 
explaining two alternate understandings 
of the text and taking us through his 
reasons for his conclusion. I appreciated 
his willingness to engage in the timeline 
of the book, as well as bring in some 
of the minor prophets who prophesied 
during the days of Ezra and Nehemiah.

The background readings show 
a thorough approach to the text 
as well as provide meaningful 
context, especially for a 
beginning student of Scripture. 
Each chapter has eight to ten 
discussion questions provided 
as well. For a group Bible study, 
here are two main suggestions. 
First, split up the discussion 
questions among the group. 
They are well written but quite 
time-consuming, and the 
average Christian might find 
it difficult to complete all of 
the questions. Second, split 
up the background readings 
for the same reason. The 
portion of the book on Ezra 
has the notes numbered, but 
it was confusing as to how the 
numberings correlated with 
either the Scripture reading or 
the discussion questions. The 
Nehemiah portion of the book 
did not have the numberings 
and was easier to read and 
flowed better.

De Jong’s book helps the 
reader to become much more 
familiar with the books of Ezra 
and Nehemiah, as it is a good 
study guide and resource for 
both individuals and groups.

The Personal Thoughts of a  
GRIEVING HUSBAND AND FATHER
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4. Fees for full-color ads: $235 for full-page, $140 for 
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advertising costs above) are $140 for full-page, $115 
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attachment. If you have pictures or images, please 
include as JPG files. 

6. Preferred final file format for print-ready ads: High 
Quality Print PDF.

7. Ad sizes specifications:
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 Full page non-bleed: 7.25 x 9.75" 
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 Quarter page (non-bleed) 3.5 x 4.5" 
8. This Advertising Policy supersedes all prior policies, 

resolutions, or other statements. 
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Advertising Policy
1. The Outlook cannot accept announcements or 

advertising copy inconsistent with the stated purpose 
of RFI. All advertisements and announcements must 
be approved by the RFI board prior to publication. 
We reserve the right to reject, edit, or request 
resubmission of announcement text or advertising 
copy. Books, pamphlets, or CDs to be advertised 
are to be screened as to author and content prior 
to publication of the advertisement, and such 
material should not conflict with the stated purpose 
of RFI. We reserve the right to limit the size of all 

The cylinder of king Cyrus of Persia, dated 
to 539-538 b.c. and now located in the 
British Museum, records his conquest of 
Babylon and his policy of tolerance and even 
patronage of native religions. Consistent 
with that policy, the Bible records his decree 
that the Jewish exiles taken captive by the 
Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar II 
decades prior could return to their land and 
rebuild Jerusalem and its temple.

These events were a fulfillment of Isaiah’s 
prophecy a century and a half earlier that 
God would use a ruler named Cyrus to 
“perform all My pleasure, even saying to 
Jerusalem, ‘You shall be built,’ and to the 
temple, ‘Your foundation shall be laid.’” God 
also foretold that Cyrus would “build My 
city and let My exiles go free” (Isaiah 44:28; 
45:13). This was one of many prophecies 
recorded in the Bible that later came to pass.

Front of the Cyrus Cylinder. The cylinder is covered with lines of cuneiform text. 

Background image on this page is an extract from the Cyrus Cylinder (lines 15–21), giving the 
genealogy of Cyrus and an account of his capture of Babylon. 
(E. A. Wallis Budge, 1884).

Cyrus II of Persia (c. 600–530 
BC; commonly known as 
Cyrus the Great and also 
called Cyrus the Elder by the 
Greeks, was the founder of 
the Achaemenid Empire, the 
first Persian empire.
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Raj has been a minister of the Gospel in his district for over 20 years. 
He is the pastor of two, healthy churches. And he is a District 
Coordinator for Talking Bibles. District Coordinators are the ones who 
do the actual work of giving out Talking Bibles to non-readers in India.

Raj also uses Talking Bibles for his own churches. He shares them with 
the blind, and he uses them to reach the non-believers in his 
community.

Non-belieNon-believers will not attend church because it is taboo. But they will 
listen to the Talking Bible in the privacy of their own home. Raj invites 
them to his house instead of to his church, and they will visit him to 
discuss what they heard. Many times, they even pray with Raj.

RRaj is one of over 700 District Coordinators in India, who use Talking 
Bibles to spread the Gospel to those who cannot read and those who 
do not yet know Jesus. Raj’s hope is that Talking Bibles will be used in 
every village in his district. He plans to saturate his area with Talking 
Bibles. Will you help?

Give the gift of God’s Word today!
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$11.99

URCNA 2021  
Directory 

Twenty-Fifth Annual Archive Edition of 
the directory of the United Reformed 
Churches in North America.

Printed by permission of URCNA Synod.

Paperback - 212 pages

To order please visit:  
www.reformedfellowship.net  
or call 616.532.8510
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