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James:  
The Lord’s 
Coming As 

“At Hand”

I last considered how James 
exhorts his audience to 

be patient (Jas. 5:7). What 
he tells them applies to us, 
particularly when we’re 
under pressure, as these 
early Christians were. That’s 
the time not to panic, grow 
angry or aggrieved, or 
worry, but to turn to the 
Lord, read and meditate on 
his Word, pray, and, frankly, 
pick up and carry on—that’s 
right, carry on, not by being 
strong, as we may hear, 
but by being strengthened 
in and by him so we may 
remain strong in him—
exercising faith, hope, and 
love. That’s the Christian’s 
testimony, and it goes a long 
way when others are living 
in panic, anger, and fear.

But there is something specific going on 
here in James’s letter, and we shouldn’t 
miss it. There’s a historical context in 
which James is writing. And we do well 
to remember, especially with passages 
like these, that although the Bible is 
written for us, it’s not written to us. We 
don’t live at the time or in the place that 
James’s audience lived. Does that make a 
difference? Often it does. This is why we 
need to have the Scriptures responsibly 
taught to us by thoroughly trained men. 
Otherwise, we may take passages or 
verses out of context and apply them in 
ways they weren’t meant to be applied.

James tells his audience to be patient 
“until the coming of the Lord” 
(v. 7, English Standard Version). 
Millennia have since passed, so if 
this refers to the second coming, 
then he’s telling them to be patient 
even after they no longer need to be, 
that is, after their death, when they 
are with the Lord in heaven until 
the last judgment. It’s just before 
the last judgment, when they, like 
all believers, will be resurrected, 
as Christ was, to have their bodies 
reunited with their souls to dwell 
in the new heavens and new earth. 
That’s a ways off, certainly from 
James’s day. Why would they need to 
be patient until the second coming 
if they’re in heaven?

They need to establish their hearts, 
James writes, “for the coming of the 
Lord is at hand” (Jas. 5:8). What? 
Is James off by thousands of years? 
Is he making stuff up, giving them 
a false hope? If he’s referring to 
the second coming and is wrong, 

Read and meditate  
on his Word, pray, and, frankly,  

pick up and carry on—that’s right, carry 
on, not by being strong, as we may hear, 

but by being strengthened in and by 
him so we may remain strong in him—

exercising faith, hope, and love.
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what does that do to the inerrancy of the Word of God? 
Why does the apostle Paul write something similar to 
the Roman Christians (Rom. 13:11–12)? Why does the 
writer of the letter to the Hebrews also write that “yet 
a little while, and the coming one will come and not 
delay” (10:37)? Or why does Peter write that “the end 
of all things is at hand” (1 Pet. 4:7)? “At hand.” “A little 
while.” “Nearer than when we first believed.” Are these 
rhetorical prods the early church leaders used to keep the 
faithful in line and on their toes? That would be a cynical 
interpretation to be sure.

Symbolic?

Maybe it’s somehow spiritually symbolic: “at hand” 
meaning far off but to be considered near. Honestly, 
does that make sense, especially when considering the 
first-century audiences of these letters? The apostle John 
gets even more specific. In his Revelation, he tells first-
century Christians that the vision he’s to disclose must 
“soon take place” (Rev. 1:1). Was he kidding? Was he 
using child psychology on new, immature believers to 
keep them in line? Can we really believe he’d do that? 
Some may refer to 2 Peter 3:8, that “with the Lord a day 
is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.” 
But it’s clear from verses 7 and 10 in 2 Peter 3 that Peter 
was referring to the last judgment. The same cannot be 
said of these “at hand” passages cited, including Peter’s 
own in 1 Peter 4:7.

In any case, to say that James and the apostles were 
wrong in holy writ or disingenuously wanted to 
light a fire under the first-century Christians would 
be unacceptable. The last judgment is not the only 
judgment. The coming of the Lord that’s “at hand,” about 
to happen in “a little while,” “near,” and is to take place 
“soon” in James’s and the apostles’ day (probably in the 
AD 60s—lots of unrest in the 60s) is Christ’s coming 
via his judgment on the old, Hebraic system centered in 
the temple in Jerusalem. In AD 70, when Jerusalem and 
the temple were destroyed by the Romans, the temple to 
this day never rebuilt for Hebrew worship, the presence 
of the one, true God would no longer be identified with 
old wineskins but with the new that could hold the new 
wine, the church, comprised of both Jews and Gentiles. 
The law came through Moses, but grace and truth—the 
fulfillment of the law, not its abrogation—came through 
Jesus Christ, John tells us (John 1:16–18).

Many of the Reformers, English Puritans, faithful 
early Americans, and later church understood this 
as a stock exegetical interpretation, and yet today the 
evangelical church has largely lost it,* even though it’s 
this understanding that makes most sense of passages 
like this one in James and other passages that many 
would rather pass over or somehow spiritualize away. 
This natural sense reading of his coming being “at hand” 
during the first century when the epistles were written 
has implications for how we understand Scripture as it 
applied to the church then, which has implications for 
how we understand its application to us and the church 
today.

In Hebrews 10, the writer tells readers of an imminent 
return, coming soon. He offers them this prophetic 
news as an encouragement for them to remain steadfast 
in their faith when they’re facing opposition, and 
from the very religious community from where they 
originally came. The apostle Paul’s life is this very thing 
in miniature. In James, we see the same thing. James tells 
them to establish their hearts, to remain faithful and 
steadfast, just because this coming is, well, coming. Stop 
grumbling, he tells them, because the judge is at the door 
(Jas. 5:9). You don’t want to be among those who “soon” 
get swept away in judgment.**

Around the Corner? For Whom?

To what is he referring? The destruction of Jerusalem and 
the temple in AD 70 by the Romans. This annihilated 
Israel—those long identified as “the people of God”—in a 
way from which it never recovered. That’s what’s around 
the corner, James prophesies, as do Paul, Peter, and John 
in other places—around the corner for them, not for 
us. The people would die by the sword en masse; hence 
James earlier tells the rich, apparently preoccupied, 
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Jerusalem-rooted business leaders 
in the church, that they’d fattened 
their hearts in a day of slaughter 
(Jas. 5:5). It’s also why James points 
to the prophets as an example of 
patience (Jas. 5:10), not only for their 
character to be imitated (though 
that’s the focus), but, indirectly, for 
the prophets’ vindication—for their 
word about God’s judgment being 
seen as true—even though theirs 
were voices crying in the wilderness 
that no one listened to (Ezek. 33:30–
33).

Why is the destruction of Jerusalem 
and the temple for the Hebrew 
Christians a watershed event? It 
inaugurated the new covenant 
into history in a way that’s 
unmistakable—something the 
Christian Hebrews as we see in 
the letter to the Hebrews—were 
struggling with. Practically, their 
tormentors will be slain or dispersed. 
Their lives will also be disrupted 
as they spread out across Asia 
Minor, and eventually throughout 
the European continent, but the 
persecution they were undergoing 
will have come to an end.

That’s why they’re told to be patient, 
to wait for that day. Soon there will 
be “a whole lot of shakin’ going 
on” (see Heb. 12:26–27), but in the 
end, the church will remain; it will 
be for their benefit and for that of 
the church as a whole. That’s why 
following each of these “at hand” 
passages, James and the apostles 
exhort faithfulness. “Don’t give up or 
give in when the shaking starts! To 
make sure you’re ready, prepare now. 
Keep your lamp lit.”

We are saved by grace through faith, 
not by our works or performance, 
yet certainly we all face the judgment 
seat of Christ and must give an 
account (2 Cor. 5:9–11); that should, 
to a spiritual people, make us live 
circumspect lives, taking God’s Word 
as our guide. We don’t need to be 
scared into kingdom obedience by 
Christ’s “imminent return” if we’re 

doing that and living in covenant 
with God. AD 70 is not around the 
corner for us, though we all know the 
bell will toll for each of us. Moreover, 
“all who desire to live a godly life 
in Christ Jesus will be persecuted,” 
as the apostle told Timothy (2 Tim. 
3:12). That’s not only a first-century 
phenomenon. The antithesis between 
good and evil, between God’s 
kingdom and all that is outside it, 
ensures that.

Written for, Not to, Us

However, we needn’t apply 
particularly ornery persecution 
passages to ourselves or to some 
unknown, futuristic event when 
they are about a historical reality 
involving the church thousands 
of years ago. The general principle 
holds; persecution’s particular 
intensity or personages involved 
need not. For example, the Hebrew 
Christians, we’re told, joyfully 
accepted the plundering of their 
property, knowing they had a more 
abiding possession (Heb. 10:34). That 
historical phenomenon had a context 
of Christian Hebrew persecution 
among their own people in a political 
environment that supported it. That’s 
not true today, at least not in North 
America, and so we needn’t think it’s 
to be replicated. Could it become the 
case for us at some future time? Yes. 
Will it be? God knows.

In regard to the coming of the Lord 
being “at hand,” then rather than 
now, I encourage readers to source 
English Puritan Thomas Manton’s 
commentary on James 5:7–8 and 
early American Presbyterian 
Albert Barnes’s commentary on the 
same verses as well as on Hebrews 
10:25–37: all free online. Likewise, 
English Puritan John Owen 
understood (rightly, I believe) that 
Christ’s kingdom, which “cannot be 
shaken,” in Hebrews 12:27 refers not 
exclusively to the eschaton but to 
the destruction of the old, Hebraic 
system, which is the beginning of 

the flourishing of the post-Pentecost 
church (“what remains”) that will 
eventuate into the eschaton. We’re in 
the middle of that, where on the slide 
rule no one knows except God. But 
we know it’s not at its beginning (as 
was true when the New Testament 
was written). For us, that means 
Christ’s openly disclosed kingdom 
yesterday and for today, and into 
tomorrow, and not expressed only in 
some unknown, future event.

For someone more contemporary, 
go to goodquestionblog.com where 
Christopher R. Smith explains why 
Jesus on his way to Golgotha told 
the women of Jerusalem not to 
weep for him but for themselves and 
their children (Luke 23:28). History 
matters in biblical interpretation; 
otherwise, we’re prone to confusedly 
read yesterday’s news as today’s, or 
push news of the past into the future, 
where it isn’t even news anymore.

*Fundamentalistic Darbyism may be the 
culprit. The dispensational “system” years ago 
was equated with biblical faithfulness, and 
so was widely adopted by Bible believers of 
various stripes. The evangelical church may 
have jettisoned much of dispensationalism, 
but it still keeps some of its anti-historical 
exegesis.

**Without denying the universality of the 
message of Christ’s parable of the virgins 
(Matt. 25:1–13) for the church, I’d submit 
that this partial-preterist reading can likewise 
apply to the parable, perhaps even as its main 
thrust, given whom Jesus was historically 
addressing
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Church Order Articles:  
Intro 1 - Church Polity

The Idea of Church Polity

The careful definition of terms is helpful in any 
consideration of a topic. “Polity” is defined as “a 
particular form or system of government,” and, when 
added to the noun “church,” gives a phrase meaning “the 
science of church government” or “church government.” 
Identifying principal truths of the Holy Scriptures, the 
only rule for the doctrine and life of the church, sanctified 
collective wisdom has developed certain practices of 
church government. These principles and practices are 
characterized by spiritual simplicity rather than “line upon 
line, precept upon precept.”

The Importance of Church Polity

All organizations, regardless of size or purpose, have some 
form of government or polity. The church also has a form 
of polity that is of vital importance for the glory of the 
triune God and the well-being of the Christian. God is a 
God of order and desires his dwelling place, the church, to 
be a place of order. A local congregation that is governed 
in an orderly way is conducive to spiritual growth and 
maturity under the Spirit’s blessings.

The Principles of Church Polity

Reformed church polity acknowledges four basic 
principal truths upon which its practices for church 
government are developed. The first and most 
fundamental principle is that Jesus Christ is the 
exclusive King and Head of the church. The church is 
his by divine right, and his will alone, as revealed in 
Scripture, rules. A second principle is that the local 
Christian congregation is a manifestation of a church 
and is autonomous, or self-governing, under Christ’s 
authority. Related to the second principle is a third, 
that of Christ delegating the exercise of his authority 
to a local consistory (“consistory” comes from a Latin 
word meaning “meeting place” and means a “solemn 
assembly”) comprised of a plurality and equality of elders 
or overseers. A fourth principle of Reformed church 
polity is that of a voluntary federative (“federative” is 
derived from a word implying a covenanting together) 
unity based upon sister churches sharing a unity in 
doctrine, expressed in the Three Forms of Unity, and a 
unity in polity, expressed in a Church Order.
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Church Order Articles:  
Intro 1 - Church Order  

The Idea of the Church Order

One of the main instruments for 
the proper exercise of church polity 
is a Church Order, more precisely 
in our context, the Church Order 
of the United Reformed Churches 
in North America. This Church 
Order can be easily accessed at the 
United Reformed Churches in North 
America website, www.urcna.org, 
underneath the Documents tab. It 
can also be easily printed. Every 
office bearer and professing member 
of the churches would do well to 
have quick access to it. The Church 
Order is designed and adopted “for 
the maintenance of good order in 
the Church of Christ [as a] means to 
regulate ecclesiastical life reasonably 
and with full maintenance of the 
rights of every congregation and 
of the individual members of the 
Churches.” So write Idzerd van 
Dellen and Martin Monsma in The 
Church Order Commentary—another 
reference tool every office bearer 
does well to have for quick access. 
This purpose was summarized in 
older versions of the Church Order 
in an opening article that stated, “For 
the maintenance of good order in the 
Church of Christ it is necessary that 
there should be: offices, assemblies, 
supervision of doctrine, sacraments 

and ceremonies, and Christian 
discipline; of which matters the 
following articles treat in due order.” 
It could be added that this good 
order is important, “for God is not 
the author of confusion but of peace, 
as in all the churches of the saints” 
(1 Cor. 14:33). The Church Order 
is designed to preserve the peace of 
the churches through biblical church 
polity.

The History of the Church Order

The concept of a codified Church 
Order is not a recent or novel idea. 
As the Protestant Reformation took 
hold, one area of reformation was in 
regards to church polity or church 
government. As this reformatory 
work spread into The Netherlands, 
the Dutch churches quickly adopted 
Church Orders at their broader 
assemblies throughout the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. The most 
notable of these Church Orders was 
the one adopted formally by the 
famous Synod of Dort in 1618–1619. 
Its basic principles and essential 
contents remain the structural 
backbone for the Church Orders 
of those churches that claim Dutch 
ancestry, including the Christian 

Reformed Church in North America 
and the United Reformed Churches 
in North America.

The Principles of the Church 
Order

The Church Order is built by 
collective sanctified wisdom through 
the broadest assemblies of the 
churches. This collective sanctified 
wisdom identifies scriptural 
principles through biblical teaching 
and then fleshes out the practices of 
the churches in four key areas: the 
offices, assemblies, functions and 
tasks, and discipline of the church. 
Order within these four areas of 
church life serves for an orderly 
and peaceful church life. Disorder 
within these four areas of church life 
serves for a disorderly and strife-
filled church life. The Church Order 
is not a moral law with “rule upon 
rule and precept upon precept.” It is 
rather marked by brevity and seeks 
to respect the freedom of the local 
congregation and individual believer. 
However, it is authoritative rather 
than merely suggestive by means 
of the churches of a denomination 
or federation willingly covenanting 
together with unity in doctrine and 
in practice for, to quote Van Dellen 
and Monsma once again, “The 
Church Order consists of rules and 
regulations mutually agreed upon, 
and that by common consent.“

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

The Church Order Commentary 
by Idzerd van Dellen and Martin Monsma 

is available from Reformed Free Publishing 
Association for $39.95. A preview can be 
accessed at the website: https://rfpa.org/

products/the-church-order-commentary.
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brother had been influenced 
by the radical two kingdoms 
(R2K) view. As I explained in 
my last column concerning 

this viewpoint, the R2K view 
divides life into two kingdoms: 
the spiritual realm and the secular 
realm. The spiritual kingdom 

is eternal, whereas the secular 
kingdom is temporary, having no 
ultimate import.

And the gospel, according to R2K 
advocates, stands at the heart of the 
spiritual kingdom.

But . . . what is the gospel?

The Rev. Dr. R. Scott Clark, URC 
minister and professor at Westminster 
Seminary California, defines the gospel 

clearly but narrowly: “The Good News is 
the message that Jesus Christ is God the 
Son incarnate, who obeyed in the place of 
his people, suffered for them, was crucified, 

dead, and buried for them, was raised for 
their justification, and is coming again. We 

receive Christ and his benefits 
by God’s free favor (grace) 
alone, through faith (resting, 
receiving, trusting) in Christ 
alone. That is the gospel” 
(heidelblog.net/2017/08/
why-the-x-is-a-gospel-issue-
argument-fails/, accessed July 
7, 2022).

Clark’s colleague, the Rev. Dr. 
Michael Horton, defines the 
gospel similarly. “The gospel 
never tells us something to 
do. The gospel tells us about 

something that has been done,” Horton explains 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=caMVMayR690, 
accessed July 9, 2022). “You can’t ‘do’ the Gospel. 

Of necessity, most 
ministers develop a 

fairly thick skin.

Any minister who preaches 
the truth of God’s Word 
is sure to offend people at 
times. And at least some who 
are offended will attack the 
messenger. Receiving criticism is 
never easy, but any minister who 
would faithfully fulfill his calling 
must learn to handle it. Ideally, 
criticism should prompt the 
minister to carefully evaluate his 
message and his manner, improving 
his ability to serve the Lord.

But sometimes, the criticism simply 
hurts.

I remember one that took my breath 
away. In a church I formerly served, a 
family had been absent for a time—and 
it was not a family that missed worship. 
An elder checked on them.

The absent brother said he was 
visiting other churches because 
“Rev. Barnes doesn’t preach 
the gospel enough.” When 
he was pushed for details, he 
acknowledged that I did preach 
the gospel—but said that my 
preaching often wasn’t gospel-
focused.

It’s hard to imagine a more 
painful allegation for a minister 
to hear than the claim that he’s 
not faithfully preaching the 
gospel.

The elders assured me that the claim was unfounded. 
But still, it hurt!

Upon further investigation, I learned that the absent 
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That’s a category mistake. It’s the most 
fundamental, basic, theological mistake 
that you can possibly make to confuse 
the Law with the Gospel. Now the Law 
is good. . . . But it’s not the good news; 
it’s not the Gospel. And if we confuse 
those two things, we’ll make ourselves, 
partly, our own saviors.”

Most R2K advocates emphasize that 
the gospel thus defined alone has a 
place in the pulpit. “The church, as a 
visible institution, as the embassy of 
the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom 
of Heaven, has no social agenda for 
the wider civil and cultural world. . . 
. Christians are free to form what the 
Dutch Reformed used to call societies 
. . . to achieve this end or that, but they 
are not free to impose those agendas 
on the visible, institutional church by 
way of programs or in public worship” 
(heidelblog.net/2015/06/the-gospel-is-
not-social/, accessed July 7, 2022).

In defense of this radical disjunction 
between “gospel” and “social” 
messages, Clark explains, “The 
teaching of the New Testament about 
the Kingdom of God is remarkably 
silent about the pressing social 
concerns of the day” (ibid.). While 
issues like slavery, excessive taxation, 
and racism are noted in Scripture, 
Clark says, the writers of Scripture 
neither commented on government 
policies nor instructed the church on 
transforming the world.

Instead, R2K adherents cite Paul’s 
boast that he “determined not to know 
anything among you except Jesus 
Christ and Him crucified” (1 Cor. 
2:2, New King James Version). Clark, 
in fact, goes so far as to declare: “It is 
not possible to harness the Christian 
faith or Christ to some social agenda 
without imperiling the fundamental 
message, doctrines, and practices of 
the church” (ibid.).

It’s a shame no one warned the 
authors of Scripture. After all, sizeable 
chunks of John’s Revelation condemn 
the wicked works of the Roman 
government, while Daniel was not 

shy about calling out the social sins of 
four world empires. Amos and Isaiah, 
among others, were bold in addressing 
the social sins of the nations that 
surrounded Israel.

But someone will say: those examples 
are either from the Old Testament 
or are disputed. Setting aside for a 
moment that the Old Testament and 
the New were inspired by the same 
Spirit, the New Testament openly 
teaches that the gospel we are called 
to preach extends beyond the bare 
proclamation of Christ described by 
Rev. Clark and Rev. Horton.

Consider, for example, 1 Timothy 
1:8–11. There we’re told that God’s law 
addresses all manner of sins, public 
and private, “according to the glorious 
gospel of the blessed God which was 
committed to my trust” (v. 11). In 
other words, the gospel encompasses 
not only the salvific works of Christ but 
also the sins and struggles that must be 
exposed in order to turn us to Christ.

And it’s even broader.

Jesus warns in Matthew 7:21–23 
that those who call him “Lord” yet 
decline to do the Father’s will shall be 
denounced and rejected as hypocrites 
at the judgment. What does it look like 
to do the Father’s will, as one who has 
embraced the gospel? According to 
Jesus in Matthew 25:31–46, it involves 
providing for the hungry and thirsty, 
clothing the naked, taking in the 
stranger, visiting those who are sick 
and in prison. You know: social things.

In fact, Jesus even says that the 
church’s calling to “make disciples 
of all the nations” involves “teaching 
them to observe all things that I have 
commanded you” (Matt. 28:19–20). 
That includes things like preserving 
marriage (Matt. 19:1–12), paying taxes 
(Mark 12:16–17), and advocating for 
justice (Luke 11:42). Perhaps that’s why 
Paul urged, “And whatever you do in 
word or deed, do all in the name of the 
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the 
Father through Him” (Col. 3:17).

To be sure, we can do nothing to 
contribute to our salvation. But the 
faith that joins us to Christ reveals 
itself in our works—invariably. And if 
it doesn’t, it’s not real faith. That too is 
the gospel!

Back in the day, I was deeply offended 
by the allegation that I was not 
faithfully preaching the gospel. But 
ultimately I discovered that proponents 
of the R2K view are the ones skewing 
the gospel. The apostle Paul testified, 
in Acts 20:26–27, that he was innocent 
of the blood of all men: “For I have not 
shunned to declare to you the whole 
counsel of God” (Acts 20:27).

“The whole counsel of God”—the 
Scripture “given by inspiration of God” 
to render the man of God “complete, 
thoroughly equipped for every good 
work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17)—addresses 
matters encompassing all of life. To be 
sure, the heart of that instruction is the 
testimony of who Jesus is and what he 
has done. But that is not the full extent 
of the gospel.

Scripture also speaks to us about 
properly raising a family, righteously 
running a business, serving as a 
magistrate, managing money, and 
innumerable other matters. The 
minister’s calling is to preach it all, 
carefully and faithfully applying it to 
the heart and life of God’s people.

To decline to do the hard work of 
applying the gospel to all of life is to 
neglect part of the Christian minister’s 
duty. It is to narrow the gospel in a way 
that the Bible does not. And this we 
must never do—lest we become guilty 
of failing to disciple the nations by 
declining to teach them to observe all 
that Christ has commanded his people.

May God preserve the ministers of his 
church from such a dereliction of duty!

Rev.  Doug Barnes
is pastor of Grace United Reformed Church 
of Alto, MI.
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Ruwe stormen mogen woeden:    
A Hymn of Boasting 

Mr. Michael R. Kearney

Sometimes a hymn travels on a 
convoluted journey through space 

and time, leaving researchers puzzled as 
they try to piece together various parts 
of its checkered history. This should be 
no surprise, really, for hymns form part 
of the oral heritage of our faith, and it 
is natural that the most loved hymns 
are the ones that appear in the greatest 
variety of forms. Like a tattered and dog-
eared family Bible, these hymns bear the 
marks of long and faithful use. The song 
I’ll introduce here is one such hymn.

But first, I must mention another 
remarkable Dutch organist. Klaas Jan 
Mulder (1930–2008) was trained as a 
classical pianist and later developed 
an exemplary career as an organist. He 
gave hundreds of concerts each year 
and produced dozens of albums. And, 
like Feike Asma, Mulder often included 
improvisations on familiar psalm and 
hymn tunes in his programs. One of 
the most beloved of these was a hymn 
known in Dutch as Ruwe stormen 
mogen woeden—literally, “rough storms 
may rage.” With his incredible keyboard 
technique, Mulder would dance across 
the organ keys with swelling chromatic 
scales that pictured the wind and waves 
referenced in the text.

Ruwe stormen continues to be a beloved 
hymn in The Netherlands, and it seems 
to be most often sung in two stanzas. 
The text sounds a note of hope and 
confidence when one’s surroundings are 
dark and dismal. However, as I began 
to research the hymn, I was delighted 
to discover that these two stanzas were 
only a small part of a much larger and 
more substantial text—really, they were 
the last two verses of a nine-stanza 

poem based on Romans 8:31–39.

Now, how did a paraphrase of Romans 
8:31–39 become a hymn associated 
with “rough storms”? In the mid-
eighteenth century, the German 
preacher Johann Adolph Schlegel 
(1721–1793) authored a four-stanza 
hymn whose first line was Schweiget, 
bange Zweifel, schweiget, based on the 
text from Romans. Through a different 
lineage of translation, that hymn ended 
up in English as “Vanish Doubt and 
Hesitation,” published in a few Lutheran 
songbooks. The website Hymnary.
org cites John Julian’s Dictionary of 
Hymnology, which complains that 
Schlegel was a Rationalist poet who 
mainly “polished and weakened” 
versions of older hymns.1 Looking at 
the English version, one can see the 
influence of Romans 8, but nothing that 
would suggest a close versification. No 
rough storms, either.

But let’s jump from Germany to the 
Dutch village of Barneveld, where 
the minister Ahasuerus van den 
Berg (1733–1807) was serving on 
the commission for the new rhyming 
of the Genevan Psalter, produced 
in 1773. Van den Berg was also an 
author and collector of religious 
poetry, and he produced a collection 
entitled Proeven van geestelijke Oden 
en Liederen (“Sampling of Spiritual 
Odes and Songs”). Number 30 in the 
fourth volume of that collection was 
entitled Geloofsroem (something like 
“The Glory of Faith” or “The Boast of 
Faith”), referenced Romans 8:31–39, 
and credited the hymn to Schlegel.2 
However, van den Berg’s text comprised 
not four stanzas but thirteen—hardly 

a mere Dutch translation of Schlegel! 
It appears that van den Berg brought 
his own Reformed piety to bear on 
Schlegel’s composition, kept the meter 
and rhyming scheme, but produced a 
devotional text that far exceeded the 
original in its scriptural references and 
devotional warmth.

Thus, Schlegel’s German hymn made 
it into Dutch, but that is not the 
end of the story. Presumably, van 
den Berg’s collection of poetry had 
limited influence in congregational 
singing. But when the state church 
introduced hymns into worship in 
its 1806 collection of Evangelische 
Gezangen, number 58 was again titled 
Geloofsroem and attributed to van den 
Berg.3 Now, there were nine stanzas 
instead of thirteen, and some aspects of 
the translation had been altered. This 
seems to be the first instance in which 
the phrase Ruwe stormen mogen woeden 
appears, at the beginning of the seventh 
stanza. I imagine it was through its 
inclusion in the Evangelische Gezangen 
that this hymn became well known in 
the Dutch churches.

The website Kerkliedwiki.nl traces a 
variety of versions of the hymn that 
appeared in popular twentieth-century 
Dutch hymnals.4 During this time, it 
became common to omit most of the 
earlier stanzas and to include only two 
or three, with the stanza that began 
Ruwe stormen mogen woeden frequently 
appearing first. As the hymn was 
abbreviated, the context of Romans 
8 was lost, and the main theme that 
remained was the rough storms.

Here I’ve chosen to translate not van 
den Berg’s original, but the altered 
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is a board member of Reformed Fellowship. 
He is pursuing a Ph.D. in Rhetoric at 
Duquesne University in Pittsburgh.

nine-stanza version that appeared in the 
Evangelische Gezangen in 1806.5 These 
nine stanzas present a comprehensive 
view of the “boast of faith” described in 
the title. The hymn references not only 
Romans 8 but many other Scripture 
passages as well. One of the most 
beautiful phrases occurs in the fifth 
stanza, in which the poet repeatedly 
exclaims, Ook voor mij! (“For me 
too!”). This expression conveys the 
application and personalization of the 
Christian faith—not only did Christ 
die, but he died for me. It is this specific 
assurance, not just a vague sentiment 
of optimism, that allows the believer 
to stand against “rough storms” with 
confidence. These are not just storms 
of affliction or earthly suffering; they 
refer primarily to the spiritual battles we 
face in our striving against temptation 
and the accusations of the devil. The 
focus of the final stanzas on the danger 
of earthly glory and the deceptive 
counsel of worldly friends frame this as 
a sober warning to the church of Jesus 
Christ today. But the conclusion is sure: 
nothing can take our faithful God and 
Father away.

The tune of this hymn has just as 
convoluted of a history as the text. In 
various hymnals it is titled ZURICH; 
CROWLAND; ALLE MENSCHEN 
MÜSSEN STERBEN; or JESU, 
MEINES LEBENS LEBEN, reflecting 
the diversity of German chorales with 
which it has been used. It has been 
attributed to a variety of composers, 
including Christoph Anton, W. C. 
Briegel, Friedrich Funcke, Joachim 
Neander, and Johann Schop. And 
various hymnals place its date anywhere 
from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-
eighteenth centuries. Consistent with 
the majority of recent hymnals, I have 
titled the tune JESU, MEINES LEBENS 
LEBEN and attributed it to Darmstadt, 
1687. The harmonization is traditional 
and appears in the 1995 Moravian Book 
of Worship. This is a well-loved tune 
with long usage in Christian history.

Mulder died in 2008, and his famous 
improvisation has not yet been 
rendered into sheet music. However, 
using some melodic and harmonic 
themes from his recordings, I formed 
my own improvisation on Ruwe 
stormen, which I recorded on the 2015 

Jaeckel organ in the Chapel of the 
Holy Spirit at Duquesne University.   
https://youtu.be/3qEZPClJkd0. Perhaps 
this hymn will rarely be sung in church 
in its full nine-stanza length, but this 
wonderful Reformed poetry is worth 
pondering. Nothing, surely nothing, 
can take our faithful God away.

1 See https://hymnary.org/text/schweiget_bange_
zweifel_schweiget, https://hymnary.org/person/
Schlegel_JA, and https://hymnary.org/text/vanish_
doubt_and_hesitation. 
2 Ahasuerus van den Berg, Proeven van geestelijke 
Oden en Liederen (Utrecht: Joannes van Schoonhoven, 
1804), 4.92 and “Lijst van de Oden en Liederen” in 
back matter of vol. 4. This collection is available on 
Google Books.
3 Evangelische Gezangen, om nevens het Boek 
der Psalmen bij den openbaren godsdienst in de 
Nederlandsche Hervormde Gemeenten gebruikt te 
worden (Amsterdam: Johannes Allart, 1806), 120–22. 
This collection is available online as well.
4 https://kerkliedwiki.nl/Wat_zou_ooit_mijn_hart_
vervaren%3F.
5 Leendert Kooij offered an English translation of a 
different Dutch version of this hymn in 50 Favorite 
Dutch Hymns (Jordan Station, ON: Paideia Press, 
1986), 70–71. In a few places, I have followed the 
influences of Kooij’s wording.
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Churches in  
The Netherlands  

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp 

n The Outlook of September/October 2020 I wrote an article about why and 
how Dutch Christians, sometimes in whole congregations, emigrated from The 
Netherlands and settled in the United States and Canada. I was asked to tell what 
happened to the churches that remained in The Netherlands, so I would like to 
illustrate it with my own experiences in the 1970s and 1980s, followed by more recent 
history provided by friends still living there.

How God Works in Amazing Ways

I was born and raised in The Netherlands in a non-
Christian family. We acknowledged God’s existence, but 
my dad’s family had bad experiences with the church 
in the past and my mom’s parents left the church at a 
young age.

My mom, being a voracious reader, became a Christian 
in her forties (when I was a teenager) just by reading the 
Bible. She had wanted to check out some Bible references in 
another book and started reading the Bible. After reading 
the New Testament, she became a believer in Christ and 
wanted to study the Bible more.

Pillarization PKN

L’Abri
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Not knowing any Christian or church 
members, she involved me in Bible 
studies with Jehovah’s Witnesses 
(because they came to the door), and 
we attended lectures on the book of 
Genesis that were advertised by a 
Seventh-day Adventist group. She 
also gave my brother and me our first 
Bibles. The Holy Spirit protected us 
to never become enamored by the 
sectist elements of their faiths. We 
realized that the Bible was the only 
true Word of God, and my mom’s 
faith is still very strong and pure.

The lectures on Genesis made an 
impression on me, because as a 
freshman at Utrecht University I 
had just learned what can go wrong 
when a text is hand-copied over and 
over for hundreds of years. God had 
clearly protected this text. And the 
fact that God created heaven and 
earth and everything in it was much 
more believable than the theory of 
evolution, which we had discussed as 
a family before and rejected on the 
grounds of it being a very bad theory, 
full of holes and unlikely events.

My mom wanted me to find a 
student Bible study group. This was 
not easy, as I still didn’t know any 
Christians. But through a friend of 
a friend I found a group, and I was 
welcome to join. We were going to 
study the book of Romans, which 
is the perfect book to answer all the 
questions of a new believer. God 
knew that. I didn’t.

Report God Met Ons

The group leader decided that 
first we would read and discuss a 
report written by the synod of the 
Gereformeerde Kerken (Reformed 
Churches) on the authority of the 
Scriptures. It was published in 
January 1980 with the title God 
Met Ons . . . over de aard van het 
schriftgezag (God with Us: On the 
Authority of the Scriptures). It was 
written to inform the congregations 
about the changes that had taken 
place first in the schools of theology 

about how to interpret the Scriptures 
differently and to embrace supposed 
science, like the theory of evolution. 
The report was written to spread 
liberal theology.

When I encountered the place where 
they explained that Christian faith 
can be compared with traffic signs 
and rules, because those are decided 
upon by consensus and so we adhere 
to them voluntarily, I was appalled. 
I didn’t call myself a Christian (yet), 
but I had the simple idea that the 
definition of a Christian is someone 
who believes that the Bible is inspired 
by God and therefore the whole Bible 
needs to be taken as God’s Word. So I 
decided right then that I would never 
join a church that has a synod that 
can proclaim things in the name of 
its members.

I voiced the same opinion about 
Christians in the student Bible study 
group, almost at every meeting, 
because they were always trying to 
bend the Bible text such that it would 
be easier on them, claiming of course 
that it was written for a certain time 
and culture and now everything is 
different. I also didn’t know most 
of the typical church words, so I 
gave them a lot of explaining to do. 
One time they even called me a 
fundamentalist because I believed 
that the Bible should be taken as 
written. This surprised me, since 
they, calling themselves Christians, 
should have been the ones defending 
the Bible.

So for a whole season I defended the 
Bible, and God knew that was good 
for me. By the end of the season he 
gave me the light, and I became a real 
Christian myself.

Pillarized Society

It took me several years to find a 
church. Every Sunday I would ride 
my bike to a different church. Almost 
all of them I visited only once, 
because they would preach liberal 
theology, saying that miracles didn’t 

really happen, and so on, and in their 
prayers they would mention all the 
political leftist hobbyhorses of the 
time. Only later did I realize that 
the Holy Spirit had given me all the 
necessary discernment.

In one church the gospel was 
preached, so I returned again the 
next Sunday and the next. After three 
times nobody had ever greeted me or 
talked to me, so I didn’t come again.

The fact that it was so difficult to 
find, let alone to connect with, 
Christians in The Netherlands 
can be partly explained from the 
fact that for a large part of the 
twentieth century, Dutch society was 
characterized by strong pillarization 
(verzuiling). This term refers to the 
division of society on the basis of 
religious convictions and/or social 
views. Each movement had its 
own organizations in all areas of 
social life: politics, trade unions, 
education, health care, media, youth 
movements, and sports.

Society had four main pillars: the 
Catholic, the Protestant Christian, 
the socialist, and the neutral or 
liberal. I clearly came from the 
neutral pillar, although I attended 
a Christian school in first through 
third grades because that was the 
only school at the time that was 
within walking distance of our home. 
In those brief years, a foundation for 
my faith was laid.

Finally I found a church of the 
Nederlands Gereformeerde 
denomination. They have no 
overpowering synod and are similar 
(though not related) to the United 
Reformed Church. I made profession 
of faith and was baptized in May 
1984 by Rev. W. G. Rietkerk, who 
also officiated our wedding six years 
later.

God knew I still needed to work 
on my Christian worldview. I went 
to public schools and a public 
university and needed to reinterpret 
everything I had learned from a 
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Christian perspective. This is the 
mission of l’Abri.

L’Abri

This is from the L’Abri website (labri.
org): The l’Abri communities are 
study centers where individuals have 
the opportunity to seek answers to 
honest questions about God and the 
significance of human life. L’Abri 
believes that Christianity speaks to 
all aspects of life. It has ten branches 
over the world, two of which are in 
Minnesota and Massachusetts.

L’Abri is French for “shelter.” The 
first l’Abri community was founded 
in Switzerland by Francis and Edith 
Schaeffer in 1955. Dr. Schaeffer was 
a theologian and philosopher who 
also authored a number of books on 
theology, philosophy, culture, and 
the arts. For decades the branches of 
l’Abri have been recording lectures 
and making them available for the 
use of anyone who is interested.

Rev. Rietkerk led the Dutch branch 
of l’Abri for many years. At the time 
of my baptism, he was asking his 
church to let him start another l’Abri 
study center in downtown Utrecht, 
so students could come and listen to 
lectures. The study room needed to 
be set up, and he asked me to do that. 
I worked in the Dutch l’Abri for two 
years and listened to all the lectures 
and read all the books and so got my 
Christian worldview education.

Several years later I met my 
American husband at the Dutch 
l’Abri, and we moved to the States in 
1991. It was like a breath of fresh air 
to experience the Christian culture, 
where you never had to be quiet 
about your faith. What happened 
to the Reformed churches in The 
Netherlands after this was told to me 
by several Dutch friends.

PKN

I owe this information to Jaap and 
Henny Vreugdenhil, who were kind 
enough to explain it to me.

The most impactful development 
in the Protestant churches in The 
Netherlands since a very long 
time took place in 2004, when the 
largest churches came together in 
a new organization called PKN 
(Protestantse Kerk Nederland). 
Merging were two mainline 
Reformed denominations (both 
the Gereformeerde Kerken and the 
Hervormde Kerk) and the Lutheran 
and Remonstrant churches. They 
were allowed to keep their own 
confessions.

There was also a large group of 
churches that didn’t want to go along 
with the merger. The largest one is 
called the Hersteld Hervormde Kerk 
(Restored Reformed Church). This 
church adheres to the Reformed 
confessions but with a very strict 
hierarchical church order. They also 
preach that the sixteenth-century 
Reformation church is God’s church 
in The Netherlands. It’s not permitted 
to secede from it.

There are also a large group of 
smaller denominations that didn’t 
want to join the PKN. They all have 
in common that they adhere to 
the Three Forms of Unity. One of 
these is the Gereformeerde Kerk 
Vrijgemaakt. Their sister churches 
are the Canadian Reformed in 
Canada and the American Reformed 
in the USA.

Changes and Issues

The following is about the Reformed 
churches that did not join the PKN. 
They all have their own way of 
organizing themselves. Their most 
important area of disagreement is the 
freedom to not adhere to a synod. 
But there are many other issues that 
play a role as well, some of them 
being women in office, euthanasia, 
eschatology, LGBTQ+, Christian 
schools, and political issues like the 
law on abortion. Many problems 
are consequences of the historical-
critical exegesis of the Scriptures, 
such as presented in the report God 

Met Ons. Because all these churches 
are different, it is impossible to 
discuss all of these issues for all 
the denominations. So I will touch 
on only a couple here, which are 
recognizable for the churches in 
North America too.

There has been a positive movement 
also, showing how the Holy Spirit is 
working in the church. I owe thanks 
to Rev W. G. Rietkerk for his advice 
on this part.

Since the 1960s and 1970s there has 
been an evangelical movement. L’Abri 
has been part of this, and Francis 
Schaeffer has written about it. 
Schaeffer explained that the church 
has two legs, called Reformation 
and Revival. If at any time a church 
slides to one or the other, it gives 
rise to problems. When leaning 
too much on the Reformation leg, 
the danger can be dead orthodoxy 
and traditionalism. Too much on 
the other side can lead to too much 
emotion and pietism. The evangelical 
movement was the Holy Spirit 
working in the people in a positive 
way, bringing a revival of personal 
faith and an adherence to biblical 
authority.

For example, when a church is too 
much focused on its (nonbiblical) 
tradition, it will be a reason for 
young people to want to leave. Many 
churches have had to deal with 
an exodus of young people. If the 
response of the church is to become 
more worldly in order to attract the 
youth, it will likely mean a departure 
of faith and biblical authority.

Positive developments have been that 
members from different churches 
will greet each other again and work 
together in education and charity 
projects. Here we see the Holy Spirit 
at work.

Another example is the much 
debated issue of women in office. 
The attitude toward women in office 
has become a lot more tolerant than 
before. The reason given is that Paul’s 
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letters were written in a different time and culture and 
therefore are not applicable to us anymore. If this comes 
with undermining the authority of the Scriptures, this is 
a bad thing. But God gave women gifts and talents too 
that can be extremely useful in the church community. 
Women were created to be the helpers of men. Again 
it’s the Holy Spirit who needs to be the guide and not 
textual criticism or tradition for tradition’s sake.

A lack of good doctrine has led to too much tolerance 
of the homosexual lifestyle of church members. But 
a lack of Christian love will lead to estrangement of 
people who struggle with it. Where dead doctrine rules 
a church, the love seems to be gone. When approached 
from a position of Christ’s love and inspiration by the 
Holy Spirit, these problems need not be divisive.

As all over the western world, the lockdowns and 
mandates of the last couple of years have kept many 
people at home. In The Netherlands the lockdowns 
lasted a long time. Almost all the churches agreed with 
the lockdown. Now it’s wait and see whether the people 
who enjoyed staying home will come back to the church.

However, interest in God and faith peaked during the 
difficult times. Unchurched people could be reached 
with the gospel, and interest in the God of the Bible 
increased, which can be considered a revival.

Finally

Many of the problems and issues are recognizable for 
churches all over the western world. If the authority 
of Scripture is undermined and compromised, many 
churches become worldly. “But that is not the way you 
learned Christ” (Eph. 4:20, English Standard Version). 
Jesus has overcome the world. May it be a loud and clear 
call to us all to run the good race of biblical authority, 
values, and ethics, and our Lord Jesus who is the way, 
the truth, and the life.

SOLA GRATIA
Grace Alone
SOLA FIDE
Faith Alone
SOLUS 
CHRISTUS
Christ Alone
SOLA 
SCRIPTURA
Scripture Alone
SOLI DEO 
GLORIA
Glory of God Alone

THE 5  
 SOLAS  
   OF THE

REFORMATION
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King David: The Compassion of a 
Broken Heart

Mrs. Vanessa Le

What stories come to mind when 
you think of King David? 

Perhaps it is the story of David and 
Goliath, one of the most well-known 
and loved stories in the entire Bible. 
Then, of course, there is David’s 
fall into sin with Bathsheba and 
his subsequent repentance. Each of 
these stories has fairly obvious and 
easy (if simplistic) applications for 
our lives: Trust in God to overcome 
obstacles, don’t commit adultery, 
and repent of your sin. In 2 Samuel 
15–18, however, we encounter a less 
familiar story in the life of David, 
with less obvious applications for our 
lives. As David reaps the punishment 
for his sin with Bathsheba by having 
trouble with his family, we encounter 
his son Absalom and his rebellion 
and are left with a dizzying array of 
seemingly loose ends. What do we 
make of this rebellion? Is the story 
of Absalom in the Bible to parade 
David’s family drama, the inspired 
version of a soap opera? Is it there 
to remind us of God’s punishment 
for David’s sin with Bathsheba? Or is 
there a deeper, more compelling, and 
moving reason for the story?

We are introduced to Absalom by 
way of his sister in 2 Samuel 13:1 
(New King James Version): “After 
this Absalom the son of David had a 
lovely sister, whose name was Tamar.” 
Elsewhere, we are told of Absalom 
that he was exceedingly handsome: 
“Now in all Israel there was no one 
who was praised as much as Absalom 
for his good looks. From the sole 
of his foot to the crown of his head 

there was no blemish in him” (2 Sam. 
14:25). Absalom’s trouble begins 
when his sister Tamar is raped by her 
half-brother, Amnon. We are told, 
“When King David heard of all these 
things, he was very angry” (2 Sam. 
13:21). However, David takes no 
action to punish Amnon or to make 
things right. In the absence of David’s 
leadership, Absalom takes it upon 
himself to kill Amnon and then flees 
to Geshur (a nearby country east of 
the Jordan River). Absalom remains 
in exile for three years, and we are 
told of David’s emotions toward 
his wayward son: “And King David 
longed to go to Absalom. For he had 
been comforted concerning Amnon, 
because he was dead” (2 Sam. 13:39). 
Finally, David’s army commander, 
Joab, steps in and convinces David 
to bring Absalom back to the 
palace. Even then, there remains 
estrangement between Absalom and 
David, for Absalom goes back to his 
house but does not see the king’s 
face. Finally, after two more years, 
Absalom comes before King David 
and is reconciled with him.

The Rebellion

Besides being very handsome, 
Absalom is also very determined to 
get what he wants. After all, he is the 
king’s son, so he is rich and famous. 
He gets himself chariots and horses 
and fifty men to run before him. 
Then, whenever someone comes into 
the city to ask for justice from King 
David, Absalom intervenes. First, 
he tells each person who comes that 
“your case is good and right” (2 Sam. 

15:3). He then adds, “Oh, that I were 
made judge in the land, and everyone 
who has any suit or cause would 
come to me; then I would give him 
justice” (2 Sam. 15:4). Absalom uses 
his celebrity status to steal the hearts 
of the people: “Whenever anyone 
came near to bow down to him . . . 
he would put out his hand and take 
him and kiss him” (2 Sam. 15:5). 
Finally, after preparing well, Absalom 
proclaims himself king and sets out 
to kill King David, his own father, 
and take the kingdom from him.

In the next several chapters, we 
are introduced to many interesting 
people including counselors, spies, 
undercover messengers, people who 
curse and hinder David, and people 
who bless and help David. As David 
runs for his life with his family and a 
small group of soldiers and servants, 
he is forced to give up his position 
as king and flee into the wilderness. 
On the way, he is cursed by a man 
named Shimei, who throws stones 
at David and curses continuously. 
When David’s captain wants to 
retaliate, David replies, “So let him 
curse, because the Lord has said to 
him, ‘Curse David’” (2 Sam. 16:10).

The Battle

In 2 Samuel 18, the battle 
commences between David and 
Absalom. Even in the face of such 
disrespect and hatred, David 
maintains his love for his son 
Absalom. He commands all the 
soldiers: “Deal gently for my sake 
with the young man Absalom” (2 
Sam. 18:5). David’s soldiers win the 
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battle and kill twenty thousand soldiers belonging to 
Absalom’s rebellion. Absalom himself is caught in the 
branches of a tree by his long (and handsome) hair, and 
David’s commander, Joab, comes up to him and kills 
him. David’s reaction on hearing this news is rather 
surprising. Instead of being relieved that his deadly 
enemy is destroyed and that he can now return to his 
kingdom in peace, David is filled with grief, deeply 
moved, and weeps, saying, “O my son Absalom—my son, 
my son Absalom—if only I had died in your place! O 
Absalom, my son, my son!” (2 Sam. 18:33).

David Jesus

was forced to leave his palace and flee to the 
wilderness

voluntarily left his place in heaven and entered the 
wilderness when he began his public ministry

was cursed by a wicked man was cursed by wicked men as he hung upon the cross

was selected by his son who tried to kill him was rejected by his own people

wished that he could have died in Absalom’s place died in the place of those who hated him

David as a Type of Christ

Throughout this story we see David pointing forward to 
Christ. David is a type of Christ, a figure who is meant to 
make us think of Jesus through his life story. Especially 
in this encounter with Absalom, we see many ways that 
David is like Jesus, ways that powerfully point us to the 
perfect work of Jesus Christ on our behalf. David is not 
perfect, however, and cannot love us as powerfully or 
perfectly as Jesus can. Consider the following parallels.

David’s love for his son Absalom, though deep and 
profound, was unable to change Absalom’s heart. Even 
if David had gotten his wish—“If only I had died in 
your place!” (2 Sam. 18:33)—such a death would not 
have accomplished anything in the eternal scheme of 
things. David was a sinner, and his death could never 
have atoned for Absalom’s sin. By contrast, Jesus Christ is 
perfect, and his death atones for the sins, not just of one 
person, but of all who believe in him.

In this story, we see a beautiful compassion that is both 
similar to and different from the story of Christ. It is 
one thing to have compassion for your enemy who is 
also your son; it is another thing to have compassion for 
your enemy who is not related to you. The compassion 
of David for Absalom is moving and shows one of the 
reasons why David is a man after God’s own heart, but 
the compassion of Christ toward us is perfect.

Reading the Old Testament in light of Jesus is more work 
than a quick moralistic reading. We could quickly spot 
a few conclusions from Absalom’s story—such as God’s 
care for David even as he fled and David’s humility in not 
seeking personal retaliation—and these are not wrong in 
and of themselves. However, seeing David’s life in light of 
Christ causes us to see, not just a Middle Eastern king who 
lived centuries ago, but the God who orchestrates all of 
history to point us to his Son and draw us to himself. “But 
God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while 
we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8).
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Reformed Youth Services 
hosted yet another wonderful 
convention this year. The theme 

was “Be Less.” Philippians 2:3 (ESV) 
talks about this: “Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in 
humility count others more significant 
than yourselves.” So, 775 Reformed 
teens and their sponsors gathered to 
learn how to apply this verse to their 
daily lives during a week of refining 
sessions, informative workshops, and 
renewing fellowship with like-minded 
brothers and sisters in Christ.

Each morning the RYS convention 
starts with a session led by two pastors. 
This year Rev. Russell Herman and Rev. 
Breno Macedo navigated us through 
our theme, teaching us we must first be 
born again, having a faith that is true in 
our heart and not just an outward faith. 
The Spirit must regenerate us. Second, 
we learned Jesus must be lifted up. He 
must increase; we must decrease (John 
3:30). Rev. Herman made clear what 
Scripture says concerning everything 

we have, being received from God by 
grace alone. We are to live that way, 
not to boast (John 3:27; 1 Cor. 4:7). 
We must make little of ourselves and 
much of our Almighty God. We want 
the world to see Jesus and proclaim 
God’s glory above all else. That is what 
stuck out to me the most out of each 
session I attended.

After learning from the main sessions, 
we were given the opportunity 
to attend five workshops full of 
wonderful information about the 
truths of God’s Word. Workshop 
topics included things like “The 
Upside Down Life,” where we exposed 
the error in our culture constantly 
pressuring us to look inward to 
“discover who we are.” Another 

Reformed Youth Services  
National Convention

Miss Fiona Phillips

July 18–22, 2022, at 
University of Northwestern 
Saint Paul, MN
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practical workshop that has really stuck 
with me since attending was titled 
“Spending Time with a God We Can’t 
See.” Rev. Amena gave us practical 
tips and resources for participating 
in spiritual warfare, which consisted 
of spending time in the gospel and in 
prayer. He also provided us with a sort 
of trouble-shooting guide to help us 
identify what is keeping us from the 
Word and prayer and how to fix it.

In addition to the intense workshops 
we attended that week, the most 
amazing part to me was the fellowship 
with 775 like-minded brothers and 
sisters in Christ. Twice a day all the 
convention attendees were led in 
the singing of beautiful traditional 
songs from the URCNA’s Trinity 
Psalter as we sang boldy together 
and then a capella. The experience of 
hundreds of voices being brought to 
tears, lifting up the name of the Most 
Holy and praiseworthy God is almost 
indescribable. “Oh come, let us sing to 
the Lord; let us make a joyful noise to 

the rock of our salvation! Let us come 
into his presence with thanksgiving; 
let us make a joyful noise to him with 
songs of praise!” (Ps. 95:1–2). That we 
did! How I love my family in Christ!

Along with singing, after sessions there 
were plenty of opportunities to make 
friends. My personal favorite strategy: 
playing board games and inviting 
passersby to join in. It worked! Lots 
of laughter and good memories came 
from that. Even the sponsors played 
with us. My new favorite sentence that 
I have uttered countless times since 
getting home from convention is “The 
Lord changed me to an extrovert!” 
I have been talking with God for a 
while about working toward becoming 
more outgoing and less nervous about 
different situations. It was during 
RYS week that I saw the fruit of the 
Holy Spirit’s constant work in me. He 
really does transform us! This allowed 
me to connect and have deeper, more 
personal conversations with the new 
friends I made at convention.

At the end of the week we were tired 
but renewed and refreshed with 
practical biblical applications for our 
lives. After some tough good-byes to 
friends, hugs, signing each other’s 
convention shirts, and saying, “If I 
don’t see you next RYS, see you in 
heaven!” we parted ways. The RYS 
2022 convention was a success. We 
had begun working on “Being Less,” 
applying Philippians 2:3 to our lives. 
I’m so thankful for the opportunity I 
had to attend this convention, learning 
from gifted pastors and hearing God 
speak through them. The information 
they shared will be applicable and 
remembered throughout my life.

Miss Fiona Phillips
is sixteen and attends Phoenix United 
Reformed Church in Arizona. She and her six 
siblings are homeschooled by  
their mother.
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Rev. Shane Lems

Two Christian Virtues and a 
Smartphone 

S elf-control. Stewardship. 
These words describe two 

characteristics of Christian living. 
Scripture tells us that we should use 
self-control in various aspects of life 
including our speech, sexual desires, 
emotions, and so on. Scripture 
also calls us to be good stewards of 
the things God has given us, such 
as our finances and spiritual gifts. 
Self-control and stewardship are 
virtues that are relevant to our daily 
Christian lives.

As with many things in life, it’s 
easier to talk about self-control and 
stewardship than to practice these 
virtues. For example, some food 
tastes so incredibly good it’s hard 
not to overeat. There are hobbies so 
exciting that we often indulge them 
to the point of obsession. And since 

money can get us some great things 
it can be difficult to exercise financial 
stewardship.

There’s something else that gets in the 
way of self-control and stewardship 
today: the smartphone. This little 
piece of technology has tremendous 
influence and sway over our lives. 
As you may know, many people 
spend well over two hours on their 
phones daily. It’s not uncommon to 
see a majority of people engrossed 
with their phones at an airport or a 
restaurant. Some smartphone users 
send and receive well over a hundred 
texts each day. People also spend 
hours scrolling through social media, 
watching YouTube videos, playing 
games, and engaging various apps. 
I’ve read and heard people seriously 
say they could not live without 

their phones. If you think about it, 
“smartphone” isn’t the best name for 
the device since it’s more like a little 
portable touch-screen computer. But 
that’s a different topic. The point is, 
the smartphone is a small device that 
has quickly become a huge thing in 
our lives.

In this article, I’d like to bring the 
biblical themes of self-control 
and stewardship to bear on our 
use of smartphones. Of course, 
smartphones are not evil. Used 
properly, smartphones have some 
benefits. However, so quickly 
and so often smartphones end 
up dominating our lives in many 
detrimental ways. Before we look at 
these two themes, let me first point 
out some of the dangers that come 
with smartphones.
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Smartphone Dangers

Numerous and extensive studies 
in various countries have proven 
that smartphones have an addictive 
quality. Experts have pointed out 
parallels between smartphones and 
slot machines. From the vibrant 
colors and pleasing noises to the 
pulling or scrolling motion with 
the promise of a reward, phones 
and slot machines have common 
addictive characteristics. Our brains 
receive a shot of dopamine every 
time we get a notification sound or 
buzz or see something pleasing on 
our phone. This rush in our brains 
is similar to a small sugar buzz that 
comes from a sweet drink or snack. 
People mindlessly pick up and check 
their phones over and over because 
they have a subconscious desire for 
another brain rush. Or people spend 
hours scrolling social media sites 
and posts to continue to stimulate 
the feel-good aspect that comes with 
such activity. It’s addicting! In fact, 
the name for smartphone addiction 
is nomophobia—and it’s not even a 
joke.

In addition, almost all businesses 
and companies that are involved 
with smartphone production and 
usage want customers to spend 
much time on their phones. High 
phone usage increases a company’s 
revenue via ads, purchases, and 
subscriptions. This is one major 
reason why smartphones are built to 
be addictive: more customer usage 
equals more company income. It 
would financially benefit significantly 
fewer companies if we used our 
phones only to make phone calls, 
send a text from time to time, and 
use maps now and then. Although 
there is not space to discuss it here, 
these companies also constantly 
mine personal data from our phones, 
making smartphone privacy almost 
impossible.

There’s one other aspect of 
smartphone use that I’d like to point 
out: the prevalent dangers that 
come from smartphone misuse. 
In the past five to ten years there 
have been numerous cases of 
smartphone addiction—addiction 
that has severely impaired the lives 
of many people. I have read and 
heard stories about young children 
and teenagers so addicted to a 
phone that they became extremely 
depressed, anxious, and upset to the 
point of needing special counseling. 
Adults have similar stories when 
dealing with the side effects of 
smartphone addiction. Smartphone 
addiction causes irritability, anxiety, 
depression, anger, loss of sleep, 
inability to focus, and so on. On a 
related note, misuse of smartphones 
can also negatively affect the home 
and family relationships. For 
example, when parents and kids 
are always on their phones, it is 
impossible to foster a strong and 
growing relationship.

Furthermore, we all perhaps have 
heard stories about cyber bullying, 
cyber stalking, sexting, and other 
dreadful things people do with their 
smartphones. The true horror stories 
about teen boys and girls and social 
media disasters are enough to make 
any parent weep. Nor can we forget 
that smartphones make it possible 
for a person to carry a library of 
porn around in his or her pocket. 
Smartphone addiction and misuse 
are dire and destructive realities in 
our screen-centered world today.

Because smartphones have an 
addictive quality and can have a 
detrimental effect on our lives, 
Christians need to exercise 
the virtues of self-control and 
stewardship to avoid these pitfalls. 
Like other areas of life, we should 
approach the use of smartphones 
from a Christian perspective to 
avoid falling into the traps and 
dangers that often come along with 
smartphone use.

Self-Control

Scripture clearly teaches that 
followers of Christ are to exercise 
self-control in life. Self-control is 
a fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:23). It 
is a virtue produced in us by the 
Spirit that is to show up in our 
Christian lives. In fact, “a person 
without self-control is like a city with 
broken down-walls” (Prov. 25:28, 
New Living Translation). In other 
words, a city without walls and a 
person without self-control are both 
vulnerable to attack and destruction. 
Certainly we must apply the biblical 
virtue of self-control to our use of 
technology such as a smartphone.

What does it mean to be self-
controlled when using our 
smartphones? In some ways, the 
answer is simple. We should not 
become addicted or semi-addicted 
to our phones, staring at them 
without thought for hours per day. 
We should exercise self-control and 
not look at impure images or videos 
on our phones. We should exercise 
self-control in language we use when 
messaging others. We should even 
teach our kids self-control in these 
areas.

To be sure, the answer to the 
question about self-control and 
smartphones will vary from 
Christian to Christian. For some, 
self-control might look like keeping 
track of screen time and limiting 
phone usage each day. If someone 
is addicted to their smartphone, 
that person might need to consider 
getting a dumbphone or taking other 
drastic steps to break the addiction. 
Each Christian has to do a self-
assessment and consider what self-
control looks like when it comes to 
their smartphone usage.

Stewardship

It is right and proper for Christians 
to be good stewards of what the Lord 
has given us, such as finances and 
material possessions. However, we 
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should also think about stewardship 
of the time God has given us. Our 
days are numbered (Ps. 139:16). God 
has given each of us a certain amount 
of time to live. And the time he’s 
given us is a precious gift. We should 
utilize this gift of time with wisdom! 
That’s why the psalmist prayed, 
“Teach us to number our days, that 
we may gain a heart of wisdom” (Ps. 
90:12, New International Version). 
We should make the most of the time 
we have, for it is very short, like a fog 
or vapor (Eph. 5:15–16; Jas. 4:14).

Of course, rest is good. God has 
given us one day of rest each week. 
It’s not wrong to go on vacation, 
nor is it a sin to take a nap if you’re 
tired. However, from a biblical 
perspective we have to say it is wrong 
to squander our God-given time. 
We must make the best use of the 
time (Col. 4:5). We are exiles here on 
earth and should not spend our time 
chasing our own desires, but doing 
God’s will (1 Pet. 4:2). Among other 
things, God’s will includes showing 
love to others and growing in our 
sanctification and godliness.

In light of this, it’s wise for us to 
realize that spending hours a day on 
our phones is ordinarily a waste of 
time. To daily spend multiple hours 
texting, scrolling through Instagram, 
or playing some addictive game is 
squandering precious time that we 
will never get back. Although it may 
be cliché to mention it, I doubt any of 
us will lie on our deathbeds wishing 
we had spent more time looking at 
Facebook feeds, Reddit rants, viral 
videos, and Ebay items. (This line of 
thinking made me ditch my iPhone 
last year and get a flip phone. In 
many ways my life is better without a 
smartphone. But that’s the subject of 
a different article!)

Stewardship and phone usage will 
look different for different people. 
Some people might approach it 
logically: “I have about fifteen 
waking hours each day. To be a good 
steward of this time, I’ll spend only 
thirty minutes of it using my phone 
for entertainment.” Others might 
try to redeem the time by making a 
brief phone call instead of engaging 
in a forty-five-minute texting 

session. Still others might list daily 
priorities and put their phone way 
down on the list to visually notice 
how unimportant it is. We can also 
think this way: instead of spending 
so many hours on my phone, I’ll do 
more worthwhile things like meeting 
friends and family face to face, 
exercising, reading books, getting out 
to enjoy creation, pursing a beneficial 
hobby, helping people in need, and 
so on. We need to gain a heart of 
wisdom to be good stewards of 
time—for God’s glory, our Christian 
good, and the good of our neighbor.

Conclusion

Self-control and stewardship are two 
Christian virtues that we need to 
apply to our smartphone usage. We 
should also pray for wisdom to help 
us avoid the pitfalls and dangers that 
often come from smartphones. This 
article is just a snowflake on the tip 
of the iceberg when it comes to wise 
smartphone usage in the Christian 
life. There are plenty of good 
resources out there to help followers 
of Christ exercise self-control and 
good stewardship in their use of 
smartphones. Speaking of, here are 
some helpful resources I used for the 
background study of this article:

Molly DeFrank, Digital Detox 
(Minneapolis: Bethany House, 2022)

Sherry Turkle, Alone Together (New 
York: Basic Books, 2017)

Catherine Price, How to Break Up 
with Your Phone (New York: Ten 
Speed Press, 2018)
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Can Science and Faith Be 
Reconciled? 

Rev. William Boekestein

Statistics indicate that scientists 
are three times less likely to 

attend weekly religious services than 
non-scientists.1 Less than 10 percent 
of American scientists believe in a 
personal God. To atheist Richard 
Dawkins these statistics prove “that 
the more intelligent, rational, and 
scientifically minded you are, the less 
you will be able to believe in God.”2

Is that so? Does science favor 
unbelief? And must Christians reject 
science? Is science another religion 
that believers must separate from in 
order to stay true to God?

As we wrestle with these questions, 
we need to remember that both 
faith and science depend on 
revelation. God reveals himself in 
Scripture and nature. Both special and 
general revelation form a coherent 
testimony. God doesn’t send mixed 

messages. Apparent inconsistencies 
indicate not God’s failure to reveal 
himself but our failure to rightly 
read God. So both believers and 
unbelievers must take seriously God’s 
revelation in nature and in Scripture.

To develop a biblical relationship 
between faith and science, we might 
engage three questions.

Has Evolution Disproved 
Creationism?

Scripture says that God made all 
forms of life according to their kinds 
(e.g., Gen. 1:12, 21; 1 Cor. 15:37–41). 
This truth is foundational. Paul 
proclaimed God to the Athenian 
philosophers like this: “The God who 
made the world and everything in it,” 
and “made from one man every nation 
of mankind to live on the face of the 
earth . . . has fixed a day on which he 

will judge the world in righteousness” 
(Acts 17:24, 26, 31, English Standard 
Version). The God who made the 
world has the right to judge the world.

So, what if the world has no maker? 
Evolution provides a story of 
humanity independent of a Creator; 
life as we know it evolved through 
natural selection from a common 
source. Thoughtful people should 
reject the myth of creation, along with 
God’s claim on our lives, now that 
a scientifically credible theory has 
taken its place. Evolution is so fiercely 
defended that you cannot object and 
retain credibility in the scientific 
community. According to Dawkins, 
“It is absolutely safe to say that if you 
meet someone who claims not to 
believe in evolution, that person is 
ignorant, stupid or insane.”3 Strong 
words.
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But Darwinism fails to answer simple 
questions. For example, where are 
the transitional fossils? If species 
have evolved from a common source 
we would expect to find evidence of 
species in transition; for example, 
of animals that were evolving into 
an ape. But there aren’t any. One 
prominent atheist wrote, “The extreme 
rarity of transitional forms in the fossil 
record persists as the trade secret of 
paleontology. The evolutionary trees 
that adorn our textbooks have data 
only at the tips and nodes of their 
branches; the rest is inference . . . not 
the evidence of fossils.”4 And why 
must similarities between creatures 
suggest evolution? Similarities point 
not “to common ancestry but to a 
common Creator. As an artist’s various 
paintings resemble each other, so 
God’s various works resemble one 
another.”5 But evolutionists refuse to 
accept this explanation.

And there are deeper questions. 
Where did the first building blocks 
of life come from? How does life 
emerge from non-life? Given the law 
of entropy, how did order emerge 
from chaos? And how does a purely 
material universe account for souls 
which all but the most stubborn admit 
that we have?

The claim that science has made 
religion obsolete is a hangover from 
an age in which scientists knew much 
less about life’s complexity. In fact, 
evolution is dogma masquerading 
as theory. Humans are incurably 
religious. And for many “Darwinism 
is . . . an emergency replacement 
religion for the many troubled souls 
who need one.”6 But the God who 
made the heavens and earth has 
revealed everything we need to know 
about his work of creation. Evolution 
has not disproved creationism. It 
is an alternate system of faith that 
mishandles the God-given data.

Are Miracles Impossible?

The Bible is filled with miracles, events 
most of us have never seen and which 

seem to contradict nature’s laws. And 
biblical miracles are not incidental 
to the Bible’s message. Jesus urged 
skeptics to believe in him because his 
miracles prove that God the Father is 
in him and he is in the Father (John 
10:37–38). When John the Baptist 
wondered whether Jesus was the 
Christ, Jesus told him to look to his 
miracles: he healed lepers, gave the 
blind sight, made the lame walk and 
the deaf hear, and raised the dead back 
to life (Matt. 11:2–6). Jesus’ miracles 
testified to the coming of God’s 
kingdom (Matt. 12:28). If modern 
science could disprove miracles, much 
of the Bible would be discredited. 
Then who could trust any of it?

But arguments against miracles are 
really just circular reasoning: “You 
must obey the law, because it’s illegal 
to break the law.” In other words, 
the Bible’s miracles couldn’t have 
happened because miracles can’t 
happen. Worldviews are like sieves; 
they let pass what they are designed to 
let pass. Critics disbelieve miracles not 
because they have examined all the 
evidence, but because their worldview 
disallows miracles. A closed universe 
is basic to a naturalistic worldview. 
There cannot be a God who is 
sovereign over nature (and therefore 
over me). Naturalists are guilty of 
the very thing they criticize: close-
mindedness.

This is how Paul defended the most 
important miracle. Of course Christ 
did not rise from the dead if the dead 
do not rise (1 Cor. 15). But Christ’s 
resurrection is evidence that the 
dead do rise and that resurrections 
are not incredible (Acts 26:8). In 
fact, Scripture’s central argument for 
believing in God is the miracle of the 
resurrection (Acts 17:31). Scripture 
foretold that the Christ would rise 
from the dead (Ps. 16:10–11; 1 
Cor. 15:4). His death in a crowded 
city (Acts 26:26) was certified by a 
Roman official (Matt. 27:58). And 
the resurrected Christ appeared to 
hundreds of people, most of whom 

were still alive when the claims of the 
resurrection were published in the 
Christian Scriptures (1 Cor. 15:6). 
We can know that miracles happen 
because Christ is risen!

How Can I Harmonize Faith and 
Science?

First, understand the stakes. Allowing 
science to dominate faith is fatal. 
Affirming naturalistic evolution 
cancels belief in a historical Adam 
and obliterates Scripture’s covenantal 
structure. What does it mean that 
Christ is the second Adam if there 
was no first Adam (1 Cor. 15:45)? 
Denying miracles forces you to believe 
that Christ has not risen. If that is the 
case, you are still dead in your sins. 
Everyone who dies apart from the 
resurrected Christ perishes (1 Cor. 
15:12–19).

Second, follow the lead of scientists. 
Ours is not the first scientific age. 
Many other scientists—who were 
learning things about the universe 
never previously known—retained 
their faith in God. Galileo, Kepler, 
Pascal, Newton, Mendel, Pasteur, and 
Carver along with hundreds of Nobel 
Prize winners have believed in the 
God of Scripture. The world’s wisest 
person was a scientist who studied 
trees, beasts, birds, reptiles, and fish (1 
Kings 5:33–34) and believed in God.

Third, recognize the limits of science. 
Science cannot cancel faith because it 
operates in a different arena. “Science 
investigates ordinary (natural) causes 
and effects that can be subjected to 
repeatable tests.” Sciences “exceed the 
bounds of their competence when 
they reduce all phenomena to natural 
causes.”7 In fact, to do science well 
requires a right understanding of 
special revelation. Many scientists 
operate on borrowed principles of 
orderliness and design while denying 
them in theory. For an unbeliever 
“the world exhibits rule-governed 
and mathematical characteristics for 
which there can be no reasonable 
account.”8 Science swerves out of its 
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lane when it contemplates questions 
only special revelation can answer.

Fourth, be humble. We believe that 
faith and science are saying the 
same thing. Still, “in any pursuit 
to harmonize our knowledge of 
God’s special and general revelation, 
we must walk humbly.”9 Scientific 
theories are constantly changing. 
And while Scripture doesn’t change, 
our recognition of how it might shed 
light on complex natural phenomena 
should be constantly maturing.

Fifth, believe to understand. Human 
knowledge, including scientific 
knowledge, “is subjective and rests on 
[non-negotiable] assumptions.”10 What 
we believe always affects how we 
think. But somehow non-believing 
scientists like Dawkins get a pass as if 
they are just following the data. “Since 
the late Enlightenment and Industrial 
Revolution, there has been a naïve 
cultural optimism, an overly high 
regard for the ability and willingness 

of the scientific community to 
pursue impartial objectivity” in its 
discipline.11 But everyone does science 
according to the basic commitments 
of their worldview. Reading the Bible 
as a true, alternate explanation of the 
origin of the universe is not an escape 
from reason because revelation is a 
valid source of knowledge.

Sixth, use science to feed your awe 
of God. Nature is meant to lead to 
“worship, to awe and wonder.”12 In the 
Bible those who meet God are never 
casual (e.g., Isa. 6:5). And creation’s 
majesty can help us hallow God. 
Miracles—God’s unusual work in 
nature—should excite us. They show 
that the Jesus who is powerful is doing 
something wonderful with that power. 
Jesus’ miracles “are a promise to our 
hearts, that the world we all want is 
coming.”13

True science and true faith are friends, 
not enemies. Science is a method 
of understanding God’s natural 
revelation and can help strengthen our 
trust in God.

Editor’s note: This is the seventh 
article of a series and appeared 
previously (December 17, 2021) at 
the blog for reformation 21: https://
www.reformation21.org/blog/can-
science-and-faith-be-reconciled.
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Understand the stakes.  To allow “scientific” 
claims (e.g. evolution, the denial of miracles) to shape 
your faith will be disastrous. God’s creation and the 
miracle of the resurrection are essential to the gospel 
message (Acts 17:24-31). 

Listen to other scientists.  Ours is not the first 
scientific age. Many other scientists, including the 
wisest man who ever lived (1 Kings 5:33-34), have 
retained faith in God.

Recognize the limits of science.  Science cannot 
negate faith because it operates in the arena of 
ordinary causes and effects that can be subjected to 
repeatable tests.

Be humble.  Scientific theories are constantly 
changing. Scripture doesn’t change but our 

GOOD QUESTION

103 HOW CAN I HARMONIZE FAITH AND SCIENCE?

recognition of how it might shed light on complex 
natural phenomena should be constantly maturing.

Believe to understand.  What we believe always 
affects how we think (Ps. 14:1). True faith assists rather 
than detracts from scientific endeavors.

Use science to treasure God.  Because nature 
glorifies God (Ps.19:1) true science will be an exercise 
of praise to the God who created all things.

Science and faith are friends not enemies. Science is a 
method of understanding God’s natural revelation that 
can help strengthen our trust in God.
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You’re All Hypocrites!

Rev. William Boekestein

Christian apologists give reasons 
that substantiate the faith. 

But sometimes Christians are the 
reason people find the Christian 
message implausible. People object 
to Christianity because of their 
sense—accurate or not—that the 
gospel doesn’t make people better 
and, in fact, seems to make some 
people worse.
Church history is filled with examples 
of professing Christians behaving badly, 
and it is no different today. People who 
bear the name of brother (1 Cor. 5:11) 
commit the works of the flesh: sexual 
immorality, enmity, strife, jealousy, 
anger, rivalries, drunkenness (Gal. 
5:19–21). Sometimes these acts are 
particularly horrific. Sometimes they 
even come from positions of leadership 
within the church.

“If that’s how a Christian lives, then 
no thanks.” Perhaps we’ve heard it said 
about another Christian we know. 
Perhaps it has also been said about us.

So how can apologists answer the 
charge of hypocrisy?

Acknowledge That Hypocrisy Is a 
Terrible Sin

The Greek word hupokritēs describes a 
pretender. Originally, a hypocrite was 
an actor who wore a mask by which he 
changed into someone else.

Hypocrites preach one thing and 
deliberately practice another. They 
judge others by standards they have 
no intention of keeping. Their actions 
proceed from “insincerity, and not from 
personal conviction.”1 Jesus’ mental 
picture of a hypocrite is unforgettable: 
a man with a log jammed into his eye 

socket criticizes another man for the 
speck of sawdust in his. You can hear 
Jesus’ disgust: “You hypocrite” (Matt. 
7:1–5).

Faithful Christians recognize hypocrisy 
as a great sin. When Ravi Zacharias’s 
sins became known, he was almost 
universally denounced. Now, we must 
resist canceling other Christians simply 
because they did something unpopular 
or were merely accused of committing 
a sin. But we must courageously rebuke 
hypocrisy, even when doing so hurts. 
Part of our apologetic is to agree with 
critics that hypocrisy is sin, and to 
refuse to tolerate it.

In fact, hypocrisy is serious enough 
to warrant church discipline. Paul 
refused to ignore the hypocrisy of 
one of the most prominent church 
leaders. The apostle Peter was publicly 
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declaring a gospel of free grace but 
privately suggesting that something 
more was needed, namely conformity 
to the Mosaic law. So Paul called Peter 
out: You hypocrite! Your “conduct” 
is “not in step with the truth of the 
gospel” (Gal. 2:11–14, English Standard 
Version). And if Peter hadn’t repented, 
he would have been excluded from the 
church.

Church discipline refuses to allow 
professing church members to 
boldly live contrary to the gospel. 
Excommunication is the most extreme 
means the church has to say, “They 
went out from us, but they were not of 
us” (1 John 2:19). When that tool isn’t 
used, our apologetic suffers.

Hypocrites lack a compelling 
testimony. Johannes Vos writes about 
some church members “who have 
to be constantly . . . catered to in 
order to get them to maintain even a 
passable outward show of a Christian 
profession.”2 That’s a shame. If in the 
categories of faith, hope, and love, 
and practical obedience—including 
church life—it is hard to distinguish 
you from the world, you need to repent 
of hypocrisy. No one finds your faith 
compelling.

A faithful apologetic demands faithful 
living (1 Thess. 1:5). “We should live in 
such a way that people see God in us. . 
. . A ‘good testimony’ is . . . redemptive 
in his relationships, from the inner 
circle within his own family to the 
outer fringes where his enemies stand.”3

Understand That Not All Hypocrites 
Truly Belong to the Church

It is not safe to assume that professing 
Christians who commit terrible 
acts truly represent the church of 
Jesus. The church is an external, visible 
organization into which any outsider 
is admitted on the basis of a verbal 
profession of faith and the outward 
appearance of Christ-honoring 
behavior.

Children of members are graciously 
extended the privilege of church 

membership without any commitment 
of their own. It is hard to imagine an 
organization that is easier to join than 
the church. The Ethiopian eunuch 
joined the church within hours of 
meeting his first church leader (Acts 
8:34–38).

And this is right! The church should 
be as open to repentant sinners as 
God is! But this also means that it is 
easy for the church to admit insincere 
members, especially when there are 
social advantages for hypocrites to join 
the church.

Even the apostles’ inadvertently 
admitted members who later turned 
out to have hearts filled by Satan (Acts 
5:3). The church is a mixture of true 
believers and unbelieving hypocrites. 
Paul put it this way: “not all who are 
descended from Israel belong to Israel, 
and not all are children of Abraham 
because they are his offspring” (Rom. 
9:6–7). Of the massive numbers 
of members in the church, “only a 
remnant of them will be saved” (v. 27).

John said that some “left us, but they 
were never really with us. If they had 
been, they would have stuck it out with 
us, loyal to the end. In leaving, they 
showed their true colors, showed they 
never did belong” (1 John 2:19, The 
Message).

To put it more pointedly, one way to 
respond to the unbeliever’s charge of 
hypocrisy in the church is to assure 
them that many religious hypocrites 
are not really believers, but unbelievers. 
Their hypocrisy is proof that they are 
pretending to be Christians while living 
according to the flesh.

Joining the church doesn’t make anyone 
a good person. Jesus’ lesson of the log 
and the speck is immediately followed 
in Luke with this truth: a bad tree 
cannot bear good fruit (Luke 6:43). 
Joining the church doesn’t change that 
truth. The root must be made good by a 
supernatural work of regeneration.

And even when that happens, the 
transformation from darkness to light 

is a process. Even as a body of true 
believers, the church is a constantly 
changing organism made up of many 
members all at different points in 
their sanctification. Not until our full 
redemption will the church be free 
from sin. But the hypocrisy of some 
does not spoil the Christianity of all.

Recognize That the Charge 
of Hypocrisy Reveals Some 
Surprising Truths

Sometimes the charge is simply a 
baseless assertion. For example, 
compare the claim that Christianity is 
anti-woman with actual history: “Our 
best estimates indicate that women 
made up nearly two-thirds of early 
Christian communities—basically the 
opposite of that found in the broader 
Greco-Roman world. Apparently, 
women found the church to be a place 
where they could find honor, dignity, 
fair treatment, and healthy marriages.”4

The church has always been 
the world’s most pro-woman 
organization. Scripture teaches that 
women and men are made in the 
sacred image of God. There is “no 
male or female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Women were 
especially drawn to Jesus and loyal to 
him for his gentleness and lowliness. By 
contrast, according to non-Christian 
thinking, it is unclear why women 
should be respected along with men.

While we cannot always discern 
motives, we must recognize that 
there is a malicious dimension to 
false accusation. Some critics invent 
“imaginary scandals” out of “a hatred 
not so much of the scandals themselves 
but of the gospel, in order to bring it 
into disrepute in any way possible.”5

Ironically, unbelievers lack the grounds 
to discern hypocrisy. After all, how can 
anyone “make the moral accusation 
against Christians (charging them with 
being “hateful”) when they have no 
grounds for knowing what’s moral or 
immoral in the first place?”6

In fact, Scripture says that 
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unbelievers are hypocrites. They know 
God but do not honor him.

The charge of hypocrisy proves the 
Bible’s teaching that people are bad, that 
our hearts waver between two opinions, 
and that we need to be delivered from 
our bodies of death (Rom. 7:13–24).

Beyond all of this, hypocrisy also 
reveals the beauty of God. The charge of 
hypocrisy is a surprising admission that 
God’s law is good. That Ravi Zacharias 
violated the seventh commandment 
is not an argument against the God 
who mandates holiness; it is implicit 
approval of God’s law of holiness. 
God’s laws, if lived out, have the ability 
to create a sort of heaven on earth. 
Even our sin reveals that there is no 
lawmaker like our God (Deut. 4:8).

That there are sinners in the church 
shows that God has come to save 
sinners. Jesus said, “Those who are well 
have no need of a physician, but those 
who are sick” (Luke 5:31). There are 

spiritually sick people in the church. 
They used to be dead. Now they are 
ill. One day they will be whole. That 
Christians sometimes fall into sin is not 
a sign that the gospel is powerless but 
that God is patient in preserving his 
people through their recovery.

Human hypocrisy argues for the 
uniqueness of Jesus. No matter how 
often two-faced people disappoint, 
one leader will never fail you. Jesus 
always practiced what he preached. 
He made the law. He came to earth as 
a true human to keep the law. Despite 
his innocence, he suffered the extreme 
penalty of the law. “He was pierced 
for our transgressions” (Isa. 53:5). No 
one but Jesus can escape the charge of 
hypocrisy. The critics of Jesus could 
come up with no reasonable accusation 
of sin (John 8:44–46). “All we like sheep 
have gone astray; we have turned—
every one—to his own way; and the 
Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us 
all” (Isa. 53:6).

Bring to the cross your hypocrisy and 
the hypocrisy of others, and Jesus will 
make all things well.

Editor’s note: This is the eighth article 
of a series and appeared previously 
(December 27, 2021) at the blog 
for reformation 21: https://www.
reformation21.org/blog/youre-all-
hypocrites.
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Rev. Peter H. Holtvlüwer

Meditation Text: Genesis 1:2 (ESV), “The earth  
was without form and void, and darkness was  
over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God  
was hovering over the face of the waters.”

Suggested Reading: Ecclesiastes 11:9–12:8

Now that we’ve met our Maker, we naturally 
would like to know more about him. What kind 
of God is he? Is he a God far away “watching 
us from a distance,” as the song goes? We 
know he is almighty for he has the power 
to speak things into existence, but does this 
omnipotent God give thought to the creatures 
he has made? He is so high and heavenly and 
holy and we are so low and earthly and stained 
with sin—why would he concern himself 
with humanity? Besides, I am just one of eight 
billion individuals on the globe—surely I 
cannot expect the Almighty to have a care for 
me, can I?
The Sharing God

Yes, you can! For God your Creator pays attention 
to all his creatures with care and love. How do we 
know this? Well, ask yourself this question: why 
did God create the universe? Did God need to 
create the world? Was there some kind of issue or 
problem that required solving? The answer must be 
no because nothing existed besides God and God 
of himself has no need of anything. God is perfect 
and complete and is always fully content within 
himself.

That’s quite different from ourselves, right? 
We humans and in fact all creatures are fully 
dependant on things outside of ourselves. We 
like to think we are self-sufficient, but the truth 
is we need oxygen, food, shelter, and clothing. 
We need human companionship, love, and 
support. Anyone starved of these things lives 
in misery if at all. Most of all we need God. But 
God doesn’t need us, does he? Paul states as 
much in Acts 17:25: “nor is he served by human 
hands, as though he needed anything, since 
he himself gives to all mankind life and breath 
and everything.” God could have continued in 
perfect bliss if he had never created anything.

What then is the act of creation but an act of 
pure grace on God’s part? He created all things 
not for his benefit but for that of his creatures. 
Not to satisfy a personal longing but rather to 
share himself, to share his goodness and love 
with others. God created so that all of creation 
might know him as the wonderful, marvelous 
God he is. And he especially had in mind that 
we humans might live under his blessing and be 
filled with joy in fellowshipping with this divine 
being who is good, wise, just, holy, and filled 
with steadfast love. We exist, the world exists as a 
gift from God, so doesn’t it follow that if we ever 
have a need we can freely ask him to fill it?

Fitting Response

But then you must also give the Creator 
your love in return, your undivided love and 
devotion. A lot of people have forgotten their 
Creator and live as if he’s not there or as if they 
have nothing to do with him. Some acknowledge 
God’s existence but treat God as if he is lucky 
to have them around. Some by their attitude 

Caring Creator
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or their actions hold God at arm’s 
length and try to restrict him to a 
part of their lives, like attending 
church on Sunday or going to a 
fellowship group. But for the other 
parts of their lives, the Creator is shut 
out. He’s not allowed to enter those 
areas or have a say over them—does 
that describe you, dear reader?

Don’t think of your neighbor now 
but let the Word of God examine 
you first of all. Do you give thought 
to your Creator in all aspects of your 
life? God created you and the world 
and everything in it including labor, 
relationships, and even leisure—do 
you keep God in mind at work or 
school and inside the four walls of 
your home? Inside the privacy of 
your bedroom, do you live and act 
under the eye of your Creator? What 
about in the realm of your thoughts? 
Do you reckon with Almighty God 
who made every atom in your body, 
and consciously aim to think, speak, 
and act in submission to his will? Or 
are you harboring sin in part of your 
life, convinced that no one knows or 
will ever find out?

Too late. Your Creator has known all 
along, and it’s to him that you will 
have to render account. Now is the 
time to confess that sin and repent, 
for as Ecclesiastes 11:9 and 12:1 says, 
“Walk in the ways of your heart and 
the sight of your eyes. But know that 
for all these things God will bring 
you into judgment . . . Remember 

also your Creator in the days of your 
youth.” God didn’t create this world 
so that it could despise him or keep 
him at bay. A day of judgment is 
coming—are you ready? Am I? We 
will be if we willingly give our heart 
to our matchless Creator and live 
joyfully under his devoted care.

Hovering Spirit

Genesis 1:2 may seem rather strange 
and hard to understand: “The earth 
was without form and void, and 
darkness was over the face of the 
deep.” Some commentators think 
this describes a state of initial chaos, 
the result of a battle between good 
and evil, the aftermath of Satan’s 
fall into sin. They think God had to 
overcome some powerful evil before 
he could go on. Another time we 
hope to come back to the creation 
of Satan, the angels, and heaven 
itself, but for now let’s clarify that 
what verse 2 describes is an empty, 
lonesome, earth. It was blank—no 
vegetation, no animals, no humans, 
no light. It was uninhabitable. 
Scripture elsewhere says that God 
is “not a God of confusion but 
of peace” (1 Cor. 14:33), so God 
certainly didn’t create a chaos of 
competing powers. Very simply he 
created the heavens and the earth in 
their basic shape but without the host 
of particulars that came later. Like a 
child starts with a lump of clay and 
makes something out of it, so God 
called into existence the “lump” of 

the universe and then proceeded to 
make something out of it.

Darkness was upon the face of “the 
deep,” which means the oceans of 
waters. But something or better 
someone else was over those waters 
too: “And the Spirit of God was 
hovering over the face of the waters” 
(v. 2). When you put this together 
with John 1:1 what we have here 
is God the Father, God the Son, 
and God the Holy Spirit all equally 
involved in this great work of 
creation!

The Spirit is described as “hovering” 
over the oceans. This verb is rare and 
in Scripture has a certain nuance. 
For example, in Deuteronomy 32:11 
it is used to picture a mother eagle 
“hover[ing] over its young” (New 
International Version). You see, a 
mama eagle has to teach the eagle 
babies to fly. To do that, she will 
nudge them out of the warm nest. 
Eagles, of course, make their nests 
way up in tall trees or on mountain 
cliffs. It’s a long way down. But the 
little ones have to learn, so mama 
pushes them out of the nest so that 
they tumble headlong to the ground. 
As they fall, the eaglets instinctively 
begin to flap their wings and learn to 
fly. But if anything should go wrong; 
if the eaglet doesn’t quite get it or 
if there’s any danger, then mama is 
prepared to swoop down and catch 
the baby bird up on her wings and 
take him back to safety—that’s why 
she hovers. The hovering of the 
mama eagle is motivated by deep 
concern and care for her young.

And that’s the sense of things here 
too. The Holy Spirit is not idly 
passing time but in his hovering 
over the waters he is actively caring 
for creation. He is watching over it, 
even upholding it so that nothing 
falls apart. And what precisely is it 
that God’s Spirit cares so much for? 
An earth which was “without form 
and void”—empty space covered 
in darkness. If the Holy Spirit cares 
so much for an unformed and 

...as we read in John 1:3–5, the Word (Jesus Christ) 
who is God and without whom “nothing was made that 
has been made” has come to help. “In him was life, and 
that life was the light of men. The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” Do 
you know what that means? The Creator chose to do the 
unthinkable and enter into his own creation in order to 
shine his saving light into our spiritual darkness. In order 
to bring salvation to sinners!
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uninhabitable world where there is 
no life whatsoever, how much more 
do you think he cares for this world 
that is now teeming with life? And 
how much more do you think he 
cares for you, a child redeemed by 
the Son and chosen by the Father for 
everlasting life?

Devoted Creator

For the truth is, we’ve ruined the 
Creator’s good creation with our sin. 
We’ll hear about that later in Genesis 
3, but it’s a story—a true story—we 
all know too well. We insulted and 
offended God with our choice to 
disobey his command and because 
of that sin, the universe has become 
corrupted. And yet our Creator has 
not abandoned us and destroyed us, 
as was his right to do. Instead, as we 
read in John 1:3–5, the Word (Jesus 
Christ) who is God and without 

whom “nothing was made that has 
been made” has come to help. “In 
him was life, and that life was the 
light of men. The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not 
overcome it.” Do you know what that 
means? The Creator chose to do the 
unthinkable and enter into his own 
creation in order to shine his saving 
light into our spiritual darkness. In 
order to bring salvation to sinners!

My friend, think about what God 
is doing: the Father created this 
world through his Son; he has since 
redeemed this world through his 
Son; and now the Son is working 
through his Spirit toward the full 
restoration of the same heavens and 
the earth. Your Creator cares for you 
beyond measure. If you now place 
your trust in him, confessing Jesus 
Christ as your Savior and Lord, then 
you will enjoy his loving, saving care 

forever. And if God cares so much for 
this broken world, doesn’t that make 
it worth our time and effort too? Yes, 
sin exists everywhere and we must toil 
against it, but sin has been overcome 
in Christ and will be removed from 
this creation upon his return in glory.

You can live and work under that 
blessing, under that sure hope. 
Remember your Creator: Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. There’s no one like 
him in power, grace, and love. He’s 
already given himself to you. Won’t 
you give yourself to him?

The earth was without 
                         form and void, and

was over the face of the deep. 
 darkness 
And the

hoveringwas

 over the face of the waters.

Spirit of God
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Dr. Mark J. Larson

War and Peace in  
Augustine of Hippo 

“Augustine towers over the development of Christian political 
thought in the West.”1 Augustine’s enduring influence is seen 
most notably in his doctrine of the just war.
Until Augustine arrived on the scene (AD 354–430), the 
ancient church was dominated by the perspective of pacifism. 
Tertullian, for example, asked, “Shall a Christian be free to 
walk around in a sword, when the Lord has said that whoever 
takes the sword shall perish by the sword?”2 The Christian in 
the view of Tertullian was not free to serve in the military.

The teaching of Tertullian was not 
idiosyncratic for the second and third 
centuries.3 Tertullian represented 
the leading position of the church in 
the period before Augustine. To be a 
Christian meant that one should not 
even think about serving in the army. 
The prevailing view was that the 
soldier who became a believer needed 
to leave the military.

Even today, there are Christians who 
embrace a pacifist point of view, 
contending that believers may not 
engage in military activities. They 
maintain that believers who have 
volunteered as soldiers to help the 
Ukrainians in their fight against 
Russian aggression have done that 
which is morally wrong.

The Central Place of Augustine

Augustine was the theologian who 
moved the church in a more biblical 
direction on the subject of war. 
He affirmed that war per se is not 
morally wrong. The real evil in war, 
he maintained, is not “the death of 
some who will soon die in any case.” 
“The real evils in war,” he said, “are 

in Book I, he deals with the proper 
authority that is necessary in a 
justice of war consideration. He is 
adamant in his position that “no 
one has a private right to kill even 
a guilty man.”6 Everything changes, 
however, on the basis of a proper 
authority: “For when a soldier kills 
a man in obedience to the legitimate 
authority under which he served, 
he is not chargeable with murder by 
the laws of his country; in fact, he is 
chargeable with insubordination and 
mutiny if he refuses.”7

Who then has the authority to declare 
war according to Augustine? May a 
private individual declare war? The 
Augustinian theologian Thomas 
Aquinas later asserted, “A private 
individual may not declare war.” He 
referred instead to “the authority of 
the ruler within whose competence 
it lies to declare war.”8 Aquinas here 
was essentially reiterating the view 
of Augustine that the natural order 
ordained that the prince has the 
authority to make war.

The point here is that non-state 
actors, people like Osama bin 
Laden and the like, do not have the 
authority given to them by God to 
initiate war against a country. The 
pope likewise never had the authority 
to initiate the Crusades in the 
eleventh century. The state alone may 
wage war.

A Just Cause

The mere fact that the state is 
authorized to unleash the sword 
of war does not mean that it may 
do so under any circumstance as it 

love of violence, revengeful cruelty, 
fierce and implacable enmity, wild 
resistance, and the lust of power.”4

Augustine went on to declare that 
there is such a thing as a just war. 
It is a war instituted by a proper 
authority on the basis of a just cause 
with a right intention. In his treatise 
Against Faustus, he specified the 
three constituents that are necessary 
for a war to be just: “A great deal 
depends on the causes for which 
men undertake wars, and the 
authority they have for doing so; 
for the natural order which seeks 
the peace of mankind ordains that 
the prince should have the power 
of undertaking war if he thinks it 
advisable, and the soldiers should 
perform their military duties in 
behalf of the peace and safety of the 
community.”5

Let us reflect further upon the three 
constituents of a just war.

The Proper Authority

Augustine’s thinking on war and 
peace is scattered throughout his 
magisterial The City of God. Already 
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pleases. There must be a just cause. 
Augustine develops this issue in 
Book XIX of The City of God.

The just cause looks to the past. 
Something must have happened that 
justifies going to war. Augustine’s 
fundamental principle is this: “It is 
the injustice of the opposing side 
that lays on the wise man the duty of 
waging wars.”9

One specific example is reflected 
in the actions of the government of 
ancient Rome. Augustine observed, 
“When they were subjected to 
unprovoked attacks by their 
enemies,” they “were forced to resist” 
by “the necessity to defend their life 
and liberty.” Augustine then made 
his own moral assessment of such 
defensive wars: “That Rome grew 
great by such conduct was nothing 
to be ashamed of.”10

From the perspective of biblical 

ethics, the unprovoked attack of 
Japan on Pearl Harbor on December 
7, 1941, provided a just cause for 
the United States’ declaration of war 
that immediately followed and the 
armed conflicts that ensued in the 
Pacific theater. The diabolical acts 
of al-Qaeda on September 11, 2001, 
justified the military retaliation of the 
United States and its NATO allies in 
Afghanistan. The wars that followed 
December 7 and September 11 were 
waged by the proper authority in 
response to grievous acts of evil. 
Christians who participated in these 
engagements as soldiers were able to 
do so with a good conscience in the 
service of justice.

By contrast, The Russian invasion of 
Ukraine on February 24, 2022, fails 
the test of classical Christian moral 
theology. The attack was unprovoked. 
Ukraine was a nation that was living 
at peace with its neighbors.

A Right Intention

The third element that is necessary 
for the justice of war relates to a right 
intention. This is the constituent 
that looks to the future. It focuses 
attention upon what the state intends 
to achieve by going to war.

What then is the proper moral 
objective for deciding upon a 
course of war? The answer given by 
Augustine is straightforward: “Peace 
is the aim of wars.”11 He elaborated, 
“Even when men choose war, their 
only wish is for victory; which shows 
that their desire in fighting is for 
peace with glory.” He commented, 
“For what is victory but the conquest 
of the opposing side? And when 
this is achieved, there will be peace.” 
He then stated his fundamental 
principle: “Even wars, then, are 
waged, with peace as their object.”12

The baroque painting of St. Augustine in the Cathedral after original by Claudio Coello (1642-1693).

Augustine 
acknowledged 
that temporal 
peace is an 
enormous 
blessing from 
God: “Here in 
this world we are 
blessed, it is true, 
when we enjoy 
peace, however 
little may be 
the peace—the 
peace of a good 
life—which can 
be enjoyed here.”
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Augustine observed that the wars 
of Rome eventually led to peace. 
He declared, “It was God’s design 
to conquer the world through 
her, to unite the world into the 
single community of the Roman 
commonwealth and the Roman laws, 
and so to impose peace throughout 
its length and breadth.”13

We find a similar phenomenon in the 
twentieth century in terms of the end 
result of World War II. The victory 
of the United States and its allies 
brought forth a new relationship 
of peace with the nations of Japan, 
Germany, and Italy. We have long 
been united with these former 
enemies in the bonds of peace.

The Blessing of Peace

Augustine acknowledged that 
temporal peace is an enormous 
blessing from God: “Here in this 
world we are blessed, it is true, when 
we enjoy peace, however little may be 
the peace—the peace of a good life—
which can be enjoyed here.”14

We who are believers in Jesus Christ 
are no exception in terms of our 
appreciation of peace in this world. 
“We also,” contended Augustine, 
are to “make use of the peace of 

Babylon” as “pilgrims in the midst of 
her.”15 At the same time, Augustine, 
like all of us, realized that temporal 
peace is tenuous at best: “Such is the 
instability of human affairs that no 
people has ever been allowed such a 
degree of tranquility as to remove all 
dread of hostile attacks on their life in 
this world.”16

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has 
reminded us that peace is a fragile 
state of affairs. Jesus accurately 
predicted the course that history 
would take before the second coming: 
“Nation will rise against nation, and 
kingdom against kingdom” (Matt. 
24:7, English Standard Version). We 
will always live in a dangerous world 
on this side of the second advent.

The events of recent days in Europe 
with the incredible suffering of the 
innocent increase the longing in our 
hearts for the eschatological City of 
God and its blessing, as Augustine 
put it, of “the everlasting peace which 
no adversary can disturb.”17

We long and pray for the return of 
Christ and the fulfillment of the 
prophetic expectation: “He shall 
speak peace to the nations” (Zech. 
9:10). “They shall beat their swords 
into plowshares, and their spears into 

Dr. Mark Larson
is professor of systematic theology at 
Heidelberg Theological Seminary in 
Sioux Falls, SD.

pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation, neither shall they 
learn war anymore” (Isa. 2:4). “Everyone 
shall sit under his vine and under his fig 
tree, and no one shall make them afraid” 
(Mic. 4:4, New King James Version).

1 Oliver O’Donovan and Joan Lockwood 
O’Donovan, From Irenaeus to Grotius: A 
Sourcebook in Christian Political Thought (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 104.

2 Ibid., 27.
3 Ibid., 3.
4 Ibid., 117.
5 Ibid., 117–18.
6 Augustine, Concerning the City of God against 

the Pagans, trans. Henry Bettenson (London: 
Penguin Books, 1972), 27.

7 Ibid., 37.
8 O’Donovan and O’Donovan, From Irenaeus to 

Grotius, 354.
9 Augustine, Concerning the City of God, 862.
10 Ibid., 98.
11 Ibid., 600.
12 Ibid., 866.
13 Ibid., 787.
14 Ibid., 864.
15 Ibid., 892.
16 Ibid., 743–44.
17 Ibid., 864.

From the beginning of my Reformation I 
have asked God to send me neither dreams, 
nor visions, nor angels, but to give me the 
right understanding of His Word, the Holy 
Scriptures; for as long as I have God’s Word, 
I know that I am walking in His way and that 
I shall not fall into any error or delusion.
—Martin Luther
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Book Review

Rev. Jerome Julien

Review of Living Joyfully 
in Marriage: Reflecting 
the Relationship of Christ 
and the Church, Steven 
Key. Jenison, MI: Reformed 
Free Publishing Association, 
2022. 229 pages. Hardcover. 
$27.95.

There are many books on 
marriage, but this volume 
begins with the marriage 
of Christ and his church as 
the biblical foundation for 
Christian marriage, and it 
continues with the same 
emphasis until the end. 
In his introduction, our 
author writes, “I want you to 
understand what marriage 
is and what it requires for 
those who are redeemed by 
Christ’s precious blood. What 
God has taught us is what is 
best for us and for our joy in 
the fellowship of his love.” 

The book is divided into three parts. 
The first part begins with “The Essence 
of Joy—Marriage to Christ.” Following 
this are some chapters dealing with the 
biblical view of marriage. The second 
section deals with making marriage work. 

This practical section speaks to 
every reader. The last section 
speaks clearly about things all 
must learn so that marriage 
glorifies God. Key writes, “To 
put it bluntly, if you are not 
willing to put in the effort to 
conform your life to the word 
of God, your Christianity is a 
fraud.” In this day of superficial 
thinking when it comes to 
marriage these words need to 
be considered.

There is an important chapter 
about those who are not 
married, and may possibly 
never be. It includes words of 
comfort and some practical 
considerations. Whether the 
reader will come to the same 
conclusion about every last 
item as does the author is not 
an issue. Rather, the volume 
gives much exquisite food 
for thought in a day when 
marriage and its resulting union 
are carelessly dealt with and 
marriage is superficially thought 
about. The result which we see 
is the crumbling away of this 
ordinance which has been with 
us since the beginning of time.

Those who are old as well as 
those who are young can learn 
from this volume.

Rev. Jerome Julien

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

From the back cover

What we are told about the relationship of Christ and his church applies
to the calling of every one of us. Do you believe? Are you a child of God?
Christ is your husband. According to Romans 7:4, we are married to him.
To live in that consciousness is the heart of the Christian life, essential
also to living joyfully in marriage.

Every Christian’s relationship to Jesus Christ is pictured in the
institution of marriage. Using the biblical principles behind this institution,
the author provides sound instruction to each one of us on the relationship
we have with Christ, our head, and with other members of Christ’s church,
the body. Practical instruction on topics such as right communication
within marriage and in the church, the biblical roles of husband and of
wife, and the calling to walk in the Spirit, will encourage Christians of every
station and calling to live joyfully as members of Christ’s body.
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Rooster Weathervanes

n 1856 the founders of Pillar 
Church in Holland, Michigan, 

hoisted a tin rooster atop the 
building as a weathervane. 
Throughout church history, 
particularly in churches of the 
Reformed tradition, the rooster has 
symbolized chiefly two ideas. First, 
the rooster calls to mind Peter’s denial 
of Christ and then Christ’s reinstatement 
of Peter. The church is reminded that it is 
made up of the broken and blessed. Second, in 
the same way that the rooster rises before the sun 
and declares the coming light, the church is to 
be the herald to the world and to proclaim that 
the light is coming. During the Middle Ages, the 
rooster became a popular Christian image on 
weathervanes.

The rooster’s crowing made it an emblem 
of the Christians attitude of watchfulness 

and readiness for the sudden return of 
Christ, the resurrection of the dead, 
and the final judgment of humankind. 
Historically, many Protestant 
churches in Europe placed a rooster 
atop their steeples to distinguish them 

from Catholic churches.

The rooster has been a Christian symbol 
since God used it to show the weakness 

of man. Most of the older churches in the 
Netherlands have weathervanes that are golden 
roosters. The golden rooster is said to be a symbol 
of Jesus Christ, who breaks the power of darkness, 
brings forgiveness of sins, and announces a new 
day by the power of his resurrection.

Some churches use the rooster as their logo.
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Finding Faithfulness is a one-of-a-kind yearly devotional guide that 
combines simplicity with viability. Each entry lists seven suggestions 
on an easy-to-read page that invites participation. The approach is 
inductive, as readers are encouraged to actually read the Bible and 
discover its meaning and personal application. The book’s careful 
orchestration begets confidence that reading the entire Bible in a 
year is not simply a possibility but also an inviting prospect. After 
reading the opening pages, I felt that I had just been offered the  
deal of a lifetime. 

–Leland Ryken
Leland Ryken has published some twenty books on the Bible, 
including Ryken’s Bible Handbook and the Literary Study Bible. 

Our setting every morning is, ‘Git ‘er done.’ But what a wonderful 
alternative to start the day with what God has done—and what he’s 
promised to do—to fulfill his promises to us in Christ! 

–Michael Horton 
Professor, Westminster Seminary California and editor-in-chief at Sola Media 

FAITHFULNESS
A YEAR OF READING AND 
REFLECTING ON GOD’S WORD
By Glenda Faye Mathes

Coming This Fall!
Watch for future announcements
See more about this book at  
www.reformedfellowship.net


