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Advent 
through an 
Impossible 
Way

God works in mysterious 
ways to his purpose to 

fulfill. “Thy way is in the sea, 
and thy path in the great 
waters, and thy footsteps are 
not known” (Ps. 77:19). 
Mary was given the promise of 
God through the angel that she 
would bear in her womb Jesus, 
the Son of the Highest. He would 
reign on the throne of David. This 
promise brought great joy to her. It 
was the promise already received 
of God in Paradise, and looked 
for as the coming seed to crush 
the head of the serpent. Abraham 
was told by God that the Messiah 
would come from his seed.

David rejoiced in this same 
promise, that his son would be 
born in Bethlehem. Mary knew all 
this well, but she was in Nazareth, 
far from the royal city of David, 
Bethlehem.

She and Joseph, her husband, lived 
in the wrong place. Satan fills the 
mind with these things to make 
doubt arise in our hearts. What a 
wonder that Mary pondered all 
these things in her heart! The cry 
arises from them both, “O Lord, 
show us thy way. Let us follow 

thee though we know not the way.” “And 
I said, This is my infirmity: but I will 
remember the years of the right hand of 
the most High. I will remember the works 
of the Lord: surely I will remember thy 
wonders of old. I will meditate also of 
all thy work, and talk of thy doings” (Ps. 
77:10–12). Though they doubted in their 
abilities, they put their trust in God who 
had given them the promise. “Then they 
that feared the Lord spake often one to 
another: and the Lord hearkened, and 
heard it, and a book of remembrance was 
written before him for them that feared 
the Lord, and that thought upon his 
name” (Mal. 3:16). No matter how much 
fear filled their hearts, God was greater 
than all their fears and would bring it to 
pass. He has all hearts in his hand. Listen:

And it came to pass in those days, 
that there went out a decree from 
Caesar Augustus, that all the world 
should be taxed. (And this taxing 
was first made when Cyrenius was 
governor of Syria.) And all went 
to be taxed, every one into his 
own city. And Joseph also went 
up from Galilee, out of the city of 

Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the 
city of David, which is called 
Bethlehem; (because he was of 
the house and lineage of David:) 
to be taxed with Mary his 
espoused wife, being great with 
child. (Luke 2:1–5)

Nothing could frustrate God’s plan 
of redemption. He brought it to pass 
through an impossible way from our 
side to glorify himself. “Declaring 
the end from the beginning, and 
from ancient times the things that 
are not yet done, saying, My counsel 
shall stand, and I will do all my 
pleasure: Calling a ravenous bird from 
the east, the man that executeth my 
counsel from a far country: yea, I have 
spoken it, I will also bring it to pass; I 
have purposed it, I will also do it” (Isa. 
46:10–11). This salvation is available 
to the greatest sinner without money 
and without price. It is a one-sided 
sovereign work of grace; man nothing, 
God everything. “Glory be to the 
Father, glory be to the Son, and glory 
be to the Holy Ghost,” world without 
end. Amen!

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

But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, 
made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under 
the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons (Gal. 4:4–5, KJV)
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Why Pray?

Mrs. Elisabeth Bloechl
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The Command and Benefits of Prayer

It is hard work. It is not natural. It requires faith and patience 
and time. And it sometimes seems pointless. These are some 
of the reasons we, as Christians, don’t pray. Yet, faithful pastors 
and fellow Christians urge us to pray. With such compelling 
reasons against prayer, it is not surprising that many of us 
respond to their encouragement: “why?” Why pray when we 
hardly have time to get our work done for the day? Why pray 
when it doesn’t seem to accomplish anything? Why pray when 
God is sovereign over everything? The simple answer is, God 
commands it. But God gives several reasons for commanding 
us to pray: our benefit, to accomplish his will, and for his glory. 

The Bible is replete with commands to pray. We are told to 
pray continually (1 Thess. 5:17). and faithfully (1 Thess. 5:17, 
Rom. 12:12). We are to pray like the widow: persistently (Luke 
18:1-7). We are to “devote [o]urselves to prayer, keeping alert 
in it with an attitude of thanksgiving” (Col. 4:2). We are to 
pray prayers of praise and thanksgiving (Ps. 148, 107:1). We 
are to confess our sins to the Lord and present our requests 
before him (Matt. 6:11-12). While our primary supplications 
ought to be for God to be glorified and for his will to be done, 
God commands us also to pray for healing, spiritual growth, 
daily food, even our enemies (Matt. 5:44, James 5:16, 2 Chron. 
7:14, Matt. 6:9-13, 5:44). It is irrefutable that God requires 
we pray—about everything. Martin Luther says it well: “as is 
the business of tailors to make clothes and cobblers to make 
shoes, so it is the business of Christians to pray.” And it is the 

business of a Christian to pray because it greatly 
aids our sanctification.   

The Westminster Shorter Catechism 88 asks: 
“What are the outward and ordinary means 
whereby Christ communicates to us the benefits 
of redemption?” In other words, what are the 
common, everyday ways God uses to grow 
us in grace and give us a saving knowledge of 
Christ? The answer is, “his ordinances, especially 
the Word, sacraments, and prayer; all of which 
are made effectual to the elect for salvation” 
(emphasis mine). According to the confessions, 
one of the primary ways God has ordained for 
us to know Christ (Acts 2:21) and to experience 
more of the fruits of salvation is prayer. No 
one can be a Christian without prayer and no 
Christian can grow without prayer. Prayer is 
central to our spiritual growth. Or put negatively, 
“If we neglect prayer, we will not really know 
much about the Word of God or the sacraments—
at least not much that will bear true and abiding 
fruit in our lives or in the lives of those to whom 
we minister.”1 Bible reading alone will not grow 
us in a knowledge of and love for God; we must 
also pray. Partaking of the sacraments are not 
enough to equip us to fight growth-stunting 
sin and deceptive Satan; we must also pray. For, 
prayer is—as John Bunyan so aptly observed—a 
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“shield to the soul . . . and a scourge for Satan.” 
It is a personal and direct communication with 
the source of all truth. It is a significant means of 
growing us closer to the Vine. Without prayer, a 
Christian will surely wither. As Charles Spurgeon 
wrote, “as well could you expect a plant to grow 
without air and water as to expect your heart to 
grow without prayer and faith.” God desires we 
grow, so he commands us to pray. For prayer 
unites us more and more to him—the source 
of life—in part by opening our eyes to God’s 
sovereignty and our dependence. 

God’s Sovereignty and Prayer

God is sovereign over all the affairs of men. 
“Nothing escapes God’s notice; nothing oversteps 
the boundaries of His power. God is authoritative 
in all things.”2 Nothing shows us this more clearly 
than prayer. However, many people ask, “If God is 
sovereign, then why pray?” We pray because God 
is sovereign. If the outcome of events depended 
even partially on us, the natural response would 
be, work harder and worry more (and if all else 
fails, try prayer). As it is, God orders and ordains 
all things (Ps. 115:3, Prov. 19:21, Eph. 1:11, 
Rom. 8:28). He alone has power to shape events. 
Realizing this changes our understanding of and 
attitude toward prayer. Prayer is pleading with 

the only one able to change things. It is the foundation, rather 
than the afterthought of our every action, wish, desire. And 
the exciting thing is the more we pray, the more we are made 
aware of God’s sovereignly wrought and wonderous works. 
And the really astonishing thing is that God chooses to use 
our prayers as one of the ways he accomplishes His will in the 
world. 

God predestined every person who would come to saving 
faith. Yet he uses us as secondary means to point people to 
saving faith. In the same way, God often chooses to use our 
prayers to accomplish his foreordained will. To be clear, God 
does not need our prayers. He is fully capable of working his 
will in the world without our meager prayers. Additionally, 
our prayers never change God or force him to do something. 
If we were capable of coercing God, we would have power 
over him, making him in some sense lower than us and thus 
not God. That said, prayer does change things. In the words of 
R.C. Sproul, “the mind of God does not change for God does 
not change. Things change, and they change according to His 
sovereign will, which he exercises through secondary means 
and secondary activities. 

The prayer of His people is one of the means God uses to bring 
things to pass in this world.”3 For example, consider Elijah, 
of whom James writes: “Elijah was a man with a nature like 
ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for 
three years and six months it did not rain on the earth” (James 
5:17). Elijah’s prayers did not change God, but God used his 
prayers to accomplish his predetermined purposes in the same 
way that he uses the prayers of a righteous man for healing or 
repentance (see James 5:13-16). Though this is a mystery, we 
can know that our prayers are never wasted. Rather, “prayer 
in accordance with his will is effective.”4 So though we don’t 
understand how, God surely uses our prayers to accomplish 
his purposes (one of which is our own sanctification). What an 
incentive to pray!5 

Let me be clear that God uses our prayers to accomplish his 
will, not ours. I am not advocating for the false teaching that 
if we pray with enough faith God will give us whatever we ask, 
be it health or a Ferrari. Though Jesus promises that whatever 
we ask in faith we will receive (Matt. 21:22), elsewhere the 
Bible makes clear the “whatever we ask” has qualifications. 
The apostle John states that whatever we ask according to God’s 
will, we will receive (1 John 5:4-15). Jesus taught his disciples 
to pray “your will be done” (Matt. 6:10b). Jesus himself prayed 
this very thing in his most frightful hour: “Abba, Father, all 
things are possible for you. Remove this cup from me. Yet not 
what I will, but what you will” (Mark 14:36, emphasis mine). 
The Bible teaches us that we cannot strong arm God, forcing 
him to give us whatever we may think we need. But he will 
give us whatever we ask if it is in line with his will. 
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How Prayer Humbles Us and 
Glorifies God 

When we realize this truth that 
God can do anything, yet only does 
what he wills, it both humbles and 
comforts us by showing us our 
dependence on God. We are not 
the arbiters of our fate. We cannot 
guarantee even the necessities of life. 
We rely wholly on God to provide 
us with food, health, safety (not to 
mention our every spiritual need; 
see, for example, 1 Chron. 29:16; 
Deut. 29:5; Matt. 6:26-27). There 
should be an en dash between 26 
and 27.). No amount of storing up 
in barns can guarantee another day 
of life (Luke 12:18-20). No level of 
planning is enough to prepare for 
every possible scenario. The more 
we pray, the more God reveals 
the truth of his provision and our 
dependence to us which weans us 
from worldly pursuits. For when 
we start praying for our daily bread, 
the less we believe we are the ones 
supplying it. Or when we pray for 
healing, we realize we are not in 
charge of our well-being. If God were 
not infinitely loving and good, these 
kinds of realizations would terrify us 
rather than comfort us. But the Bible 
teaches otherwise. 

God promises that he will do 
whatever is best for us (Rom. 8:28). 
As a good Father, he is both able 
and delighted to give good gifts to 
his children (Matt. 7:11, see also Ps. 
34:10)—the best gift being himself. 
In this we find comfort. The one 
person able to do anything, is the 
very person who loves us most and 

wants to give us what is best for us 
(even if that requires suffering). 
Prayer trains us to see these truths 
more clearly. When we understand 
this we can see why Calvin wrote: 
“it is very important for us to call 
upon him…that our hearts may be 
fired with a zealous and burning 
desire ever to seek, love, and serve 
him, while we become accustomed 
in every need to flee to him as to 
a sacred anchor…[And] that we 
be prepared to receive his benefits 
with true gratitude of heart and 
thanksgiving, benefits that our prayer 
reminds us come from his hand.” In 
short, we ought to pray because it is 
a source of comfort, humbles us and 
directs our hearts to glorify God. 

 The primary reason God commands 
us to pray is because it brings 
him glory. Our purpose in life is 
to glorify God (WSC 1). When, 
through prayer, we gratefully extol 
God, it brings him glory. When 
we acknowledge his sovereignty, 
goodness, generosity, etc., it brings 
him glory. When we declare our 
own sinfulness in the face of God’s 
holiness, it glorifies God. In short, 
the very act of prayer glorifies 
God. For prayer means everything 
described above, “an offering up 
of our desires unto God, for things 
agreeable to his will, in the name of 
Christ, with confession of our sins, 
and thankful acknowledgment of his 
mercies” (WSC 98). In other words, 
prayer is by definition a humbling 
of ourselves and glorifying of God. 
What better way than prayer to 
prepare for heaven where we will 
forever praise and glorify God? 

Prayer is difficult, unnatural, and 
sometimes seems pointless. While 
it is hard work, it is necessary and 
fruitful. God commands us to pray 
for our good and his glory. Prayer 
trains us to see both God and 
ourselves aright. Doing so leads us 
to praise him in our prayers even 
as we acknowledge our sinfulness 
and dependence on him. Many 
Christians before us understood this 
necessity and blessing of prayer. Paul 
often talked of praying continually 
for the churches (Rom. 1:8–10, 1 Cor. 
4, Eph. 1:15–16). To Martin Luther, 
prayer was central and foundational 
to all we do.6 Monica, Augustine’s 
mother, prayed continually for the 
salvation of her son (Confessions 
3.11). My hope is that with an 
understanding of why we ought to 
pray, we too will embrace prayer like 
these men and women of the faith.  

1 Bruce Hollister, “Prayer: Our Highest 
Privilege,” New Horizons, June 2021, https://
www.opc.org/nh.html?article_id=1065 
(accessed June 27, 2022). 
2 R. C. Sproul, “If God is Sovereign, Why 
Pray?” ligonier.org, April 22, 2020, https://
www.ligonier.org/
learn/articles/if-god-sovereign-why-pray 
(accessed June 27, 2022). 
3 R. C. Sproul, “Does Prayer Change God’s 
Mind?” liongier.org, May 12, 2021, https://
www.ligonier.org/learn/
articles/does-prayer-change-gods-mind 
(accessed June 27, 2022). 
4 Shane Lems, “The Repentance of God: 
Ex. 32:14,” New Horizons, December 2009, 
https://opc.org/nh.html?article_id=630 
(accessed July 1, 2022). 
5 R. C. Sproul, 5 Things Every Christian Needs 
to Grow (Lake Mary, FL: Reformation Trust 
Publishing, 2008), 47–49.
6 John Piper, “Martin Luther: Lessons from 
His Life and Labor” (lecture, Bethlehem 
Conference for Pastors, Minnesota, 1996), 
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/
martin-luther-lessons-from-his-life-and-
labor (accessed June 27, 2022). 
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The more we pray, the more God reveals the truth of 
His provision and our dependence to us which weans 
us from worldly pursuits. For when we start praying for 
our daily bread, the less we believe we are the ones 
supplying it. Or when we pray for healing, we realize 
we are not in charge of our well-being. 



Christ has instituted three offices in the church: minister of the 
Word, elder, and deacon (Article 1).

The Idea of an Office

The current Church Order of the United Reformed Churches in North America begins 
by identifying three ecclesiastical offices, those of minister of the Word, elder, and 
deacon. The word office comes from a Latin word meaning “work” or “work-doing” and 
is “an official, appointed task with special duties and dignity.” Generally speaking, an 
office can be defined as “the position of one who has been intrusted [sic] by a superior 
person with a definite task, and with the authority to perform that task.” The persons 
in the offices of minister of the Word, elder, and deacon are appointed and entrusted to 
govern the church “decently and in order” (1 Cor. 14:40).

Church Order 
The Three Offices | The Duties of the Minister

Let all things be done decently and in order.  
 —1 Cor. 14:40, NKJV

The duties belonging to the office of minister of the Word consist of 
continuing in prayer and in the ministry of the Word, administering 
the sacraments, catechizing the youth, and assisting the elders in 
the shepherding and discipline of the congregation (Article 2).

The Delineation of Duties

Essential to the good order of the churches is the understanding and exercise of the 
biblically revealed duties of each particular office. Older commentators on the Church 
Order point out that the duties listed in this article are the essential but not exhaustive 
duties of the minister of the Word. All of the duties of the minister are to be seasoned 
with prayer. He is to be a man of private prayer and public prayer in both the corporate 

URCNA
Rev. Greg Lubbers

(Continued on next page)

(Continued on next page)
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Three  
Offices

The Duties  
of the  
Minister 
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The Source of an Office

As sole Mediator and exclusive Head of the church, Jesus 
Christ has all authority over every aspect. Within his 
church, he exercises this authority through a threefold 
office of prophet, priest, and king. He further delegates 
the exercise of this authority to men whom he calls to 
the offices of minister of the Word, elder, and deacon, 
three offices that correspond to prophet, priest, and king. 
These offices and their authority are not derived from 
the people of the congregation in a democratic fashion; 
they are derived from Jesus Christ himself.

The Distinction of the Offices

While the apostolic age had numerous extraordinary 
offices (e.g., apostle, prophet, evangelist), the New 
Testament church today knows of only three offices 

with each having its respective duty and tasks. These 
duties and tasks are further described in later articles 
of the Church Order. Older versions of Reformed 
Church Orders identified four offices, adding the office 
of professors of theology, based upon John Calvin’s 
interpretation of Ephesians 4:11, “some pastors and 
teachers.” This distinction of office between professors 
of theology and ministers of the Word was gradually 
abandoned as the churches recognized Ephesians 4:11 to 
be referring to a distinction of emphasis of labor within 
the office of minister of the Word. Most ministers of 
the Word labor as pastors in congregations while some 
ministers of the Word labor as teachers in seminaries. 
Reformed churches have historically insisted on its 
seminary professors being experienced and gifted 
ministers of the Word.

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

worship service and pastoral visitations. Generally, the 
duties of the minister are divided into three categories: 
Word, sacraments, and supervision. The minister’s 
primary task is to preach the Word of God publicly and 
privately (catechism classes, pastoral visits, weddings 
and funerals). In preaching, he is to faithfully bring forth 
expository and applicatory sermons, “a clear, simple, 
and concise sermon that can be followed by almost all” 
(W. J. Van Oene, With Common Consent). In connection 
to preaching, the minister must also administer the 
sacraments. Furthermore, while the task of pastoral 
oversight among the congregation is the duty of the elders, 
the minister, as a teaching elder, is to assist the ruling 
elders in the task of supervising the doctrine and life of 
his fellow office bearers and members of the congregation. 

Older forms of the Church Order summarize this aspect 
of the minister’s duty as “see[ing] to it that everything is 
done decently and in good order.”

The Importance of Duties

These duties of the Word, sacraments, and supervision 
are connected with the marks of the true church and 
are closely related to the well-being or lack thereof of a 
congregation. This is because the church lives by “every 
word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). 
While licensed theological students may speak a “word 
of edification” and readers may read sermons in vacant 
pulpits, only those in the office of minister of the Word 
authoritatively preach the Word of God and administer 
the sacraments. This preaching of the Word of God, 
by faithful exposition and relevant application, is the 
most essential work of the minister, who is to be ever “a 
servant of the Word” (Van Oene).

The Limitation of Duties

In our age, it is vital for the minister, the consistory, 
council, and congregation to recognize and appreciate 
the focused scope of ministerial duties. The minister 
is the not the CEO (chief executive officer) of the local 
church. He is and is to be a minister of the Word. The old 
adage, “jack of all trades; master of none,” critiques the 
minister who is spread too thin with non-essential duties 
in regard to his office.
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It should be a simple question for any Reformed believer to answer:  
How accurately will an unbeliever interpret the “natural revelation”  

with which God has filled the creation?

Because of sin, man—although unable to ignore natural revelation—
invariably will reject the message that it brings. He will deny it, twist it, 
and replace its message with a lie. Every. Single. Time.

Our confessions are clear about this.

How confounding, then, that theologians and preachers in 
confessionally Reformed churches are claiming that God 

employs “natural law” to govern entire realms of human 
life—without the interpretive aid of Scripture.

This is the radical two kingdoms (R2K) view about 
which I have been writing. As explained previously, 
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 said to be 

merely temporary. The 
spiritual kingdom is largely 

manifested in the church, and the 
secular kingdom encompasses most of the 

remainder of life.

God stands as Governor and King over both of these 
kingdoms, R2K advocates assure us.

However, they maintain that he rules the spiritual kingdom as Redeemer, 
revealing through Scripture his sovereign will for the spiritual life and 
worship of the saints. But Scripture was written only for the spiritual 
kingdom. For the rest—for all that comprises the secular realm—God 
has given natural law.

What, you might ask, is natural law?

R2K advocates appeal to passages like Romans 1:19–20 and Romans 
2:14–16 to show that the creation reveals the existence and character of 
God. This includes the human conscience, on which the work of God’s 
moral law is, in some sense, inscribed. Reformed theology has always 
recognized this divine revealing within the creation as natural revelation. 

Rev. Doug Barnes

A Radical Failure to Reckon with 
Total Depravity
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R2K advocates prefer the terminology of natural law, 
highlighting the fact that natural revelation so reveals the 
moral character of God as to provide insight into God’s 
moral law.

The Rev. Dr. R. Scott Clark, a URC professor at 
Westminster Seminary California, explains that natural 
law is universal. “When I say ‘natural law’ I mean a 
divinely revealed moral law that is embedded into the 
fabric of creation. It is known because it is revealed 
by God in nature and in the human conscience” 
(heidelblog.net/2013/02/of-hotels-and-2-kingdoms/, 
accessed September 6, 2022).

Moreover, Clark says, although Christ uses Scripture to 
rule in the spiritual realm, he exercises his reign in the 
secular realm by means of natural law. “The question is 
not whether Jesus is sovereign but how,” Clark explains. 
“King Jesus rules the ecclesiastical or redemptive sphere 
with law and gospel. The latter is found only in special 
revelation and the former is in special and natural 
revelation. He rules the civil or common or creation 
sphere with his law, revealed in creation (nature) and 
the conscience and by his restraining providence” 
(heidelblog.net/2013/04/common-is-not-neutral/, 
accessed September 6. 2022).

Practically speaking, that means R2K advocates teach 
that morality is to be determined and defended within 
the secular realm (comprising most of life) not by appeal 
to Scripture but by appeal to natural law. Appealing to 
Scripture for norming the secular realm would be an 
improper use of the Bible.

That means a Christian legislator would act 
inappropriately to cite Scripture in formulating or 
defending a law against polygamy or homosexuality. 
Instead, he should seek to outlaw such behavior on the 
grounds that it is an offense against the laws of nature. 
“No one has a fundamental right to do things that are 
contrary to nature,” Clark explains. “Thus, incest is 
properly illegal. Pedophilia is properly illegal because it 
is contrary to nature. Bestiality is properly illegal. This is 
why suicide is properly illegal—not because it is immoral 
or sinful but because it is contrary to nature” (heidelblog.
net/2014/07/christianity-is-not-private-bakery/, accessed 
September 6 2022).

This understanding of Christ’s reign in the world being 
exercised through natural law rests heavily on an overly 
developed concept of common grace. Clark defines 
common grace as “a way of speaking of those areas of life 
which are not ecclesiastical, which are, in some sense, 
common to believers and unbelievers and in which 
God operates by his providence to restrain evil and in 

which unbelievers are said to be able to do civic (not 
saving) good” (heidelblog.net/2013/04/common-is-not-
neutral/, accessed September 6, 2022). He and other R2K 
proponents rely on common grace to explain how God 
uses the revelation of his character in the creation to 
exercise his kingly reign—apart from Scripture.

But the whole enterprise ignores the radically corrosive 
and blinding power of sin.

To be clear: I am not denying the existence of some 
form of natural law. Romans 1 is clear when it declares 
that “since the creation of the world [God’s] invisible 
attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the 
things that are made, even His eternal power and 
Godhead, so that they are without excuse” (Rom. 1:20, 
New King James Version). More, we cannot deny that 
Romans 2:15 indicates that the work of God’s law is 
written on the heart of even the unregenerate, so that 
their conscience testifies against them when they do 
wrong.

However, Romans 1 also clearly declares that men, 
because of sin, refuse to know, glorify, or thank God. 
Instead, they “suppress the truth in unrighteousness” 
(Rom. 1:18) and become futile in their thoughts. The 
glory of God that the creation reveals does not guide 
sinful men to understand the moral law of God but 
merely leaves them without excuse. As Titus 1:15 says, 
“To the pure all things are pure, but to those who are 
defiled and unbelieving nothing is pure; but even their 
mind and consciences are defiled.”

And that is what we confess in our Three Forms of Unity.

Article 14 of the Belgic Confession of Faith reminds us 
that God created man good, righteous, and holy, “able 
by his own will to conform in all things to the will of 
God.” However, once man sinned, he “corrupted his 
entire nature.” In this corruption, “all the light in us is 
turned to darkness.” Therefore Article 14 concludes: 
“For there is no understanding nor will conforming to 
God’s understanding and will apart from Christ’s work, 
as he teaches us when he says, ‘Without me you can do 
nothing.’”

Apart from the Spirit of Christ and the interpretive 
guidance of Scripture, we cannot rightly understand 
natural revelation, including its revealing of God’s moral 
law.

The Canons of Dort offer a similar sad verdict. In Head 
3/4, the canons affirm that man was “created in the 
image of God and was furnished in his mind with a 
true and salutary knowledge of his Creator and things 
spiritual” (Art. 1). However, sin defiled his nature, 
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depriving man of his gifts and bringing upon 
him “blindness, terrible darkness, futility, and 
distortion of judgment in his mind” (Art. 1). 
That corruption was passed down through the 
generations (Art. 2).

To be sure, the canons affirm, God has 
maintained “a certain light of nature” that 
allows man to retain “some notions about God, 
natural things, and the difference between what 
is moral and immoral,” leading man to possess 
“a certain eagerness for virtue and for good 
outward behavior” (Art. 4, often quoted by 
R2K advocates). However, that light of nature 
is limited and skewed. Due to the corruption of 
sin, “man does not use it rightly even in matters 
of nature and society. Instead, in various 
ways he completely distorts this light . . . and 
suppresses it in unrighteousness” (Art. 4 again).

In other words, God has indeed revealed 
himself and his character in the world and 
in our consciences. But because of sin, we 
misunderstand and misuse it—always.

How silly, then, to think that Christ limits 
himself to this always misused revelation for 
ruling so much of human life and society.

Ah, but he doesn’t! He has given us his Word, 
both to reveal the gospel that saves and guides 
us in matters spiritual and to teach us how to 
honor God throughout life.

Scripture is essential for all of life—for 
instructing us in worship, but also for teaching 
us how to teach, for guiding us in good business 
ethics, for informing our science and history 
and literature. God gave Scripture to equip us 
for every good work (2 Tim. 3:17).

Natural revelation is real. At the judgment, it 
will be evidence that everyone knew better. And 
for the believer, it has a powerful message.

But total depravity also is real. And it’s the 
reason why men—as long as sin remains in 
them—need Scripture to teach them how to 
serve the true King in every part of life.

Wat de toekomst 
brengen moge 
A Hymn of Tomorrow

Perhaps you know the nineteenth-century hymn that 
begins, “Open my eyes, that I may see/Glimpses of 

truth Thou hast for me.” The song expresses a desire to 
see God’s will revealed and fulfilled in the singer’s life, 
and it reflects the psalmist’s prayer, “Open my eyes, that I 
may behold wondrous things out of your law” (Ps. 119:18, 
English Standard Version).

Christians know this prayer. How often we desire to have 
our eyes opened, waiting for that last day when we see the 
face of our Lord, the accomplishment of his will, and the 
coming of his kingdom. Until then, we also desire to have 
our spiritual eyes opened here and now, so that we can 
more fully understand God’s will for us. But the Dutch 
hymn I want to introduce here offers an opposite prayer. 
Rather than moving forward with open eyes, the singer 
here seeks closed eyes.

Wat de toekomst brengen moge is a poem by Jacqueline E. 
van der Waals (1868–1922). The name van der Waals may 
not be particularly significant to Reformed church history, 
but it may be familiar to physicists. Jacqueline’s father was a 
Nobel Prize-winning physicist, and the van der Waals force 
is the name of the attraction between atoms and molecules 
in proximity to one another. Jacqueline followed her father’s 
interest in the physical world by playing the piano, pursuing 
tennis and a wide variety of outdoor activities, and studying 
philosophy.

Van der Waal wrote a variety of novels, nonfiction essays, 
and poems and translated some English and German 
hymns into Dutch. Of her own religious poetry, there are 
only two hymns still known today, andWat de toekomst 
brengen moge is one of these. Jacqueline van der Waal died 
of cancer at the age of fifty-three. It is fitting to imagine 
this hymn as her personal confession of faith in the face of 
agonizing pain.

Mr. Michael R. Kearney
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The hymn begins by describing the 
unknown future as coming from the 
hand of God. Then it states, “Moedig 
sla ik dus de oogen naar het onbekende 
land”—literally, something like 
“Courageous, I thus close my eyes 
toward the unknown land.” It is hard 
to render the sense of this line into 
English, for the word moedig makes 
all the difference. Some might avert 
their eyes in fear, worrying what the 
unknown future may bring. Here, 
however, the singer closes his or her 
eyes in a gesture of trust, knowing that 
God will provide better guidance and 
direction than can be expected from 
one’s own powers of vision. Again 
and again, the hymn emphasizes the 
incomprehensibility of God’s ways and 
the importance of believing even in the 
midst of uncertainty and doubt. In the 
half stanza that concludes the hymn, 
the metaphor of closed eyes returns 
once more, restating the singer’s trust 
in God as Father and Savior.

Apparently, the hymn was originally 
intended to be used with John Zundel’s 
tune BEECHER, a tune best known 
in English-speaking churches as 
“Love Divine, All Loves Excelling.” 
That association has continued, 
and I have set this translation to 
BEECHER here as well. But there is 
a more contemporary tune that has 
become popular with this text in the 
Netherlands, known simply as “The 
Rose.” This pop song was composed 
by Amanda McBroom, an American 
singer-songwriter, and first recorded 

by Bette Midler for the closing credits 
of a movie by the same name released 
in 1979. The Rose is an R-rated film, 
a gritty and profane portrayal of a 
rock star whose quest for worldly 
success ends in self-destruction—yet 
the melody of this pop song carries a 
haunting beauty that emerges from the 
ashes of the storyline. Juxtaposing a 
tranquil hymn about God’s providence 
with a melody of such dubious 
character seems more than ironic. In 
some sense, it also points to the Lord’s 
promise to bring life out of death, 
salvation out of sin, and everlasting joy 
out of the depths of misery.

For our future as children of God 
is both unknown and known. We 
can trust in the Lord’s provision for 
the future not merely out of stoic 
resignation, but because we believe his 
promises that unspeakable blessings 
await us there. We close our eyes not 
to avoid terror, but to practice patient 
waiting for the bliss that we know will 
come. It is in this constant practice 
of childlike faith that we can sing this 
hymn, with Jesus’ words resounding 
in our hearts: “Blessed are those who 
have not seen and yet have believed” 
(John 20:29).

Hear Gert van Hoef improvise on Wat de 
toekomst brengen moge, to the tune of “The 
Rose,” in the Lutheran Church of the Hague: 
https://youtu.be/q8uMP2GY_fc.

Nov/Dec 2022 | 13



God Is Love  

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp 

In this article I would like to voice my 
concern about the meaning of words, 

because meaning is changing rapidly lately and 
usually not for innocent reasons. The changes 
are taking many by surprise and are therefore a 
solid way for the devil to tempt or mislead us. 
This is a call for vigilance, both for ourselves 
and in conversation with other people.

Words

Having lived in different countries with different 
languages, I have been very aware of the meaning of 
words. Rarely can words be literally translated, and the full 
meaning of a word can change without people noticing 
it. A couple of intentional subtle changes can even make 
a word mean the opposite of its original meaning. This 
process is now going on with important words like love, 
truth, freedom, democracy, and safety. We are being 

Freedom

Democracy

Love

Bondage, slavery

Control

Self-love
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warned of this in Proverbs 10:11 
(New Living Translation): “The 
words of the godly are a life-giving 
fountain; the words of the wicked 
conceal violent intentions.” The 
purpose is to turn the familiar 
meaning of words into either its 
opposite, like the word freedom 
meaning bondage or slavery, or 
something very different, like 
democracy meaning control, or 
safety also meaning control. If the 
original word was trying to depict 
something from reality and thus 
truth, the changed new meaning will 
therefore represent a lie, or reality 
turned upside down into a fake, 
made-up reality, which is also a lie.

So when talking to anyone about 
any issues, it is essential to check 
each other’s definitions, in order 
to avoid misunderstandings or 
complete confusion.

Love

In many Christian circles there is 
an increasing lack of knowledge 
about godly matters. That is why 
the devil, the ruler of the world, can 
step in to help confused Christians, 
by helping them to understand, 
for example, what the word love 
means: “Love is to get vaccinated, 
love is to help your child change 
gender, love is to not talk to others 
because you might infect them, love 
is the same as sex, love is to not put 
children in this terrible world, love 
is to kill your baby before birth,” 
and on and on it goes. This is pure 
brainwashing that’s going on, and 

as usual self-love is at the root of 
it. It may be presented as freedom, 
but when accepted, the supposedly 
new and improved concept always 
leads to bondage and death. That’s 
how you know where it comes from. 
It’s good to be aware for your own 
sake, but also when talking to other 
people. They can be on a completely 
different wavelength when you are 
both talking about love.

God Is Love

In some churches, wolves in sheep’s 
clothing have managed to infiltrate 
the community, and sometimes 
there’s confusion among the people. 
For example, biblical phrases like 
“God is love” are being used, and 
because this phrase can be found 
in 1 John 4:8, many people will be 
unsuspecting of any wrong. But 
under this banner the next steps 
could be to allow self-love in the 
form of homosexuality and other 
things that clearly go against God’s 
law. This always leads to what Jesus 
says in John 8:34 (English Standard 
Version): “Truly, truly, I say to 
you, everyone who practices sin is 
a slave to sin.” Even in the church 
it is possible to be so misled by 
lying words that you end up in an 
enslaved life.

But this can happen only if believers 
don’t read their Bibles. If they 
would, they would look up 1 John 
4 and read the whole chapter for 
context (the whole letter would be 
even better). Not only would you 
find out how badly the meanings 
of these words are twisted, but also 

you’d find in 1 John 4:9, and in 
the first part of the same chapter, 
the way to distinguish between a 
real child of God and a “spirit of 
the antichrist” (v. 3), namely, the 
profession that “Jesus Christ has 
come in the flesh” (v. 2). It’s essential 
therefore that in conversations with 
others, we introduce Jesus as soon as 
possible. And only in this context we 
can talk about God’s love.

Another extremely important 
advantage of introducing Jesus in 
the conversation is the fact that with 
him you invite the Holy Spirit, who 
will convey the truth to you and 
help you to discern lies in the words 
of others.

Freedom

This is a small example, but the 
principle is the same for all of the 
untrue words and slogans we are 
bombarded with in our times. They 
all have the purpose to enslave us. 
Let’s check everything with God’s 
Word, so we won’t be misled by 
any spirit of the antichrist, both 
inside and outside of our church 
community. If we check everything 
with God’s Word, we will be 
able to tell clearly the difference 
between truth and lies, and that will 
guarantee our true freedom, as Jesus 
said: “If you abide in my word, you 
are truly my disciples, and you will 
know the truth, and the truth will 
set you free” (John 8:31–32, English 
Standard Version).

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp
was born and raised in The Netherlands. 
She graduated with a master’s degree 
in Dutch Language and Literature from 
Utrecht University and worked for the Dutch 
L’Abri and as a secondary school teacher at 
United World College in Singapore. She has 
two grown sons and attends Dutton URC 
(MI) where she leads various bible study 
and mentor groups.

In some churches, wolves in sheep’s clothing have 
managed to infiltrate the community, and sometimes 
there’s confusion among the people. For example, biblical 
phrases like “God is love” are being used, and because 
this phrase can be found in 1 John 4:8, many people will 
be unsuspecting of any wrong.
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Summer of 
Repentance

Mrs. Vanessa Le

The summer sun shines in a blazing ball 
of fire above us in central Florida. The air 

shimmers with heat, and the high humidity 
yields tumbling, bumbling raindrops that turn 
into a pounding rain almost every day. You can 
just about hear the plants grow as they suck in 
the moisture, only to dry out again during the 
hot early afternoon hours. My plants wither in 
the garden as even one day without water deals a 
debilitating blow to their vitality.
Drought Begins

In the hot summer months, a drought can quickly turn a 
flourishing field or garden into dry and dusty barrenness. 
Have you ever compared your life—or your spiritual 
life—with a drought? David does in Psalm 32:4 (New King 
James Version): “My vitality was turned into the drought 
of summer.” What causes the drought of the soul, and how 
does this drought affect the body? The answer in Psalm 32 
is simple: unrepented sin is like a drought, destroying the 
body as well as the soul.

Unconfessed sin destroys our lives. What does it mean to 
confess our sins? It is easy to slip into the partially confessed 

sin, where we acknowledge mentally that what we’re doing 
isn’t a good idea. The resulting conversation goes something 
like this: “God, I’m not sure this is the best use of my time. 
Well, okay, maybe I’m wasting my time. But what else can I 
do? There are no good alternatives. I have to enjoy my life 
too. It’s not that bad.” Praying out loud is a good way to put 
to death this partial kind of confession. Are we willing to 
speak the words of confession out loud? Are we willing to 
put a label on it and say, “Lord, the way I’ve been using the 
internet has been a waste of time and is sinful. Please help 
me to overcome this sin.” In Psalm 32:5, David gives us an 
example of a proper confession of sin: “I acknowledged my 
sin to You, and my iniquity I have not hidden. I said, ‘I will 
confess my transgressions to the Lord,’ and You forgave the 
iniquity of my sin. Selah.”

Drought Ends

But there is more. Simply confessing our sins to God, 
although good and necessary, is not the end of confession. 
The Bible also tells us to confess our sins to each other (Jas. 
5:16). In many ways, this task is much harder. First of all, 
it involves calling sin “sin.” How often have you said, “I’m 
struggling in this area,” but what you really mean is, “I know 
this is sinful and I’m going to keep on doing it”? Does your 
life involve a struggle against sin? Or is it a willingness to 
acknowledge sin without forsaking sin?

In confessing our sin, it is a helpful practice to pick a 
habitual sin and confess it to a close friend. Ask your friend 
to pray for you in this area and commit to praying about 
it yourself. Sin wilts under the cleansing rays of confessing 
and forsaking. “He who covers his sins will not prosper, 
but whoever confesses and forsakes them will have mercy” 
(Prov. 28:13). Careful confession of sin is different from 
a general acknowledgment of wrongdoing. You are not 
simply admitting that you are a sinner; you are naming 
and acknowledging the specific way that sin has its grip on 
you specifically. This type of confession can be difficult but 
freeing. To whom should you confess your sin? Start with 
the person closest to you, perhaps even the person you are 
sinning against. Give that person permission to keep you 
accountable, and expect the ongoing conversation to be 
uncomfortable at times.
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Take the time to meditate on your life 
and confront sin. As Kris Lundgaard 
says in The Enemy Within, “The better 
you know [your sin], the more you 
will hate it; and to the length that you 
abhor it—and no farther—you will 
grasp for grace against it.”1

Often Pray for Patience 

Have you ever heard the maxim Don’t 
ever pray for patience! God might give 
it to you! Perhaps this advice is coupled 
with a horror story of someone who 
prayed that particular prayer and 
subsequently got a debilitating disease 
or suffered a horrible tragedy. Paul 
Miller challenges this fear in The 
Praying Life: “Almost every Christian is 
confident God will answer a prayer for 
change in us, and it scares us to death. 
For example, what happens if you pray 
for patience? God permits suffering 
in your life. What happens if you pray 
for humility? God humbles you. We’re 
scared of such prayers because we want 
to remain in control of our lives. We 
don’t trust God.”2

I would add that we don’t pray such 
prayers because we don’t believe that 
sin is all that bad. We would much 
rather remain content and comfortable 
in our sin than suffer and have to 
confront it and turn away from it. 
We fail to take into consideration the 
fact that unconfessed sin destroys our 
body as well as our soul. So many sins 
destroy our bodies in so many different 
ways that David confessed that his 
vitality was turned into the drought of 
summer.

Miller continues, “We also don’t pray 
for change in ourselves because we 
don’t want to admit that we need to 
change. Look at how difficult this 
prayer is—Lord, this morning I feel 
irritable. Would you help me to be kind? 
In order to pray this, I have to stop 
being irritable long enough to admit 
my grumpiness to myself. It is difficult 
to see my attitude because the problem 
isn’t me; it’s all those other idiots.”3 

.

I Don’t Want to Know

A large part of me doesn’t want to 
know about the sin lurking inside 
of me. It is much easier and more 
enjoyable, in many ways, to look at 
the positive things about me and feel 
pretty good about myself. Each person 
has a different personality, and another 
person’s battle may not be a temptation 
for me in any way. For example, I am 
a patient and laid-back mother. I don’t 
find myself easily frustrated with my 
small children; I figure that many of 
the challenges of life right now come 
from them being small. From that, it is 
easy to think that I’m a patient person 
and to look down on other moms 
who struggle with patience. It’s easy 
to think that I have things pretty well 
put together and that I’m better than 
those around me. This attitude may be 
revealing that my real sin is a lack of 
humility.

Look to Christ

Robert Murray M’Cheyne famously 
said, “For every look at yourself, take 
ten looks at Christ.” When it comes 
to confession of sin, looking to Christ 
is especially helpful. It is easy to start 
confessing sin and then get stuck in 
the sin: “Well, I’m dried up like a plant 
without water. There’s no hope for me!” 
However, Jesus Christ came not only to 
revive the dry and thirsty plants but to 
bring life to those who were completely 
and utterly dead. He obeyed God 
perfectly throughout his earthly life. 
He never had to confess sin—instead 
he took our sin upon himself, so that 
he could suffer the eternal torments 
of hell in our place. He freed us from 
the curse of the law—the curse that 
said that we have sinned and thus 
deserve eternal death. Every time you 
sin, look at the cross. God’s grace and 
forgiveness reach to the lowest depths 
of human depravity. There is no sin 
too great for his forgiveness. To those 
who seek him, he shows mercy. “He 
who covers his sins will not prosper, 
but whoever confesses and forsakes 
them will have mercy” (Prov. 28:13). 

Christ’s death and resurrection break 
the cycle of sin. For example, suppose 
that your toddler wakes you up in 
the middle of the night. It was the 
one night you got to bed on time, 
and you are angry that your sleep is 
interrupted. As you acknowledge your 
anger and realize it is sinful anger, 
it is easy for the sin to snowball as 
you blame your child: “And now I’m 
sinning! This is all your fault!” How 
can you take ten looks at Christ in this 
situation? First, confess that your anger 
is a sin. Don’t minimize it: “Lord, I’m 
angry with my child, and this is a sin.” 
Then, acknowledge Christ’s perfect 
redemption: “I know that you died on 
the cross to cover this sin of mine. It is 
forgiven, paid for, and I don’t need to 
blame anyone else or continue in it.” 
Finally, Christ’s perfect righteousness 
will provide you with the way of 
escape: “Thank you for never being 
sinfully angry. You obeyed perfectly for 
me, and now I can obey too.” You are 
then able to break the cycle of sin and 
put your child back to bed with a clear 
conscience. Because of our union with 
Christ, we have the ability to overcome 
sin; in fact, it is impossible for us to not 
overcome sin and make progress in our 
spiritual lives.

When is the last time you confessed 
a specific sin out loud to God and to 
others? If it has been a while, consider 
making this summer a summer, not of 
withering drought, but of joy and life. 
Make it a summer of repentance.

1. Kris A. Lundgaard, The Enemy Within 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1998), 33–34. 

2. Paul E. Miller, A Praying Life (Colorado 
Springs, CO: NavPress, 2017), 135.

3. Ibid. 
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Caring for One Another: Counseling 
and Pastoral Care in Church History  

Paul ended his first letter to the 
church at Thessalonica with 

these instructions: “And we urge 
you, brothers, admonish the idle, 
encourage the fainthearted, help 
the weak, be patient with them all” 
(1 Thess. 5:14, English Standard 
Version). Certainly this does address 
the leaders of the church, but it does 
not appear to refer to church officers 
exclusively. Christians one and all 
have a role in each other’s lives. And 
here we see a range of experiences 
into which we can reflect the love 
of Christ: idle and lazy experiences 
needing admonishment, fainthearted 
experiences needing encouragement, 
weak experiences needing help—all 
of which (and others) are experiences 
needing patience.

It is remarkable how often the New 
Testament uses the Greek word 
allēlōn (“one another”). We read 
of care for one another, service to 
one another, bearing one another’s 
burdens, kindness shown toward 
one another, forgiving one another, 
selflessness or submission to one 
another, humility toward one 
another, patience toward bearing 
with one another, loving one another 
(especially important in 1 John), 
encouraging one another, building 
one another up, hospitality toward 
one another, even confession of sin 
to one another! In all of this, we see 
that the communal life of faith brings 
tremendous resources for believers as 
they walk a pilgrim path of mountain 
peaks, valleys of the shadows of 
death, and the ordinary plains that 
fall in between.

Churches Today

In our contemporary evangelical 
culture with its megachurches 
and entertainment-driven models 
of worship, many churches have 
tilted from an organic, familial, 
relationship-driven ethos to one that 
is individualistic, consumeristic, 
and unduly concerned with being 
associated with trendy organizations 
and popular institutions. While many 
large churches have “counseling 
pastors” or “support departments,” 
the sheer size of these churches 
makes these resources more like 
emergency rooms, staffed by people 
who are well-meaning yet who do 
not know the congregation in a 
sufficiently intimate way to be of real 
help.

Even in many modestly sized 
churches, pastors are often consumed 
with the busyness of sermon 
preparation, Bible-study preparation, 
committee meetings, and hospital 
visits, such that they are unable 
(and in some cases, unwilling) to 
offer ongoing and focused care 
and counsel to a member who is 
struggling with a drug addiction, 
to a family reeling after hearing 
about a mother’s long-term affair, to 
a teenager using a razor to cut her 
arms, or to a young person who is 
struggling with same-sex attraction 
or gender dysphoria.

How do Reformed and Presbyterian 
churches fit into this ecclesiastical 
milieu? Are there ways to improve 
mutual care in our churches 
by laypeople? Can pastoral job 

expectations be rebalanced without 
overlooking the value of biblical and 
theologically sound professional 
counselors? Let us consider church 
history and see how the Reformation 
gives us helpful direction for pastoral 
care.

The Early and Medieval Church

From its beginnings, the Christian 
church sought to care for the sick, 
the poor, and the destitute. But in the 
face of a society that was hostile to 
its message, great emphasis began 
to be placed on the upright and 
honorable behavior of Christians 
in their witness to their world, 
yet some of this seems to have 
overemphasized the form (of life) 
and underemphasized the content 
(of belief).1 With persecution as a 
major force in the early church, the 
question of what to do with those 
who had renounced the faith under 
persecution, yet who had repented of 
this and were seeking to be restored 
to the church, was on many minds. 
There was a variety of positions and 
practices which led to much strife 
over this matter. Some pastors would 
readmit the lapsed with no penance 
while others would refuse to readmit 
them ever, keeping them in the 
condition of penitents for the rest of 
their lives. The third-century church 
father Cyprian led the church toward 
something of a middle way, making 
distinctions according to the gravity 
of the sin committed. Pastoral care in 
this period was often consumed with 
rightly parsing out the severity of 
people’s various sins and meting out 
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appropriate levels of penance accordingly.2

This does not mean that there were no interpersonal 
models of pastoral care practiced in the early church; 
pastors and congregants did not merely transact 
sins and penance. For example, listen to Augustine: 
“Disturbers are to be rebuked, the low-spirited to be 
encouraged, the infirm to be supported, objectors 
confuted, the treacherous guarded against, the 
unskilled taught, the lazy aroused, the contentious 
restrained, the haughty repressed, litigants pacified, 
the poor relieved, the oppressed liberated, the good 
approved, the evil borne with, and all are to be loved.”3

Augustine was not alone. Indeed, many of the church 
fathers wrote letters to congregants, modeling 
sympathy and consolation. Pope Gregory the Great 
wrote a remarkable treatise on pastoral care in the 
late seventh century which gave a detailed description 
of the necessary qualities of a pastor and sound advice 
about how pastors can relate to those in the congregation 
with wisdom and balance.4 He provided a range of 
examples of individuals who can be found in the church, 
making suggestions about how different types of people 
should be admonished in order to best bring about 
change and spiritual growth.

Despite these shining lights, the most common act of 
pastoral care performed by pastors in the early church 
was the task of hearing confession and assigning penance 
which by AD 1200 had become codified as part of the 
Roman Catholic sacramental system. In the Roman 
Catholic Church before the Reformation, the foremost 
pastoral function of the priest was provision for the 
sacraments. The reason for this is because the sacraments 
working ex opera operato (literally, “by the work 
worked”) were believed to provide the cure for human 
disease and distress.

So if one was depressed or wracked with guilt, the answer 
was the sacramental system. If one were struggling with 
temptation, grace infused in them ex opera operato by 
the mass would help them. If they had sinned, they 
needed the sacrament of confession and penance to 
restore them to a state of grace. Any feelings of guilt or 
regret for ongoing temptation that a congregant might be 
experiencing were at best secondary to the task of getting 
grace in them ex opera operato through the sacramental 
system. This made pastoral care in the Roman Catholic 
Church largely transactional. The sinner brought his sin, 
the priest brought God’s grace, and this was transacted 
between the two of them through the sacraments.

The Confessional

Pictured: Roman Ruins With a Prophet, Martin Luther Preaching, 
and Embarkation of the Pilgrims - Rob.t W. Weir, 1857
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It is especially important to consider 
the development of the confessional 
at this point. Penance was intricately 
linked to the confessional, where 
a congregant would sit before the 
priest privately (sometimes even 
anonymously), confess his sins, 
receive penance, and then be granted 
forgiveness.

In the first centuries of the church, 
confession was a public activity. 
Many pastors opposed private 
confession, although some, like 
Origen, said that pastors should be 
the one to determine whether or not 
public confession was necessary.5 
And yet already in the fifth century, 
Pope Leo stated that public 
confession was not necessary—
private confession would suffice—
and at a sixth-century AD Armenian 
council (the second council of 
Dvin) it was decreed that any priest 
who revealed what he heard in the 
confessional should be anathema. 
This later became known as the 
seal of the confessional and would 
be uphold and restated in several 
medieval councils.

Though the image of a confessional 
box which screened out the priest 
from the penitent is a relatively 
recent invention, it nevertheless 
belies an ethos that had long 
surrounded the confessional: 
confession to the priest was 
transactional, not pastoral. This was 
also evident in that the medieval 
period saw a proliferation of 
penitential guidebooks which would 
assist priests in knowing what kind 
of penance to assign for various sins. 
In many of these, the penance or 
penances assigned were so lengthy 
that some congregants could not 
make satisfaction for their sins even 
over the course of their lifetime.

This unworkable situation led to a 
priestly practice of commutation 
which allowed one to perform more 
manageable penance. For example, 
a year of mild fasting could be 
commuted to three days of complete 

abstinence, with continuous 
recitation of the Psalms thrown in for 
good measure. Yet what about those 
who could not read? They could 
abstain from food for three days, 
but then substitute three hundred 
genuflections and three hundred 
lashings for reading the Psalms. 
Is it any wonder that the practice 
of selling indulgences arose in the 
medieval church? An indulgence was 
the perfect commutation method for 
both confessor and priest alike. But 
what is key to all of this is that this 
transactional ethos colored the one-
on-one conversations with priests in 
the confessional, that place where 
the majority of “pastoral encounters” 
happened.

The Reformation

Martin Luther saw the confessional 
as a wonderful opportunity for 
pastors, although not in the 
medieval, priestly sense. He rejected 
the idea that the remission of sins 
depended on confession and penance 
as sacramentally practiced in the 
Roman Catholic Church. Luther 
rejected the Roman Catholic notion 
of penance, which was chiefly an 
outward action, and instead saw that 
in repentance we have at its base an 
inward change—any outward action 
flows forth from this inward change.

But Luther also departed from the 
Roman Catholic priesthood by 
treating the confessional as type of 
pastoral counseling meeting, one that 
highlighted the soothing balm of the 
gospel. He wrote:

Of private confession I am 
heartily in favor. . . . It is a cure 
without an equal for distressed 
consciences. For when we have 
laid bare our conscience to our 
brother and privately made 
known to him the evil that 
lurked within, we receive from 
our brother’s lips the word of 
comfort spoken by God himself; 
and if we accept it in faith, we 
find peace in the mercy of God 

speaking to us through our 
brother.6

The confessional was optional, 
and when Luther would talk with 
congregants who were struggling 
with temptation or suffering the 
guilt of sin, he would use the time 
with them for the nurturing and 
strengthening of their faith. Luther’s 
whole ministry exuded a warm, 
sympathetic identification with 
the distressed person, and a firm 
conviction that God is now for us 
in Christ. His letters, his sermons, 
and his table talk reveal him to be a 
pastor who sought to build up the 
faith of those who struggled, guide 
them in the Christian pilgrimage, 
and assure them of God’s favor 
in Christ for the course of that 
pilgrimage.7

John Calvin too saw the value of the 
confessional, but like Luther he made 
some modifications. For Calvin the 
confessional was not thrown out but 
was relocated to the living room.8 
Household visitation became a 
staple of pastoral ministry in Calvin’s 
Geneva because the Genevan pastors 
believed that “they needed to know 
and show personal care for the men 
and women in their parishes, helping 
them apply the truths of God’s Word 
to their particular life circumstances 
and challenges to promote personal 
godliness and spiritual reformation.”9 
Calvin even stated in comments on 1 
Thessalonians 2:11: “No one will ever 
be a good pastor, unless he shews 
himself to be a father to the Church 
that is committed to him. . . . For it is 
not enough that a pastor in the pulpit 
teach all in common, if he does 
not add also particular instruction, 
according as necessity requires, or 
occasion offers.”

It is in this light that “house-to-house 
ministry” (borrowing the language 
of Acts 20:20) was reclaimed in the 
Reformation. And house visitation 
by elders and pastors has become a 
staple feature of Reformed pastoral 
care ever since.
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The Geneva pastors would make 
regular visits to families in their 
churches to check on their spiritual 
well-being. In 1550, Calvin and the 
Geneva pastors won permission from 
the Small Council of Geneva to make 
four scheduled visits a year to each 
household of the church, although in 
following years, they would expand 
visits to everyone (both adult and 
child) in the entire city, and thus 
reduced the scheduled visits to one 
per year.

But the pastors would also visit 
certain households at additional 
times as well depending on needs. 
When troubled households or 
individuals engaged in immoral 
behavior were identified through 
ordinary yearly visits, pastors would 
return for counsel and instruction 
specific to those particular issues 
and circumstances. When someone 
had been disciplined by the church, 
the pastors would continue to 
visit to monitor their spiritual 
progress or assist them in achieving 
reconciliation in their personal 
relationships. And the pastors 
regularly visited those who were 
grieving, ill, facing extreme poverty, 
or close to death. The pastors even 
visited those suffering from the 
plague in the hospital, and several of 
Geneva’s pastors caught the plague 
and died as a result. But this shows 
how important house-to-house, 
personalized ministry was to the 
Reformers.

In the Puritan era, we read 
of even further development. 
Pastors continued to visit their 
congregations, but the congregations 
also more regularly visited one 
another. Citing the many private 
meetings between Jesus and his 
disciples and numerous places 
in the New Testament epistles 
where Christians engaged in “one-
anothering” (remember allēlōn 
above), Puritan congregations 
engaged in the practice of 
“conference.”10

The Puritan practice of conferencing 
involved Christians meeting 
regularly in one another’s homes to 
discuss the Bible or sermons that 
had been heard. That is, these were 
not just potlucks or get-togethers 
but scheduled events focused on 
spiritual growth and mutual care. 
These private meetings served as 
venues where parishioners discussed 
their sermon notes, prayed, fasted, 
and conferred over the state of their 
souls. The intimate and supportive 
nature of these gatherings enabled 
Christians to enjoy freedom and 
liberty to confess their sins to one 
another and expect encouraging, 
Christ-centered words of counsel 
from close and trusted friends who 
they knew had their best interests in 
mind.

While much has happened in the 
centuries since the Reformation, 
we find the legacy of pastoral care 
in the Reformation with us still in 
many places. Reformed churches 
are often associated with pastoral 
care, particularly among believers 
who have spent time in impersonal 
megachurch or transactional 
Roman Catholic settings. Elders and 
pastors meet frequently with the 
congregation to check in and show 
they care; pastors meet with couples 
or individuals who need godly 
counsel for navigating particular sins 
or struggles in their lives; and small 
groups meet for study of God’s Word 
and for prayer and encouragement. 
Some Reformed churches even 
have full-time pastors devoted to 
visitation, pastoral care, and counsel.

While on the one hand Reformed 
churches should not grow 
complacent on the matter of 
counseling and pastoral care—there 
are always new needs to meet and 
new contexts requiring intentional 
and intelligible articulations of 
the gospel—on the other hand 
advancement and expansion in 
these areas (whether in terms of 
additional programs, additional 

church staff, or increased lay training 
and involvement) should be done 
with an eye to the resources provided 
by our spiritual forefathers. Church 
history offers us positive and negative 
examples for pastoral care, and our 
witness to the world and our care 
of one another will be enhanced by 
carefully attending to these examples in 
our church life today.

1. L. O. Mills, “Pastoral Care, (History, 
Traditions, and Definitions),” in Dictionary of 
Pastoral Care and Counseling, ed. Rodney J. 
Hunter (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990), 837.
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Turning the Tables on Unbelief

Rev. William Boekestein

Apologetic conversations aren’t 
about hypothetical truths, but 

about life’s most important matters. 
We mustn’t simply stick to the scripts 
of critics; we must see ourselves as 
God’s prophets “anointed to confess 
his name” and reveal the mysterious 
“counsel and will of God concerning 
our deliverance.”1 Apologists aim to 
disrupt the status quo of the critic. 
Why? Because “as an outsider I don’t 
need reasons to dismiss something. 
My ignorance of the subject is already 
doing a good job of that. I need 
reasons to take seriously something 
that I would otherwise dismiss.”2

How can we do that? Apologists 
answer that question differently. 
For example, “The Van Tillian 
methodology was negative, to 
reduce the opponent to absurdity. 
The Lewisian methodology was 
affirmative, to persuade the opponent 

that they actually needed and 
wanted the Foundation and Anchor 
of Truth.”3 Folks might favor one 
approach over the other—but aren’t 
they both needed?

This was Paul’s plan. Apologists must 
“destroy arguments” (2 Cor. 10:5). 
They also must “entreat . . . by the 
meekness and gentleness of Christ” 
(2 Cor. 10:1). And before doing 
either we can help our friends better 
understand their unbelief.

Clarify Unbelief

Because you believe God’s Word, 
you know more about the unbelief 
of your friends than they do. The 
woman at the well was amazed 
because of the personal things Jesus 
knew about her (John 4:29). His 
analysis of her life got her wondering 
about the claims of Christ’s lordship. 
We don’t have to be omniscient to 

understand important truths about 
unbelief.

Unbelief Is Always Moral, Not Merely 
Intellectual

Intellectually unbelievers know 
there is a God, but find it morally 
intolerable to honor him as God 
(Rom. 1:21). They stumble over Jesus’ 
claim of lordship (1 Pet. 2:8) despite 
his promise of gentleness (Matt. 
11:29).

To truly receive Christ, we have to 
disown everything we thought was 
to our advantage (Phil. 3:7–8). The 
gospel offends us because it “deprives 
us of all credit for wisdom, virtue, 
and righteousness.”4 Some people 
use intellectual arguments to excuse 
their refusal to trust Jesus. Others 
use less sophisticated methods. J. 
H. Bavinck puts it like this: “fear 
of the future, fear of the pitiless 
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discovery of his own insignificance, 
fear of death, and fear of God—all 
that dark and somber fear which 
lives and hides in the inner man is 
covered with a pattern of banter and 
lightheartedness.”5 Either way, refusal 
to trust in Jesus is always a matter 
of the heart; it is never simply about 
mental hurdles.

Unbelief Is Contrary to Our Deepest 
Desires

Unbelief is dissatisfying because 
we are wired to know God. The 
teenager who rebels against her 
parents violates deeper desires. She 
wants acceptance, security, and love. 
Rejecting her parents drives her 
further from what she truly wants 
and needs. So it is with unbelief. The 
peace and healing God promises, and 
which everyone desires, cannot be 
experienced by unbelievers. Here’s 
how Isaiah put it: “‘Peace, peace, to 
the far and to the near,’ says the Lord, 
‘and I will heal him. But the wicked 
are like the tossing sea; for it cannot 
be quiet, and its waters toss up mire 
and dirt. There is no peace,’ says my 
God, ‘for the wicked’” (Isa. 57:19–21). 
Truly, “Our restless spirits yearn for 
thee, where’er our changeful lot is 
cast.”6 No matter how intelligent, 
competent, and lovely unbelievers 
are, because they reject God they are 
“wandering through life aimlessly, 
not knowing the right perspective on 
the simplest things of life.”7 That is 
contrary to our deeper desires. Paul 
describes non-Christians in terms of 
homelessness. As aliens and strangers 
they have “no hope” and are “without 
God in the world” (Eph. 2:12). I’ve 
never been homeless, but I’ve been 
away from home—where I belong—
for too long. Unbelief keeps people 
from being where they belong.

Don’t fear telling unbelieving friends 
what the Bible says about their 
unbelief.

Critique Unbelief

Scripture teaches us to tear down 

strongholds and destroy lofty 
opinions. So we can’t simply interpret 
unbelief. We must critique it. Here 
are three ways.

Non-Christian Worldviews Cannot 
Give Confidence

Believers can believe boldly: “I know 
that my redeemer lives” (Job 19:25). 
“I know whom I have believed” (2 
Tim. 1:12). Unbelievers cannot truly 
say, “I know God does not exist.” Such 
knowledge would require unlimited 
wisdom and a comprehensive search 
of the universe. And the reality of 
God’s existence is strong; it takes 
effort to “suppress the truth” (Rom. 
1:17). So unbelief is always tentative; 
it is truly a guess contrary to better 
evidence. Rejecting God requires 
faith in oneself, that the evidence for 
God has been fully examined and 
found wanting. Believers do not need 
unlimited knowledge, just a certainty 
that God has spoken.

Non-Christian Worldviews Do Not 
Promote Morality

There is much truth, goodness, and 
beauty in the unbelieving world. 
But these virtues are derived from 
the truth, goodness, and beauty 
that are in the God who created 
this world. They aren’t generated by 
unbelief. These virtues contradict an 
unbelieving worldview. Take justice, 
for example. What makes certain 
behavior wrong? No one talks of 
animal rape or murder as issues of 
justice. Why is it different among 
humans if we are simply advanced 
animals?8 Because we know better 
(Rom. 2:15). Rape and murder—and 
all other sins—are unjust because 
humans are uniquely valuable as 
God’s image bearers.

Non-Christian Worldviews Cannot 
Promise Personal Value

The world champions mottos like, 
“You are amazing, you are important, 
you are special.” How? If we are 
accidents of nature, how important 
are we? If our end is simply to die 

and provide fuel for what survives us 
do we really matter? Most teenagers 
today die by the deliberate taking 
of life through either suicide or 
homicide. Why should that surprise 
us, as the Bible’s message (you are 
“fearfully and wonderfully made” 
[Ps. 139:14]) is replaced with the 
world’s message (“you are a product 
of time and chance”)?

It is right to critique unbelief as an 
incoherent, unsustainable worldview. 
But we must also offer an alternative.

Contrast Unbelief

Apologists don’t merely answer 
questions or defend against 
accusations. They proclaim and invite. 
Paul sets the right tone when he told 
King Agrippa, “I would to God that 
not only you but also all who hear 
me this day might become such as 
I am” (Acts 26:29). And billions of 
people around the world have found 
that invitation compelling, even amid 
nauseating opposition. Why? Here are 
four promises that only Christianity 
can make good.

You can know God. The gospel isn’t 
simply an invitation to believe certain 
truths but to enter into a loving 
relationship with God. Everyone 
already knows that God exists (Jas. 
2:19). But by believing the gospel you 
can know “the grace of the Lord Jesus 
Christ and the love of God and the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit” (2 Cor. 
13:14).

You can know yourself. Calvin is 
right: “It is certain that man never 
achieves a clear knowledge of himself 
unless he has first looked upon 
God’s face, and then descends from 
contemplating him to scrutinize 
himself.”9 When you believe in Jesus 
you begin a new life that is “hidden 
with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3).

You can have your sins forgiven. 
Deep down everyone knows that they 
sin; our “conflicting thoughts accuse” 
us (Rom. 2:15). Apart from Christ 
we try to cancel our sins by trying 
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 Spiritual growth is not a mystery. God has revealed 
“outward and ordinary means whereby Christ 
communicates to us the benefits of redemption . . . his 
ordinances, especially the Word, sacraments and prayer” 
(WSC 88). While there are many aids to the Christian life 
the means of grace are most basic. 
Scripture.   God feeds and grows us through Scripture 
as it dwells in us richly (Col. 3:16). God’s Word presents 
to us the living word, Jesus Christ, who alone can give us 
eternal life.
Sacraments.  Sacraments strengthen the faith of those 
who receive them rightly. Baptism is more than an 

GOOD QUESTION

61 HOW CAN I GROW SPIRITUALLY?

external marker of faith; it is a means by which believers 
can receive the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38-39). 
The Lord’s Supper is more than a memorial; it is a 
communion of the body and blood of Christ (I Cor. 10: 16)
Prayer.  It might be argued that prayer is not strictly 
a means of grace but a discipline by which we enjoy the 
blessings of the covenant. Still, “God will give His grace 
and Holy Spirit to those only, who with sincere desires 
continually ask them of him” (HC Q/A 116).

to do better, the very thing we were 
trying to do when we failed before. 
But Jesus died for our sins and was 
raised to new life so that we could be 
right with God (Rom. 4:25). By Jesus 
“everyone who believes is freed from 
everything from which you could not 
be freed” by trying to be good (Acts 
13:39).

You can gain eternal life. The 
patriarch Jacob wasn’t just speaking 
for himself when he said, “Few and 
evil have been the days of the years 
of my life” (Gen. 47:9). We might 
say the same thing. But the many 
hardships that Jacob faced were 
tempered by his confidence that he 
would soon “be gathered to [his] 
people” in eternal life (Gen. 49:29). 
Jesus proved the resurrection by 
quoting the Scripture that said God 
is still the God of Jacob (Matt. 22:32). 
Jacob is alive and well right now! 
And you can join him when you die.

This is the message of Christian 
apologetics. “In whatever 
circumstances we may be, the defense 
of the faith must be intertwined 
with the declaration of the good 
news that salvation from sin and 
death has come through the death 
and resurrection of Jesus, the Son 

of God.”10 “For the Christian faith, 
a strong offence is the best defense; 
indeed, it is the only defense.”11 Only 
the gospel removes “all obstacles and 
opens up an easy entrance into the 
kingdom of God for us.”12

This message is our calling. So you 
don’t have to be a philosopher or 
an apologetic expert. “The believer 
has no need to fear free and open 
dialogue, and the only ‘authority’ 
which wins out is the conscience 
persuaded by a reasonable exegesis 
of the Scriptures.”13 The weapon that 
destroys arguments “and every lofty 
opinion raised against the knowledge 
of God” is truth itself. God’s truth 
has “divine power to destroy 
strongholds” (2 Cor. 10:4–5) and give 
birth to new beauty. Love that truth. 
Live it. Defend it. Share it. And God 
will do the rest.

Editor’s note: This is the ninth article 
of a series and appeared previously 
(December 31, 2021) at the blog 
for reformation 21: https://www.
reformation21.org/blog/turning-the-
tables-on-unbelief 
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Meditation Text: Genesis 1:3–25

Suggested Reading: Exodus 31:12–18

Sometimes it is refreshing to stand back and 
marvel at how God has arranged the details 
of ordinary animal life. Reflect for a minute 
on the way birds scurry about building their 
nests so skillfully each spring. Or watch the 
ants methodically streaming back and forth 
carrying food to their sandy home. Think of 
how squirrels and chipmunks bury nuts and 
acorns as stores for the winter. Do you see their 
orderly habits? Their zest for life? Even in a 
world distorted by sin and misery, the hubbub 
of creatures designed to live and thrive gives 
us much to delight in. How much more, then, 
should we not find joy in the master Designer 
of it all!
Creation’s Shaper
Our passage shows God the great Designer at 
work, and it’s clear that he created all that exists 
within the span of six days. We’ll come back to 
the nature of those days in a moment, but notice 
the pattern God lays down here. The six days fall 
neatly into two groups of three that parallel each 
other. On day one God creates light; on day four 
he creates the light bearers—sun, moon, and stars. 
On day two God separates earth from sky, and the 
waters below from the waters above; on day five 
God fills the sky with birds and the waters below 
with fish. On day three God causes land to appear 

and brings forth vegetation, plants, and trees; 
on day six God creates the land animals and 
finally man himself to populate the earth. Each 
day corresponds with a matching day—there is 
perfect symmetry in God’s stunning creation.

And yet there’s more to this pattern. Let’s compare 
the end of the six days with the start. The Holy 
Spirit told us in Genesis 1:2 that the earth was 
two things: it was without form, and it was void. 
It didn’t have any shape or form to speak of, 
and it was empty—just oodles of water but no 
land and no life of any kind. Then God begins 
to fashion this huge lump of clay (so to speak) 
and add things to it so that by the end of day six 
the heavens and the earth are fully formed and 
the earth is filled with life. There are plants of 
all kinds, creatures of all kinds, and two human 
beings made in God’s own image. On days one, 
two, and three God gives form to the earth below 
and to the heavens above, and then on days four, 
five, and six he fills the earth, the heavens, and the 
waters below with all manner of living beings—
this world was carefully shaped and molded for 
life to thrive in it.

Isn’t that profoundly encouraging? Our God 
loves life! He is the Creator of life and thus he 
is the Lord of life. We look around and see so 
much sickness, pain, misery, and death, but see 
from our text that this was never God’s idea or 
intention, let alone his doing. At the beginning 
he did not leave the world in its unformed state 
where life could not possibly exist. No, his great 
desire was to shape the world so that it could 
teem with life, with all manner of living things 
and creatures who happily live under his care and 
lordship. And it’s that same great desire that has 
moved his heart to send us the Savior Jesus to 
rescue us from all the grief, anguish, and sorrow 
which we humans brought into this world by our 
rebellion. Once we foolishly chose death, but the 
God of life chose to enter death himself so that we 
might have life again—my friend, put your trust 
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and your hope in him, the God who 
shaped creation for the love of life!

In Six Days

Our passage begins with God’s 
simple command for light to exist, 
and instantly it did. It shows God’s 
absolute power and control. But 
we might wonder: why didn’t God 
simply say, “Let the earth and 
the heavens be completed in full 
perfection”? Did God have to create 
the heavens and the earth in stages? 
The only answer can be no, for the 
same God who created the unformed 
mass of the earth in an instant, and 
called light to appear, could also 
quite easily have called the finished 
product into existence—with all the 
plants, trees, creatures, and man in 
place. Lack of ability is not an issue 
for the Creator. Instead, we read 
over and over again in our text, 
“And there was evening, and there 
was morning—the first day . . . the 
second day . . . the third day.” God 
in his wisdom deliberately chose to 
create the world in six days. And 
he chose to reveal that detail to us. 
Remember, there were no human 
witnesses to all this.

Now, there’s been a lot of talk about 
these days and how long they were. 
Do we take them as literal days as we 
know them today, or are these special 
days of extraordinary length? That’s 
been the hot debate for the last two 
centuries or so, even among earnest 
Christians.

Man’s Theories

Indeed, it is telling that this debate 
has a recent starting point in the 

history of the church. Up until 
the eighteenth century there was 
virtually no disagreement over the 
meaning of these days. Almost every 
theologian and everyday believer 
took Genesis 1 at face value and 
understood the six days to be days 
of ordinary length just as we know 
them today. The questions arose 
only when philosophy and science 
combined in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries to question the 
historical accuracy of the Bible in 
general and Genesis in particular. 
The real push came when Charles 
Darwin proposed his theory of 
evolution, which states that all of 
life developed by chance from a 
microscopic amoeba in the sea over 
the course of billions of years. This is 
where the philosophy comes in, for 
Darwinism or evolutionism is not 
hard fact but mere theory. And this 
theory starts with the assumption 
that God does not exist.

That’s much like another popular 
idea today, the big bang theory, 
which proposes that our orderly 
universe arose out of the random 
expansion of unformed matter over 
billions of years. This too is simply 
a theory with unprovable tenets. 
No one can run an experiment 
and repeat the big bang. No one 
can verify that such a thing ever 
happened. It’s the same with Darwin’s 
ideas: no one can test the hypothesis 
that life sprang forth out of non-
life in the ocean billions of years 
ago—these are guesses and concepts 
and ideas that originate in human 
minds, but none is verifiable fact. 
You see, the big bang and evolution 

are just as much matters of “faith” as 
creation is. Actually, it takes more faith 
because the idea that randomness or 
pure chance rather than a divine being 
produced all the order we see in nature 
is incredulous. The notion that life 
somehow came forth from non-life is 
ludicrous.

In our day there are Christians who 
don’t want to deny God’s existence 
but yet see in Genesis 1 the possibility 
that God may have used evolution to 
create the world and fill it with all its 
creatures. They call it theistic evolution. 
They look at Genesis 1 not as a 
historical account but as a poetic story 
which gives us the basic gist of God’s 
creative work but not actual details. 
According to them, it tells us that the 
earth was created but not precisely 
how or even in what order—Genesis 
1 does not teach any chronology of 
creation. Thus the six days mentioned 
in the text could be metaphorical for 
six ages or six periods of time. Such 
an interpretation would allow for the 
long periods of time required for the 
evolution of the world as imagined by 
secular scientists.

Again, it’s worth pointing out that 
it is under the pressure of scientific 
discovery and the ideas and claims of 
the unbelieving scientific community 
(with all their unprovable assumptions 
and starting points) that have led 
some to re-evaluate the ancient 
understanding of Genesis 1. This alone 
should raise red flags in our mind. The 
scientific theories of man must never 
guide the understanding of the Bible, 
but the other way around. God’s Word 
trumps man’s theories.

Divine Declaration

If you simply and honestly read 
Genesis 1, whether in Hebrew or in 
plain English, what is unmistakeable is 
its straight talk. This is not poetry and 
metaphor but a simple, even sober yet 
beautiful recounting of what God did 
in creating the heavens and the earth 
out of nothing. When a child reads 

When a child reads Genesis 1 and hears the constant 
refrain, “And there was evening and there was morning, 
the first day, the second day,” what does he think? He 
thinks of a regular, average day—and that’s precisely 
what it means.
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Genesis 1 and hears the constant 
refrain, “And there was evening and 
there was morning, the first day, the 
second day,” what does he think? He 
thinks of a regular, average day—and 
that’s precisely what it means. What 
more could Moses say to impress 
upon the reader that the timespan of 
these days is the same as any other 
day? There is no indication anywhere 
in Genesis 1 or 2 or following that 
the days of creation are anything 
other than days of ordinary length. 
And the Lord himself states this in 
the fourth commandment, “For in 
six days the Lord made the heavens 
and the earth, the sea, and all that is 
in them, but rested on the seventh 
day” (Exod. 20:11, English Standard 
Version). If the days of creation 
are not six literal days, then God’s 

own given reason for setting aside 
the seventh day as the day of rest 
falls apart. The parallel would be 
meaningless.

If you don’t take Genesis 1 as 
straight-up historical fact, what is 
to stop you from taking Genesis 2 
and 3 as some kind of generalized 
story, analogy, or even a myth? And 
indeed logically speaking, this is 
where theistic evolution will take 
you—to a place without a first Adam, 
without a fall into sin, where death is 
just part of life, and the salvation of 
the last Adam Jesus is emptied of its 
meaning.

But when you behold the masterful 
design of the Creator who prepared 
the world for life and populated it 
with abundant and diverse creatures 

and living things, when you see 
God’s love for life and consider how 
he later gave his Son over to death so 
that you and I might be restored to 
life, then Genesis 1 gives us reason 
for great comfort and joy. That 
wondrous original creation is in the 
process of being made new in Christ. 
Life will be splendid again, and the 
perfect harmony and symmetry of 
the beginning will be known again as 
the Savior ushers in eternity.
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How often do you think 
about money? Maybe you just 

started your first full-time job and want to 
buy your first car. Perhaps you’re hoping 
to buy a house soon and are weighing 
what you can and cannot afford, which 
is consistent with Luke 14:28, or you 
are calculating the cost of needed home 
repairs. Will you be able to afford to pay 
for your children’s Christian education? 
How about those medical bills, increasing 
gas prices, groceries, or inflation? When 
you retire, will you have enough money 
saved? How is the stock market affecting 
your plans? The point is, we think about 
money a lot!

Interestingly enough, the Bible also 
talks about money more than we may 
realize. Think about how many parables 
include the idea of money or possessions. 
“In terms of the number of verses on 
possessions, this topic is mentioned in 
scripture more than any other: three times 
more than love, seven times more than 
prayer, and eight more than belief. About 
15% of God’s Word (2,172 verses) deals 
with possessions—treasures hidden in a 
field, pearls, talents, pounds, etc.”1 Why are 
money, possessions, and resources talked 
about so much in the Bible?

Food, clothing, and shelter are necessary for basic survival, and resources 
are needed to obtain these things. We can relate to the references to 
money and possessions in the Bible because of our daily need for them. 
Think of the parable of the lost sheep in Matthew 18:10–14. People in 
Jesus’ day, and in ours for that matter, would understand the value of a 
sheep. They would understand that a sheep represents food or possible 
income, and that it has intrinsic value. Because of this value, when a 
sheep goes missing, the shepherd needs to find that sheep. The people 
could easily understand the symbolism of a lost sheep being found to 
that of a sinner repenting. They could easily understand the connection 
made in the parable, and so can we. It resonates with us because it is 
something that we can relate to.

But why is one sinner so valuable? Christians recognize that persons are 
valuable because they are created in the image of God (Gen. 1), with an 
everlasting soul. That person goes into eternity based on his relationship 
with God through Christ. Why do you think, in the similar account 
of the lost sheep, it ends with “Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the 
angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:10, English 
Standard Version)?

However, our society places little stock in a person’s value. A person 
can be discarded easily. Even though Roe v. Wade has been overturned, 
there are eighteen states that will allow full access to abortions, thirteen 
that may or may not, and all the rest have some access but with varying 
limitations. Many times, the reason given for abortion rights ends up 
being for economic reasons. In God’s eyes, a person has infinitely more 

The True Value of 

Parables

People

and Possessions
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value than a resource; for the world, 
the resource is more important than 
the person.

Why do you hear from some leaders 
today questioning whether we should 
have children?2 The answer is often 
resource-based. There is not enough 
for everyone, and we are killing the 
environment by having children. 
Realize that the environment, the 
world, is a resource. It is a resource 
created by God (Gen. 1; John 1:3), 
sustained by God (Heb. 1:3; Col. 
1:7), owned by God (Ps. 50:10–12; 
Rom. 9:20–21) for his glory (Ps. 19:1; 
139:14). Children are a blessing from 
God (Ps. 127:3), a gift, and we are 
to fill the earth (Gen. 1:28). Have 
you ever been on an airplane and 
noticed large open spaces that are 
not inhabited by people? You can 
have thousands of acres with not one 
person on them. A worldly man’s 
problem is that he is limited by his 
eyes and can see only what is in front 
of him. The Christian can close his 
eyes and know the abundance there is 
in Christ. The Christian doesn’t have 
to fear as the world does. Christians 
ultimately know that all things, and 
people, are in God’s hands.

We need to be careful in thinking 
that the love of money is a problem 
faced only by unbelievers. Christians 
in the Western world have to be 
keenly aware of Revelation 3:14–21 
(please read it now) and the church 
of Laodicea. Let me summarize 
some thoughts from Dr. Simon 
Kistemaker on this passage: The 
church was lukewarm, not good 
for anything but to be spit out. 
Riches had come to the people of 
the church, and they thought they 
were in need of nothing. “Self-
sufficiency is the height of spiritual 
arrogance, for faith and trust in the 

Lord no longer function.”3 Society 
had influenced the church instead of 
the church influencing the culture. 
The church had adopted the norms 
of Laodicea and is called wretched, 
pitiable, poor, blind, and naked. The 
internal and external conditions of 
the people in the church are reflected 
in these words. However, the church 
in Laodicea was still loved by God 
and was called to repent. God 
chastised them, but it was out of 
love. Jesus was knocking, figuratively, 
from the outside of their hearts, 
calling to them so that they had the 
opportunity to be changed and have 
salvation in Christ and reign with 
him in heaven.

One of our biggest temptations is 
to put our trust in possessions and 
riches instead of in the God who 
provided us with them. We are told 
in 1 Timothy 6:10, “For the love of 
money is a root of all kinds of evils. 
It is through this craving that some 
have wandered away from the faith 
and pierced themselves with many 
pangs.” This is true regardless of your 
country, culture, or economic status. 
This temptation can infect the heart 
of anyone. The hope the sinner has is 
in God alone (Matt. 19:23–26).

The possession of riches is not the 
problem; our sinful hearts are the 
problem. The wealth we have comes 
from God (Deut. 8:18). The house we 
live in, the car we drive, and the food 
on our table come from his fatherly 
hand. We need to understand God’s 
sovereignty in giving wealth: “The 
Lord makes poor and makes rich; he 
brings low and he exalts” (1 Sam. 2:7) 
and the contentment we need to have 
in the wealth we have been given (1 
Tim. 6:6–8).

Why is money or possessions 
mentioned so much in Scripture? 

While we can relate to parables that 
use money or possessions to teach 
us more significant lessons about 
salvation or Christian living, the 
reminder of the dangers of the love 
of riches remains. We need to hear 
the same lesson over and over. Do 
we understand something the first 
time we are taught it? Maybe, but we 
need to hear these reminders over 
and over, like a child who needs to be 
taught the same lesson repeatedly by 
a parent.

As we move into the Thanksgiving 
season, may we remember that 
there are many without compared 
with us in North America. Due 
to the lingering impact of Covid 
restrictions, the situation in the 
Ukraine, and the world’s economic 
condition, many more millions of 
people will have moved into extreme 
poverty (those who live on less than 
$1.90 a day). Some have estimated 
that 10 percent of the world’s 
population will be in this category by 
year’s end. Let us do as Paul wrote in 
Galatians 2:10:“Only, they asked us 
to remember the poor, the very thing 
I was eager to do.” Pray for those in 
need, give thanks for your blessings, 
and help as you are called.
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A worldly man’s problem is that he is limited by his eyes 
and can see only what is in front of him. The Christian can 
close his eyes and know the abundance there is in Christ. 
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We shall never see much 
change for the better in our 
churches in general till the 

prayer meeting occupies a higher 
place in the esteem of Christians,” 
wrote Charles Haddon Spurgeon in 
his famous address, “Only a Prayer 
Meeting.”1

By “the prayer meeting” Spurgeon 
meant a formal meeting of members 
of a Christian congregation at stated 
times for the purpose of engaging in 
united prayer. Such meetings are the 
focus of this essay. I choose to use 
“corporate prayer” below to refer to 
these meetings in distinction from 
formal worship services.

Prayer meetings in America have 
fallen on hard times. Less than 10 
percent of members now meet for 
prayer in churches that once had 
vibrant, Spirit-led meetings. In 
many churches, prayer meetings 
have become cold and boring. Other 
churches have never developed the 
tradition of meeting regularly for 
corporate prayer.

Lewis Thompson rightly wrote, 
“If it is true that the active piety 
of a church rises no higher than 
it manifests itself in the prayer-
meeting, so that here, as on a 
barometer, all changes in spiritual life 
are faithfully recorded, then certainly 

too much attention cannot be given 
by both pastor and people to the 
conducting of the prayer-meeting.”2

It is time to reassess the importance 
of prayer meetings, for the church 
that does not earnestly pray together 
cannot hope to experience revival 
and renewal. Have we forgotten that 
the Reformation-era churches often 
held daily morning and evening 
services for preaching and prayer? 
Is it surprising that the Reformed 
faith has experienced more revival 
in Korea than anywhere else in 
the world in the last half-century 
when Christians there gather 365 
mornings a year for prayer (at 5 a.m. 
in the summer and 6 a.m. in the 
winter)? Let us take a closer look 
at the history of prayer meetings in 
conjunction with revival.

Prayer meetings were influential in 
times of revival. The 1620s revival 
in Ireland was spurred on by prayer 
meetings.3 So were awakenings in 
the 1740s. Two generations prior, 
Josiah Woodward had published 
An Account of the Rise and Progress 
of the Religious Societies in the 
City of London, which described 
forty distinct prayer groups in 
London.4 As the awakenings spread, 
prayer meetings multiplied. Thomas 
Houston writes in The Fellowship 

Prayer Meeting, “The awakenings 
which took place in various parts 
of England, under the ministry of 
Wesley and Whitefield, led to the 
establishment of social prayer-
meetings; and, at this period, when 
within the pale of the National 
Establishment, and without it, all was 
under the torpor of spiritual death, 
this organization was a powerful 
means of exciting earnest minds to 
pursue after eternal concerns.”5

Prayer meetings were also influential 
in eighteenth-century revivals in 
Scotland. Prior to the awakening 
in 1742, numerous prayer societies 
had sprung up. One society was 
established in Kilsyth in 1721; it 
flourished for some years, then died 
out in the 1730s, but was resurrected 
in 1742 just before revival broke 
out. During the meetings, there 
were public prayers, psalm singing, 
Scripture reading, and discussion 
based on questions from Thomas 
Vincent’s study of the Shorter 
Catechism.6

During the Great Awakening in 
Scotland, prayer meetings often 
began with children, then spread to 
adults. For example, a schoolteacher 
in the parish of Baldernock 
allowed four students to meet on 
their own for prayer and psalm 
singing. According to The Parish of 
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Baldernock “In the course of two 
weeks, ten or twelve more [children] 
were awakened and under deep 
convictions. Some of these were not 
more than eight or nine years of age, 
and others twelve or thirteen. And so 
much were they engrossed with the 
one thing needful as to meet thrice 
a day—in the morning, at mid-day, 
and at night.” Adults then began 
holding prayer meetings two or 
more times a week. There were many 
conversions at both the adult and the 
children’s meetings.

The fervor soon spread to other 
parishes. The Parish of Kirkintillock 
reports: “In the month of April, 
1742, about sixteen children in 
the town were observed to meet 
together in a barn for prayer. Mr. 
Burnside [their pastor] heard of it, 
had frequent meetings with them, 
and they continued to improve. And 
this being reported, many more 
were impressed. Soon after, about a 
hundred and twenty [children] were 
under a more than ordinary concern, 
and praying societies, as usual, were 
formed.”

Johnston’s reaction to that awakening 
was to affirm and support the prayers 
of children. “Why not encourage 
children’s prayer-meetings? Why may 
not God still perfect praises to the 
glory of his grace, out of the mouth 
of babes?” he asked.7

Jonathan Edwards also encouraged 
children’s prayer. In answering 
objections some critics had raised to 
children’s prayer meetings, he wrote,

God, in this work, has shown 
a remarkable regard to little 

children; never was there such a 
glorious work amongst persons 
in their childhood, as has been 
of late in New England. He has 
been pleased, in a wonderful 
manner, to perfect praise out 
of the mouths of babes and 
sucklings; and many of them 
have more of that knowledge 
and wisdom that please him, 
and render their religious 
worship acceptable, than many 
of the great and learned men 
of the world. I have seen many 
happy effects of children’s 
religious meetings; and God 
has seemed often remarkably 
to own them in their meetings, 
and really descended from 
heaven to be amongst them. I 
have known several probable 
instances of children being 
converted at such meetings.8

In 1747, Edwards published An 
Humble Attempt to promote an 
explicit agreement and visible union 
of God’s people through the world, in 
extraordinary prayer, for the revival 
of religion and the advancement of 
Christ’s kingdom on earth. Usually 
referred to thereafter as An Humble 
Attempt, this book was reprinted 
by Christian Focus in 2003 as 
A Call to United, Extraordinary 
Prayer. Edwards said he was 
motivated to write on “a concert 
of prayer” for two reasons: first, he 
realized that the revivals of the mid-
1730s and the early 1740s would not 
recur until God’s people engaged in 
earnest prayer for revival. Second, 
he wanted to provide additional 
theological support for a document 
written by some Scottish pastors 
simply entitled Memorial.

David Bryant tells us the story of 
Memorial:

Rising out of scores of prayer 
societies already functioning 
in Scotland around 1740, 
especially among young 
people, by 1744 a committee 
of ministers determined it 
was time to do more. They 
decided to try a two-year 
“experiment,” uniting all prayer 
groups and praying Christians 
in their nation into a common 
prayer strategy. They called 
for focused revival prayer on 
every Saturday evening and 
Sunday morning, as well as 
on the first Tuesday of each 
quarter. By 1746 they were so 
gratified by the impact of their 
experiment that they composed 
a call to prayer to the church 
worldwide, especially in the 
colonies (Memorial). However, 
this time the “concert of prayer” 
was to be for seven years.9

Citing Zechariah 8:20–22, Edwards 
said that God’s rich promises 
encourage us to expect great success 
from corporate prayer. He said, “That 
which God abundantly makes the 
subject of his promises, God’s people 
should abundantly make the subject 
of their prayers.” He concluded 
that when believers persevere in 
united, concerted prayer, God will 
grant a fresh revival, which “shall 
be propagated, till the awakening 
reaches those that are in the highest 
stations, and till whole nations be 
awakened.”10

Edwards’s book had a limited 
influence during his lifetime. 
Republished late in the eighteenth 
century in England, it influenced 
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William Carey (1761–1834) and 
his prayer group. It also affected 
John Sutclif (1752–1814), a well-
known Baptist pastor in Olney, 
who led weekly prayer meetings for 
revival in the Baptist churches of the 
Northamptonshire Association, to 
which his church belonged. Those 
prayer meetings spread throughout 
the British Isles, particularly 
impacting eighteenth-century 
revivals in Wales. Heman Humphrey 
writes in his Revival Sketches, “One 
of the most important revivals 

of religion, when the effects are 
considered, is that which occurred 
in the ‘Principality of Wales’ 
under Howell Harris and Daniel 
Rowlands; and this was carried 
forward and fostered by means 
of private societies for prayer and 
religious conference.”11 In the end, 
tens of thousands were converted 
throughout Britain from the 1790s to 
the 1840s.12

Edwards’s treatise became a major 
manifesto for the Second Great 

Awakening around the beginning 
of the nineteenth century. It also 
fueled other awakenings in the late 
1850s. Samuel Prime’s The Power 
of Prayer, published by Banner of 
Truth Trust, explains how corporate 
prayer ushered in the famous 1857–
1859 revival (sometimes called the 
Third Great Awakening) along the 
eastern coast of the United States, 
then spread west, resulting in the 
conversion of hundreds of thousands 
of people.

1800s1700s
George Whitefield, Jonathan Edwards, and the Great Awakening
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Beginning in the fall of 1857, 
six men gathered at noon every 
day for corporate prayer in the 
consistory room of a Reformed 
church in New York City. Prayer 
was the Spirit’s means to germinate 
the seeds of revival. By early 1858 
more than twenty prayer groups 
were meeting at noon in New York 
City. In Chicago, more than two 
thousand people gathered daily for 
prayer at the Metropolitan Theatre. 
The movement spread to nearly all 
the major cities of America, then 
made its way to the British Isles and 
around the world. Prayer meetings 
sprang up everywhere: in churches, 
in hospitals, among sailors, on 
mission fields, at orphanages, and 
on college campuses. To mention 
only one example, at Hampden-
Sydney College, one student found 
another student reading Joseph 
Alleine’s Alarm to the Unconverted 
and told him that there were two 
other students who were also in favor 
of such literature. The four students 
held a prayer meeting, while fellow 
students harassed them. When the 
president heard that the four young 
men were accused of holding a 
prayer meeting, he said with tears, 
“God has come near to us,” and 
joined them himself at their next 
meeting. A remarkable revival swept 
through the college and into the 
surrounding area. Soon, more than 
half the college was attending prayer 
meetings.13 Scholars estimate that 
two million or more were converted 
in the revivals of the late 1850s, while 
hundreds of thousands of professed 
Christians were deeply affected.

In the 1860s, Spurgeon organized 
prayer meetings at the Metropolitan 
Tabernacle. People met at 7 a.m. 
and 7:30 p.m. every day. More 
than three thousand came to the 
meeting on Monday evenings. One 
evening a visitor asked Spurgeon 
what accounted for the success of 
these meetings. Spurgeon walked 
his visitor to the sanctuary, opened 
the door, and let him watch the 
participants. Nothing more needed 
to be said.

The great revivals of the twentieth 
century were likewise inspired by 
prayer. The Welsh revival of 1904–
1905, the revival in Riga, Latvia, in 
1934, and more recent revivals in 
Romania and Korea were all born 
and nurtured in prayer.14 Today, most 
evangelical churches hold weekly 
prayer meetings, but there seems to 
be so much lukewarmness in prayer. 
We desperately need churches to 
unite in the kind of prayer that the 
Spirit may use to produce worldwide 
revival.

Praying together is often the means 
God uses to initiate or increase 
revival and renewal in the church. 
Let us treasure prayer meetings. Let 
us engage in them with all our heart, 
remembering that revivals usually 
begin with prayer meetings. As one 
divine put it, “The Holy Spirit loves 
to answer petitions that are appended 
with many signatures.”

Let us keep praying. Let us pray 
without ceasing. God is able to do 
“exceedingly abundantly above all 
that we ask or think” (Eph. 3:20, New 
King James Version). Who can tell 
what he will do?
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The Spirit of 
Thanksgiving

Rev. Art Besteman
At the time this article was written, Rev. Besteman was an 
emeritus pastor at Bethany URC in Wyoming, Michigan.
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“What shall I render to the Lord for all His 
benefits to me? I will take up the cup of 
salvation and call on the name of the Lord.” 
Psalm 116:12, 13

Words are used daily to express the deepest feelings 
of our souls. We seek very early in life to teach our 

children to say “Thank you” so that their gratitude for gifts 
given and favors received might be made known.

There are however times when words fail us as we attempt 
to express our gratitude. The Psalmist found himself in 
such a situation. David had gone through a period of deep 
distress and great danger. His son Absalom had been the 
leader of a rebellion against him. David’s safety had been 
imperiled. In fact he had come close to losing his life. He 
declares, “The pains of death surrounded me, and the pangs 
of Sheol laid hold of me, I found trouble and sorrow.” In 
that situation he had turned to the Lord and sought mercy. 
The Lord had heard and had granted him deliverance. His 
life had been spared. Now he wants to express his gratitude. 
But how shall he do it? And so he asks, “What shall I render 
to the Lord for all His benefits toward me?”

Words were totally inadequate to express the thankfulness 
which David felt for all that God had done for him. 
Nor could he think of any gift which would convey the 
gratitude he felt for his deliverance. After all, the one to 
whom he was indebted “owns the cattle on a thousand 
hills and the wealth in every mine.”

Is there then no way in which he can say “Thanks”? The 
Psalmist provides the answer to his own question for he 
says, “I will take up the cup of salvation and call upon the 
name of the Lord.” Because David had nothing to give as 
his expression of thankfulness he would instead take. He 
had asked what he could give and then he answered that 
he would take from the one to whom he wanted to give.

Isn’t there a contradiction here? Not really, David realizes 
that in taking he will be showing true gratitude. That is not 
so hard to understand, is it? As we who live in the United 
States celebrate Thanksgiving Day many if not most of us 
will be sitting down at tables ladened with delicious food 
on which many hours have been spent in preparation. The 
one(s) who prepared the food will be greatly gratified if 
we partake heartily of that on which so much effort has 
been expended in preparation. So too our God is glorified 
and His love acknowledged when we in humble faith 
accept the gift of salvation by placing our trust wholly 
and completely in the Savior “who knowing no sin was 
made to be sin on our behalf that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him.” (II Corinthians 5:21). So in 
taking we say “Thanks”.

Having experienced the blessing of salvation we 
acknowledge our continued dependence upon the God 
who has saved us. When we give our thanks to an earthly 
benefactor we often express the hope that we will not have 
to look to them for help again. Such would not please our 
God. A recognition of our daily dependence upon the 
Lord for His grace and His mercy and the daily supply 
of all our needs brings honor to our God. The Psalmist 
knew this and so he says he will “call upon the name of the 
Lord.” Even as we express our thanks for blessings received 
in the past we must look for help now and in the future. 
That is the spirit of true thanksgiving.

What shall I render to the Lord  
for all His benefits to me? 
How shall my soul, by grace restored, 
give worthy thanks, O Lord to Thee? 
Salvation’s cup of blessing now  
I take and call upon God’s name; 
Before His saints I pay my vow  
and here my gratitude proclaim. 

Psalter Hymnal 230:1&2 (Blue)
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Review of The Unknown Hour: 
Biblical Signs, Warnings, 
Hope, and Peace, revised by 
Gaylord Haan and Jerome Julien. 
A Reformed Fellowship Bible 
study. Grandville, MI: Reformed 
Fellowship, Inc., 2020. 248 pages. 
Paperback. $18.95.

I had the privilege to preview 
The Unknown Hour, and as my 
small ladies’ Bible study group 
was looking for a new book, I 
recommended it. Let me tell you 
that our group of four ladies grew 
with more ladies, and a little bit 
later all the husbands decided they 
wanted to study the book also! They 
started later than we ladies, so we 
have finished it, but the men want to 
continue their studies.

It is an extraordinarily relevant Bible 
study book because many of us 
realize we are living in turbulent 

end times, and this book addresses 
all the signs and warnings (and 
hope!) that we can find in God’s 
Word. It takes you through all the 
Bible references in twenty-seven 
chapters, each consisting of a short 
read followed by Scripture and 
discussion questions. There are 
charts and maps in the back. There 
are no answers to the questions in 
the book, which on occasion led us 
to not quite get what the authors 
were asking. But in general it invited 
lots of discussion and follow-
up questions that we could talk 
about, altogether leading us on a 
wonderful journey through the Bible.

One of the ladies wrote of her 
impression about the book: “I really 
appreciated the book The Unknown 
Hour because it had the reader 
digging into so much Scripture 
to draw conclusions about each 
subject matter relevant to the end 
times. Even the questions at the end 
of each chapter required extensive 
biblical review. The author does 
not leave the reader to his own 
interpretations, but directs him to 
God’s own text to come to accurate 
understanding.”

I think this says it all, and I hope that 
many more study groups this winter 
will consider studying this excellent 
book.

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp
was born and raised in The Netherlands. She 
graduated with a master’s degree in Dutch 
Language and Literature from Utrecht University 
and worked for the Dutch L’Abri and as a 
secondary school teacher at United World College 
in Singapore. She has two grown sons and attends 
Dutton URC (MI) where she leads various bible 
study and mentor groups.

Revised by Gaylord Haan and Jerome Julien

A REFORMED FELLOWSHIP BIBLE STUDY

Biblical Signs, Warnings, 
Hope, and Peace

UNKNOWN
the

HOUR

Review of I Didn’t Know How 
Difficult It Would Be! Personal 
Thoughts of a Grieving 
Husband and Father, Arnoud T. 
Vergunst. Grandville, MI: Reformed 
Fellowship, Inc., 2022. 96 pages. 
Paperback. $11.99.

In this short book, Rev. Vergunst 
shares pastoral thoughts and advice 
from his own experience dealing 
with grief. His wife died from a brain 
tumor at the age of twenty-nine, 
leaving him behind with five small 
children. The book is readable and 
practical, dealing with grief from a 
personal point of view.

Thoughts about Grief

In chapter 1, Vergunst talks about 
different aspects of grief. He defines 
grief and the common reactions 
to it, and gives us ways to deal 
with grief. Throughout the book, 

Mrs. Vanessa Le

The Outlook | 36



Vergunst is careful to avoid a one-
size-fits-all approach to grief. He 
mentions that the reactions to grief 
will vary from person to person 
depending on their personality 
and other factors. In seeking to 
help us understand what grief is 
like, his illustrations are extremely 
helpful: “Compare it with a kitchen 
that endured the shaking of a 
heavy earthquake. Everything that 
had its normal place within the 
cupboards has now fallen every 
which way on the floor among the 
chairs and the table. It takes time 
before everything is given a place 
in your life again, and that journey 
will also be accompanied with 
various emotions.” Some of the 
emotions are resistance, numbness, 
confusion, anger, anxiety or fear, 
guilt feelings, and depression. In 
dealing with grief, Vergunst speaks 
to the mourner and gives practical 
advice: “Give yourself permission 
to mourn . . . In eastern cultures, as 
we can read in the Bible, people cry 
out loud. We, as westerners, may 
find that to be a little exaggerated. I 
used to think that but have changed 
my opinion about it. It would have 
been so much better if I could have 
let my tears flow and if I could have 
burst out in sobs when the casket 
with the body of my dear Melanie 
was lowered into the grave!”

Assistance for Those Who 
Grieve

In chapter 2, Vergunst gives 
practical help to those who seek 
to walk alongside a mourner. We 
should ask about the loss, take time 
to listen, ask for a photo, and share 
memories about the person who has 
died. He says, “Just listen, without 
judging, without all kinds of answers 
and great [biblical] truths, without 
arguments or advice . . . ‘Just listen’ 
is an enormous task. For to really 
listen is to empathize, to relate, 
or still better, to feel and imagine. 
That demands a ton of mental 
energy.” In listening, we should be 
prepared for chaos, realize that 
being silent is extremely hard, and 
ask questions. Vergunst shares 
that even asking questions can be 
difficult: “In the period of intense 
grief, I was quite impatient and 
easily hurt. It was even worse when 
I personally wrestled with anger 
against people and even against 
God. If in those struggles someone 
would have asked me, ‘Are you 
angry at the Lord?’ I might have 
reacted irritably and might have 
ended that conversation quickly.” 
He adds, “Therefore, before a visit 
to a mourner, think ahead about 
how you will ask a question and 
what you want to ask because one 
question can either open the door 
or slam it shut.”

Lessons from Psalm 77

Vergunst closes his book with a 
helpful meditation on Psalm 77. Here 
are four lessons we can learn from 
Psalm 77:

The upright believer will have 
trouble and grief in this life.

In grief and loss it is often difficult 
to think positively.

Often, we use the wrong 
punctuation marks in our 
thoughts.

We must keep in mind that God is 
faithful and trustworthy.

Although the subject matter of this 
book is difficult, I enjoyed reading 
it. It is an accessible, pastoral, and 
practical book on grief that will be 
helpful to both the mourner and the 
person comforting the mourner. The 
many subtitles enabled me to read 
the book in small doses, which is 
also helpful when tackling the issue 
of grief. I would have appreciated a 
list of recommended resources for 
grieving, as several times the author 
mentions that we should read more 
about a certain topic. However, even 
by itself, this book will be a blessing 
to many, for we all must mourn at 
times, and help mourners at times.

Mrs. Vanessa Le
is a wife and mom to four kids age seven and 
under. She enjoys reading, playing piano, studying 
theology, and generally being a Mommy. She is a 
member of Orlando Reformed Presbyterian Church 
in Orlando, FL.
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The Bay Psalm Book
The first book printed in British North America in English was the 
Bay Psalm book. It is a complete translation of the Psalms in English 
meter, produced by the Puritans on their own printing press only ten 
years after their arrival in America and twenty years after the arrival 
of the Pilgrims in 1620. The Puritans of the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony set out to produce a translation from the Hebrew that was 
reflective of their unique brand of Calvinism and more literal than 
the most popular psalter of the day.

Thirty clergymen contributed to the book. The Bay Psalm book 
underscores the central place of song in 
Puritans’ religious life. The book had an 
awkward poetic style, but its primary aim 
was to translate the Scriptures as literally as 
possible into musical form. The Bay Psalm 
book went through twenty-seven editions, 
the last of which appeared in 1762. The first 
edition to include notated music was the 
ninth edition in 1698.

The Talking Bible is an excellent tool in the garden!

When Jerioth’s eyesight began to fail, she was gifted with 
a Talking Bible. She could no longer read, but she could 
listen. 

IIn 2020, Jerioth lost her son to Covid. During this tragedy, 
she would carry her Talking Bible with her as she worked 
in her garden. Listening to scripture nourished her soul 
and kept her thoughts on Christ.

TThe Talking Bible did even more; people passing by would 
stop to listen to Jerioth’s Talking Bible. Often they would 
end up staying and asking questions. Her Talking Bible 
became a tool to witness to others!

AA Talking Bible is a powerful tool in any situation. It 
provides comfort to those in need and witnesses to those 
who don’t know Christ. Your gift will give non-readers 
personal access to God’s life-changing Word. Give today!
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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. 
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Week 1/Day 1

God is faithful, and Scripture is true and delightful

REST
Quiet your body and mind by sitting still and putting aside your concerns and 

churning thoughts. Take a deep breath and focus on God instead of yourself.

REQUEST

Pray the words of Psalm 19:7–11 and Psalm 86:11.

Follow with this personal conclusion: Lord, help me understand your word as 

perfect truth. May I desire your word more than the sweetest things of this world 

and strive to living according to your truth! Amen.

READ
Lamentations 3:22–23

John 8:31–32

John 17:17

2 Timothy 3:14–17

Proverbs 1:1–7

REFLECT

What does each dawn remind us about God? How does one abide in the word? 

In what ways has your view of the Bible changed since childhood? Do you believe 

ALL Scripture is true and inspired by God? Are you willing to accept God’s word 

as profitable for your own learning, correction, and training in faithfulness? How 

does the Bible’s definition of wisdom differ from the world’s?

RESPOND

Pray Psalm 119:1–8 and 89–90. 

Conclude with: Help me to discover the joy of faithful living and the truth of your 

continuing faithfulness. In the name of Jesus, Amen.

RESOLVE

What specific actions do you resolve to take or what behaviors or perspectives 

do you determine to change?

REACH

In what ways can you reach out to others with the truth of God’s word?

Forever, O Lord, your word

 is firmly fixed in the heavens.

Your faithfulness endures to all generations;

 you have established the earth, and it stands fast. (Ps. 119: 89–90)

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

Book Coming in November!
Watch for future announcements
See more about this book and preview two weeks of 
devotions at www.reformedfellowship.net

$21.99 Retail Price

Special Introductory Price: 
$15.99 Through  

December 31, 2022


