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When we are young 
we often dream 

about finding a treasure. 
Much time is spent 
thinking about what we 
would do with it if we 
found it. Often we build 
dream castles knowing 
that they rarely come 
true. The Bible also 
speaks of treasures. 
In Luke 12:34 Jesus 
says, “For where your 
treasure is, there will 
your heart be also.” Why 
are we such treasure 
seekers? Seeking for 
treasure may come 
from greed, need, want, 
or curiosity, or all of 
these. This story is an 
allegory with eternal 
consequences.

A letter comes to us from someone 
we know quite well, telling us of this 
place far away where there is a treasure 
hidden. He is offering it to us if we 
will follow his instructions, by leaving 
everything that is dear to us, taking 
only the ticket he has sent and a map 
showing where the treasure is hidden; 
promising that the map will guide us 
to this treasure. This is like a dream 
come true, but the troubling part is, we 
must leave everything behind, as Jesus 
says to the rich young ruler in Matthew 
19:21: “If thou wilt be perfect, go and 
sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, 
and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: 
and come and follow me.” Our mind 
goes in overdrive; can this person who 
sent us this letter really be trusted? We 
have no security because once we leave 
everything behind we are at his mercy. 
Is there a treasure, or is he sending us 
on a wild goose chase?

We look at the ticket he sent us, and 
it has a date of when the plane leaves. 
A decision must be made. “And if it 
seem evil unto you to serve the Lord, 
choose you this day whom ye will 
serve; whether the gods which your 
fathers served that were on the other 

side of the flood, or the gods of the 
Amorites, in whose land ye dwell: 
but as for me and my house, we will 
serve the Lord” (Josh. 24:15). Will 
we go and search for the treasure 
or stay where we think we are safe? 
Some of our friends tell us stay with 
them. There is no treasure worth 
giving up everything for. It is a hoax! 
Others say, “Nothing ventured, 
nothing gained.” Our friends are 
no help. What should we do? Jesus 
tells his disciples in Matthew 19:29, 
“And every one that hath forsaken 
houses, or brethren, or sisters, 
or father, or mother, or wife, or 
children, or lands, for my name’s 
sake, shall receive an hundredfold, 
and shall inherit everlasting life.” A 
decision must be made because the 
plane leaves tomorrow. The letter 
says that I can take nothing with 
me, only the map that will tell me 
where and how to find the treasure. 
If I stay here, I’ll be poor and soon 
die. If I go and the treasure is not 
there, I shall be poor and will also 
die, so why not go? I will die poor 
either way unless the letter is true, 
and this person has never lied to me 

The  
Treasure

And wisdom and knowledge shall be the stability of thy 
times, and strength of salvation: the fear of the Lord is his 
treasure. (Isa. 33:6, King James Version)
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before. I’ll go! Emotions are high as 
the plane is readied. There is now no 
turning back having only a one-way 
ticket. We must trust this person 
completely. There’s no other way. 
Our decision has been made. Our 
mind runs wild. Did I make the right 
decision or not? What an agony, and 
yet a looking forward to the prize to 
come.

The plane lands in the destination 
it was sent to go. We are the only 
ones getting off the plane. What a 
lonesome place this is. We take out 
the map. Yes, this is the place. The 
map is marked Start here. Excitement 
lifts our spirit, and we begin to 
follow the directions on the map. 
The psalmist in Psalm 119:105 says, 
“Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, 
and a light unto my path.” The way 
seems easy, and we are able to cover 
a lot of area quickly. We will soon 
find the place where the treasure is 
hidden, but the way quickly becomes 
difficult. Daylight gives way to night. 
Hunger sets in. Things are not going 
as we had thought. Despair sets in. 
Our hearts sink as our thoughts go to 
the text from Matthew 7:14, “Because 
strait is the gate, and narrow is the 
way, which leadeth unto life, and few 
there be that find it.” With the last 
ray of light we turn to the map. It 
says there is a place to eat, and rest is 
just ahead. Our friend has thought 
ahead and prepared an oasis for 
us. Elijah, fleeing in fear of his life, 
finds relief (1 Kings 19:4–7). “But 
he himself went a day’s journey into 
the wilderness, and came and sat 
down under a juniper tree: and he 
requested for himself that he might 
die; and said, It is enough; now, O 
Lord, take away my life; for I am 
not better than my fathers. And as 
he lay and slept under a juniper tree, 
behold, then an angel touched him, 
and said unto him, Arise and eat. 
And he looked, and, behold, there 
was a cake baken on the coals, and 
a cruse of water at his head. And he 
did eat and drink, and laid him down 

again. And the angel of the Lord 
came again the second time, and 
touched him, and said, Arise and eat; 
because the journey is too great for 
thee.” This is a comforting thought. 
Our friend has been there before 
us and prepared the way for us. We 
eat and drink and rest, awaking 
refreshed.

Thus our hopes are raised high, 
feeling that we will reach our 
destination shortly. We begin 
walking, almost running with 
anticipation, but the day is long, the 
sun beats down on us, and we grow 
weary and tired with no end in sight. 
Our minds go back to the life we had 
before we left on this treasure hunt. 
Going back would only be disaster 
and death; going ahead seems to 
be the same. What should we do? 
It seems so hopeless, so impossible. 
We sit down in despair, forgetting 
the care of yesterday, only seeing the 
impossibilities of the moment. But 
wait, what is this? The map—why 
did I not look at it before? It shows 
the terrain where the treasure is 
hidden. Looking up I see the place 
as it is marked out. Our tiredness 
leaves. It is as though we received 
our second wind, and we run toward 
the place. Again the map drawn by 
our friend has proved real and true. 
We think our happiness is complete. 
What can go wrong now? The map 
says the treasure is here, but where? 
We run around looking everywhere, 
forgetting to look at the map, 
because it has brought us to the right 
place. How foolish we are! Again 
we sit down in discouragement, 
forgetting what has brought us this 
far. We thought that we had arrived! 
As we sit with our heads bowed 
down feeling sorry for ourselves, 
something falls out of our pocket. We 
look. It is the map. Something inside 
tells us to pick it up and study it. The 
place where the treasure is hidden is 
marked on the map, telling us what 
to look for. Again courage fills our 
hearts. We get up and go to the place, 

and there it is! It is true, there is 
more there than we ever could have 
imagined.

Our friend has proved faithful again 
and brought us to find our hearts’ 
desire. But what is this treasure 
that has caused us to leave all? Our 
Friend has said in Mark 10:21, “Sell 
whatsoever thou hast, and give to the 
poor, and thou shalt have treasure in 
heaven: and come, take up the cross, 
and follow me.” Have you found 
this great treasure? Where are you 
looking for it? The map, which is the 
Bible, will lead you to the cross of 
Calvary. There and there alone you 
shall find rest for your soul in the 
eternal treasure, Jesus Christ. God’s 
Word is faithful and true because it is 
his Word, which shall stand forever.

When I survey the wondrous 
cross

On which the Prince of glory 
died,

My richest gain I count but loss,

And pour contempt on all  
my pride. . . .

Were the whole realm of nature 
mine,

That were a present far to small:

Love so amazing, so divine,

Demands my soul, my life,  
my all.

Isaac Watts, “When I Survey the 
Wondrous Cross” (1707)

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.
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 GOD 
lesser light

Meditation Text: Genesis 1:3–25 | Suggested Reading: Deuteronomy 4:15–40

Invincible Redeemer

Rev. Peter H. Holtvlüwer

So far we’ve been examining Genesis 1 as if it was written for us. It was, of course. The 
Holy Spirit inspired Moses to give all God’s people throughout the ages a revelation of 
himself. Still, Moses’ first readers would have been the Israelites as they were waiting 

to cross the Jordan to battle the Canaanites and take possession of the Promised Land. It is 
helpful to think of their situation, for Moses knew their predicament. He also knew their 
many weaknesses. And if we sometimes wrestle with doubts and uncertainties about God 
and faith, Israel did too. So, as Moses wrote to instruct them about the Lord and strengthen 
their trust in him, we can benefit by putting ourselves for a moment in their shoes. 

great lights
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and the stars
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to rule 
the day

to rule the night
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Out of Egypt
The Israelites had been wandering 
around in the desert for forty years 
and were now eagerly waiting to 
enter their new homeland. The Lord 
had rescued them from slavery in 
Egypt, freeing them to worship him, 
but the people didn’t know their 
God that well. They had spent four 
hundred-plus years in Egypt, taking 
in Egyptian culture and religion. 
They had learned to think, speak, 
and act like Egyptians. Moses had 
seen the people make a calf idol 
in thestyle of the Egyptians (Exod. 
32). Over and again he had heard 
them crying out to return to the 
“better” life in Egypt rather than stay 
with the Lord and put their trust 
in their God (Num. 11:4–6; 14:2). 
It turns out that you can take the 
people out of Egypt, but it’s a whole 
other thing to take Egypt out of the 
people. And yet if anyone can do it, 
it is our God, the Maker of heaven 
and earth. Let’s return to Genesis 
1:3–13 and read them as recently 
liberated Israelites. Suddenly, in the 
darkness of the formless and empty 
earth, light appears. God calls the 
light “good” but not the darkness. In 
a world without sin, “good” means 
that something is fitting, appropriate, 
and especially useful for its intended 
purpose. Like a pen without ink is 
useless or not good, so darkness by 
itself is not fitting, not good. Mere 
darkness is not useful for the life God 
has in mind, but light is, and that’s 
why light is good.

Into the Promised Land
Over days 1, 2, and 3 we learn 
three things: God creates light and 
separates it from the darkness; God 
creates the sky and separates the 
waters above from the waters below; 
and God shapes the earth so that 
dry land appears and the waters 
recede into oceans, seas, lakes, and 
other places. If you were an Israelite 
preparing to cross the Jordan and 

face down the giant Nephilim as well 
as all the armies of Canaan, what 
message would you find in these 
details? Surely one stands out: Don’t 
be afraid! If your covenant God has 
the kind of power it takes to create 
all lands everywhere and all living 
beings on the whole earth, why 
would it be a problem for him to give 
you the small area called the land of 
Canaan? And can a tribe of giants or 
any human army even so much as 
slow him down? Your God is master 
of creation, and so he is invincible.

My friend, drink in the same 
encouragement as you face your 
fears. Your God is so big, so strong, 
and so mighty, there’s nothing your 
God cannot do. You might be in 
trouble right now. A crisis might 
be looming in your health, your 
marriage, your family, your work—
throw yourself upon your God in 
prayer and trust your Creator, your 
covenant God, and do not let fear 
paralyze you, for he is with you. 
Sometimes there seem to be powers 
at work in high places to rob us of 
the freedom we have to serve Christ, 
and we can feel utterly helpless. Don’t 
despair, for your God marches on 
ahead of you. Even the last enemy, 
death, cannot cut you off from his 
love. If physical darkness has to give 
way to light at God’s command, 
then whatever spiritual darkness is 
trying to descend upon us will not 
be able to snuff out God’s light either. 
Jesus is the light of the world, and 
the darkness has not and cannot 
overcome it (John 1:4–5).

Mover of Lights
We are meant to take courage in our 
God. He is before all and above all, 
and he set out to shape all creation 
so that it might teem with life for his 
glory. That’s what takes place over the 
final three days: by the end of day 6 
there were all kinds of things moving 
and shaking on the earth and in the 
heavens above.

Moses’ account of creation is written 
from the perspective of someone 
standing on the earth looking at what 
God was doing. We read that on day 
4 God created lights in the sky. Moses 
says further that “God made the two 
great lights—the greater light to rule 
the day and the lesser light to rule the 
night—and the stars” (v. 16, English 
Standard Version). Before this the 
sky above had been empty, except 
for perhaps the clouds created on 
day 2. But now there is a sun moving 
across the sky, sun up and sun down. 
And at night the moon can be seen 
gracefully arcing overhead. And 
suddenly in the background there are 
smaller lights up high forming shapes 
and patterns in the night sky, the 
twinkling stars. To a person looking 
up, the heavens have come alive with 
moving lights everywhere.

And God, your God, is in total 
control of all these heavenly spheres. 
It is even so that he created light 
separate from the sun, moon, and 
stars—did you notice that? Light was 
created on the first day, but the sun, 
moon, and stars came into being on 
the fourth day. Some people think 
that’s a reason to believe that this 
isn’t history, but why should this be a 
problem for the omnipotent Creator? 
He created light from nothing and 
evidently caused light to shine forth 
from his very being, so God truly is 
the light of the world. Doesn’t that 
fit with what Scripture says about 
how on the day Jesus returns the sun 
and moon will be retired and the 
Lamb of God will light up the world 
for one eternal day (Rev. 21:3)? God 
only used the sun, moon, and stars 
as instruments to regulate the cycle 
of morning and evening—who is like 
the Lord our God?

No God but the Lord
Subtly yet clearly our passage is 
saying to the Israelites under Moses 
and to us today: there is no other 
god beside the Lord, so worship him 
alone. In Deuteronomy 4 we read 
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 TO HEAR

how Moses warned the people again 
and again not to worship false gods 
like all the nations around them were 
doing. They weren’t to make images 
and bow to them like the pagans 
did. He then gives some examples 
that echo the wording of Genesis 1: 
don’t bow down to the likeness of 
any animal on the earth or winged 
bird in the air or any fish in the water 
under the earth. Don’t look to the 
sun or moon or stars as divine beings 
but remember that “the Lord has 
taken you and brought you out of the 
iron furnace, out of Egypt, to be a 
people of his own inheritance, as you 
are this day” (Deut. 4:20).

The Egyptians worshipped the 
sun god Ra and the Chaldeans 
worshipped the moon, but the Bible 
says the Lord created the sun and the 
moon as mere servants, so don’t be in 
awe of them. Many pagans believed 
that the waters of the seas and oceans 
were directed by mighty gods and 
were even inhabited by powerful 
monsters, and they lived in terror of 
them. But the Holy Spirit says that 
on day 5 God created “the great sea 
creatures and every living creature 
that moves, with which the waters 
swarm” (Gen. 1:21)—so, my people, 
you don’t need to be frightened of 
them. The Philistines and Moabites 
had their Baals and Asherah idols 
which they believed represented 
gods who controlled the rains and 

the soil and thus the fertility and 
growth of all living things. But what 
does Genesis 1:22 reveal? “And God 
blessed them, saying, ‘Be fruitful 
and multiply and fill the waters in 
the seas, and let birds multiply on 
the earth.’” The Lord God and he 
alone gives growth and fertility and 
new life. His point is clear: Don’t be 
tempted, my people, to put your trust 
in the imaginations of men, in the 
lies of foolish people, but look to me 
your Maker, your God.

It’s a message still for us today: don’t 
look to government as your savior, 
and don’t imagine that scientists 
or brainstorming engineers or 
genius inventors or your own clever 
investments and planning are 
going to provide you with health 
and wealth, peace and prosperity, 
happiness and comfort. Human 
beings and their ideas are the gods 
of our times, but like the ancient 
idols they are all powerless to save. 
Look to the Maker of humans, to 
the Creator of all things, to the 
God who has drawn near and says 
to you, “I created you. I love you. 
I have rescued you in my Son, and 
I promise to look after you while I 
fulfill my plan to redeem and restore 
my fallen creation. Trust me!”

Unstoppable Plan
For our text shows plainly that God 
has both a plan and a timeline. This 

is where history starts. It is truly 
God’s story. Unlike the pagans of 
old or the mystics of today (e.g., 
Hindus) who imagine time as 
something that moves in endless, 
purposeless cycles, Scripture says 
that history is linear. In those six 
days God made a beginning and 
moved toward an end, taking the 
earth from a dark world unfit for life 
to a lit world teeming with life and 
love. And this same God is now, in 
Christ Jesus, recreating the cosmos, 
taking the world from spiritual 
darkness and rebellion to a world lit 
up by his love and joyful submission 
to him; from a place of rust and rot 
and death to a place of wholeness 
and healing and life.

This awesome Master of creation is 
also your invincible Redeemer, so 
why then be afraid? Why be anxious? 
Go about your business serving the 
Lord—and leave the outcome of all 
things in his hands. What can go 
wrong with the plan when this God, 
your God, is in control?

Woe to those who call 
evil good, and good 
evil; who put darkness 
for light and light for 
darkness  
–Isaiah 5:20

WHAT 
DOES 
GOD 
SAY?    

God sends a warning message before 
destruction. He doesn’t want to see 
mankind suffer.
He wants us to repent of our sins—  
to change directions and seek Him. 
–2 Peter 3:10; Ezekiel 33: 11 

  May we have ears
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Themes in James: Oaths and Instructions 
for the Suffering, Cheerful, and Ill

“Do not swear,” James tells his readers (Jas. 5:12, 
English Standard Version). He doesn’t mean here using 
words that have to do with the most private behavior of 
human beings—the apostle Paul covers that—but with taking 
spurious oaths. Today, we may hear someone say, “I swear 
on my mother’s grave.” That comes short of swearing to God, 
but it still sounds pretty serious, doesn’t it? We find this kind 
of talk among the externally religious only. That’s what a lot 
of the Hebrews in James’s day were, but if they’re Christian 
believers, their religion should be something more than 
externally ritualistic.

By ritualistic, in this context, I mean taking part in an activity that one 
shouldn’t, but now feels one can because the worst part of the activity 
is understood to have been removed. This is technicality righteousness, 
really a form of Phariseeism: “I didn’t use God’s name to swear by, so if I 
don’t keep my oath, I’m not guilty of using his name in vain.” Conversely, 
“Because I swear by something or someone less than God, like the 

heavens or the earth, then it’s not too 
serious if I don’t keep my oath.”

The mind reels at the complexity 
of how religious hypocrisy seeks to 
justify itself. If the swearer has no 
intention of keeping the oath, or is 
less than sure that he will, why is he 
swearing at all? Well, to somehow 
convince the one before whom the 
oath is taken that he really means 
it, even though he doesn’t. Yet is his 
believability realistic? Can we believe 
someone because this time they’re 
swearing, whereas the rest of the 
time, when they’re not swearing, they 
likely are not telling the truth?

If they were believable, they’d have 
no reason to swear an oath at all, 
saying instead yes or no (v. 12b) or, 
frankly, I don’t know or don’t know 
yet. Speaking this way enough times 

Mr. Gerry Wisz

The Outlook | 8



shows people that what you mean 
when you’re saying what you’re 
saying makes having to swear oaths 
to be believed unnecessary. That’s 
James’s point, as it was the Lord 
Jesus,’ who said the same thing in the 
Gospels (Matt. 5:37).

Words Matter
James says, “But above all, my 
brothers, do not swear” (v. 12). Is he 
emphasizing this kind of mindless 
trespass over others? The text also 
allows for another sense. “Above all” 
can also mean before all, or before 
all that’s said, suggesting that oaths 
may be too easily and quickly taken 
on the lips before these believers try 
to communicate something. In other 
words, it’s a bad habit resident with 
the wider community of which these 
Hebrew believers are a part—a habit 
that they need to change now that 
they’re part of the community of the 
new creation.

Perhaps an example of this today is 
the phrase “to be honest,” or “to be 
honest with you,” used as a prelude 
to something someone is ardent 
about conveying. (I admit to having 
used it.) That’s not an oath, but it 
has the same effect: it calls attention 
to the speaker’s truthfulness, but by 
doing so it also calls attention to the 
likelihood of his not being truthful 
when he doesn’t use the phrase.

Christianity has a history of some 
sects being unwilling to take oaths 
in a court of law because of this 
teaching. But is that really what’s in 
view here in James? Is the issue that 
seriously taking an oath is forbidden? 
Isn’t it rather that making or taking 
an oath spuriously, or lightly, while 
trying to come across as serious is 
what’s forbidden? Taking an oath in 
court with one’s hand on the Word 
of God is serious business, nothing 
to be taken lightly. In fact, it’s still 
done because it’s understood that 
the witness will speak truth lest God 
judge him or her. Perjurers shrug this 
off, but God doesn’t.

It’s not that oaths are impermissible. 
It’s that spurious oaths are. Men are 
commanded to settle important 
matters between themselves 
with oaths before God (Exod. 
22:11–12). A meaningful oath 
before God is a witness to his 
glory before unbelievers (Jer. 
4:2). And God himself swears an 
oath, condescending to our finite 
understanding (Heb. 6:17).

The Place for Oaths
There’s a place for oaths, but day-to-
day conversation in life and business 
is not it. Truth telling doesn’t 
necessarily mean always baring one’s 
heart. But it does mean speaking 
the truth, in love (Eph. 4:15–16). 
The more we do that, the more we 
set a tone for more of the same both 
around us and beyond us, so that, 
except for in a court of law, swearing 
by heaven or by earth or by anything 
or anyone else is unnecessary.

James has an appreciation for the 
vicissitudes of life. Christians aren’t 
exempt from life’s turmoil. The 
difference is they’re equipped with 
a spiritual set of tools to meet it. 
Are you suffering? James asks. If so, 
pray (v. 13). That seems obvious, yet 
how often do we turn to ourselves 
or to others to find a way out of our 
suffering? But only the Lord can 
provide grace, peace, and a way to 
overcome suffering. That doesn’t 
mean we don’t avail ourselves of 
resources that are ours or don’t look 
to brethren for help. But it does 
mean there’s a focal point that should 
primarily draw our attention during 
such times—the Lord.

What better example do we have 
of this than David in the Psalms, 
who goes to God with his requests 
for all kinds of suffering: physical, 
psychological, social, and of course 
spiritual? Are you suffering, or 
as another translation renders 
it, “afflicted” (v. 13, King James 
Version)? Then pray. What’s that 
going to do? We learn more about 

the power, not of, but in, prayer 
toward the end of James’s letter. For 
now, we can recall not only David’s 
imploring requests, but the fact that 
their answers are often recorded 
in the same psalms in which these 
requests are made. These are 
prayers of faith! That should be an 
encouragement to us.

We may not be suffering, but be 
cheerful because of God’s blessing 
in our lives. James doesn’t say here 
that that’s the time to go out on the 
town to celebrate, as it were, to let it 
all hang out in revelry, but instead 
to sing praise to God (v. 13b). Holy 
Roller stuff, some may say. Praise 
to God should never be forced or 
mechanical. It’s given to us here 
as a command, but it can never be 
summoned and expressed by just 
taking it as an order.

Praise and Thanks
Praise can and should be spiritually 
natural to the Christian, pervading 
life in an air of thankfulness, and 
for the smallest thing to the largest. 
When we’re happy, James says, that’s 
our cue, not to run into the world to 
yelp, but to look up with praise and 
thanksgiving, from where we’ll then 
know how to joyfully interact in the 
world.

What if you’re sick? Call the elders 
of the church to come and pray for 
you, James says (v. 14). In effect, this 
happens whenever we ask our pastors 
to pray for us when sick. The other 
elders and congregation are likewise 
notified. It’s a great comfort to know 
that God’s people are praying for you 
in your infirmity, isn’t it? What about 
having the elders come and anoint you 
with oil, as James points out (v. 14b)? 
Oil was thought to have medicinal 
value in the ancient world. That’s the 
connection to the elders’ prayers along 
with the anointing with oil.

I knew an elder years ago who 
continued this practice, taking what’s 
said here in James on face value, and 
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I’d be the last to criticize him for 
the practice. If anything, it assured 
that he physically visited infirm or 
ill church members to anoint them 
with oil, yes, but also to pray with 
them and bring a scriptural word of 
hope and encouragement in person. 
But the medicinal value of being 
anointed with oil, we now know, is 
not what had been thought.

The Prayer of Faith
James here also expresses confidence 
in the elders’ prayer of faith over 
the ill. Believing prayer is powerful, 
as James goes on to explain. It’s 
understood that this is believing 
prayer that however ardent and 
engaged is nonetheless subject 
to the good providence of God. 
Nonetheless, whether the sick 
Christian is saved from dying and 
raised up from his bed or not, he will 
be saved and raised up on the last day, 
since, if he’d committed any sins, we 
are told, they will be forgiven (v. 15).

If you’re suffering or in trouble, if 
you’re happy or cheerful, if you’re 
sick or infirm—here are instructions 
from God’s Word for you. Pray, 
praise, turn to the church’s leaders 
for help. Simple enough, isn’t it? And 
yet how often these turn out to be 
the last things we do rather than the 
first. Many of us like to think we can 
figure things out for ourselves, and 
then reward ourselves accordingly 
when things go our way. We often 
think we can pull ourselves up by 
our own spiritual bootstraps. After 
all, we’re not sissies. Yet here James 
shows us where true strength lies. It’s 
made perfect in our weakness when 
we turn to God.

Totally Not Awesome:  
The Search for Humility

Mrs. Vanessa Le

Have you ever encountered cereal-box theology? One 
day I was reading the cereal box during breakfast, and 
it had a graph saying, “You are EQUAL PARTS: 20% 

Amazing—20% Brilliant—20% Funny—20% Talented—20% 
Smart—and 100% AWESOME!” I felt tired just looking at it! 
I had been woken up several times during the night by my 
children. At that point in the day, the most amazing thing I 
had done was to get breakfast on the table. I certainly had not 
come up with any brilliant ideas (unless having cold cereal 
for breakfast could be counted), had not cracked any jokes, 
or used any particular talents or smartness in order to start 
my day. I also kept thinking about a phrase one of my elders 
uses: “Only God is awesome!” Let’s just say the positivity of 
the cereal box failed to inspire me.

It’s pretty easy to dismiss cereal-box theology as mindless 
garbage, but how often do these same ideas creep into our 
thinking? Can you say with all sincerity that you are totally 
not awesome? In the robust individualism of America, has 
godly humility gone by the wayside?

What Is Humility?
The Bible tells us, “God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (Jas. 
4:6, New King James Version). Obviously, we want to be humble, not proud. 
But what exactly is humility? How can we tell if we are being prideful? The 
book of Proverbs provides a good place to begin understanding pride and 
humility.

Proverbs 3:5–6 is a synopsis of the book of Proverbs: “Trust in the Lord with 
all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways 
acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.” But what does it look like 
to trust in the Lord with all your heart? On the contrary, what does it look 
like to lean on your own understanding? How can we acknowledge the Lord 
in all our ways? Proverbs presents two contrasting people. We encounter the 
foolish, proud, wicked person, who is wise in his own eyes. We also encounter 
the wise, humble, righteous person, who trusts in the Lord, not his own 
understanding. The following table is a brief survey of the contrast between 
the proud person and the humble person, found in the book of Proverbs.
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Reference The Foolish, Proud, Wicked Person The Wise, Humble, Righteous Person

3:34 God scorns him God gives him grace

12:1 Hates correction and is stupid Loves instruction and knowledge

12:15 Is right in his own eyes Heeds counsel

13:1 Does not listen to rebuke Heeds his father’s instruction

13:10 Brings strife Well-advised

15:25; 16:15 Is punished by the Lord Receives favor

29:23 Is brought low by his pride Retains honor

These verses present us with at least one aspect of a 
humble person. A humble person is someone who is 
willing to learn and to be corrected. What does it look 
like to humbly acknowledge God in all our ways? Let’s 
look at several principles and consider how they might be 
applied in the context of marriage and relationships.

We humbly acknowledge God in all our ways when 
we read the Bible and believe God and his promises 
instead of listening to the world and believing its lies.
The world loves to take God’s truth and twist it into a 
destructive lie. For example, the world places a lot of 
emphasis on “finding true love.” Some of the lies offered 
on this topic are that your true love will accept you for 
who you really are; your life begins when you meet the 
one for you; love is always a feeling; when you feel love 
you should always act on those feelings. By contrast, the 
Bible describes love as an action, a deliberate choice: 
“Love suffers long and is kind” (1 Cor. 13:4). One of the 
specific ways we can believe God and his Word instead 
of the world is in our marriages. When love is not easy, 
when we feel that our personalities don’t click, when we 
have to give up some of the things we enjoy for the sake 
of our spouse, and when we do not feel at all loving, it is 

easy to conclude that we were not “meant to be.” Perhaps 
we married the wrong person! The humble person is able 
to recognize the lies creeping into his heart and is willing 
to admit the truth of God’s Word and act accordingly.

We humbly acknowledge God in all our ways when we 
willingly ask other believers for advice.
If you are married, when is the last time you have asked 
your Christian friends for marriage advice? We tend 
to avoid asking for advice for all of the wrong reasons: 
because we don’t want others to look down on us, we 
don’t want to admit that we need help, and we don’t want 
people to think we have a bad marriage. By contrast, 
humble persons will acknowledge that they don’t have all 
the answers and can learn from godly Christian friends. 
We should ask for advice in the context of prayer and 
accountability. This sounds like way too much work! Who 
even has time for that? Of course, there can and should 
be formal counseling happening within the church, but 
informal counseling is something that every believer can 
do. When you invite another couple over for a meal, ask 
how they approach a particular problem. Then, pray with 
them together.
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We humbly acknowledge God in all our ways when we 
pray for his will to be done.
How often do we approach a life decision without prayer 
or with the wrong attitude in prayer? For example, when 
praying about marriage, do we willingly ask God if he 
would rather have us serve him as a single? Do we pray 
for a godly spouse and then ignore the red flags when 
we meet someone? Are we content to make God our 
romantic advisor but not our Lord?

We humbly acknowledge God in all our ways when we 
accept his grace with a believing heart.
When we are young, it is easy to believe that we can pick 
whatever career we want, we can live wherever we want, 
and we can change the world. As life progresses, however, 
we have to learn to live within the boundaries that God 
has given us. God has given me this husband and these 
children, and the way I serve him here looks completely 
different than if I had a different husband and different 
children. In all of life, we can choose to complain how 
we would like life to be different, or we can accept God’s 
grace. Accepting God’s grace with a believing heart 
means:

We believe in his providence. If you are married 
and ever wonder if you married the right person, 
think back on your marriage vows. God providentially 
brought the two of you together, and if you’re 
married, then this is the spouse God has for you.

We acknowledge that while sin has 
consequences, God is the God of redemption and 
forgiveness. Perhaps you sinned in the way you 
pursued a spouse; perhaps you didn’t stay pure until 
marriage; perhaps you ruined other relationships 
as you pursued marriage. While those sins have 
consequences, if you truly trust in God for salvation, 
then he promises to forgive and cleanse you. You 
don’t have to be stuck in old patterns of behavior. 
You are not defined by your sin. You can move into 
new obedience, reconciliation, and joy.

We allow grace, not works, to motivate and 
empower us. Although we may believe that we are 
saved by grace, we often act as if we receive God’s 
daily blessings through our good works. We assume 
that our sins will be punished by what they deserve 
(short of hell). Our obedience can quickly become 
motivated mainly by the blessings that we desire: I 
want a good marriage, so therefore, I should be a 
good wife. The problem with this kind of obedience 
is that it lacks the power of the gospel. In the gospel, 
we realize that God has given his grace to us, 
undeserving sinners. He poured out grace upon us 
when he saved us, and he continues to give us grace 
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on a daily basis. Understanding that our temporal 
blessings come from his grace, we are now free to 
obey him out of gratitude. Obedience can then be 
accomplished from a place of humility instead of a 
place of pride.

Only God Is Awesome
Cereal-box theology puts intense pressure on us to 
perform to a certain standard. If we somehow fail to be 
brilliant, talented, funny, smart, and awesome, we are left 
with nothing. With the constant stream of this kind of 
thinking, is it any wonder that the United States suffers 
from growing substance abuse and suicide? By contrast, 
biblical theology expects us to be who we really are—
creatures who are limited in our understanding, talents, 
and intellect, and are definitely not awesome. Once we 
realize that our own understanding and resources are 
limited, we are able to ask meaningfully for advice and 
direction. And when we fail, we have a Redeemer. We 
don’t have to be trapped in a meaningless dialogue of “I’ll 
make sure it never happens again.” Rather, we can look to 
Jesus Christ.

Jesus Christ—described in the Nicene Creed as “the 
only-begotten Son of God, begotten of his Father before 
all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of 
very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance 
with the Father; by whom all things were made.” Talk 
about awesome! And then, this awesome God did the 
unthinkable: “who for us and for our salvation came 
down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit 
of the virgin Mary, and was made man.” Becoming 
man was the true act of humility: stooping to take on 
the limitations and weakness of humanity. Jesus then 
continued in humility by suffering the unthinkable: “and 
was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; he suffered 
and was buried.” Jesus frustrated the wisdom of the wise 
by becoming sin, and being humble, so that we might be 
saved from our sin and from our pride.

The search for humility will occupy us our entire lives. 
We will get a good start by understanding what humility 
is, by asking others for advice, and by looking to Jesus 
as the perfect example of humility. Next time you hear 
or use the word awesome, take a moment to consider 
the freedom that comes from knowing that only God is 
awesome.
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Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp 

As Christians, we know 
that the Bible holds 
the best solution to 

life, the best guide to human 
conduct. We talk about the 
Bible, defend, praise and exalt 
the Bible, but many church 
members seldom look into 
it. Reading your Bible is the 
principal means to Christian 
growth. In this article I want 
to say a little bit about this 
and give some pointers on 
improving your Bible reading.

But First, It’s Not Enough . . .
to read the Bible only when you want to defend a certain point of view. 

Read the Bible with an open mind, and don’t try to straightjacket 
passages into the mold of a few doctrines.

to read books and magazines about the Bible instead of God’s Word itself.

to not read in the Bible because you attend church, or Sunday school, or 
Christian school, and to think you are taking in enough of it as it is.

to think that your daily Bible reading at the dinner table (a couple of 
times a week) is sufficient.

to read your Bible for five minutes while spending several hours a day on 
your smartphone.

to read a page in a daily devotional instead of reading the Bible yourself.

to only read the passages that you read with your small children.

Read Your  
Bible
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Like the Bereans
I’m sure every single one of us is 
guilty to some extent. But God 
himself says in exasperation: “My 
people are destroyed for lack of 
knowledge; because you have 
rejected knowledge, I reject you 
from being a priest to me” (Hos. 
4:6, English Standard Version), 
and he gives several more dire 
consequences.

Many have heard before that our 
faith should be “like [that of] the 
Bereans.” This is what it says in Acts 
17:11: “Now these Jews were more 
noble than those in Thessalonica; 
they received the word with all 
eagerness, examining the Scriptures 
daily to see if these things were so.”

Now that you are convinced that you 
should read in your Bible more often, 
following are a few tips that could be 
helpful in your resolve.

Start young. My husband became 
a strong believer as a young 
teenager because his catechism 
teacher challenged him by 
saying that he had never read 
the whole Bible cover to cover.

If you are a parent or grandparent: 
set a good example. Let your 
children see you reading 
the Bible for yourself. For 
boys especially it’s extremely 
important that they see their 
(grand)fathers read the Bible.

A well-balanced reading plan is 
very important.

Get advice on how to read 
thoughtfully. Pastors can give 
advice, and for the ladies I 
recommend the book by Jen 
Wilkin, Women of the Word: 
How to Study the Bible with Both 
Our Hearts and Our Minds.

Read with pen in hand, so you can 
jot down verses that jump out to 
you. You could write them in a 
prayer journal.

Memorize verses. If you can sing 
them, they’re even easier to 
remember. When verses are 
memorized, the Holy Spirit can 
bring them to mind in difficult 
circumstances.

Read as an act of religious 
devotion, read prayerfully, and 
ask the Holy Spirit to highlight 
God’s ideas for you.

Either alternate between the Old 
and New Testaments or read 
part of a whole book at a time.

Work with yourself (morning 
person? night owl?) and your 
schedule to set apart a fixed 
time every day to read. If that 
time is too short, download the 
Bible on your phone and read 
when you are waiting anyway.

Find a Bible study group and do 
your homework. Or start a 
group yourself.

Why Is It Essential to Read 
Your Bible?
The more you meditate on the 

Word of God, the more you 
believe. The more time you 
spend with God, the more 
encouraged you feel. As your 
faith grows, so does your 
willingness to act on the truth.

Believers are to seek spiritual 
maturity through a diligent use 
of God’s Word (Heb. 5:11–14). 
This trains you to distinguish 
between good and evil, truth 
and lies, deception and reality.

Many Christian communities have 
their own favorite psalms and 
Bible passages. This is good and 
well but may lead to ignorance 
of other content in God’s Word 
and even to misunderstandings 
about essential doctrines. 
Therefore it is important that 
every believer reads through the 
whole of the Bible by himself or 
herself.

Some people are just not readers. 
If you’ve read this article so 
far, you obviously are a good 
reader and therefore you bear 
the responsibility to teach and 
encourage people in your life 
by sharing the correct Bible 
knowledge that you have 
acquired. Encourage them with 
God’s words and recommend 
they listen to good sermons 
online, at home or in their car. 
The Holy Spirit can personalize 
these messages also. And there 
are Bible apps that will read the 
Bible text to you.

The Bible is God’s living Word. The 
Holy Spirit works through it by 
applying what you are reading to 
your personal life. That’s the beauty 
of reading God’s Word yourself: God 
will give you a message that is exactly 
what you need that day. If you don’t 
read in the Bible, you probably miss 
out on a faith-strengthening and 
encouraging personal encounter with 
Jesus himself.

And when we do read our 
Bibles every day, we grow in our 
relationship with our Savior and our 
loving Father, receiving the many 
promises that are made to us.

Some references in this article are 
taken from Halley’s bible handbook. 
Halley’s handbook, inc/Zondervan.

The Outlook | 14



“Let Us Go to This Fountain”  
Consolation of the Sick

Mr. Michael R. Kearney

At the university where I 
study and teach, one of the 
undergraduate classes recently 

discussed how to talk about grief and 
loss. No easy answers emerged, only 
the agreement that such topics are 
painful beyond words. One student 
asked, “How can we respond to loss 
that spans a long period of time?” 
For example, what happens when an 
elderly family member undergoes an 
agonizingly slow decline in physical 
and mental faculties, until one feels 
that their loved one has withdrawn 
beyond the reach of conversation? 
Another student stated, “My whole 
family is Christian, but I find it a 
hollow comfort to describe a person 
who died as being ‘at peace.’” Can 
there be anything peaceful about 
a death, especially a painful and 
prolonged one?

In his recent book I Didn’t Know 
How Difficult It Would Be!: Personal 
Thoughts of a Grieving Husband and 
Father, Arnoud T. Vergunst warns, 
“If we place an exclamation mark 
where God’s Word has put a question 
mark and wrestle with it in prayer, it 
is a fitting recipe for sowing darkness 
and doubt in our hearts.”1 Contrary 
to the thoughtless ways in which we 
may often speak and act, knowing 
Christ and the gospel does not 
automatically make our conversation 
about suffering easier. So often we 
place exclamation points where 
the Bible leaves us with questions, 
heedlessly harming our own spirits 
and those of the grieving friends and 
family we may try to encourage. Rev. 
Vergunst points out that Job’s three 

friends were of the greatest help 
when they sat in silence with him. 
When they opened their mouths and 
ceased to listen, their advice began to 
lead away from wholehearted trust in 
the Father’s gracious providence.

Nevertheless, just because we who 
walk this valley of sorrow need to 
listen does not mean we do not also 
need to speak at times. And while 
Rev. Vergunst’s counsel focuses 
primarily on speaking to grieving 
friends and relatives, we must also 
know how to speak directly to those 
who are themselves near the point of 
death. Jesus himself will say, “I was 
sick and you visited me” (Matt. 25:36, 
English Standard Version).

Visiting the terminally ill can feel 
like a superhuman task. I remember 
sitting by my grandmother’s bedside 
as she wrestled with why God 
would not take her and expressed 
the darkest feelings and fears of 
her heart. How could any healthy, 
pain-free young adult have anything 
meaningful to say to a dearly loved 
family member in such a moment?

Christians over the centuries have 
searched for sources of comfort and 
counsel for the sick and dying. In 
the Roman Catholic Church, this 
tradition gave rise to the sacrament 
of the Last Rites or Extreme Unction. 
While the Protestant Reformation 
contested the sacramental status 
of the Last Rites, the Reformers 
did not downplay the need of 
spiritual preparation for death. On 
the contrary, they reemphasized it. 
Note that the Heidelberg Catechism 

opens by asking what the believer 
must know “to live and die in the 
joy of this comfort.”2 Think, too, of 
the beautiful and varied portraits of 
dying saints in both volumes of John 
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Surely the 
question of dying well still confronts 
each of us.

In fact, the editors of the Forms and 
Prayers booklet that accompanies the 
Trinity Psalter Hymnal reintroduced 
a historic Reformed document that 
fits just this purpose: the Consolation 
of the Sick. My purpose here is to 
describe this unique and beautiful 
document and offer a brief reflection 
on its contents.

History of the Consolation of 
the Sick
Cornelis van Hille, a Dutch 
bookseller, fled to England during a 
wave of anti-Protestant persecution 
in 1568. Van Hille became an 
elder in a Reformed church in 
Norwich and undertook studies to 
become a minister, returning to the 
Netherlands in 1577. According to 
church historian Gert Slings, van 
Hille discovered a booklet in which 
an English minister had gathered 
various Scripture passages together 
to comfort himself after the death 
of his wife. Van Hille was inspired 
to create his own booklet in Dutch 
after this model.3 He entitled it De 
Ziekentroost.

Van Hille later composed an 
extended version of De Ziekentroost, 
of which apparently only the preface 
and table of contents have survived.4 
The shorter version, meanwhile, 
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became incredibly popular, 
undergoing several printings over 
just a few years. It occupied a unique 
status among Reformed confessional 
and liturgical documents: it never 
received official approval from any 
church assembly, yet it was soon 
included in various editions of the 
Reformed kerkboek or liturgy. De 
Ziekentroost was translated into 
English as the Consolation of the 
Sick in the eighteenth century as 
part of the liturgy of the Reformed 
Church in America (RCA). There it 
formed the basis for the ministry of 
a particular lay office of comforters 
of the sick, Krankenbesoeckers or 
Ziekentroosters.5

The Consolation of the Sick was 
also included in some versions 
of the 1912 United Presbyterian  
Psalter produced for various Dutch 
Reformed denominations in North 
America, but it never found its 
way into the 1934, 1959, or 1987 
Psalter Hymnal produced by the 
Christian Reformed Church. The 

Liturgical Forms Committee of 
the United Reformed Churches in 
North America saw fit to make the 
Consolation of the Sick available once 
more, stating, “We have re-included 
this material in order to edify those 
in hospitals, convalescent homes, 
and shut-in at home as well as to be 
used by ministers, elders, deacons, 
and members in visiting the sick and 
dying.”6

The Consolation of the Sick functions 
similarly to a catechism, organizing 
a variety of scriptural truths into a 
succinct and accessible format. The 
historic preface states, “Everyone 
should memorize this, in order to 
strengthen and admonish his sick 
brother when necessary; so that, 
even if no minister is present, all 
may be diligent to do this as a work 
of charity.”7 While it would be a 
daunting task to memorize every 
word of this document, the more 
practical implication seems to be 
to commit its major headings to 

memory, so that the comforter can 
call a variety of appropriate Bible 
passages to mind in an edifying 
order.8 I will discuss these headings 
below.

Overview of the Consolation 
of the Sick
The Consolation of the Sick contains 
twenty-one brief chapters, each 
comprising less than ten paragraphs. 
A significant portion of the words 
are direct quotations from Scripture 
passages, woven together so as to 
highlight particular spiritual themes. 
The text also includes four quotations 
from the apocryphal books of Sirach 
and the Wisdom of Solomon.9

Although the original headings are 
not organized this way, we could 
read the Consolation of the Sick in 
terms of providing biblical answers 
to common questions of the sick and 
dying. For example:
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Why am I sick? This is discussed 
in the first four sections: “The 
Corruption and Misery of Man,” 
“Through Adam, All Humanity Is 
Subject to Death,” “The Appointed 
Time of Man,” and “The Fall and 
Misery of Man.” There is potent 
comfort in these somber passages, 
like the comfort of a doctor’s 
accurate diagnosis. Knowing that 
we are subject to death through 
the presence of sin in the world 
helps believers to adopt a realistic 
attitude, without falling prey to the 
temptation to ascribe one’s sickness 
to an individual judgment from God.

How can I be saved? This is discussed 
in the next four sections: “The 
Salvation of Man,” “Christ Is Our 
Redemption,” “We Must Flee to 
Christ for Refuge,” and “Christ Is 
the Fountain of Eternal Life.” These 
beautiful passages point to Christ as 
“the light of the world” (John 8:12), 
“the sun of righteousness” (Mal. 4:2), 
and the One who says, “If anyone 
thirsts, let him come to me and 
drink” (John 7:37). The Consolation 
of the Sick ministers to both believers 
and unbelievers by calling all to “go 
to this fountain to quench our thirst” 
(sec. 8).

What does Jesus think of me? This 
is discussed in the next three 
sections: “Christ Our Mediator,” 
“Justification,” and “Christ Prays 
for Us.” These paragraphs build on 
the previous material by pointing 
to the triune God’s love and desire 
for the salvation of his people. 
Christ answers all the accusations 
of our enemies, including the heavy 
accusations that the devil may 
cast upon believers in the hour of 
their death. Richly laden with the 
promises of Scripture, the document 
assures Christians that Jesus is 
actively interceding for them even in 
their darkest hours.

How should I view death? This is 
discussed in the next three sections: 
“The Godly Desire for Glory,” 

“Where We Will Go When We 
Depart from Here,” and “We Must 
Die before We Will Be Glorified.” The 
Consolation of the Sick states that “we 
ought—according to God’s word—to 
have a perfect desire to be released 
from this mortal body, in order to 
come to the ‘glorious inheritance’ 
of all God’s children (Eph. 1:18)” 
(sec. 12). These sections focus the 
believer’s attention on the heavenly 
mansions to be revealed.

What can I do to prepare for death? 
This is discussed in the next four 
sections: “We Must Piously Fight 
against Our Enemies,” “We Must 
Pray and Be Watchful,” “Faith and 
Good Works,” and “The Righteous 
Shall Live by Faith.” Here the text 
focuses primarily on overcoming 
the attacks of the devil through 
prayer, watchfulness, and faith in 
the promise of the gospel. It also 
describes the requirement to “suffer 
a little with Christ” as an opportunity 
to exercise grateful obedience.

Why do others not suffer the way I 
do? This is discussed in the last three 
sections: “The Prosperity of the 
Wicked,” “The Resurrection of the 
Dead,” and “The Final Judgment.” 
The text admits that believers may 
stumble at the apparent prosperity 
of the ungodly, but it states, “It is 
remarkable that believers have not 
even more adversity, because of the 
glorious joy prepared for them; and 
that the wicked have not even more 
prosperity, because of the terrible 
condemnation that will be theirs” 
(sec. 19). The document concludes 
with a set of “comforting sayings of 
Holy Scripture, to pray when facing 
death,” which could also be offered 
by a visiting friend or relative. These 
last sections focus the believer’s eyes 
once again on the eternal joy that 
waits for them.

Concluding Thoughts
The Consolation of the Sick is truly 
an enigmatic document. Its non-
confessional status and its devotional 
quality make it far different than 
any of the Three Forms of Unity. 
Composed for a specific purpose, it 
shows that our perspective on the 
Christian faith changes depending 
on where we stand and where we 
most need comfort. But the source of 
that comfort is always the same—the 
promise of eternal life for all who 
call upon the name of their faithful 
Savior Jesus Christ.
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There are a number of valleys in the Swiss mountains famous for their 
lively echoes. Here tourists can amuse themselves and others by 
calling out nonsense to hear their own voices bouncing back. More 

usefully, the mountains of Switzerland are also the birthplace of yodeling, 
a beautiful and complicated vocal code developed over centuries to 
communicate vital information across the valleys.1 We find many references 
in the Bible to mountains, valleys, and communication. God gave Israel 
the law from Mount Sinai (Exod. 19–24). Israel called forth “Amen” as 
they represented blessing and cursing on the slopes of Mount Gerizim 
and Mount Ebal (Deut. 27:11–26). Jerusalem is the physical location 
of God’s communicating presence in the Old Testament and a spiritual 
representation of God’s presence throughout Scripture.

We see a spiritual truth implied in the physical realities of God’s majestic 
mountains: where there are mountains, there must be valleys, and it is not 

possible to move forward from mountain 
top to mountain top without traversing the 
valley between. In fact, the briefest scrutiny 
of a Swiss map will quickly show us every 
main travel artery is in the valleys; this 
is where we will make the most forward 
progress. We see in the Christian life how 
God brings us forward through valleys 
of suffering, of grief, and of pain. We also 
see how, when God brings us out of the 
valley, we are better able to tell others of his 
greatness. Raised, as it were, to the slopes of 
the mountains after trial, we may call out to 
each other and communicate this most vital 
truth: “God has done it, and God is good!” 
This alchemy of grace transforms our trials 
into great blessings. “How beautiful upon 
the mountains,” says Isaiah, “are the feet 
of him who brings good news” (Isa. 52:7, 
English Standard Version).

The psalms are replete with examples of 
trial transformed to testimony. In just one 
example of many, David describes terrible 
challenges of circumstance, body, and mind 
in Psalm 22; he is surrounded by malice (vv. 
12–13, 16–18), his body is failing (vv. 14–
15), he feels even God has forsaken him (v. 
1)—and yet it is to God alone he can turn 
for help (vv. 19–21). David views his whole 
life in light of God’s faithfulness historically 
(vv. 3–5), personally from birth (vv. 9–10), 
and anticipated in the future (vv. 21, 24, 26). 
And what is David’s response? “I will tell of 
your name to my brothers; in the midst of 
the congregation I will praise you: You who 
fear the Lord, praise him!” (vv. 22–23a). 
God has done it, and God is good.

We would be remiss if we left out the 
key component which renders these 
experiences useful. Ups and downs are not 
unique to Christian experience—nearly 
every unbeliever will likely say their life 
also has this dynamic. Christ is the one who 
makes the difference. This, too, we see in the 

Tell It on the Mountains
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psalms. We have already considered 
the strongly Christological Psalm 22, 
where we see Christ’s suffering and 
his triumph. Let us look also at Psalm 
24, with its reference to Jerusalem. 
Jerusalem is depicted in both 
narrative and prophecy as high upon 
a mountaintop, but “who,” says the 
psalmist, “shall ascend the hill of the 
Lord?” (v. 3) The answer clearly refers 
to Christ, not to us—for who else can 
claim to have “clean hands and a pure 
heart” (v. 4)? Ultimately we receive 
“righteousness from the God of [our] 
salvation” (v. 5b) through Christ—for 
he is the “Lord of hosts, he is the King 
of glory!” (v. 10). And here, too, we are 
called to witness: “lift up your heads, O 
gates!” (vv. 7, 9). It is in Christ that our 
suffering is made sanctifying and our 
experience is made useful to others. 
It is Christ who raises us out of the 
valleys to the mountaintops.

How fitting, in light of these lessons, 
that in October various individuals 
shared their own valley experiences 
with the people of God at an event 
held at Bethany URC and sponsored 
by Reformed Fellowship. Authors Rev. 
Arnoud Vergunst and Glenda Mathes 
spoke on the fruits of the Spirit in 
grief and loss. One speaker having 
lost a beloved wife to cancer, the other 
having lost three close family members 
in less than one year, each author has 
walked faithfully through the valley of 
suffering with eyes fixed upon Christ. 
Each presentation centered upon the 
comfort which is available to us in the 
true promises of God’s Word.2 God can 
use terrible trials to strengthen us for 
service.3 What a blessing to hear how 
God has been faithful in individual 
lives struck by tragedy.

Consistent with the example of the 
psalms, we also heard the witness of 
God’s people in music. Two musical 
groups, Hope Heralds Male Chorus 
and Jubilee, blessed us with beautiful 
expressions of the promises of God. 
We gave testimony in congregational 
songs—what a blessing to respond to 
the encouragement of the speakers by 

raising our voices together in praise! 
“In all the sorrows that overwhelm 
us . . . be thou our all in all. In all our 
loneliness, be truest Friend . . . grant 
us thy peace.” sang the Hope Heralds.4 
For many in the pews, music was a 
powerful tool to strengthen hearts 
and souls.

It is good to observe that not everyone 
is called to be a speaker, an author, 
or a choral musician—but everyone 
is able to give testimony to God’s 
faithfulness. Many individual stories 
were shared with one another over 
sandwiches at our supper break. 
Circles around the tables grieved 
with a family whose teenage son and 
brother was killed accidentally two 
years ago; encouraged a father whose 
three-year-old son drowned eleven 
years ago; ministered to a woman 
abandoned by her husband more than 
twenty years ago; and my husband and 
I were also offered comfort in our loss 
of a baby who miscarried less than a 
month before this conference. These 
examples do not vie with one another 
for priority, for “all grief has a similar 
measure: grief is always real and great. 
We ought therefore not compare 
one grief with another.”5 Those in 
attendance encouraged each other by 
sitting together, by being present. We 
saw that God can use the beauty of 
music and the courageous insight of 
a speaker; he can also use a wordless 
hug or handshake.

As the holiday season has passed and 
we face short days and cold nights, it 
is easy for our hearts to darken also. 
Many are lonely. For many this time of 
year recalls to mind griefs old and new. 
We know biblical saints such as David 
suffered from depression, and this can 
still be true of us today. This may be 
for long seasons or only for a short 
while—but the season of despondency 
always feels long while we are in it. 
Be encouraged, dear friends, by the 
truth God makes available to you in 
your Bibles. Remember “we can’t really 
know what God says in his Word if we 
don’t read it.”6 Listen to the comfort 

which echoes in the psalms and hymns 
of the church, and in the counsel of 
true friends.

God is faithful in our vacillations, 
strong in our weakness, and the source 
of all comfort in our sorrows. May his 
truth give us a firm foundation, like 
Mount Zion which cannot be shaken 
(Ps. 127). May we call across our 
valleys to each other, communicating 
always and in all things—God has 
done it, and God is good.
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Rev. Doug Barnes

A Radical Failure to Encourage   
the Magistrate

Imagine, if you will, a Reformed minister publicly 
criticizing someone for openly confessing the 
sovereign reign of Christ. Hard to imagine, isn’t it?

Yet it happened recently—as a logical expression of the 
Radical Two Kingdoms (R2K) view that we’ve been 
critiquing in these pages.

Christ exercises authority over both kingdoms, R2K 
advocates assure us.

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

A recent prayer by Oklahoma’s newly re-elected governor 
ran afoul of that worldview.

Gov. Kevin Stitt is bold in his Christian convictions. And 
at a recent prayer rally, he expressed those convictions 
openly.

A disclaimer is in order: Gov. Stitt belongs to an 
Assemblies of God congregation. He uses terminology 
that Reformed folks find theologically problematic. 
However, the heart of what he said was a confession that 
Christ is the King, that he is sovereign over the people of 
Oklahoma, and that his will for the state is good. It was an 
expression of reliance on Christ.

And it was spoken by the governor—acting as the 
governor.

That didn’t sit well with the Rev. Dr. R. Scott Clark, 
URC minister and professor at Westminster Seminary 
California. “As a Christian and as a private citizen, Stitt 
has every right to say that Jesus is Lord over all things,” 
Rev. Clark wrote in his online journal. “The issue here is 

As explained previously, the R2K view divides life into 
two kingdoms: the spiritual and the secular. The spiritual 
kingdom is eternal and is largely manifested in the 
church, whereas the secular kingdom, encompassing 
most of the remainder of life, is said to be merely 
temporary.
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that, when he ‘claimed’ the State of Oklahoma for Christ 
by ‘the authority that I have as governor,’ he confused the 
two spheres. His job as governor is to serve all the citizens 
of Oklahoma—Christian, pagan, Buddhist, Hindu, 
and Muslim. Stitt had no business as governor claiming 
Oklahoma for Christ” (https://heidelblog.net/2022/11/
oklahoma-governor-claims-state-for-christ-controversy-
ensues, accessed November 15, 2022; emphasis original).

To be clear, Rev. Clark emphasized that R2K advocates 
believe “Christ is ruling whether or not the magistrate 
acknowledges it”—a statement that all Christians 
should readily affirm (Matt. 28:18). But then Rev. Clark 
approvingly quotes Steven K. Green, who declares, “The 
idea of separation of church and state remains a core 
concept in the American experience.” To that, Rev. Clark 
explains that although Christian officials should pray 
and live consistent with their faith, “once they are elected 

This keeps the relationship between church and state 
clear-cut and orderly. As Christians, in our private life, 
we should openly confess Christ, pray to God, and live 
according to the instruction of his Word. But the church 
should not advise the magistrate, nor should Christian 
magistrates openly confess Christ or rule according to his 
Word in their governing roles. We must not confuse the 
sacred and secular kingdoms.

Sadly for the well-organized R2K advocates, the Bible is 
not consistent with their carefully defined categories.

Concerning the church’s calling with regard to the state, 
we often find the prophets advising, and even rebuking, 
the magistrate. Nathan was not shy about rebuking King 
David for his sin (2 Sam. 12). Michaiah was insistently 
honest in calling King Ahab to turn from his rebellion 
(1 Kings 22:13–23). Jeremiah’s prophetic career was 

or appointed to office they ought to respect the natural 
limits imposed by their position.”

To Rev. Clark, that means ruling in a manner that is 
distinctly secular. “The adjective secular is an honorable 
word. . . . As governor, Stitt is not functioning in a 
religious or sacred capacity.” According to the R2K view 
of Rev. Clark and cohorts, it would be inappropriate for 
the magistrate to formally acknowledge the lordship 
of Christ and the magistrate’s reliance on him. This 
would confuse the kingdoms and compromise the 
magistrate’s secular calling. By the same token, it would 
be inappropriate for the church to formally advise the 
civil government, as that would not only confuse the 
kingdoms but also extend the church beyond its proper 
realm.

punctuated by instances of urging the king and his 
advisors to turn back to the living God.

Nor can we protest that this is irrelevant, since only 
the kings of Israel were rebuked. Daniel brought God’s 
wisdom to the kings of both the Babylonian and the 
Medo-Persian empires. Amos publicly condemned the 
sins of Syria, Philistia, Edom, Ammon, and Moab. Isaiah 
preached against the sins of the leaders of Babylon, 
Assyria, Philistia, Moab, Syria, Cush, and Egypt.

God is completely sovereign, and Christ has been 
enthroned as King of all nations. Therefore his church is 
not to be silent in confronting sins and rebellions against 
the King of kings. And it’s more than a little silly to 
suggest that special revelation is not meant for that secular 
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realm, given the fact that so much Scripture addresses 
the sins of nations, without reference to natural law. It 
seems clear that God was not willing to limit himself to 
the R2K system.

Nor is it biblical to rebuke the magistrate for openly 
confessing Christ and employing his Word. Rev. Clark, 
in his recent post, quotes a portion of Psalm 2 to 
demonstrate that Christ already rules as King, regardless 
of whether the magistrate acknowledges that. However, 
he ignores the conclusion to that psalm, in which God 
commands kings and judges of the earth: “Serve the 
Lord with fear, and rejoice with trembling. Kiss the Son, 
lest He be angry, and you perish in the way, when His 
wrath is kindled but a little. Blessed are all those who 
put their trust in Him” (Ps. 2:11–12, New King James 
Version). Note well: in verse 10, this command is given 
to kings and judges as kings and judges—that is, in their 
secular role.

Thus it should not surprise us to see Daniel record 
(four times) the kings of world empires confessing the 
sovereign lordship of our God (Dan. 2:44–48; 3:28–30; 
4:3, 34–37; 6:25–27). Note well that these are not 
Israelite kings—overcoming the frequent R2K complaint 
that only Israelite kings are commanded to confess the 
Lord.

However, the passages from Daniel are Old Testament, 
and Rev. Clark and company tend to be dismissive 
regarding biblical evidence that doesn’t come from the 
New Testament.

So look to Romans 13, where the governing authority 
is described as a servant appointed by God (v. 1) and a 
minister of God for our good (v. 4). As such, he is called 
to be “an avenger to execute wrath on him who practices 
evil” (v. 4). Implicitly, that means the magistrate must 
understand and apply the moral law of God. Admittedly, 
he can perceive that law from the natural law written on 
his heart (Rom. 2:15); but given the inclination of man 
to twist what God has revealed about himself (Rom. 
1:18–23), that’s a less than reliable guide absent the 
insights of Scripture.

The founders of our nation recognized that. It was 
absolutely common to justify the need for particular 
laws and statutes by appeal to the Bible, including laws 
against blasphemy and desecration of the Sabbath. 
It’s only as our nation has drifted from its Christian 
worldview that secularism has become a commendable 
concept.

Our Reformed forefathers recognized the magistrate’s 
calling to govern by the wisdom of God’s Word and to 
openly confess Christ as King. Article 36 of the Belgic 
Confession of Faith leads us to confess that “civil rulers 

have the task, subject to God’s law, of removing 
every obstacle to the preaching of the gospel and 
to every aspect of divine worship.” Notice that they 
and their work are subject, above all, to God’s law. 
They are to defend liberty not for the spread of the 
pagan, Buddhist, Hindu, or Muslim faiths but for the 
preaching of the Christian gospel and the worship of 
the true God.

In short, R2K advocates insist on divorcing the state 
from the church—indeed, from all religion—as part 
of their effort to dichotomize life into the sacred and 
the secular.

But that is an impossible task.

Mankind is inherently religious, as Romans 1 shows 
us; and every society will serve a god. The only 
question is which one.

America today serves the false god of secularism. 
According to that religion, man is the ultimate source 
of knowledge and judgment. Man sits on the highest 
throne. And man will not brook competition.

My friends, that is a theocracy—in which the true 
God has been replaced by man, the impostor god.

How much better, how much more glorifying to 
God, when the magistrate openly confesses Christ 
and pursues his governing tasks with unapologetic 
reliance upon God’s Word!

Rev. Clark warns that such a desire will lead to 
religious wars and conflicts tearing our society apart. 
As though secularism isn’t accomplishing that on its 
own!

By contrast, godly leaders who openly confessed 
Christ were the authors of a system of government 
that preserved liberty for the nurture and spread 
of the gospel; were the driving force for ending the 
evil of chattel slavery in America; and have been the 
source of the righteous laws that made our land great.

When Christian leaders today seek to emulate that 
example by openly confessing Christ’s sovereignty, we 
should encourage and defend them. And rather than 
seeking to silence them or protesting their theological 
flaws, we should disciple such leaders—and strive to 
raise up bold magistrates from our churches, who will 
eagerly confess Christ in their work, for the glory of 
God and the good of our land.
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Competent men should be urged to study for the ministry of the 
Word. A man who is a member of a church of the federation and 
who aspires to the ministry must evidence genuine godliness to 
his Consistory, which shall assume supervision of all aspects of 
his training, including his licensure to exhort, and assure that he 
receives a thoroughly reformed theological education. The council of 
his church should help him ensure that his financial needs are met. 
(See Appendix 1 and 2) (Article 3)

At the conclusion of such training, a student must approach his 
Consistory to become a candidate for the ministry of the Word, 
which shall arrange for his examination at a meeting of the classis 
of which his Consistory is a participant. No one shall be declared 
a candidate for the ministry until he has sustained an examination 
at a meeting of this classis, in the presence of his Consistory, of 
his Christian faith and experience, of his call to the ministry, of his 
knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, both in the original languages 
and in English translations, of the Three Forms of Unity, of Christian 
doctrine, Christian ethics and church history; of the Church Order, 
and of his knowledge and aptitude with regard to the particular 
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The Need for Examination
Historically, the Reformed churches 
have recognized the need for both 
a “preliminary examination” and 

The Encouragement for 
Students
During the times of the Protestant 
Reformation, it was said that a 
lack of gospel ministers would be 
“the worst plague which God may 
send to people.” More recently, it 
has been noted that “without the 
regular ministry of the Word our 
Churches cannot be expected to 
flourish” (Van Dellen and Monsma, 
The Church Order Commentary). 
In line with these convictions, the 
essence of article 3 of our Church 
Order has a long history within 
Reformed church polity. Early on, 
Reformed polity understood that 
the local churches should take the 
initiative in encouraging suitably 
gifted young men toward gospel 
ministry. It was also understood that 
such men need thorough spiritual 
and academic training. Therefore, 
local churches should be concerned 
and involved with the training of 
ministers. There continues to be an 
urgent need for “competent men . 
. . to study for the ministry of the 
Word,” as our federation’s numerous 
ministerial vacancies and missionary 
opportunities testify. The churches 
that pray for the “Lord of the harvest 
to send out laborers” (Luke 10:2) 
should also urge qualified men 
toward the gospel ministry.

The Criteria for Students
In keeping with the biblically 
revealed criteria for office bearers, 
not all men within the churches 
should be encouraged to consider the 
ministry. Rather, the churches should 
encourage only men who display 
spiritual and intellectual competency 
as well as “evidence genuine 
godliness.” Our Church Order puts 
this vetting responsibility upon the 
local church, more specially the local 
consistory, which should possess 
knowledge of whether a particular 
man is potentially fit for the office 
of minister. Such knowledge would 
be derived from the consistory’s 
observance of the man’s spiritual 
character and ministerial gifts 
within the ordinary pattern of 
congregational life. A certain level of 
intellectual aptitude must be present, 
but of special concern is the existence 
of a genuine piety since the moral 
failure of an office bearer, especially 
a minister of the Word, causes harm 
in the churches and dishonor to our 
Lord. Better a holy minister with 
average intellect than a brilliant 
minister with ungodly habits.

The Oversight of Students
The Church Order reminds the 
consistory that it is their duty 
to oversee the theological and 
spiritual training of students for 
the ministry. While seminaries and 
professors are necessary, the final 

oversight of the training of men 
for the gospel ministry falls upon 
the elders of the local church. This 
oversight includes the examining 
and licensing for the student to 
“speak a word of edification,” that 
is, the explaining and applying of a 
passage of Scripture in the context of 
leading a public worship service. Yet, 
the seminarian engages in this task 
outside of the formal authority of the 
office of minister of Word until such 
a time as he is ordained and installed 
as a minister of the Word. Numerous 
appendices to the Church Order give 
more detailed information regarding 
these matters and should be closely 
followed by the elders.

The Church Order also points out 
that it is the council’s duty to oversee 
the financial support of such students 
since proper and thorough study 
is costly. In doing so, our  Church 
Order follows historical precedent 
of Reformed practice in assisting a 
man with his financial needs while 
engaging in his seminary training, 
an assistance that is undertaken by 
his local church council. Most often 
such financial support is freely given 
when the man faithfully engages in 
his studies and then in the labors 
of the gospel ministry. This is due 
to the fact that the churches realize 
that monetary investment in the 
training of gospel ministers is a good 
investment toward the spiritual fruit 
of a faithful ministry.

duties and responsibilities of the minister of the Word, especially the preparation and 
preaching of sermons. Upon sustaining this exam in the presence of his Consistory and with 
the concurring advice of the delegates to this meeting of classis, his Consistory shall declare 
him a candidate for the office of minister of the Word. (See Appendix 3 and 6) (Article 4)

a “decisive examination” (i.e., 
“candidacy exam” and “ordination 
exam”) in regard to men who have 
completed their formal seminary 
training in preparation for the 

gospel ministry. This recognition 
was motivated by respect for the 
honor of the office and the dangerous 
possibility of unqualified men 
seeking entrance into the office. Our 

(Continuation of article 4)

(Continuation of article 3)
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current Church Order titles the preliminary exam as 
the “candidacy exam.” This exam is not to be confused 
with the “ordination exam” that ordinarily follows a 
call being extended to and accepted by a candidate. 
The candidacy exam is to be conducted according to 
the various relevant appendices before men are eligible 
to be viewed and considered as candidates for calls 
into the office of minister of the Word. The necessity of 
a successful sustaining of a candidacy exam before any 
formal consideration for a call must be stressed in our 
day given the growing practice of churches indicating 
intentions and making provisions to call a man before 
he has been declared a candidate.

The Source of Examination
Over the centuries, Reformed churches have employed 
a variety of sources in administering this preliminary 
or candidacy exam, including seminary curators and 
boards, synods, and classes. It is recognized that while 
the seminaries serve the churches in the training 
of men for ministry, it is the churches themselves 
that engage in the ecclesiastical work of examining 
whether the men are qualified to be candidates. Within 
the United Reformed Churches in North America, 
there is acknowledgment of and provision for the 
local consistory to exercise authority over the exam 
and, upon successful sustaining of the exam, declare 
that a man is a candidate. However, in line with the 
practice of federating with sister churches, there is 
also a role for the classis to grant “concurring advice” 
in the candidacy and ordination exams. In part, this 
is due to the fact that while a minister is called to 
labor primarily within one particular congregation, 
he serves the churches of the federation in occasional 
pulpit exchanges and broader assemblies such as 
classis and synod. After his ordination and installation 
within a congregation, he is also eligible to receive and 
accept a subsequent call being installed in another 
congregation without further examinations.

The Material for Examination
While graduation from seminary studies gives 
evidence that a man has satisfactorily completed the 
required course work, the candidacy exam views the 
man’s “Christian faith and experience” or “doctrine 
and practice” seeking to ensure adequate preparation 
and qualification both in theological knowledge and 
godly piety. Therefore, the candidacy examination 
covers various practical and theological areas. A 
continual cautionary note is that these exams should 
not serve as opportunities for examiners to flaunt their 

personal knowledge, ride theological hobbyhorses, 
or uncharitably “stump” the examinee. Questions 
should be asked that test the depth and breadth of a 
man’s knowledge in biblical and theological matters 
as well as motives for seeking entrance into the 
ministry. Given that preaching is the main duty of the 
minister of the Word, special attention is to be given 
to the man’s ability to construct and deliver biblical 
and edifying sermons. Upon sustaining a candidacy 
examination, the man’s own overseeing consistory has 
the opportunity and responsibility to announce to the 
churches that he is a candidate to receive an external 
call into the gospel ministry.
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Church history is not a dry 
and boring subject meant 
to entertain dry and boring 

people. I understand how some come 
to that conclusion seeing that I have 
an interest in church history. I also 
understand that it is difficult to see 
any immediate connection between 
your average weekday and an event 
that happened centuries ago. With 
only so much time in the day and 
energy to spend, we want to direct 
our efforts to the things that we 
know have a direct bearing. So, how 
will understanding something like 
the filioque controversy of the fourth 

century help you or your children 
with the issues that bombard us 
today? It is not readily apparent to 
us how something like that applies, 
so it is often thought that a large 
part of church history is irrelevant 
for today’s normal Christian facing 
today’s problems.

Notwithstanding these sentiments, 
I maintain that there is something 
of great value for all the people of 
God in knowing church history. 
There is much to be gleaned. There is 
rich theology to be mined. There is 
wisdom to be learned. And, most of 
all, there are great encouragements 
to be taken to heart. This article will 

focus upon what I believe is the chief 
value of knowing church history: 
it traces God’s faithfulness to his 
church through time.

History Encourages Us with 
God’s Faithfulness
Alert Christians are wary of the 
moral decay of the society in which 
we live. In the desire to remain godly, 
we make efforts to equip ourselves 
and our children to be faithful in 
the face of the world’s ungodly and 
secular influences. What provokes 
Christians in this endeavor with 
greater fervency is the pace at which 
this decay is occurring. The rise 

This article stresses the value of studying church history because history highlights 
God’s faithfulness to his people through the ages.
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and triumph of homosexuality and 
transgenderism in the matter of a 
couple of decades is a case in point 
concerning the speed of our culture’s 
deterioration into secularism. 
Among other things, this has 
emboldened opposition against those 
who would hold to the faith and 
a biblical worldview, and it seems 
more is approaching at an increasing 
rate. Many sense that more blatant 
opposition is forthcoming against 
those who would resist this speedily 
rising tide of secularism.

It is unnerving to think that perhaps 
one day the rising generation 
will face hostility of a sobering 
caliber. We must not think of “the 
rising generation” in an abstract, 
impersonal way. That question is 
over you and the ones you love. 
Will your kids or grandkids stand 
faithful? With the tactics growing 
more cunning, will the gospel hold 
up in your children’s hearts? With 
greater opposition seemingly on the 
horizon, will your little ones endure 
through torture and torment? As 
troubling as these questions may be, 
they are things with which we must 
grapple and for which we must be 
girded. So, how will looking back in 
history help us when we should be 
preparing to face a possible future of 
such grave things?

History is a help in these matters 
because the church has gone through 
it before. The pages of history are 
replete with stories of the world’s 
virulent hostility against the church. 
But history in and of itself is not our 
starting point. We must go to the 
Bible for answers to such questions, 
for direction, and for comfort. We 
do not find in the Bible a secret code 
for us to decipher what tragedies 
are going to hit the headlines next 
month, nor are there detailed 
answers for every individual’s life and 
what each step holds. But we do read, 
“God is our refuge and strength, 
a very present help in trouble. 

Therefore we will not fear, even 
though the earth be removed, and 
though the mountains be carried into 
the midst of the sea” (Ps. 46:1–2, New 
King James Version). In harmony 
with this, we confess in Article 27 of 
the Belgic Confession that “though 
she sometimes (for a while) appears 
very small, and in the eyes of men, to 
be reduced to nothing . . . this holy 
Church is preserved or supported by 
God, against the rage of the whole 
world.” So, one thing is certain 
regarding the past, present, and 
future of the church: God is in the 
midst of her; therefore she ultimately 
is secure.

Consider how this plays out in 
Israel’s conquest of the promised 
land. By human estimations, Israel 
stood no chance in battle against 
the Canaanites. The odds were 
stacked against them. Each of the 
Canaanite nations had greater 
military capability, stronger cities, 
better weapons technology, and more 
experience in warfare. However, 
the outcome was Canaan’s defeat. 
How did this happen if Israel was 
outmatched? When the conquest was 
over, Joshua 24 gives God’s summary 
and theological analysis, so to speak, 
of that history. To paraphrase what 
God said, “The lot of them were 
destroyed not by your sword or your 
bow. It is I who destroyed. I gave it 
to you, I sent you, I plagued them, I 
brought you, I took it, and I delivered 
you.” The emphasis is upon God’s 
action. Yes, Joshua and the people 
wielded their swords and went into 
battle as they were commanded, but 
“the Lord your God is He who has 
fought for you” (Josh. 23:3). So, more 
than man’s arrows being unleashed 
was God’s almighty arm laid bare to 
give his people what he graciously 
promised.

If there is any value in studying 
church history, it is to see this very 
thing—God infallibly fighting for his 
people. It is written over every era. 
To study church history is to trace 

the outstretched arm of God through 
time as he repeatedly preserved his 
church in the face of powers that 
would otherwise obliterate her. 
From man’s perspective, the church 
was puny underneath the shadow 
of the Roman Empire. That titanic 
nation may have poured out its wrath 
by ripping Christians apart with 
their beasts in the Colosseum, but 
they could not devour the church 
because God was fighting for her. 
The Spanish Inquisition may have 
tortured, quartered, boiled, and 
burned Christians alive, but the 
church was not reduced to ashes 
because God was fighting for her. 
Over and over again, history gives 
the evidence of God thwarting 
every obstacle by letting loose his 
almighty power against every enemy 
of his people. Nothing and no one 
can ever outsmart, outdo, or undo 
the gracious purposes he has for his 
redeemed. To study church history 
is to see that the God who fought 
for his people in the Bible has not 
stopped. It is to see that God will not 
cease doing so.

We do not know what will come 
upon our children and grandchildren 
of the church in the future. The 
unknown can make us be fearful. 
But if we are afraid of what we do 
not know, then we are to take heart 
by what we do know. We know 
that the difficulties we face now 
and those which are in store for the 
rising generations are not a difficulty 
for God, and history shows us that 
they never have been. We know that 
whatever comes is not a surprise 
to God but is sovereignly ordained 
for the good of his people and for 
the glory of his name. We know by 
history that wicked men may deprive 
us of many things in this world, but 
they can never deprive us of God and 
his faithfulness. We know by history 
that wicked men may act out their 
hatred for Christ upon his people 
with all their fury, even making us 
to seal our profession with our own 
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blood, but it can never separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus.

The gracious love of Christ for the church, his bride, moved 
him to shed his precious blood for her, to the glory of his 
love and grace. He who has gone to such lengths on her 
behalf cannot and will not let that be undone by letting her 
be run into oblivion. Not even the sorest persecution could 
make him to flee from his bride. History proves Christ’s 
perfect jealousy for his church. Therefore, do not fear what 
may come by the hand of men, if the mountains be carried 
into the midst of the sea, or anything else. The Lord of 
Hosts is with us until the end of the age. Therefore, we shall 
not be moved.

History reinforces this biblical truth time and again. 
Studying the church’s past in light of these promises will 
teach us that the church’s future ultimately is not grim. It 
never has been. It is not now. Nor will it ever be, even in 
spite of appearances to the contrary. It is forever secure in 
the gracious and almighty hand of God. In the words of 
Psalm 91:4, let his faithfulness be your shield and buckler.

Practical Suggestions
At this point, perhaps your question is not so much Why 
study church history? but, How can we study church 
history that it may be encouraging, and what historical 

literature can we read? Allow me to offer some 
suggestions.

First, as it was mentioned earlier, start with the 
Bible. The Bible is historical through and through, 
brimming with historical narratives. The record 
of God’s actions for his people begins in Genesis. 
But the Bible is not just a history textbook. It is the 
Word of God and, thus, the only written history that 
is “living and powerful” (Heb. 4:12). So, read these 
stories regularly with your children and loved ones. 
Discuss its meaning and help one another discern 
the application to our lives. That will give us the 
proper perspective for the other, uninspired historical 
accounts.

Second, go through a history book together. There 
are many books that take a broad, sweeping look at 
all the centuries of church history, like Bruce Shelley’s 
Church History in Plain Language. These have more 
of a textbook feel to them and might not keep you 
at the edge of your seat, but they are informative. 
For something accessible to all ages, Simonetta Carr 
recently authored a book entitled Church History. 
Biographies tend to make history more relatable 
because they focus on a person. I recommend R. A. 
Sheats’s Pierre Viret: The Angel of the Reformation, a 
biography on the Swiss Reformer, or Iaian H Murray’s 
Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography. There are also 
loads of podcasts, videos, and lectures online that 
cover a wide range of topics. Ask your pastor or elders 
for more suggestions.

Third, watch or read the news. That is history 
unfolding. It is also the decisions and events of the 
past having an effect upon the present. As you pay 
attention to current events, be sure, fourth, to remain 
realistic yet optimistic. Being realistic means not 
being surprised by the depravity evidenced around us 
and expecting it to bring some degree of hardship at 
some point. That will help us to be grateful in times 
of relative peace. The optimism we are to possess is 
not triumphalism or having our hope founded upon 
our zeal to be steadfast, our knowledge, or anything 
else in us. Rather, it is founded upon our God who 
continues to fight for us and keep us. Whatever events 
you see unfold, good or bad, be still and know that 
God is God. He will be exalted among the nations and 
in the earth. Nothing can stop that.

Rev. Eric Van Der Molen 
is a minister in the URC and has been serving at Bethany URC 
in Wyoming, MI, since 2020.

The Outlook | 28



Reading Puritan literature has 
been a major spiritual boon for 
me for four decades.1 When at 

age fourteen the Holy Spirit began 
to convict me of the seriousness 
of sin and the spirituality of the 
law, I searched the Scriptures and 
devoured Puritan literature from my 
father’s bookcase. My mother would 
call upstairs each night at 11:00 p.m., 
“Lights out!” After my parents’ lights 
went out, I would turn mine back on 
and read until 12:30 or 1:00 a.m. I 
read all the Puritan titles published 
by Banner of Truth Trust with relish, 
started a church library, founded 
a nonprofit organization called 
Bible Truth Books, and later, as a 
minister, a publishing firm known 
as Reformation Heritage Books. I 
have spent thousands of hours with 
Puritan writers in my life and sold 
hundreds of thousands of Puritan 
books over the spread of the last fifty 
years. Why? Because as a Christian, 
as a pastor, and as a seminary 
professor, I have found the Puritans 
to be great help to me and to those 
whom I serve.

We today are separated from the 
Puritans by many centuries. They 
lived in a time and a culture very 
different from our own. Perhaps you 
may feel that Englishmen from the 
seventeenth century have little to 
say to North American Christians 
and pastors in the twenty-first 
century. It would be easy to list many 
differences of time and place and 
culture. But the remarkable thing 
is, the central beliefs and methods 

of the Puritans transcend all these 
differences. Because they embraced 
Scripture as the living Word of God, 
what they preached and how they 
labored among their people still 
have relevance to us today no matter 
where we live.

The Puritans were richly biblical, 
doctrinal, experiential, and practical 
in their theology. They sought to 
apply the Word to every aspect of 
Christian life, including the salvation 
and sanctification of the individual 
Christian, marriage and family life, 
the faith and order of the churches, 
life in society at large, the duties of 
citizenship, an international concern 
for the churches of other lands, and 
the progress of the gospel throughout 
the world. Because the content 
of their preaching and teaching 
was taken from God’s Word, and 
because they brought its light to 
bear on so many aspects of life, with 
such breadth of scope and depth of 
penetration, the Puritans have much 
to offer Christians of every time 
and place. To preserve and extend 
their ministry in the pulpit and as 
pastors, the Puritans committed their 
sermons to writing and left us a huge 
literary legacy to explore.

It is also important to recall that 
the Puritans did their work in a 
hostile environment. The powers of 
church and state bitterly opposed 
their efforts to reform the national 
church. The population in general 
was ignorant of the basic truths of 
Christianity, having only recently 
come out of the darkness of Roman 
Catholicism into the light of true 

Christianity. They were concerned 
to apply the whole counsel of God’s 
Word to the life and work of the 
church and all her members. In many 
ways, their task was no different from 
ours in the present day, when there 
is so much ignorance, division and 
disorder in the visible church, and so 
much indifference or hostility in the 
general population around us.

In this short article, I want to set 
before you just three lessons the 
Puritans can teach us today.

First: The Puritans Teach Us 
to Focus on Christ
Puritan preaching was 
Christocentric, or focused on Christ. 
As Scripture shows, evangelism, or 
the preaching of the gospel, must 
bear witness to the record God has 
given of his only begotten Son (Acts 
2:3; 5:42; 8:35; Rom. 16:25; 1 Cor. 
2:2; Gal. 3:1). The Puritans held 
that any preaching in which Christ 
does not have the preeminence is 
not valid as preaching of the gospel. 
William Perkins (1558–1602) said 
that the heart of all preaching is 
to “preach one Christ by Christ to 
the praise of Christ.”2 According 
to Thomas Adams (1583–1652), 
“Christ is the sum of the whole Bible, 
prophesied, typified, prefigured, 
exhibited, demonstrated, to be 
found in every leaf, almost in every 
line, the Scriptures being but as it 
were the swaddling bands of the 
child Jesus.”3 “Think of Christ as the 
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Samuel  
Rutherford

very substance, marrow, soul, and 
scope of the whole Scriptures,” Isaac 
Ambrose (1604–1664) said.4

Like Paul, the Puritans preached 
“Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 
Cor. 2:2, English Standard Version). 
J. I. Packer says, “Puritan preaching 
revolved around ‘Christ, and him 
crucified’—for this is the hub of the 
Bible. The preachers’ commission 
is to declare the whole counsel of 
God; but the cross is the center of 
that counsel, and the Puritans knew 
that the traveler through the Bible 
landscape misses his way as soon 
as he loses sight of the hill called 
Calvary.”5

The Puritans were lovers of Christ 
and wrote much about his beauty. 
Listen to Samuel Rutherford 
(1600–1661): “Put the beauty of 
ten thousand thousand worlds of 
paradises, like the Garden of Eden 
in one; put all trees, all flowers, all 
smells, all colors, all tastes, all joys, 
all loveliness, all sweetness in one. 
O what a fair and excellent thing 
would that be? And yet it would be 
less to that fair and dearest well-
beloved Christ than one drop of rain 
to the whole seas, rivers, lakes, and 
foundations of ten thousand earths.”6 
Thomas Goodwin (1600–1679) 
concluded, “Heaven would be hell to 
me without Christ.”7

Second: The Puritans Teach 
Us to Pray without Ceasing
The Puritans show us the need for 
devoting ourselves to prayer. They 
were truly “men of the closet.” In 
their closets—their special, private 
place dedicated to prayer, in the 
study, bedroom, attic, or open field—
they would lift up their voices and 
cry aloud to the God of heaven for 
his blessing upon themselves, their 
families, churches, and nation.

Today many Christians have little 
time for prayer. By contrast, the 
quality of Puritan lives seems to have 
been uniformly high.8 The Puritans 
were great petitioners who wrestled 
with God for divine blessing.
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Like the Puritans, jealously guard 
your personal devotional time. Take 
your cue from the apostles, who gave 
themselves continually to prayer and 
to the ministry of the Word (Acts 
6:4). Set your priorities according 
to spiritual, eternal realities. Be 
persuaded that as soon as you cease 
to watch and pray, you court spiritual 
disaster. Be painfully aware, as John 
Flavel (1628–1691) said, “that a man 
may be objectively a spiritual [man], 
and all the while subjectively a carnal 
man.”9

Third: The Puritans Teach Us 
How to Endure Trial
The Puritans show us how to 
handle trials. Consider the Scottish 
brothers, Ebenezer (1680–1754) 
and Ralph Erskine (1685–1752), 
Scottish Presbyterians and sons of 
a Covenanter minister. In addition 
to the religious controversies that 
dampened their joy in ministry 
for twenty-five years, they endured 
much domestic grief. Ebenezer 
Erskine buried his first wife when 
she was thirty-nine; his second wife 
died three years before his own 
death. He also lost six of his fifteen 
children. Ralph Erskine buried his 
first wife when she was thirty-two 
and lost nine of thirteen children. 
The three sons who reached maturity 
all entered the ministry, but one son 
helped to depose his own father.

The Erskines well understood that 
God has “only one Son without 
sin but none without affliction,” as 
one Puritan put it. Their diaries, 
so typical of the Puritans, are filled 
with Christ-centered submission 
in the midst of affliction. When his 
first wife was on her deathbed and 
he had just buried several children, 
Ebenezer Erskine wrote:

I have had the rod of God 
laying upon my family by the 
great distress of a dear wife, on 
whom the Lord hath laid his 
hand, and on whom his hand 
doth still lie heavy. But O that 

I could proclaim the praises of 
his free grace, which has paid 
me a new and undeserved visit 
this day. He has been with me 
both in secret and public. I 
found the sweet smells of the 
Rose of Sharon, and my soul 
was refreshed with a new sight 
of him in the excellency of his 
person as Immanuel, and in the 
sufficiency of his everlasting 
righteousness. My sinking 
hopes are revived by the sight 
of him. My bonds are loosed, 
and my burdens of affliction 
made light, when he appears. . 
. .”Here am I, let him do to me 
as seemeth good unto him.” If 
he call me to go down to the 
swellings of Jordan, why not, if 
it be his holy will? Only be with 
me, Lord, and let thy rod and 
staff comfort me, and then I 
shall not fear to go through the 
valley of trouble, yea, through 
the valley of the shadow of 
death.10

We can learn from the Puritans 
that we need affliction to humble 
us (Deut. 8:2), to teach us what sin 
is (Zeph. 1:12), and to bring us to 
God (Hos. 5:15). “Adversity is the 
diamond dust that heaven polishes 
its jewels with,” wrote Robert 
Leighton (1611–1684).11 View God’s 
rod of affliction as his means to etch 
Christ’s image more deeply upon 
you that you may be a partaker of 
his righteousness and holiness (Heb. 
12:10–11). Let your hardships move 
you to walk by faith and wean you 
from the world. As Thomas Watson 
wrote, “God would have the world 
hang as a loose tooth which, being 
easily twitched away, doth not much 
trouble us.”12 Strive for grace to allow 
affliction to elevate your soul to 
heaven and pave your way to glory (2 
Cor. 4:7).

If you are presently undergoing 
profound trials, learn from the 
Puritans not to overestimate those 
trials. Cain made that mistake 

when he cried, “My punishment is 
greater that I can bear” (Gen. 4:13); 
by overestimating the punishment, 
he failed to benefit by it and went 
on in his sin. Read William Bridge’s 
(1600–1671) A Lifting Up for the 
Downcast, Thomas Brooks’s (1608–
1680) A Mute Christian Under the 
Rod, and Richard Sibbes’s  A Bruised 
Reed. Remember that life is short 
and eternity is forever. Think more 
of your coming crown and eternal 
communion with the triune God, 
and with saints and angels, than of 
temporal tribulations. As John Trapp 
(1601–1669) wrote, “He that rides to 
be crowned need not think much of a 
rainy day.”13

You are only a stranger and a pilgrim 
here; your true home awaits you in 
glory. Do not despair. The Shepherd’s 
rod is held by a hand of love, not a 
punitive hand of judgment. Consider 
Christ in your afflictions—were 
they not much more than yours, 
and was not he wholly innocent? 
Consider how he perseveres for you, 
how he prays for you, how he helps 
you onward toward the goals he has 
for you. In the end, bearing your 
afflictions will glorify him. As John 
Bunyan quaintly said, “God’s people 
are like bells; the harder they are hit, 
the better they sound.”14

Concluding Questions
Are we, like the Puritans, focusing on 
Christ, praying without ceasing, and 
handling affliction biblically so as to 
grow in grace and in communion 
with God? Are we motivated by 
biblical truth and biblical fire? Do 
we share the Puritan view of the vital 
necessity of conversion, and of being 
clothed with the righteousness of 
Christ? It is not enough just to read 
the Puritans. We need the inward 
disposition of the Puritans—the 
authentic, biblical, intelligent piety 
they showed in their hearts, lives, 
and churches.

Will you live godly in Christ Jesus 
like the Puritans? Will you go 
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beyond studying their theology, 
discussing their ideas, recalling their 
achievements, and berating their 
failures? Will you wrestle in prayer 
with God as they did and practice 
the degree of obedience to God’s 
Word for which they strove? Will 
you serve God as they served him? 
Will you live with one eye on eternity 
as they did? There is a high price to 
pay in order to be a faithful child of 
God, but the promised reward is far 
greater, and “faithful is he that calleth 
you” (1 Thess. 5:24, King James 
Version).
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How to Help  
Hurting Friends

Rev. William Boekestein

I was once hiking in Colorado 
with a friend and two of my kids. 
Way past dark we saw a single 

faint light meandering down the 
mountain toward our basecamp at 
12,000 feet. It turned out to be a cell 
phone held by a young woman who 
had been hiking alone. She had run 
out of daylight, lost track of the trail, 
and took several bad falls. Her body 
was sore and dirty. Her hands were 
bloody. Her face was tear-stained. 
She was traumatized and disoriented. 
If she hadn’t found us and stayed 
with us for the night, what might 
have happened?

Hear Ecclesiastes: If two people “fall, 
one will lift up his fellow. But woe to 
him who is alone when he falls and 
has not another to lift him up!” (4:10, 
English Standard Version). God 
commands us, “Bear one another’s 

burdens, and so fulfill the law of 
Christ” (Gal. 6:2). In fact, “Helping 
fellow believers carry the weight of 
their worldly troubles is one of the 
chief practical duties that ought to 
consume every Christian.”1 In the 
war for wellness, friends are a frontline 
defense.

So how can we be the friends who 
help keep others from wandering off 
the trail? How can we comfort the 
bruised and battered? How can we 
help bear the pack of the weak?

See the Struggles of Others
“Let each of you look not only to 
his own interests, but also to the 
interests of others” (Phil. 2:4). Paul’s 
word for “look” is powerful: It means 
to contemplate, fix one’s eyes upon, 
direct one’s attention to. The Bible 
uses this metaphor to describe God’s 
help of his children: “The Lord saw 

that the affliction of Israel was very 
bitter” (2 Kings 14:26). God calls us to 
mirror him by noticing what others 
are going through. To be a helper you 
have to be a seer.

Sometimes the struggles of other 
believers are obvious. But because 
people hide their hurts and mask 
their pain, we might have to look 
hard for signs of our friend’s 
struggles. Some of our friends 
might self-harm in an unhealthy 
attempt to honor invisible pain. 
Others may reveal their hurt through 
uncharacteristic apathy, lethargy, 
or cynicism. Sometimes hurt shows 
itself through misbehavior—God’s 
command of burden-bearing 
explicitly addresses “transgression” 
(Gal. 6:1). Christians should look 
out for any sign of guilt, worry, 
sorrow, anxiety, depression, physical 
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handicap, unconfessed sin, and other 
burdens that we might help carry.

And behind eyes that see must be 
hearts that care. The combination of 
seeing and caring is called empathy. 
Our Good Shepherd empathized. He 
shared the pain of others because he 
was able to look at the hurting as if 
through their own eyeballs without 
jeopardizing his judgment (Matt. 
9:36). J. C. Ryle said that those who 
do not care to experience the state 
of the souls of others “can surely 
not have ‘the mind of Christ’ (1 
Cor. ii.16).”2 “Someone whose real 
interest does not extend beyond the 
boundaries of his own existence will 
not be able to be empathetic.”3 We 
mustn’t be so preoccupied that every 
hurt but our own is hidden by self-
interest. But for believers, “Christ has 
dethroned self ” and enabled us to 
care about others.4

Share the Burdens of Others
Jesus both looked to the interests 
of others and acted on what he saw. 
He “emptied himself, by taking 
the form of a servant” (Phil. 2:7). 
We must have this same mind 
among ourselves (Phil. 2:5). We 
can’t totally cure our friends’ 

problems, but we can serve them 
by sharing the weight. We can do 
as Paul commands: “Encourage the 
fainthearted, help the weak” (1 Thess. 
5:14). How?

Share by Listening

Many of us prefer talking over 
listening. But being quick to speak 
almost always fails because of our 
inherent ignorance. Jesus knew what 
was in a person (John 2:25). We don’t, 
but we think we do. So we break 
James’s law—“Be quick to hear, slow 
to speak” (1:19)—and fail to help. 
Listening has a way of correcting 
our first impressions about hurting 
people. That aggressive woman might 
be scared. That aloof man could be 
silently grieving. But we won’t know 
until we listen. Listening helps us 
share. And listening itself often eases 
the burden. Sometimes people’s 
greatest weight is the frustration of 
not being heard. Listening can help 
lift some of their load.

Share by Speaking

Our speaking role as burden-
sharers isn’t usually going to be 
diagnosing the troubles of others, but 
encouraging them in their troubles. 
We can be like Jonathan, who 

strengthened David’s hand in God (1 
Sam. 23:16). In the words of Matthew 
Henry, “As a pious friend, [Jonathan] 
directed him to God, the foundation 
of his confidence and the fountain 
of his comfort.” How might we help 
carry specific burdens of our friends 
by pointing them to God? Remind 
guilt-stricken friends of God’s grace. 
Remind anxious friends of God’s 
provision. Remind self-harming 
friends of God’s atonement; it’s by 
Jesus’ wounds that we’re healed, not 
our own.

Share by Referring

Sometimes we’re in over our heads. 
Certain situations are emergencies 
that require us to help by telling 
others. If we’re convinced that a 
friend is in serious danger of taking 
their life, or harming another 
person, we should get help, even 
without their permission. Other 
dangers are less urgent but still 
overwhelming. It’s appropriate to 
say, “I want to continue to help bear 
your burden. But I need help.” You 
might encourage your friend to talk 
to a pastor, elder, or professional 
counselor, or name a few other 
friends who could join them in their 
struggle.

Trust Jesus
First, we must lean on Jesus for 
our own needs. Paul says that 
burden-bearers must be “spiritual” 
(Gal. 6:1)—Spirit-reliant, Spirit-
strengthened, Spirit-guided. Without 
a strong hope in Jesus, helping can 
be debilitating, and truly seeing can 
be crushing. Your ability to bear the 
burdens of others depends on how 
well you’re leaning your weight on 
Jesus, who bore “the weight of our 
sins and of the wrath of God.”5

But we also need to trust Jesus to 
carry our friends. We all lack the 
capacity of soul to shoulder all the 
hurts of others. We aren’t Jesus. 
To forget that can ruin us. Several 
times in my ministry I’ve had the 
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wind knocked out of me upon 
learning of shocking sins or losses 
of dear friends. Extreme empathy 
can paralyze us. We have to remain 
committed to helping our friends 
while committing them into God’s 
care. We need to “transfer the weight 
of spiritual burdens onto shoulders 
bigger, stronger, broader, and more 
durable.”6 We can’t bear our friends’ 
responsibilities or the consequences 
of their choices (Gal. 6:7). It’s a 
spiritual discipline to love our friends 
as best we can and leave God to work 
out their destiny. Ultimately, “each 
one will have to bear his own load” 
(Gal. 6:5). On the Day of Judgment 
everyone reports to God alone.

Bearing the burdens of others is 
the practice of seeing, sharing, and 
trusting. And, done right, it leads 
to Jesus. Jesus “came to share this 
suffering, he came to bear this pain, 
he came to taste every test and every 
temptation that we have known.7 

Jesus’ incarnation proves that “God 
wants to know our condition fully 
and does not want to take away any 
pain which he himself has not fully 
tasted.”8 Because he has borne our 
burdens, we can bear one another’s 
burdens. The one who set the perfect 
standard of loving one’s neighbor 
now calls you and me to go and do 
likewise.

This article was first published 
on Core Christianity, March 26, 
2022, https://corechristianity.com/
resource-library/articles/how-to-
help-hurting-friends/.
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The question is important. Jesus and his disciples 
were genuine friends (John 15:15). Even before Jesus 
had disciples, before he created the world, he was a 
friend to the Father and the Spirit. By being a friend 
we reflect God.

Distinguish loving your neighbor from being a 
friend. Being a good neighbor is non-negotiable, but 
friendship goes beyond the call of neighborliness.

Don’t depend solely on your spouse for friendship. 
Your spouse can be your best friend, but won’t be able 
to bear the weight of being your only friend.

GOOD  
QUESTION

39
HOW CAN I HAVE BETTER
FRIENDSHIPS?

Define your friendship with words. You might be 
surprised at what happens when you articulate with 
your friends what your friendship means.

Include Jesus. Real friends don’t hide their faith. They 
are genuinely vocal about their only comfort in life and 
in death.

Be energized by the gospel. On their own, rules cannot 
make us godlier people or better friends. The gospel 
alone—the perfect atoning work of God’s Son—is the 
power of God unto salvation (Rom. 1:16), and the 
energy you need to be a better friend.
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Book Review 

Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp 

Review of I Belong: Heidelberg 
Catechism Question and Answer 
1 for Children, Joyce Holstege, 
illustrated by Meagan Krosschell. 
Jenison, MI: Reformed Free 
Publishing Association, 2022. 50 

pages. Hardback. $18.95.

This book was written so that 
parents or other adults and children 
can work through Lord’s Day 1 
of the Heidelberg Catechism 
together. Every left page contains a 
beautifully drawn, relevant, page-
sized picture and the part of the 
Answer that is being discussed on 
every right page. The text on the 
right page can be read by older 
children who are skilled at reading, 
but it’s mostly meant to be read by 
the adult who is reading it to the 
children. Because of this layout, 
it is an excellent book to read to 
younger and older children at the 
same time.

The title, I Belong, is a perfect 
title to pick from the original text 
because it is appropriate for our 
time and age, in which it becomes 
more and more difficult for children 
to know where, how, and to whom 
they belong, such as when their 
family is torn by divorce and 
blended by remarriage. Question 
and Answer 1 of the catechism 
gives a short summary of the 
Christian faith, and therefore this 
book explains the key points of 
faith in Jesus Christ as our Savior.

I’m impressed with the author for 
tackling and explaining all aspects 
of the Christian faith in a clear 
and simple way, understandable 

to children and adults alike. She 
doesn’t shy away from the difficult 
points like “in death” or “soul” or 
“savior” and explains them with 
refreshing clarity.

Since the author handled 
explaining the major points 
in Christianity in such an 
understandable way, this book 
would be also excellent to read to 
children who are not being raised 
in the faith or in a Bible-believing 
church. In that case, I would 
recommend starting with the last 
pages, where some typical church 
expressions, like “glory” or “glorify 

God” or Satan and sin are better 
explained than in the first couple 
pages.

I would have liked to see a bit more 
emphasis on Jesus, on how he 
loves the little children and even 
said “Let the children come to 
me” (Matt. 19:14, English Standard 
Version). I think this would be 
especially comforting for children 
who feel they don’t belong. But 
this can be easily added by the 
adult who is reading the book. This 
adult can also elaborate a bit by 
explaining that Satan is a name for 
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the devil, mentioned in the Answer, 
and that the devil is the archenemy 
of God and therefore so eager to 
make people sin against God.

It is also my opinion that the 
phrases that include the word must, 
like “you must use your body to 
serve him” and “everything you 
do must be for God’s glory and 
for his honor” are a bit strong. The 
text of the Answer itself is milder, 
saying “[his Holy Spirit] makes me 
sincerely willing and ready . . . to 
live unto him.” The catechism’s 
approach is especially good for the 
child with a strict conscience, who 
would misunderstand this word 
must and constantly feel guilty 
and so miss out on the love and 
forgiveness of our Savior.

There are not many authors who 
dare to write a children’s book 
explaining in detail Heidelberg 
Catechism Question and Answer 1. 
As far as I know, Joyce Holstege 
is the only one who has done it. 
I admire her courage, and she did 
an excellent job. The illustrator, 
Meagan Krosschell, made it into 
an attractive-looking book that I 
think will be a treasure both for the 
kids who want (or have) to learn 
the catechism, and for the children 
who are new to the Christian faith. 
We all have the responsibility to 
make sure that all children hear 
to whom they belong, and this 
book is certainly one of the best. I 
recommend you all get a copy and 
read it to children who need to hear 
the message of comfort and love.
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God's Word grows like a seed, and it produces a crop. 

Jyothi grew up in a somewhat Christian family in India – 
the seed of the Gospel was planted in their hearts, but 
there was no growth. Her family would study the verses 
they liked, but most of the seeds fell on rocky soil. 

WWhile attending church, Jyothi's pastor gave her a Talking 
Bible. He knew she needed the seed of God's Word at 
home. 

Morning and evening, Jyothi played the Talking Bible in her 
house. After such a short time, she sees growth in herself.

She She knows God is always with her, so she chooses to hand 
over her struggles to Him. Jyothi is now sowing the seed of 
the Gospel. Jyothi's husband and boys started to listen as 
well.

Will you help us "plant" the seed of the Gospel by proving 
the Word of God to non-readers? Give today!

A House Divided
“A house divided against itself cannot stand.” Abraham Lincoln opened 
one of his most famous speeches with these words in 1858. He intended 
them as a stark warning that the ideologically deeply divided nation could 
not continue on its course. His warning was prophetic, as less than three 
years later the nation was torn apart in a bloody civil war. In one of the 
darkest periods of the Civil War, he issued a proclamation appointing a 
national fast day on March 30, 1863. His words strikingly apply to our day: 
“We have been the recipients of the choicest bounties of Heaven. We have 
been preserved these many years in peace and prosperity. We have grown 
in numbers, wealth and power as no other nation has ever grown. But we 
have forgotten God. We have vainly imagined, in the deceitfulness of our 
hearts, that all these blessings were produced by some superior wisdom 
and virtue of our own. Intoxicated with unbroken success, we have become 
too self-sufficient, too proud to pray to the God that made us. It behooves 
us, then, to humble ourselves before the offended Power, to confess our 
national sins, and pray for clemency and forgiveness.” Lincoln didn’t want 
to see his country perish, devoured by destruction from within. Lincoln’s 
warning about a house divided was taken directly from the words of Jesus 
(Matt. 12:25; Mark 3:25; Luke 11:17). Abraham Lincoln, 1858
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depression, what depression is, and the approaches 
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friends who care for them, and pastors ministering to 
these wounded members of their flock.
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